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  Free From Jazz


  
    Prelude


    The day Pious Man Chan was anointed police chief he looked for a grave for Ray Tate.


    Pious Chan’s head was lumpy and pure bald and he had an angry mole under his right eye. A long, straight, black hair poked from the red mole. Chan thought of himself as a godfather Buddha who blended wisdom with ruthlessness in his dealings with his capos and consiglieres. As a young Chinese copper, Pious Chan had tried to assimilate, slowly working his way invisibly up the ranks, speaking softly and forgetting no slight or dig. He knew the name and rank of every Anglo fucker who’d ever called him a chink and sent him out for laundry and egg rolls.


    When the fat doughboy mayor was elected for a second term, the powerful Chinese Menu, who delivered up Chinatown votes like dim sum specials, urged him to look around for one of their puppets to shove his hand up into. He found Pious Chan toiling in obscurity far down in the ranks. Chan was the kind of cop the mayor liked: he carried his gun locked in his briefcase and left the briefcase locked in the trunk of his car. His bullets were rusted but his pencil was sharp. The doughboy pulled Chan up by his figurative pigtail, skipping several ranks, slapped a handful of fruit salad onto his shoulders, and arranged him behind the burled walnut desk.


    To the smiling nods of the benevolent Menu the doughboy began affixing strings to his dancing puppet right away. Pious Man Chan was prohibited from raiding anything in east Chinatown: no gambling clubs, no whorehouses, no boiler rooms, no sweatshops. Chinatown was packed with three things: cheap vice, cheap labour, and cheap votes. The doughboy also forbade arrests at left-wing demonstrations, wiretaps on city politicians, and investigations into unionized companies doing business with the city.


    With an eager grin that hid what Pi Chan thought was oriental deviousness, he let the mayor jerk him around like a spastic little Pinocchio. “That’s all, sir?”


    “Other than that, Pi,” the mayor told Chan in an anteroom after the police commission blessed him, “knock yourself out.”


    “What about the … ah … blacks?” Chan said timidly, navigating his way through the mayor’s funny tastes. “The box is up for refunding.”


    “The box? Box of what? The fuck?”


    “Black Organized Crime Squad. BOCS. They’re getting swamped by the Bik-Big shootings up in the projects.”


    “Fuck sakes, Pi. Give them some money but change the fucking name.” He frowned down on the chief. “Did I make a mistake, here? I could’ve got a broad or a Paki. Should I’ve ’a got a Paki broad in a sari up there, behind the desk, that understands how democracy works? I thought you Chinamen invented democracy.”


    “We invented gunpowder,” Pious Man Chan said softly, mentally chalking one up against the mayor.


    “Same thing.”


    “Umm.” Chan stared off for a moment, fingering the fine black strand growing from his mole. “Safe Neighborhoods Initiative Program. SNIP.”


    The doughboy nodded and flipped at his silver blond locks. “SNIP. Perfect.” He took a piece of paper from his inside suit pocket. “Let’s go down this, fast.” He glanced up. “Hey, Bik-Bigs, you said? Bik-Bigs? What’s that? A gang?”


    “B-K B-Gs. Black kids. Big guns.” Chan shrugged. “Bik-Bigs.”


    The mayor laughed. “The little cocksuckers. Clean them out, Pi. We don’t want another season of gunsmoke. Grab up some white guys too, while you’re at it, make it fair. I don’t want to see an ethnic chain gang tap dancing across the front page. You got any white guys committing crime?”


    “We got a joint task force on the go with the Feds and the Staties. They’re after speed cookers, labs. Couple of kids were killed by bad ecstasy so they go after the X-men too. Mostly white biker types, white trash down from the badlands.”


    “Perfect. Roll ’em all into one.” The mayor consulted his list. “You got anything on Dickie Price down at Works? He said he came out the other day and saw a couple of cars around his house, guys in them talking to the sun visors. Recognized one of the drivers from a bodyguard detail when that fucking cowboy president was in town.”


    Pious Man Chan nodded. “Price was scoped coming out of a mob gambling club over at Stateline two weeks ago, up in Prior. They didn’t know he was a ward heeler when they went after him.”


    The mayor chewed his mean pout. “Okay, I’ll choke Dickie off. You taking anyone down? You can drop the wops but you lose Price in all this, Pious. I mean it. Anything written down, unwrite it, but get me a copy, first. The guy who wrote it down, give him a soft landing. Dickie is one of the good guys. He likes unions, bums, and bicycle lanes.” He looked at his list. “Rest of this is shit. Except this guy, Tate.”


    “Ray Tate. The gunner.”


    “Him. I’m getting static from the black constituents. Lawsuits. Riots, if another black guy gets aced by a white cop.”


    “Ray Tate’s in the weeds. Intelligence. He’s buried, looking for the Dog Man on the east side.”


    “How deep is he buried, though, Pi? Those alleys lead to streets, and people, including black voters, walk those streets. If he digs himself out and walks the earth, we’re probably going to hear about it, and it’s going to sound an awful lot like rapid-fire and spades hitting the ground.”


    “He’s hanging by his thumbs. No uniform, no company car, no partner. Sits in the trees, growing his hair, scratches himself raw, and watches for the guy feeding rat poison to dogs.”


    “Not deep enough. He’s shot two guys — black guys — dead, for Christ’s sakes. I want you to put a stake through his heart.”


    Pious Chan wagged his head. “Both his shootings were clean. Witnesses are strong. He’s a hero, especially after that last one. He went hand-to-hand with the guy. We dump him out and it looks like we’re admitting guilt for something. We’ll pay. He won’t go, anyway, without a fight. If we put him out we’re going to have trouble.”


    Pious Man Chan stepped away when a police commissioner approached the mayor and shook his hand. She held it a long time. The mayor used his other hand to flip his locks. He made his boyish face blush a shy red and smoothed his school tie while sucking in his gut.


    “And you, Mr. Chief.” She grabbed Pious Chan’s hand. “An ethnic police chief. We’re setting a new agenda, an agenda of inclusiveness.” She gave them both smiles and walked away, calling, “I hope to see some progressive females moving up there in the ranks, Pious.”


    Pious Man Chan waited until she was out of earshot. “The joint chemical task force, sir. The Feds run it. We’ve dumped some dead meat in there. The Staties put in one of their loose cannons. Dykes, fags, losers. We could jam Ray Tate in there. There’s lots of loose cash floating around, lots of temptation, bikers, and white trash. Best case is we catch him taking some dough. Worst case is we get a bunch of white ecstasy cookers in handcuffs, sir, and if Tate shoots someone, hopefully it’ll be one of them.”

  


  
    PART ONE

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Just before dawn cracked, a ghost car rounded the block. Then, a few minutes later, rounded again from the other direction, this time with the bright cone of a spotlight running like quicksilver through the margin of the park. The wheelman rolled to a stop, backed up, then ran his front wheels over the sidewalk and nudged the back of a park bench. The rack lights were activated. Two young chargers disembarked the ghoster, leaving the engine running and the doors open. The wheelman muttered to the shotgun and they sparked their flashlights, pushing jerky funnels of light to a man bundled in a smudge of an overcoat, sitting in the overgrown bushes rimming a flower garden.


    The shotgun called, “Yo, you, man.”


    The man recognized the casual authority of the voice and could hear a night-desk dispatcher’s honey voice reciting a hotshot: woman with a gun in Stonetown, sergeant on the way, tacticals rolling, duty lieutenant notified. He climbed to his feet painfully, his joints making audible popping sounds. It was soft autumn but cold had revealed itself with a hard vengeance in the night. Lake Michigan was miles away but its cooked scent hung over the city. The hot early afternoon had boiled up some simmering stew. He groaned a painful cloud of breath. He was careful to keep his hands away from his body, to brave the searing light and keep his paws away from his eyes; he kept them out from his torso in crucifixion. An urge came to say the hell with it and scratch ferociously at the tiny bites on his legs and a fresh group on the back of his neck. His left ribs throbbed from a week-old spider bite, the same kind of broad, angry bruise left on the flesh when a bullet was stopped by a Kevlar vest.


    He looked at the heavens as he awaited instruction. The sky before him was in a reluctant black of the end of the night. He studied the new purples of pre-dawn as if in delirium. He wondered why art canvases were muslin off-white. He had several tubes of yellow paint but hadn’t opened them yet. They were still in the art shop bag in his barren apartment, but he’d gone through an awful lot of black and purple and the thickest blues. There was a faint rim of dawn on the very tips of the trees far to the east. He didn’t know what to do with bright colours, where they fit into anything. Silver stars winked and faded, imperceptibly dead. The dying moon was glittering somewhere out of his sight. The Maglites, now separated, gave him two shadows growing apart from each other and he wondered if this might mean something profound. Duality of man, maybe.


    “I’m an armed detective, on duty,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Ankle holster, right leg. Intelligence. Four-niner-four-sixer. Tate, Ray.”


    “Right, you’re on dog patrol,” the shotgun said, “and we’ve come to get you.”


    “Sir,” the wheelman said, “we’ve come to get you, sir.”


    The shotgun said, “No, Brian. You don’t sir a sergeant.” He called to the man, “Right? Am I right or am I right?”


    Ray Tate said, “Yes, sir.”


    The shotgun laughed easily. “You can pull in your wings. We know you won’t fly away from us.”


    The wheelman said, “If you did, we wanted, we could take you down on the wing anyway.”


    Ray Tate lowered his arms slowly and turned. They weren’t wearing their caps and they held their flashlights away from their torsos. Both had shaven heads in the strobing ghoster lights, an annual police rite to raise money for cancer kids in the state hospital. Ray Tate had been shaven six times in six years, but not lately. His hair hid his ears, curled at the nape of his neck.


    The shotgun stepped into the cone of the wheelman’s light. “We’ve come to get you, sarge. Bring you home.” He looked around. “You got anything here you want to take?”


    Ray Tate looked at his blanket and bindle bundle. He bent and sorted through the rubble and picked up his rover. The battery was long dead. Nobody ever had to reach out for an alley rat. There were two used tubes of After Bite and a small sketchpad he carried for moments of inspiration, of which there’d been none. He hefted the rover in his hand and put it into his billowing, filthy German surplus greatcoat. He kicked the sketchpad, the blanket, and the bindle down the hill into the ravine.


    “Nothing, just the radio.” He fired mucus from his nose. He was suddenly cold and he wrapped himself deeply in the coat. His guts twisted audibly in hunger. “The rest is shit.”


    * * *


    Brian the wheelman took the car to the car wash and the shotgun delivered Ray Tate to the central desk sergeant. There were crossed flags behind the desk sergeant’s table and a list of officers’ family members who’d died in combat from the Civil War to Iraq. The police force had given a lot of sons and daughters to war and there were signed photographs of a half dozen former presidents. Obama was framed but still on the floor, leaning against the wall.


    The desk sergeant welcomed Ray Tate and shook his hand: “You done good, Ray. Fuck what they say.” The shotgun went to get fresh coffee. The desk sergeant looked after him as he headed to the day room. “Good guys, those guys. About the only two I got. One gets a toothache and the other has to go to the dentist. Partners.”


    “What’s it about, Bob? That they came out to the wilderness?”


    The desk sergeant shrugged. “Fucked if. A beam from Planet Chan. You hear? They crossed the holy water on his forehead the other day. He’s blessed.” He twisted his mouth. “Cocksucker. Now there’s a real plague on the kingdom.”


    The shotgun brought out coffees and gave one to Tate. He told the sergeant he was going to walk over to the car wash. “Brian fucks it up, sarge. Lets them get inside and they see all the blood on the backseat.” He shuffled and turned to Ray Tate. “I just wanna say you something, I’m not outta line.” But he didn’t say anything.


    After a moment the desk sergeant said, “He knows, Larry.”


    The shotgun shook Ray Tate’s hand. “Fuck ’em, right?” He didn’t mind the grime and refused to wipe his palm afterwards on his trousers.


    “Without doubt.”


    Larry nodded solemnly. “If it gets real bad for you, remember you always got a home in Central ’04. Brian don’t drive too good, I can always use a wheelman, even a drooling old fuck that falls asleep a lot.”


    Ray Tate laughed. The desk sergeant told Larry, “Get back out there, you dumb fuck.”


    “So, how’s things up there, Ray? Intelligence?”


    Ray Tate shook his head in wonder and sipped his coffee. “Fucking paradise, Bob. Overtime out the ass, clerks with big tits. Cappuccino machine in the day room.”


    “Ah, fuck off.”


    “No shit. Would I stand in front of your table and lie right to your fucking face?”


    “Lots of overtime? Like, how much?”


    “Well, I got an accountant now, head off any problems later with the IRS.”


    “Jesus, Ray. If I had your money, I’d burn mine.”


    Ray Tate was safe at home. Drinking coffee and bullshitting over the table, a stream of uniforms hustling handcuffed prisoners behind him, the rumble of voices. He heard a couple of voices murmur his name and some of the chargers found pretext to cross by the table for a look at the double gunner.


    Someone said, “That poor fucker. That’s what they do to you, you go the distance for them. You go there twice and then they really fucking hate you.”


    Someone else said, “Fuckin’ bum, looking for the guy poisoning dogs in the ravine, that’s all he’s good for.”


    Someone else, a woman, said, “Fuck you, Foley, you dumb dildo.”


    There was a sudden burst of struggle and Bob the desk sergeant launched himself around the desk. “Shirley. For fuck sakes.”


    * * *


    Ray Tate showered in the locker room. He waited in the steam until the day crew finished banging their lockers and bullshitting about Shirley taking out Foley with a hoof to the nuts. He loved the echo of the rooms in the stations, the jocking and jilling of the troops as they prepared for work. The thumping boots and songs and whistles. The camaraderie of the ultimate outsiders: not white or black or yellow or brown. Just blue. Not liberal or conservative or unionist. Just blue. That famous blue fog that was really a world of grey.


    When the last charger had slammed out of the room Tate turned off the shower and in the steaming silence worked a towel into his hair and beard. Bob, the desk sergeant, came in with a pile of neatly folded clothes: two thick blue union sweatshirts, a worn khaki windbreaker, baggy grey track pants, and a pair of woollen socks.


    “Jesus, Ray.” He was looking at the mass of insect bites up and down Tate’s legs, crossed with red gouges where his fingernails had involuntarily ripped at the stinging itch. “Ah, man. Fuck. We got some shit in the kit. Stand by.”


    When he came back he had a handful of tubes and sprays and an Iraq vet’s mug with a chipped gold insignia on the side. Tate sipped coffee and worked on his wounds.


    “I just got the call. They want you to go to a satellite in midtown, see the skipper over there. I got a car going to take you over. You want to stop first, at home?”


    “Naw. What’s the satellite?”


    “Task force. Us, the Feds, Staties. They’re after crank shufflers, X-men.” Bob shrugged. “Run by Gordie Weeks. You know Gordie?”


    “Nope. Good guy?”


    “Well, one time I was shopping down the Tower Mall. Gordie got into the revolving door behind me but he came out ahead of me.” Bob laughed. “Gordie’s very … quick. They say he plays table tennis with himself.”


    “Ah,” Ray Tate shook his head. “Ah fuck.”

  


  
    Chapter 2


    The skipper loved the early morning hours. They were productive and he prowled the desks and closets of the midtown satellite office. The long, dim drive in from the northern suburbs helped clear his head on the mornings when he battled a hangover and couldn’t face the sun. There were plenty of strip plazas with doughnut joints studded into them and, if he needed to, on really bad days he could find a washroom to puke in.


    But it had been a good week. He’d found a matchbook from an Indian casino and a tube of bright red lipstick under the seat of a car signed out to one of the city slobs. The slob had booked off sick the previous week. The skipper had calculated the mileage to the casino, checked it against the slob’s daily expense sheets and the odometer, and called the security office down there. Now there was an empty desk in the tactical office.


    He’d picked the lock on Djuna Brown the Statie’s desk and found it empty except for a stained tampon and note reading, “Fuck You, You Fat Irish Fuck.”


    “Nice job, Gordie,” the Big Chan’s new deputy had told him when the city slob had been written out. “This is what we want to see. We call it personnel disenhancement.”


    “Yeah, but now I’m short-handed.” The skipper was aware that how high he went depended on how many there were stacked below him. “I’m down a guy.”


    The dep laughed. He sounded like he hadn’t laughed in a long time and was out of practice but was getting the hang of it. “Short-handed for what? You guys aren’t actually doing anything, right?”


    “Well, the bosses want us to take down this mutt, Captain Cook.”


    “Just kidding, Gordo,” the newly minted dep said.


    Then he called back: “We got a guy we’re sending you tomorrow, beef up the roster.” He paused. “The guy we’re sending you, he’s your top target. Orders from Beijing.”


    The skipper felt a sinking feeling but he kept his voice casual. “What is he? What’s his degeneracy? Booze? Little chickies? Goats?”


    “Don’t knock goats, Gordo. Goats is … If you haven’t tried it, don’t knock it, right?”


    “What is he, then?”


    “Well, he’s a gunner.” The dep hung up quickly and the skipper could tell he was smiling.


    The next morning the interoffice line buzzed. “Skip? There’s … ah …” the receptionist faltered. “Ah, a party here? To see you?”


    “Buzz him through.”


    “If you say so.”


    Through the glass window of his office the skipper recognized Ray Tate behind the straggly, grey-shot hair and the beard dripping down his face. Even in the lumpy sweatshirts and the windbreaker the skipper could see where stress had burrowed into Tate’s body and chewed its way out. In the media photos he’d looked buff and robust, a perfect poster cop. Now he looked like a fucked-out degenerate in sweatpants and a ratty sweatshirt hanging down under his windbreaker.


    Tate stood in the doorway of the satellite office and looked around at the half dozen vacant desks, at the criminal organization charts tacked to the wall, at piles of mug shots and fuzzy surveillance photos of mutts. There were posters of various pills, warning that “Speed Kills,” and observing that “Ecstasy. Isn’t.” A close-up of a woman’s ravaged face was blown up and framed above the base radio: she had no teeth, corroded pits in her face, and straggling hair balding from the front. Block handwriting read: “Don’t Forget Your Mom on Mother’s Day.” There was a blown up photograph of a pile of pink pills with interlocking Cs stamped into them and under the pills a question mark.


    Off to the side were photographs with “Captain Cook Crew” printed above them. The top box showed a question mark over a happy face. Beneath it was a surveillance photograph of a long-haired, middle-aged man with a badly burned face. The man, identified as Philip Harvey, wore a long, black leather trench coat and sunglasses hooked into his sweater neck. He glared directly into the camera as he walked out of a strip club. A handwritten note read M/I/XV followed by a series of exclamation marks and the 24/7 phone number for the SWAT teams. The M/I stood for Mentally Incompetent, the XV stood for Extreme Violence. Branched off from the burned man were assorted men and women, most of them young, all of them in groups with their faces circled in black ink and numbered.


    With a rat’s toothy bon homie the skipper bounded out of his office and across the room, his hand out. “Fuck me. Ray Tate. They told me I was getting a first-rate guy, but … well, holy fuck. A real cop, for a change.” He shook his head as he pumped Ray Tate’s hand with one hand and hustled his holstered sidearm with the other. “Gordie Weeks. Welcome to the Crank Squad. Let’s get coffee.”


    * * *


    The Chemical Squad was housed on the ninth floor in a commercial building. The upper floors had a long, clear view to Lake Michigan. Visitors who stumbled onto the ninth floor were greeted with a bland, long corridor with light green doors down either side. Each door had a number pad. Each door, if someone knocked on it, was found to be steel instead of the flimsy hollow cores of the other doors in the building. Video surveillance cameras peeked out of the ceiling tiles. When someone stepped off the elevator a red-headed receptionist instantly appeared, as though coincidentally, from the first door on the right-hand side. She wore a small automatic pistol under her secretarial garb and a panic button disguised as a funky bracelet on her left wrist.


    When the skipper and Ray Tate came out of the tactical room the redhead was whispering into a headset and keeping an eye on the hall monitors.


    “Gloria, we’re going for some caffeine. Half hour, okay? I’m on the cell.”


    She nodded and made a note. She stared at Tate.


    “This is Ray Tate. The last real cop. He’s going to be with us so don’t get all tactical when he comes in, okay? He’s one of the good guys.” He winked at her and said to Tate, “Watch out for Gloria. She’s got two forty-fives. She’s also got a gun.”


    The red-headed woman stared at the skipper without expression. The skipper was shrugging into his suit coat at the elevator when the doors opened. A tiny black woman in a smudged, stained pantsuit was leaning bonelessly against the back wall, looking as though she’d just jolted awake from nine floors of deep sleep. She had almost white bleached hair that exploded from her head. The butt of a holstered compact automatic pistol hiked her ghastly jacket above her hip. Her face was thin and the colour of scummy, forgotten coffee. Her eyes had an Asian, catlike slant. She’d made herself up by stabbing a tube of lipstick at her face, giving her mouth an arterial aspect. With effort she detached herself from the wall and stared dully at the skipper until he moved out of her way. She passed them and shuffled ghostly past the receptionist. She wore tiny embroidered slippers.


    When the elevator doors closed the skipper hit the ground floor button and shook his head. “Dyke. A Statie.”


    Tate noticed he was gnawing his lip and blinking rapidly at the crack of elevator door.


    Across the street they made their way through the breakfast crowd and sat at the farthest booth. The skipper held two fingers up to the counterman. When coffee was delivered the skipper poured an inch of sugar into his cup. “You know anything about us? About our satellite? That’s okay. Nobody does. The Feds put in the infrastructure, the radios, the prosecutors, and the brainiacs who do the chemistry work. The Staties put in a few bodies and some cars. We put in the workers. Essentially, we handcuff pills. The Feds pick the target, we chase down the pills. We grab mutts if we have to, some labs, sometimes some dough. But what we want is pills, great fucking mounds of them. There’s not much overtime and mostly, I got to say, we’re Sleepy Hollow. We mostly work on ecstasy since some club kids croaked on it, but I haven’t sweated in months. We’ve been getting a lot of crank lately.”


    “But sometimes we get to beat people up, right, lieutenant? Real police work?”


    The skipper held up his palm. “Fuck that lieutenant stuff. Skipper’s okay in front of the troops, Gordie if we’re off campus. We get a lot of white trash guys. Some Chinamen come down from Canada with barrels of precursor chemicals or shipments. A few bikers. The main guy we’re looking for is Captain Cook, if he even exists.”


    He held his cup up and the cook came down with a carafe and refilled it. The skipper poured in another inch of sugar. “I got to tell you also, there’s some dead meat in the squad. Feds use us for training their young guys. They’re okay, just stupid. Our guys dumped some slobs in. The Staties managed to dump one of their zombies in. That’s the black broad in the elevator. You heard of her? Brown?”


    “Don’t think so. But I’ve been with the dogs in the weeds for a while.”


    “Dyke. Psycho. Nobody’ll work with her. Djuna Fucking Brown. She’s sleepwalking but we can’t get rid of her. She’s a triple threat: black, a dyke, and a broad. The commissioners can’t sleep at night, the thought of her filing a suit. The mayor’s fucked now that she’s with us and if she goes off, having a black dyke broad screaming he’s a sexist, racist fuckpig to the media won’t look good. She’s his entire constituency, for Christ sakes. Even got some Chinaman in the eyes, you notice?”


    “Yeah.” Tate made a nasty laugh. “Yeah, sure, I heard of her. She’s the one from up in the boondocks, took out her partner, right? Beat his gums in with a baton.”


    “Yeah. Her. Fucking horror story, that mess was. He said some redskins off the Reserve grabbed him on the roadside and tuned him up. But word got out and nobody’d partner with her after. They shifted her around but guys took sick days, wives complained she was hitting on their hubbies. Fuck, as if. Anyway, when the Feds set up the Chemical Squad they asked out for bodies and the Staties must’ve thought they were in heaven. Two days later she’s seconded down here.”


    “Tough chick, if she took out her partner.”


    The skipper looked into the distance over Tate’s shoulder. His face took on a fearful fascination and in its nakedness Ray Tate saw the marks of the mean, feral boozer, of the paranoid, the frightened guy who could tell you how many minutes were left until he could hit happy hour. Two inches of sugar in ten minutes told the tale. The skipper blinked a couple of times. “How the fuck? I mean, you saw her. Weighs about fifty pounds. Beats a big strong cop so bad he cringes whenever a bird flies over his head?” He shook his head. “Fucked if I know. I’d ’a aced the bitch. Put her in the ground.”


    Ray Tate warmed up the bullshit. “So, except for us, you and me, skip, how many real cops on board?”


    “Not a lot, Ray. Not a lot. Mostly I got slobs waiting to die or get their papers.”


    “But we’re doing real work, here, right? Chain up the bodies?”


    “Oh, yeah, once in a while. Bodies and pills. Pills make a great press conference. Everybody’s happy. Somehow we manage to meet our projections. We’re doing okay. We haven’t got anything into our main target, this Captain Cook guy yet, if he even exists, but we’re doing okay.” He looked around. “Look, I gotta be straight with you, Ray, they want me to get the stuff on the dyke, put her to sleep once and for all. I know you’ve got troubles. That’s okay. You came by them honest, doing the job. No real cop’s gonna fuck you up for carrying the water. You’re safe here with us. I stand by my guys, especially my city guys.”


    Ray Tate nodded and drained his coffee cup. He kept his face neutral. “I ’preciate that, skip. All I want is to get back in my blue suit and stripes and drive around the town, harassing citizens.”


    They stood up. The skipper bounced some quarters on the table. “If that’s what you want, Ray, you’re on your way. First step, though, is we spike the dootchbag in the ground. I’m gonna partner you guys. You up for it?”


    “Sure. That’ll let me see a close-up, see what I’m after here.”


    “Good. I’ll memo her. I gotta keep an eye on her. She’s here then she’s gone. Working a source she says, but I think she’s got some real bad habits. Be nice to find them.”


    * * *


    Ray Tate was assigned a desk in the empty tactical room. He looked around for Djuna Brown but she was absent. He was staring at the duty roster on the wall, memorizing the names and emergency contact numbers, when the skipper came out of his office and said he had three guys off with on-duty injuries, two were out someplace doing something, and the others were sitting on a chemistry set in the east end. “The dyke said she’s out working, but she’s probably just licking something.” Tate saw he was gnawing his lip again.


    “Who’s this Captain Cook guy?”


    “Don’t know. That’s his product, the interlocking Cs. We grabbed up a bunch of them on some dealers, but no one’s copped where they came from.” The skipper pointed to the photograph of the pile of pink pills. “That’s the logo. One of the mutts said it stood for Captain Cook.”


    “Could be Cook County, over Chicago way.”


    “Naw, the Captain Cook thing has come up a couple of times since we first heard about it.”


    “We got any intell on the guy?”


    The skipper shook his head. “We don’t got dick. People are talking about him, though. The hydroponics guys took down a farm out in the badlands and somebody said it was Captain Cook’s. A crank lab in the hills, same thing: Captain Cook’s. Could just be a nickname, you know? Like he’s a cooker, so they call him Cook.” The skipper stared at the photograph of the pile of pink pills. “Fuck it, Ray. Take the day. Come in in the morning, at eight or nine, unless we give you a call out.”


    “No problem, skip. But sign my notebook out, okay? I know you’re not going to put the hat on me, but if they come looking to rub admin shit on my head, I don’t want you caught in the middle, things go for a shit at the Swamp.”


    “Good thinking, I appreciate that. We got to look out for each other,” the skipper said. “Leave your coordinates with Gloria at the desk.”

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Agatha Burns thought the people at Chanel might be a problem. “They already got the interlocked C’s,” she told Cornelius Cook, frowning with officious concern. “You use that stamp, Connie, they’re gonna come after you.”


    Cornelius Cook used a flat razor to make a little nick in the flesh on her wrist. The skin was thin and pale. Her blond hair was dying by shades. Not a grey, exactly, but a leaching absence of colour. He licked the droplet of blood and put his finger tightly over the hole, feeling her pulse. It was slowing: she was coming down.


    Agatha Burns said, “Six, that’s six, Connie. You filled your daily diet.”


    Her wrist was a red blizzard of tiny nicks in various stages of repair. He thought her blood was starting to taste a little different, sour, less sweet. “I think if there’s a knock at the door, Ag, it won’t be the guys from trademark infringement. It’ll be a whole bunch of cops with dogs and shotguns, wearing white bunny suits and gas masks.”


    “Still …” Agatha Burns took her wrist back. “Enough, Connie.”


    He made his face sad. “I’ll worry about the finer things of commerce, you worry about those chicklets, okay? Harv’s coming by later and I want them bagged and counted. Harv’s making me a snowbank.”


    Agatha Burns looked at the hundreds of bottles of cold pills scattered around the living room of her apartment. She hated dumping them out and separating and counting the chicklets. There were bottles of all sizes, all brought to the stairwell at the end of the hall and left by thieves and scammers who scoured the county’s drugstores. After dropping the bottles in the stairwell, the bandits walked down the hallway and tapped three times on Agatha Burns’s door. Agatha Burns hit speed-dial on her cellphone, let it ring once at the other end, then clicked off. A man sitting with a shotgun at the top of the stairwell walked down the stairs and checked the drop. He hit speed-dial on his cellphone and told the guy at the other end, who was sitting on a patio on the ground floor apartment with a big, unleashed Rottweiler, what the drop was. The man on the patio used a clothes peg to attach a couple of bills to the patio rail and waited for the delivery folks to pick it up. Sometimes he was feeling bored and he pegged the money to the Rot’s collar. Agatha Burns, watching the scene from her balcony, went down the hall to the stairwell and retrieved the bottles.


    Connie Cook didn’t like being in the apartment. He didn’t like being in the building. He was a ghost, a status he carefully crafted. He saw himself as the elusive Mr. Big, the unseen hand. But he had urges to visit Agatha Burns, to eat a bit of her flesh and bleed her. He’d loved her and he’d hated her and would ultimately consume her for one reason or the other.


    Like an artist, he signed his work: each ecstasy pill had two Cs, the first one backwards, interlocking with a C printed correctly. He had pressing machines with other logos. Apples, death’s head, RIP, hearts, stars, tombstones, USA. But he gave his interlocking Cs pride of place, monitoring its chemistry and production closely.


    He glanced at his watch. “I gotta go, Aggie. Deal with a problem.” Another bunch of Chinatown cookers, Willy Wong’s boys, were jealous of his success and superb product and had taken to stamping the double C logo on their X. Complaints had been instant: the X pills crumbled and turned to paste the moment they hit saliva. There’d been overdoses, some deaths, because the Chinamen didn’t have his precision. Connie Cook’s henchmen had traced the stream of product back to some high school chemistry whizzes in east Chinatown.


    Agatha Burns offered him another hit of her blood. “Stay a while, Connie. I don’t like being here alone all the time. I’m gonna miss you. I got to work late, getting the stuff done. Give me a tap, eh, get me through?”


    Naked, she was all long limbs and deteriorating muscle tone. Her habit was voracious. He slid himself around and ran his finger up the tracks behind her knee. “You’re running out of vacancies, here, Ag. You’re getting all full up.” He felt a huge satisfaction but an unaccountable sadness, too. The loss of love.


    “C’mon, Connie. I got work to do, I need a boost. Huh, huh?”


    He sat up. She put her hand into his scant crotch, disappearing it under his flowing stomach. She didn’t notice any longer that he was a victim of almost morbid obesity — when he lay on her she was drowning in a fleshy sea of grunts and grinds. But he had the product and she had the need.


    “You take a pack for it?”


    “I don’t like that, Connie. It hurts.” She leaned forward to suck, hoping to allay his desires. He was a thruster and a biter and she feared both.


    “I get to pack you or nothing,” he said, pushing her away, the ruthless businessman replacing the sad romantic. “You let me know before I leave.” He ran his hand over her ass, humming. He was just about done with her and, with a little regret he admitted, he started putting her lights out. “You hearing anything? About the Chinaman and the X? Maybe Harv or somebody’s helping them out?”


    “I don’t get out. You know I don’t hear nothing about nobody. Will you be careful? If I do? If I let you?”


    He stared at her ass. “You think Harv’s got funny?”


    She tried to read him. If Harv was on the way out, maybe she could be on the way in. If she could get a job outside the apartment, it would make it more difficult for Captain Cook to pirate her ass. She could avoid him and stay high.


    She kind of liked Harv. He was sad and tragic but she had her own need to think about. “Well, I dunno. Maybe. I guess. He’s in the rub and tugs lots. The girls make him put a towel over his face while they do him. Maybe, maybe he’s with the Chinamen. If I take the pack, can I move up? Move out of here, maybe go to the country?”


    He fiddled with his class ring, rotating it around his fat pinky finger. “You want to do that? Play with the chemistry set? Become a professional woman?”


    “Well,” she purred and ran her hand down his distended, pure white belly until it was nestled back at his crotch. “I should get a shot. I got good hands. I did good in chemistry at school. If Harv’s got funny and goes over to them, who’ll you get? I can be like one of those guys at baseball, in the pig pen.”


    “The bullpen.” He felt a sudden brief fondness for her. “It’s the bullpen.”


    “Right, that.”


    “You want a shot. I want to give you the packer. How you with that? Quid pro quo.”


    “C’mon, Connie. I don’t like that.” She looked at him staring at her. “Look, okay, but take it easy, okay? Last time I had to wear a scarf and a turtleneck. It hurt.”


    “You look good in a turtleneck. But no problem, Ag. I’ll be good.”


    When she went to the washroom for lotion and preparation he stretched his jaws and jowls wide and cracked the joints. He’d always hated being fat but found it was delicious to see her slim figure vanish under him.


    She came out with a bath towel, a box of condoms, and a tube of gel. He watched her hands quickly make him hard and skin the rubber on. She stayed down there massaging the gel onto the condom and stared at him. He made her wait a few moments then took a tube of crank from beside the bed. He positioned her, then tapped a mound onto the sticky tip of the condom. Her ass was his favourite delivery system.


    * * *


    While Agatha Burns was in the washroom, cleaning up and crying, Connie Cook called Harvey on a cellphone. “Hey, where you?”


    “Cookie? What’s up, man?”


    “Well, I was, a few minutes ago.” He laughed.


    “You at Ag’s? She got the stuff ready to go?”


    “Yeah, soon. Give her a couple of hours. She’s got to work standing up for a while.”


    “Hoo.”


    “You been dealing with those Chinese guys, Willy Wong’s kids, out in the east end? Aggie says you got yellow fever, trolling the massage parlours. Meeting bad people and pressing and cooking for strangers. Anything to that, Harv?”


    “Fuck, no. C’mon, Cookie. She said that, eh? She wouldn’t say that.”


    “Yup. And she wants to cook. I said you’d give her a tryout.”


    “Ah, well, okay, I guess,” Harv said. He waited a few seconds. “But it isn’t the kind of thing you can just teach someone, like baking brownies, you know. You make a little mistake they turn out, taste a little bitter, sprinkle on some sugar and eat ’em anyway. This is different. There are tricks. You know I got tricks and you can’t ask me to just give ’em to some scrag you’re banging. That ain’t right, Cookie.”


    “Harv, don’t worry about it. She’s just trying to get ahead. When you come by to pick up the chicklets for your snowbank, you arrange to take her out for a drive. See if she’s got the chops.”


    “Well, if you’re sure, Cookie. I got lots of people want me to give ’em night school lessons in avoiding crank combustion.”


    “Well, look, Harv, I’m not asking you to make her a wizard like you. Just take her to the first step, okay? Let her make suds. She’ll feel useful, like she’s going ahead. You do the real work.”


    “Yeah, okay.” Harv clicked his teeth. “She said that, eh? That I’m with the Chinamen?”


    “Don’t worry about it, Harv. She probably meant some fucking fucker.”


    Agatha Burns stayed in the washroom while he dressed. It took a long time and he was breathing heavily when he finished. He slipped his feet into loafers: it was impossible for him to contort himself to secure shoelaces. He could hear the shower blasting. He cracked the door called into the steam, “Hey, you okay, Ag?”


    She sobbed. “Go away. You said you wouldn’t bite.”


    “C’mon, Ag. A little fun. You gonna be okay to work? Do some stuff with Harv later, become a journeyman cooker?” He stepped in and twitched back the shower curtain. “I decided to move you up. Harv’s okay on the X but he needs an apprentice for the crank.”


    Agatha Burns was crouched on the floor under the hard, hot water, holding a soapy face cloth to the back of her neck. The face cloth was stained pink with watery blood. “Really?” For a second her face had a residual cheerleader’s glow that hadn’t quite been burned away by chemistry.


    “Yep. The Harv’s a master maker. Don’t mention to him that I know about the Chinamen, though, okay? That you told me. I want to move you up quick. I don’t think Harv’s gonna make it and I want you to have all his secrets.”


    “Okay, wow.” She stood up, beaming. Of all of her, only her eyes remained gorgeous. “Okay.”


    He could count her ribs. There were bruises on her hips and knees where she’d fallen while high. She suddenly had sagging breasts and he regretted that. She smiled and her teeth looked wobbly and grey, off-kilter. He again felt a bit of sadness. “Finish up the chicklets, and when Harv comes to pick them up he’ll take you with him, get you started.”


    “We going to the super lab?” She laughed gaily, his excesses forgotten, forgiven. “Okay, okay, Connie, I’ll do good.”


    He felt a chill at the echo of her words. The super lab. What was that all about?


    He left the building whistling, knowing he’d never need to come back again, and he was sad he’d never see her again. Harv was primed and would make his move, giving Agatha Burns a lesson in crank combustion. Harv, he knew, didn’t fuck around.

  


  
    Chapter 4


    When his wife threw him out after he’d shot the second black guy, Ray Tate had poked at the rental section of the newspaper, then went to the nearest police station and leaned on the duty sergeant’s table. The duty sergeant, an old Irish squarehead with rockers on his stripes, knew everything about his kingdom: the smokehouses, the homes with domestic violence, what was a rental and what was owned. He knew every neighbour dispute, every squat, every house infested with mental patients who only came out after dark, shy of the light, fearful of eyes.


    The duty sergeant shook Tate’s hand across the table. “Fuck ’em, Ray. You go forth and smite thine enemies and, well, fuck what they’re trying to do to you.” He took the slip with the apartment building’s address, turned to a civilian operator, and said with polite command, “Run it.” To Ray Tate he said: “I know it. Old man Lilly’s place. It’s okay. Parking kinda sucks. Where they got you working? You got a company car?”


    Ray Tate had told the squarehead he was relaxing on paid leave until they sorted out the latest shooting. No gun, no badge, no car.


    “No problem, then.” The CO handed the duty a printout. “Okay. We got a domestic, we got a domestic, we got a B&E, we got another domestic, another B&E, noise, noise, noise. A suicide by blade. What the fuck?” He read through the page. “Oh, hang on. Okay. You’re going into three-o-five, right? That’s the domestics and the noise complaints, and the suicide. That’s why it went vacant, the guy killed himself. Cutting. A mess.” He’d dropped the sheet on the desk. “Make sure old man Lilly gives you a new carpet.”


    The apartment was one big room with a partial partitioned-off kitchenette with a fragrant gas stove, a half-fridge, and a table that snapped down off the wall, landing on a folding leg. The bathroom was compact but had a tub. Ray Tate had spent many after-shifts sitting on the edge of a bathtub, soaking his feet in salts and soaps after walking his many posts. Calluses on his feet were buttery and rife and as familiar as his thumbs. There was no furniture and no carpet. The floor was scuffed but solid and an attempt had been made to sand it. There was no seepage onto the wood from the suicide. Ray Tate wasn’t worried about being haunted by a suicide: he had two black guys who sometimes came around late at night and stirred up his sleep.


    The windows faced glorious, indirect north and Ray Tate had instinctively thought about painting. He’d used a butter knife to chip the encrusted paint on the windowsills until he was able to force the windows open all the way.


    Old man Lilly liked having a cop in the building and gave Ray Tate a key to the storage area in the basement. “Go on down, take what you like. When you move out, just leave it.”


    There was no bed in the basement but a serviceable wooden table and chair were stacked in a corner, upside down on a sprung-out couch. There were two mismatched lamps, a set of cups, saucers, dishes, and some odd pots. He’d never lived alone in his life. Every place he’d ever lived was already someone else’s home: first the State homes, then the foster homes, the rooming house with two other recruits near the academy, and finally with his wife. He went to an art store and bought bags of paints and brushes and an easel and set it up at a forty-five degree angle to the window.


    While he was on paid off he’d stood at his easel and looked at the canvas. He squeezed paint and stared at it, his thumb poked through the hole in the pallet. His paycheques were automatically deposited and he had little reason to go outside. Until his beard and hair grew out, and he became unrecognizable from the media photos, he crept to the supermarket in a baseball hat and sunglasses. He started smoking again. He drank, each day starting in earlier until he found himself leaning asleep on his easel in the middle of the day. When he awoke his hands shook as he poured his breakfast.


    One night he’d borrowed Mr. Lilly’s old Chevrolet and drove out to the western suburbs to see his ex and his daughter. His wife had been perfunctory and went to the basement to do laundry and watch television. His daughter, graduating high school, sat with him on the deck he’d built with the firefighter next door, and they talked about her photography and her plan to spend a year in Asia. She looked at him funny and then went inside, returning with a handful of photographs and a sleek Nikon. She stuttered it at him a few times and previewed the pictures on the LCD screen.


    “Look, Dad,” she’d said. She handed him a photo taken of him before the first of the shootings. The difference was stunning: his face had become lined, his eyes were sunken into his head, his mouth was grim and clamped as though protecting himself from a confession.


    “You look afraid,” his daughter said with alarm. “Are you afraid, Dad?”


    He’d gone home and poured the half bottles of alcohol into the sink. He took to four sugars in his coffee to keep his blood in balance. The squareheaded duty sergeant from the local station came by one after-shift, looked around and said, “Jesus fuck, Ray. C’mon, man.”


    The following day, three off-dutys and a uniformed female officer appeared carrying a folded futon, pillows, some banal framed pictures of Japanese mountaintops, a set of silverware, a television set, and a stack of bedding meant for a queen-sized bed. Each left a police business card with their cell numbers scrawled on the back. The last one, preparing to leave, a trim blond policewoman with a hurricane of freckles and a wide sad smile, said: “You need, you call, sergeant. You got it?”


    Ray Tate nodded.


    “You want, I’ll stay, sergeant.”


    Numbly, he’d nodded and she helped him assemble and make up the futon. She stripped off her uniform. She wore men’s underwear and socks that sagged to her ankles.


    Afterwards, as she slept, he turned on a lamp and tilted the shade away from her. He mixed blues and purples and blacks and painted her sleeping, her muscular arm hanging off the side of the futon, her gun belt curled on the floor, her boots neatly aligned beside the futon. He looked at the long tubes of yellows and oranges and bright reds and could think of nothing to do with them.


    Then the sun was coming up and spilling thin, perfect north light into the apartment. He lay down beside her. He felt loved for what seemed the first time in his life, although he couldn’t recall her name.


    * * *


    After leaving the satellite and the skipper’s greasy brotherhood, Ray Tate stopped at a coffee shop and wrote from memory the names and phone numbers from the duty roster in the Chemical Squad’s office into his notebook. Aside from the notorious Djuna Brown he recognized none of them, except for one: Walter Brodski, a stumblebum ex-hero who let the pressures grind him into a bottle.


    In his jacket and union sweatshirt, Tate hiked up the hill outside the satellite, past the swank midtown shops and sushi bars, and strode into the gully at the cemetery. At the north end he stopped again for a coffee to warm up, sitting in a window and looking at the streets as though he’d been away a long time. Back on the sidewalk he legged it energetically north, veering off to walk slowly by the local station, keeping half an eye out for the freckled, blond policewoman.


    There were framed photographs of his daughter’s work on the walls of his apartment and some faced-in canvases he’d played with, to little result, leaning near his easel. With his lack of enthusiasm or real talent it was getting expensive to buy the stretched canvas so he’d bought a case of thick paper pads. There was a teak, elephant-footed coffee table his daughter had found at an antique shop. Little else had changed in the apartment in the months since the charity run by the local division guys and the mercy of the freckled policewoman. She’d never come back. He’d seen her once, doing up her notebook behind an office building when he cut through one afternoon in his shabby alley rat attire. He passed, he thought, unnoticed. In the days since she’d stayed the night he’d thought about her a lot.


    There was no mail. He’d been away in the weeds for days and the apartment smelled of cooped up linseed oil, dirty laundry, and the faint scent of gas from the stove. He reefed open the windows. Old Mr. Lilly had mown the lawn and the earthy fragrance stirred something in him. He reached for his brushes and tubes, hooked his thumb through his pallet, and flipped open a spiral pad of thick paper. He squeezed green.


    Ray Tate was no fan of Zen but his daughter’s photographs of calm gardens and forests made him shut his eyes. He slashed vertical; he swooped in curves. Resisting the urge to open his eyes to examine the result, he instead moistened the tip of the brush with his tongue to thin out the colour and slashed and swooped and let his mind flow like water over unfamiliar stones.


    The psychiatrist had told him one of her clients, a small-town policeman from a burg across the state line, had cut off his gun hand with a table saw after shooting a teenager dead during an off-duty traffic stop on the Interstate. Another, she said, quit the job and became a bricklayer, even on his off-days building walls around walls at his cottage on the river. All of it, she said, to protect the world from himself. They all suffered, she said, sooner or later. They became quickly grey and their faces lined, their mouths turned into upside down Us. They became impotent and violent in direct proportion to their libido level prior to their killings. They beat themselves. They beat their wives. They beat their children. Some, she said, just vanished, either dead or gone into a void world where they could become something else, usually with the fragrance of alcohol or smoke.


    “What did you do, Ray, after the first incident?”


    He didn’t like her. She was beautiful and had big brunette hair and perfect legs beneath a business suit with a sexy cut. She looked at him as though he was a specimen. He said: “I answered all the questions, then I went home and …” He looked down at his hands.


    She leaned forward. Her breasts were creamy. She was predatory. “And? And then … What?”


    “I ate a bacon sandwich.” His face was bland enough that he knew she could tell he was lying. He didn’t tell her his wife, the daughter of a cop, looked at him differently after the second shoot. “Canadian bacon.”


    “My dad,” his wife had said, “was thirty years on and he never shot anyone. Ray, how come you shot two people?”


    He didn’t answer.


    “Ray?”


    “Your dad was a crime scene geek, Karen. He shot pictures, not people. When he got there the bad guys were dead on the floor. When I get there, they’re not so co-operative.”


    They’d sat in stiff silence and ate their dinner off TV trays. When the news came on and showed the riots starting up downtown she picked up her plate and went into the kitchen.


    He’d become a cop because her dad had talked him into it. Being a doorstep baby of the State he’d had no dad of his own, but had been raised in a series of good but indifferent foster homes where one man taught him to shave, another to defend himself and to how to swing on an inside curve ball, another to play chess, another to fashion a half-Windsor knot in his tie. All good men, he believed. A bit of the duty sergeant in each of them.


    Karen’s dad, Harry, had extolled the job for the wrong reasons. Good pay, good benefits, a great pension. You can keep my daughter in a good life on that stuff, old Harry had said. Retire early enough to start another career, bank the pension. There was no talk of duty, of public service, of justice or protection. It was to please her dad that he’d applied. The old man’s connections had got him in and moved him along, not in rank but in assignments. After the first shooting the old man and his cronies had come to the house and drank him into the floor. It was as though they’d never seen a real cop before, a working cop, a cop who’d done the job. They thought he was the spawn of some old eastside ground pounder who’d bumped up against a loose lady while patrolling an alley. When he got his stripes they’d come by and exuberantly pounded his biceps, to engrave them into his flesh.


    After the second shooting, there was only a brief phone call and a message to hang in there. He sat at home and grew his hair and beard in the silence.


    One night his daughter, Alexis, had come down to the basement where he’d taken to sleeping. She cuddled up to him on the sofa. “We’re okay, dad.” Her hair was blond like Karen’s. She had his thin features and he wondered often if he was looking at the features of the mother he’d never met.


    He sat with his arm around her. “Anything you want to ask me, Ax?”


    “Nope.” She wouldn’t say anything else except, “We’re cool.”


    The next day, in the middle of a fight, Karen flat out asked if it was true, if he was a racist. He packed what possessions would fit into the backseat of a taxi.


    At the Swamp his second shooting was cleared reluctantly and they sent him marching orders. He found himself in the alleys, feasted upon by insect life, festooned with bleeding bites and blemishes.


    Forgotten, someone joked, but not gone.


    * * *


    Somehow he’d made a painting of the slashing looping greens. A forest, maybe, or a view of a jungle from a long distance away. There was a suggestion of things hidden, verdant things ready to pounce or reveal themselves. Ray Tate carefully detached the page from the spiral book and put it to dry on the kitchen counter.


    His first telephone call was to an inspector at the Swamp. Ray Tate didn’t really trust anyone above duty sergeant. Duty sergeant was the ultimate, he believed, a mentor to the troops, a guy who never heard a joke he hadn’t already heard before. A duty sergeant was the master of his domain, a leader of his tribe. Only good dutys could create good cops. Get above duty sergeant and people feared your career arc instead of respecting your words and deeds. But the inspector he called was a good, young guy whose old man had died early on the job and he’d been raised by a legion of blue uncles who never left him abandoned or confused, who crammed his summer evenings with ball games and winter dawns with hockey practise.


    The inspector listened to the list of names from the Chemical Squad roster. Most of the city guys were slobs, he said, duffed-out guys with habits. He warned Ray Tate to beware of the skipper up there. “Gordo’s very … sharp,” he said. “Fifteen to the dozen.”


    “This Statie they got me with. Brown? The dyke? What about her?”


    “Not a lot of back story,” the inspector said. “She went straight from the State Police training college to the Spout. You know the Spout? Up in Indian country, where they put you when they want you to volunteer to quit, cheap. ‘Up to the Spout, where they pour you out.’ She’s up there, oh, six, seven months with a detachment full of farm boys who never saw a black chick, never mind a dyke. There’s something happens and her partner shows up at the local hospital with his face all beat in. He says some Indians jumped him but it gets around that she went after him with her stick. He quits and she hangs in for a month or so but the farm boys and their wives complain. She’s down to the Capitol, shuffling paperwork. Then the Feds start up Gordo’s task force and next thing, she’s seconded down here, driving him nuts.”


    Ray Tate thought a moment. “I’m partnering with her. They want me to put her down. Could be that she’s out to get me? Get out from under her own stuff?”


    The inspector hummed. “The word down here, Ray, is that the mayor wants you out. You and all the other city guys working chemicals. You want to be careful, in word and deed. You know? There’s a lot of opportunity to fuck up, a lot of loose cash floating around you can stub your toe on.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Ah, Ray? Is it interesting that they’re partnering you up with a black without breaking your trigger finger first?”


    Ray Tate called a half dozen sergeants and duty sergeants. The Chemical Squad, they all agreed, was a shooting gallery where cracked city guys were always in season and you could take your limit. There were warnings about Gordo the skipper and commiseration about being partnered with a psycho Statie dyke.


    He called a sniper on the Statie tactical shooters he’d done some training with and listened to a lot of funny stories about Indian country.


    * * *


    Djuna Brown took a photocopy of the skipper’s memo home with her. She filed it in a folder stuffed with other sheets of paper. A dated and signed trail of slights, of conflicting orders, of her mileage and hours worked down to the minute. There were the scrawled notes she’d found on her desk, many of them calling her a dyke, a rug muncher, and an all around generic bitch. There were racist cartoons. There were flyers advertising gay revues in the Rainbow Valley. There was a computer-enhanced picture of her face printed over a girl going down on a grossly fat black woman, her tongue a foot long. There were digital pictures she’d taken of used condoms left on her office chair, glued to her desk drawer. There were licence numbers of cars she’d found suspiciously parked near her apartment.


    Another folder, much slimmer, contained commendations, atta boy memos, and newspaper clippings: high profile arrests up in Indian country, saving a Native baby from a burning trailer, running a self-defence class for at-risk children, a sex-ed class for teenage girls.


    Her duplex was within walking distance of the satellite. She kept her head down as her slippers trudged the same hills Ray Tate had gone up and down a few hours earlier, past the same cemetery. She didn’t stop for a cup of leisurely coffee, she didn’t look at the streets as though she were meeting old friends. She bought some yogurt at a convenience store, allowed herself to buy a pack of Marlies.


    In her living room she ate the yogurt without interest and waited until six o’clock to pour a gin and tonic. By seven o’clock she was smoking continuously and weaving a little through the duplex, straightening up, avoiding looking at herself in the mirror.


    The Gay-Glo association after-hours hotline was picked up on the first ring. “Dee-joon,” the woman, a perpetually bitter former patroller, sang, “you gonna join up with the folks who love you? Make your voice heard?”


    “Soon, I think, Haze. I’m okay,” she said softly, making her voice wistful. “So far.”


    The Glo wanted Djuna Brown with a vengeance. She hit all the right notes: female, dyke, black, some Chinese, and a Statie. It was widely known that she’d been harassed, both physically and sexually, and had fought back. There were no Staties in the Glo, they were barracked across the rural portions of the state.


    “So, what can I do for you, sister?”


    “You know this city guy, Ray Tate?”


    “The gunner? Sure, he shot a black guy back, oh, before you came down here. He got away with it. So then he shot another one about a year ago. Got away with that one, too. They’re protecting him, keeping him out of sight until they can bring him back.” Hazel was tapping into her computer. The Gay-Glo had its own little intelligence network. It collected slights and troop movements, helped its members avoid traps, to step around the machinations of the homophobic thugs at the Swamp. “What’s up with Ray Tate? You hear something on him?”


    “They put me with him today. Any chance he’s a rat? Or should I just be worried that he’ll put one in my queer black ass?”


    “Whew. That guy, anything’s possible. You want to write everything down, like you write the other stuff. Tape what you can. It would be nice to be the ones that put the hat on him, drag him before the governor’s review board. But be careful, okay?” She paused, revealing the tap of typing. “Look, I’m going to put this stuff into a file, okay? If something happens to you, we want it documented that they put you with a racist killer, in an at-risk situation.”


    “Sure.”


    “Perfect. You, ah, seeing anybody? We’re having a meeting tomorrow night, why don’t we have dinner first? Go out after, have a drink. Strategize. Girl talk.”


    “Let me see how tomorrow goes, Haze. I might just take you up on it.” Djuna Brown hung up and shuddered. Before she could take her hand off the receiver the phone rang.


    A man’s voice asked if she was Trooper Brown.


    She said she was and reached to flick on the tape recorder.


    “Did you ever, like, want to be a cop?”


    She didn’t ask who it was. “I am a cop.”


    “You’re a problem. You’re a target. If you want out, just get them to cut you a deal, take the package and move to San Francisco or something. Open a rainbow bookstore. Quit fucking around.”


    She didn’t recognize the voice. There was no attempt to deepen it or disguise it. She played light. “I don’t run.”


    “Do you drink?”


    “Who is this? What do you want?”


    “Well,” the voice said, “I’m Ray Tate. I’m the guy hired to spike you into the ground.”

  


  
    Chapter 5


    Phil Harvey wouldn’t go into Agatha Burns’s apartment building. He called her on the cell and told her to come out the back entrance, to bring the stuff down herself, not to use the muscleman in the stairwell or to let him know she was going out. He said he’d keep an eye on the packages as she made as many trips as it took. He told her not to use the phone, not to call out, not to answer it. From here on, he said, her training began.


    He waited in his black Camaro, bubbling the engine while he watched traffic move through the winding streets of the South Project. He was parked where he could see the rear entrance but couldn’t be seen by the moneyman on the ground floor patio or be captured by the security cameras in the lobby.


    He looked at his hands clutching the steering wheel. Grey, glistening waves of burns disappeared under the sleeves of his beige cotton jacket. He wouldn’t wear nylon: nylon, when it burned, stuck to you like napalm. You couldn’t get it off. If you pulled it off, your flesh came with it, like pulling off a glove inside out. Sometimes the fingernails came off. Phil Harvey had four fingernails left and he kept them immaculate, although nobody noticed.


    His face hadn’t suffered as much as his hands, but it was pretty bad on the right side. Tissue had been eaten away. His left ear was a gnarled nub. He wore his grey-streaked, black hair very long, below his shoulders, to hide the angry nub, tying it back in a ponytail when he had to work, loosening it into a curtain he could hide behind when he was in public. Hair burned too but didn’t smell half as bad as the pig roast cloud of fire that rose when your flesh melted in a flash fire. When he’d been a young speeder he never thought he’d be a middle-aged man with an Ozzy Osbourne hairdo. He knew the bikers out in the badlands called him Pork Chop behind his back.


    It was about dues. Paying ’em, playing ’em, he believed.


    When Agatha Burns appeared at the rear door of the apartment building, dragging a cardboard box, Harv punched in Captain Cook’s number and started laying track. “Hey, so I’m here. Where’s she at?”


    “She’ll be there. Probably having a bubble bath. Relax, Harv.”


    “I been here a half hour.” He watched her look around, kick at the box, then go back inside, dressed for a party in platform heels, pale, long legs that vanished into a minimal black miniskirt, and a tight, short, red, shiny jacket. A red scarf was looped around her neck a couple of times. “She’s not answering the phone.”


    “Just wait. She’s hungry for it. Probably doing herself up, getting ready for her first day of school, impress the teacher.”


    Harv clicked off. Over the next twenty minutes Agatha Burns made four trips with cardboard boxes. It took her a long time. After each trip she wobbled on the heels then leaned, exhausted, against the side of the building, looking around. Her muscles had clearly deteriorated from chemical excess and she spent bursts of energy at a rapid rate. At a distance her hair looked grey.


    A boneless black guy with a baseball hat sideways over a do-rag, a knee-length basketball tank top, and a heavy gold chain approached her.


    “Oh, fuck.” Harv reached under the seat and dragged out a heavy silver revolver.


    Agatha Burns shook her head at the black guy and he touched her shoulder. He jittered. Harv wrapped the magnum in a sweater with four inches of wicked ribbed barrel poking out. He shut off the turbo and climbed out. When he was ten feet away he heard the man whispering, “Where yo tote where yo tote?” and trying to look behind her, to see what was in the cartons, to see if she had a purse.


    Harv glanced around and held the revolver in his hand with the barrel sticking out, straight down his leg. “Yo. Hey, Yo.”


    The black man whirled. “Who the fuck you be fucking yo-ing, Yo?”


    Harv felt like laughing. He said, “I be fucking yo-ing you, Yo. Yo?” He’d have to tell Connie about this, later, leaving out the Agatha Burns part. He started laughing and pointed the gun at the black guy. “Don’t yo my ho’.”


    The man saw the size of the gun. “Fuuuuuck.” He began backing away, his palms out. “S’cool, s’cool.” He spoke rapid-fire in a childish voice: “I’m a player I’m a player I’m a player.”


    Harv realized the dude was a dummy and hung his arm straight down and wiggled the gun. “Hold on there, player. You want to make ten bucks? Load that shit in the black Camaro over there.” He aimed a device at the car and the trunk lid raised. “Neatness counts, right?”


    The black guy looked at the boxes, then at the Camaro, then at the silver barrel. “Yeah, yeah I can do that. Twenty bucks, though.”


    “Twenty, sure,” Harv said, still smiling, “if I can shoot you one time, after.”


    “Naw. Naw, ten’s cool.” He hoisted the boxes two at a time and fitted them into the trunk. He put some boxes into the back seat. Harv gave him a ten and slammed the trunk shut.


    “What happened to you there, mister?” the man said with childish curiosity. “Under your hair. Can I ask?”


    “I was going down on your momma and she came in my face. You should fuck off right about now, okay?”


    The black man backed away.


    Harv held up his hand and Agatha Burns stayed by the rear door. He dialed Cornelius Cook and told him, “Fuck it, she didn’t show and I’m outta here.”


    Cornelius Cook said, “Whatever.” Harv heard him stifle a laugh.


    He waved Agatha Burns over. He opened the passenger door for her, told her to belt up, and rounded the car. He put the gun, wrapped in the sweater, under the seat. The black guy was standing across the parking lot, watching, shuffling. He had his riff-and-rap persona back. Harv waved and the guy grabbed his baggy crotch and yelled, “Yo this, you bacon faced motherfucker.”


    Cruising out of the projects, Harv kept his eyes in the mirrors. “Fucking place. Our people must be the only whites in the whole fucking colony.”


    “Connie wants it like that. Connie likes it here. He’s got —” She ran on and Harv didn’t listen. A blue Pontiac was behind him and he watched it until it turned off. Then there was a black van but as it got closer he saw it was two Yos bouncing in their seats. It wheeled off into another housing project. When the mirror was clear he headed for the Interstate. He slipped off and on at random, running neighbourhoods, counting cars behind him.


    Agatha Burns was still going a mile a minute about Connie and his wants, his needs, his plans. She spoke to the windshield and didn’t look at Harv’s face. “— so he comes by and says, hey I want you to go to school with Harv. I didn’t wanna but he said I hadda. That okay? With you? Harv? That I hadda? I said, no, Harv is the man, he’s the wizard, but Connie just said if I don’t it’s my ass, you know? I don’t like that but you know how Connie is. So I gotta, right? If I don’t —”


    “It’s your ass.”


    “Right. Right, Harv. You got it. So I got, like, no choice.” She listened to the silence and didn’t like it. Silence was a no man’s land where anything could be said by anybody and all kinds of evil things could come out of that. “You know you can trust me, if there’s any really secret stuff you teach me. I keep my mouth shut, it’s just between you and me. I told him I’d rather work on the farm hoeing weed or something, bailing or something, but Connie just said, no you go with Harv, keep him away from the Chinamen. He said —”


    “What Chinamen?”


    “What?” She skidded to a stop. “Chinamen?”


    “You said, keep me away from the Chinamen.”


    “Chinamen? No, no I didn’t. I don’t even know no Chinamen.”


    “Ag, you said, fuck, Chinamen.”


    “When?”


    “Just fucking now. You said, to keep Harv away from the Chinamen.”


    “No. Wasn’t me. You musta heard that on the radio.”


    “Ag,” he said, swerving into the hot lane and passing the off-ramps at the city limits, heading for the rising open country north of the city, rounding the lake, “you fucking said it. The radio’s off.”


    “I didn’t turn it off. I didn’t even know it was on. You got any CDs?”


    Harv shook his head, dazed. He’d love, he thought, to tell Connie about this piece of classic babble. This and the Yo with his yos. But this part of the coming evening wasn’t happening. This part of the evening was a Harv moment.


    In one of the soliloquies she asked eagerly if they were going to the super lab. Was she going to see that legendary place?


    Harv felt very sad.


    * * *


    She was quiet the rest of the way to the farm. She squirmed a little in her seat, the miniskirt hiking up, adjusting her scarf. Harv thought Cornelius Cook had probably got a little out of hand. He had the weak man’s urge to thrust when he could, the weak man’s lack of control. And she didn’t know it but she’d been lucky. The Captain was a biter and he had a position he liked where the face was available.


    He reflected on the crazy Captain: money up the ass, private schools, a Mercedes when he was still in high school, big motherfucking cottage up in the Lakes. At first, Harv thought it was just street bullshit but he had a pal troll the Internet and there was the Cook couple. At gallery openings in the state capital, in Chicago, even in New York City at the ballet. Donating to causes. Announcing huge mergers in the business pages. The Captain was in several of the photos looking fat and prosperous, often in company with a slim wife with a brittle smile. What the fuck was he doing in this fucking life?


    A fat, kinky item was old Connie, but not without a certain diabolical flair. When Harv first met him, the Captain was just a hugely fat fuck among the fat fucks sitting in the dim stage lights of Jiggles, a mob-run club at Stateline where Harv picked up a hundred bucks a night doing the door. One night the bartender pointed Cook out to Harv, saying the fat guy had been in every night but never hit on the peelers, just sat watching. The fat fuck carried a roll of hundreds and never wanted change for his drinks. Harv, who still had bandages on his face from the lab explosion and was on his ass, keeping the door, waited for the Captain outside, near a sleek Mercedes painted a deep shade of grey he’d never seen before that sparkled under the lights, parked furthest from the side entry to the club. The bartender did his thing and after Cookie came out, weaving and collapsing, Harv was amazed. He’d never kicked anything like it. His motorcycle boot seemed to just disappear into the globe of flesh under the bright arc lights. Harv’s foot seemed to go into the fat fuck’s torso and hit nothing of substance. Like kicking a big pillow. Harv didn’t kick him in the head: he’d seen a guy take a light boot, a kiss to the temple, on the ranges in the state pen and the guy had died. Between Harv’s boot and the stuff the bartender had dropped on him, the Captain wasn’t doing much anyway. Groaning a little. He vomited once, probably more from the fission of the drugs mixed into his cognac than anything Harv was doing.


    Two weeks later, Harv was leaning on his door when the fat fuck came in. He nodded pleasantly and Harv nodded back. The fat fuck walked a little off-kilter but he had a big smile for the waitress and dealt out his hundreds.


    The Captain waved him over when the peelers changed shifts. “How you doing? You making any money?”


    “Fuck off.” Harv thought the fat fuck looked pretty pleased, seeing how he’d been given the special vitamin and stomped up a bit. “You don’t know me.”


    “You’re Harv, right? Harv. Phil Harvey. Philip One-L Harvey. November six, nineteen fifty. Been up in Craddock, what? Three times? Now you live upstairs, park your bike out back most of the time because most of the time it doesn’t run. You drive an old rattletrap bubble van the owner of this place lends you, weekends, so you can go and cook up some stuff for some other guys who make all the dough while you make gas mileage and walking around money. Were you born stupid, or was it the fire or what?”


    Harv started to reach across the table and the fat fuck skidded his chair back a bit and put his hand under the tabletop.


    “The fuck do you want? Get out of here.” Harv had taken twenty-eight hundred dollar bills off the guy, the bartender got five hundred. Harv had seventeen hundred left. He’d take a bullet, if that’s what the fat fuck was doing under the table, before he’d give back a nickel.


    “You’re getting on in years, Harv. You’ve got too much hair and not enough face. Soon you’ll be a pensioner.” The Captain saw Harv glancing at the tabletop. “Yeah, I got something down there. But what’s more important, I’ve got three guys with me. Ex-cops, city guys. They’re not ex-cops because they got to retire with the pension, you know? They’re the ones who told me about you. The other day they visited the bartender and he’s been off work, since, right?” Captain Cook closed his eyes. “I’m having a vision, Harv. I predict that the next time you see him he’ll be in a motorized wheelchair. And he said he only got five hundred from you, which means: from me.”


    Harv looked around and instantly spotted the three guys with the fat fuck. They sat like middle-aged bikers, sprawled at a round table between Harv and the side door. One of them, a short-haired guy with a glittering earring and a gold chain around his neck, smiled and nodded encouragingly.


    Harv had taken beatings and he’d never run from one in his life. “How you want to do it, you fat cocksucker?”


    “Lunch. How’s that, Harv? We have lunch tomorrow and you tell me how you’re going to give me back my twenty-eight hundred. Or we can do something else, and you can make twenty-eight.”


    * * *


    It was probably, Harv thought, because they were two freaks that they got along.


    At the lunch Connie Cook had explained about boredom and the emptiness of his life.


    “If I was this fat and broke at the same time,” he said over hamburgers and fries at a Kelso’s in the swanky Stonetown, “I’d ’a killed myself. No shit, Harv. But I’m fat, I know it and there’s nothing I can do about it, but also I’ve got dough. My wife and I go to the art gallery, nobody turns away, nobody goes wow look at that guy, is he one fat number or what. Nope. They all come over. Mr. Cook, you like another canapé? You’re losing weight, Mr. Cook. Mr. Cook, you want to fund an exhibit next season? Hundred and sixty thousand, we’ll put your name in the program. Gee, thanks. Then the fucker signals another sleek fucker and boom, I got a fundraising guy from the museum over in Chicago on me: Gee, Mr. Cook, we could use some dough to bring an exhibit of Inuit art down from Canada. Your dad used to kick some dough our way, how about it, family tradition? Say, two hundred thousand and we’ll put your name in the program.” Connie Cook laughed bitterly. “So, my wife’s on me to pony up all this dough so she can be in the Post on the parties page, looking good with a ballerina or a fucking opera singer. A real good day, she winds up in the Chicago Trib.”


    “Huh.” Harv was only mildly interested. “What’s this you said, about making twenty-eight?”


    “Those guys, those three ex-cops last night, with me at the club? They’re security guys from one of my companies. They —” Connie Cook stopped for a moment, chewing the last of his burger, staring at Harv’s face. “That hurt? I mean, it probably hurt when it happened, but what about now?”


    “No. I know it’s there, sure, it feels tight. But you get used to it.” He shrugged. “Like anything else.”


    Connie Cook reached into his suit jacket and put a small tube on the table. “Vitamin E. I told my doctor, I knew a guy with some burns and he said smear this on, twice a day. Tone things down a bit, maybe.”


    Harv let the tube sit on the table. “So, these guys, your ex-cops?”


    “Right. Sometimes I have to spend some time with them, you know? I do a deal and somebody gets pissed off, they lost their equity or their company’s been taken out from under them. Or union guys who lost their jobs come skulking around my house. So I get security for a while, move into a hotel. Anyway, those ex-cops love to tell stories. Busting this crook, chasing that guy. Being a cop, they say, except for the shitty pay and the rules, best job in the world. Makes my life look more boring than it is.”


    Harv casually picked up the tube of vitamin E. “So? You want to be a cop?”


    Connie Cook laughed and choked on a fry. “The fuck? Fuck, no. Harv, you’re a funny fucking guy. I want to be a crook.”


    * * *


    The vitamin E cream didn’t work out well, even though Phil Harvey used it religiously. But fuelled by Harv’s expertise and connections, and suitcases of the fat fuck’s cash, Cornelius Cook’s dark enterprises quickly became multi-faceted. He had water farms all over the state, partnered up with Vietnamese body smugglers who staffed the operations with slave labour smuggled down from Canada, who chopped the weed and baled it. He had the X business, he had the crank labs, he had a network of pan cookers throughout the projects where baby mammas stood over non-stick pans on coil burners, baking rocks of crack. It always surprised Harv that the black folk liked the fat Cornelius, but he figured it was because he was so pasty and translucent that he wasn’t white at all but a whole other non-colour, a whole other species. It didn’t hurt that everybody made out well off the Captain’s operations.


    But at root, Harv knew, it was the evil that emanated off the porky bastard that curled his toes. Harv himself was a hard man. He’d done hard things and he’d done hard Craddock time. He was getting old and had done almost a quarter of his life in custody. He’d done the hardest thing four times, leaving little trace of the activity, no trace of the victim except once, when a message had to be sent. But he still thought of himself as having a chip left of his soul.


    Cornelius Cook, though, was evil because he didn’t need to be. He didn’t need to reach down into the netherworld for profit, didn’t need to do what he did. He could have it by exercising his family’s portfolio, by crushing adversaries with financial clout and then picking up the lucrative pieces, sentencing enemies to the poorhouse gulag. Connie had once bombed out a Stonetown bistro because of rude service when he could have bought the place and fired the staff.


    People moved into Connie’s orbit for a while then they were gone suddenly, without rhyme or reason, like shooting stars that burned themselves out and just vanished as if they’d never existed. Some of them were young women, Harv realized, young women who rotated through the clubs, vacant women who he’d brought around for the Captain’s perusal. They came in gorgeous and witty and thought themselves lucky, and wound up hollow and stuttering and chewed and ultimately gone. Not Agatha though. She didn’t come from the ranks of peelers. Agatha had been the test: Captain Cook had given Harv the address where she lived and said go get her for me. Take her on a crank holiday and when you come back make sure she needs us — needs me, anyway.


    * * *


    Agatha Burns droned. CD prices were supposed to come down after the technology was paid for. But they were higher than they were at the beginning. What was up with that? She could download music off the Internet to save money but the Internet, Connie had told her, was an evil plot by the government. Who knew what subliminal messages were hidden in there, like, flashing into your brain before your eyes even registered it? Hey, look, she said, there’s a sequential licence number on that van. You think the guy asked for it or it was random? Random was weird. There was no … well, random to it. Well, there was, she thought, in a random way, if Harv got her meaning.


    She was deathly afraid, Harv suddenly realized. She’d figured it out. He made sure her seatbelt stayed fastened. The chatter was beyond crank patter. She probably hadn’t been out of the apartment in months, waiting for pills to be dropped in the stairwell, waiting for the Captain to come by and pirate her ass, piping himself aboard.


    At the hook north of Stateline he stayed on the Interstate, easing into the slow lane to catch the ramp off to the badlands while he thought. He’d done stupid things but he wasn’t stupid. He’d acted without heart, but he had heart. The Captain was a manipulator, but that didn’t matter: Harv had more money than he’d ever earned either legitimately or in the life. That was the name of the game: to make out, to collect your end. But the Captain didn’t seem to care. The family money had been there for generations before he was born, the golden road was paved for him. All he had to do was follow his ancestor’s footprints. It was impossible for the Captain to be so stupid he’d ever be broke. There was just too much money.


    “You know,” Agatha Burns said, “when you look at a tree like that tree over there, that there’s actually more of the tree underground, roots and stuff, than we see. Harv, you ever think about that? What we see and what we don’t see. I mean, sure, if we don’t see it, it probably isn’t actually real for us, but there’s a lot more to the tree than the … well, the tree. Weird, eh?”


    One night, when Harv and the Captain got drunk and high, the real Cookie got loose. “You should’ve seen her when she was in high school,” he’d said as they sat in their underwear in a hotel room overlooking Michigan, watching Agatha Burns go through jerky cheerleader moves, trying to please them, her eyes on the little baggie of crank on the coffee table. “Perfect. Absolute fucking perfection. Perfect boobs. An ass that was on ball bearings. Legs up to here. She’d have her pals over and they’d go in the backyard of her house and do their routines. Fucking amazing, Harv. I watched from my house, the six of them, little skirts, pretending they didn’t know their boyfriends were watching over the fence. All perfect.” He called over the music. “Right, Ag? You and the team?”


    She nodded, breathless, a plastic smile on her face, not missing a beat. “Yes, Connie. We were hot.”


    “Did you know I was watching? From my window, Ag?”


    She nodded again. “Yes, Connie. It turned us on.”


    “Looks don’t mean for shit, though, right, Ag?”


    Her breath was short. “Right, Connie. I was superficial then, but I’m okay now.”


    “Take off the top, show Harv how they bounce.” He’d turned to Harv. “Watch this. Elastic.”


    Harv had been uncomfortable. There was a sick aspect to the Captain’s jowly, pinched face, a hatred he couldn’t imagine, even on his own face when he had to do the hard things. He felt a stirring of feeling for her, for her open face and her fading beauty. “It’s okay, Cookie. I seen boobs before.”


    “Yeah, but not like this. C’mon, Ag, give us the old one-two-three-four. Swing ’em.”


    The night had ground on. At one point Agatha Burns blew them both, but Harv had been too far gone to remember it afterwards, if it was good or not.


    He did remember the Captain, twirling a little baggie of crank, had enticed her to lick away at the scar tissue on the side of Harv’s face and suck at his destroyed fingers, tell him she loved him, his scars were beautiful.


    Harv did remember that.


    And he remembered walking into the bedroom of the suite at dawn, looking for his jacket, and she was almost invisible under the pounding blubber of the howling Captain, her face stuffed into a pillow, her screams muffled, the Captain looking up with blood running down his chin under his huge wreath of smiling jowls.


    * * *


    Phil Harvey checked the odometer and slowed, looking for the sideroad that would take him away from the feeder highway to one of the mom-and-pop labs scattered in the area. Beside him, Agatha Burns’s knees were white and knocking. She was talking to the passenger window. The scarf had looped away and he glanced at her, could see she was still leaking blood from the punctures at the nape of her neck. She was essaying a soliloquy on alternative cultures, telling how she’d got an A-plus in high school for paralleling 1960s America with 1930s Berlin.


    He found the sideroad and sped the Camaro absolutely straight for several miles, into the heart of the badlands, passing only scattered farms, a few shacks, and remote houses with yellow geometric windows lit in the distance. A cloud of Riders on noisy bikes flashed past him. In his rear-view he could see on their backs the smudged oval colours of the club. He slowed until they’d vanished, then turned onto a rough track, mindful of the washboards and dips, worrying for the undercarriage of the car.


    In the middle of a speed revelation about the temperature at the core of the Earth, she turned to him. “Harv? Harv?”


    “Nearly there, Ag. Relax.”


    “You know, I was beautiful, once. I was perfect. It wasn’t my fault, how I was. Tell Connie, okay? It wasn’t my fault.”


    “Just a little further.” He didn’t look at her. “Few minutes.”


    He felt sad that she knew. Unless someone had fucked you up wickedly, this wasn’t the way to do it. If they were wicked rats you had to make them go hard. But if it was just housekeeping, you were jocular and a pal, lolling them off to sleep until you dropped them as though you flicked off a light switch. There was enough old pain in life without making new stuff.


    Her knees were knocking audibly, a mile a minute. Her fingers twisted into one tight fist between the tops of her thighs. “Is it gonna hurt, Harv? Can you do it, fast, without hurting me?”


    “Don’t get paranoid, Ag. It’s just the stuff making you think crazy.”


    He flashed his headlights three times, then once, eased off the rough track and stopped. A rangy woman in an oilskin with a shotgun under her arm appeared in front of the Camaro, squinting through the windshield. The woman was in her sixties, her dead hair balding back from the front. She flashed a half-a-smile of broken, gapped teeth. She had angry sores around her mouth. Behind her was the lab, a sagging pickup truck with a weathered, peeling camper mounted in the back, the windows cranked open.


    From the corner of his eye he saw Agatha Burns’s hands unlock from each other. Ghostly, one of her palms moved in the air between them. He glanced. Her knees had stopped jittering. She was looking directly at him. He felt his curtain of hair being gently moved back from his face, then the freezing of the palm of her flesh against his face, against his scars, stroking.


    “I’m sorry, Harv. What he made me do, here —” her fingers traced the mass of ridges and angry boiled skin, “— that night at the hotel was the worst thing I ever did. To anybody. I’m sorry.” She inhaled with a sob, then calmed down and composed herself. “I don’t want to die without you knowing I’m ashamed.”

  


  
    Chapter 6


    She recognized him from that morning at the elevator, standing with the red-faced mug. He sat hunched at the elbow of the bar of an Irish pub on the furthest possible edge of Stonetown, with a half of stout in front of him. As he’d told her on the phone, he wore a striped rugby shirt. The place was packed with groups and couples but he’d saved her a stool by draping a scuffed leather jacket over it. A widescreen showed a satellite soccer game no one was watching. The sound was off and the players seemed to be dancing to the fiddle music blaring from speakers.


    People stared at her bleached head and chocolate skin as she moved through the crowd with her hands jammed in the pockets of a blue warm-up jacket with drawstrings and a hood. Under it she wore a dark blue sweatshirt with faded writing on it, shapeless blue jeans, and battered, dirty sneakers.


    Ray Tate stood when she reached him and greeted her with a hug. His hands roamed the back of her waistband, up the middle of her back, and he held her close against him.


    “Hey, long time,” he said, smiling as though they were old friends. “You made it.” His hands lingered at her hips and fluttered at her shoulders. “You’re losing weight. You look great. You been working out or what?”


    He took his jacket from the stool and she sat. The bartender came down the boards. Ray Tate looked at Djuna Brown and raised an eyebrow. She said gin and tonic. He nodded to the bartender. “And another half for me, Jimmy.”


    She saw he was younger than he looked with the grey hair on his collar and hanging off his face. Mid-forties, maybe. He looked glad to see her. In spite of having the head of a bum, his body was thin and solid and his eyes were clear. Except for skipping off her face to check out who came in after her, he seemed to sparkle. She was wary. She didn’t like cops. She wished she’d called Gay-Glo and had someone come to monitor the meeting.


    Jimmy put down the drinks and Ray Tate made a motion with his hand as though signing something. After the bartender went away he leaned in close and put his face by her ear as though romancing her. “Look, we’re going to sit here and have one. We’re gonna see who comes through the door for the next while, then we’ll go up on the patio for another round, smoke some smokes, and talk, okay? If you want, you can pat me down. That’s fair, because I’m going to have to pat you down again, for real. I want to talk to you. You can talk to me too, if you want. Or you can fuck off at any time. The drinks’re on me. Right now, we’re old pals on a date. Anything you want to talk about? Good movies? New bestsellers?”


    In spite of his alley rat appearance, she could smell soap and shampoo off him. His breath was soft against her face, a mixture of toothpaste and stout. There were some fading blemishes on his neck that looked like the after-boil of insect pincers.


    “What do you want?”


    He shook his head. “Later. You reading the Harry Potter series? Good wizard action. Magic potions, flying stuff. My kid says she seen all the movies and the first one was the best. You think?” His eyes scanned the room behind her. “You got kids?”


    She twisted her mouth at him and didn’t say anything.


    “Hey, there’s test tubes and stuff. You don’t want to miss out. How’d you feel about stem cell research? Now, there’s an ethical issue. Science bumps up against morality. I’ve listened to Bush and the other guys, but myself, I haven’t sorted out all the —”


    “Look, let’s just get this done, okay? I don’t know why you set this up. I don’t know who sent you, or why. I’m not comfortable. I don’t give a fuck about stem cells. I don’t give a fuck about Harry fucking Potter. I don’t like being felt up in a bar and, mostly, I don’t like racists.”


    He wasn’t listening to her words. The sound of her voice was lilting, a bit of the Islands in there, perfect pronunciation. He could tell she was apprehensive but curious. “Okay,” he said, shrugging into his jacket, “let’s drain ’em and get ’er done. See where we’re at.”


    * * *


    They paused on the stairway to the rooftop patio and he gave her a more thorough pat-down. He ran his fingers around the base of her ruined bleached hair. There were loose valiums in her handcuff case and she wore her gun, a nifty little automatic, over her right hip. He offered to let her do him. She poked indifferently and he could tell she didn’t know what she was doing or didn’t care. The patio was vacant except for four smokers huddled at the far end against the cool night breezes. A waitress, hugging herself by a serving station, looked unhappy to see them arrive. Ray Tate ordered another G&T and half a dark.


    Djuna Brown sat opposite him at the empty side of the patio. He saw her shiver and took his jacket off. Without consultation he draped it over her shoulders like it was the most natural thing in the world. She didn’t know what to say so she gave him a simmering look. The umbrellas shimmered in the breezes. Above them the ambient light of the city sky was silvery. Traffic noises rose from the bum side of Stonetown. The waitress brought their drinks and left and the four smokers clattered down the steps.


    He held his hand out. “I’m Ray Tate.”


    “The guy that’s gonna spike me, right?” She looked at his hand out over the table and finally took it. “Or shoot me.”


    “I’m not going to talk about shooting people. I’m not going to talk about racism. You’re not going to talk about beating cops with sticks. We’re not going to talk about you being a dyke. I don’t care about any of that, and you shouldn’t either. We’re going to talk about being partners.”


    “Bonus.” She looked at his bland face. “Not much left, then, to talk about.”


    “Well,” he said, “we could talk about fucking up the skipper.”


    She was interested but cautious. “And how’d we do that?”


    “By doing our job.” He looked at her raised eyebrow and studied her face. She was actually quite attractive under the white frizz. She had long catlike eyes, high cheekbones, and a pointed little chin. Her teeth were small and even. Stress and maybe hatred had worked into her face, giving it a mean repose, making her lips halfway to a twist. Her hand, when it had been in his, was small but strong and firm, and he knew someone had taught her how to shake hands. Her body, when he’d given her the pat-down, had some long muscle.


    He got up and went around the table. She shrank back from his hand. “I just want my smokes.” He dug in the jacket, found a pack of Marlboros and a lighter, and went back to his seat. He formally offered her one then lit them both.


    She suddenly looked afraid. Politeness was antique to her. “I called Gay-Glo. Just so you know. People know I’m with you right now. If anything happens to me, it’s documented.”


    “Gay-Glo.” He shook his head. “Whatever. Relax. I’m going to talk for a while, then if you want to talk you can, okay?”


    She stared at him, silent.


    “Okay. We’re both fucked. You’re never going to be a working cop again, I’m never going to be a working cop again. Our lives as we know them are over. The skipper wants me to bury your ass. Probably, he’s told you the same thing: bury my ass. I don’t know. If I sink you, he says, I’m on my way back to the streets, riding around, doing the job. I don’t know what, if he promised you anything, and I got to say I doubt it, I don’t know what he promised you.”


    “Nothing. I don’t talk to the fucker.”


    “Sure. It doesn’t matter, anyway. As long as we’re partners working in the office, there’s no real problem. We can both be careful around each other. That’s cool. But if we go outside and do stuff, well, there’s a lot of things that can happen and the only two people who’ll know what happened is the guy that did it and the guy that saw it. You want to think about that.”


    She stared at his friendly, expectant eyes. “You think that’s why he partnered us? One of us is a rat, going to eat up the other?”


    “Most people, they look at something and they say to themselves, what would I do in that situation? The skipper, being what he is, assumes he’s normal, so he looks at what he’d do and expects anyone else to do the same normal thing. I’d rat, he figures, so they will too.”


    “So, he partnered us up because he thinks we’re going to spike each other?”


    “I guess. I said if I work close with you that when you step on your dick or whatever, I’ll be there to tap two behind your ear, get you written out.”


    “But you won’t, right?” Her lips went into full twist. “All this, all this could just be technique.”


    “Could be, I guess.” He chain lit another cigarette. “Look, I don’t know you. I know your story, or some of your story, anyway. I talked to a State guy I know about what happened and he said there were weird doings in Indian country. The guy I talked to is a good guy. He said you beat the face off your partner, but he said you did some good work up there. He said he’s the first to say he doesn’t know it all, but you were a good cop.”


    “For a black dyke.”


    “He mentioned that, I gotta admit.” He drank some dark and looked at her. She had a smile, not a full smile, but an almost friendly twist to the edges of her lips. He could see chicks going for her, could see a meatheaded partner making a move after dark on a dirt road. He saw her shiver under his coat from the growing wind off Michigan. “But I don’t think he gives a shit. Mostly he was curious why they put a black dyke up there in Indian country, what you call it? The Spout?”


    “The Spout. Where they drop you in and pour you out.”


    “He said they must really fucking hate you when they do that. He said that tells him a lot.”


    “Why?”


    “Well, he said it means your problem wasn’t beating your partner. The problem was long before that, before you got there, that you fucked up someplace before, and they sent you up there because you were already fucked.”


    “Smart guy, your pal.” She stared at him. “What did you mean, on the phone, when you asked if I ever wanted to be a cop?”


    That was what he was waiting for. It was time. Up to now he’d just been bullshitting on the teeter-totter, finding equilibrium. He could chat all night. He’d learned from a Chicago Homicide detective that you solve more cases with the art of conversation than with a nightstick. There was a point in any interview when it was time to make a move. “Reveal who you are, then, when you get a feeling,” the Chicago dick had said, “if you’re an asshole that’s the time to say something, reveal yourself as an honest asshole. If you’re a good guy just doing a job, no personal offence, then you say something then. Don’t think about it. You’ll never be a detective, Ray, but you’ll be a hell of a duty sergeant some day. You like cops and you probably, for all I know, like people, you dumb bastard. So, that’s what you show. Find that point, where the balance between what you are and what your subject is, then ride it like a little kid standing in the middle of a teeter-totter.”


    Ray Tate said: “Did you?”


    “I did. I wanted to be a cop. I am a cop.” She was biting at her lip, trying to prevent herself from saying much of anything.


    Her defences were her coat, not her skin. He saw that. He had an urge to put his hand on hers, on the table. But it wasn’t a pure enough urge, and his Homicide buddy had told him: “It’s got to be total. When you make the human — the physical — connection, you have to be dead certain sure. You have to be able to separate the certainty from the impulse. If you fuck that up, you’ll never unfuck it.”


    “Okay.” Ray Tate put his elbows on the table and said her name for the first time. “Djuna, you can play the rest of this out anyway you want. We can drink another drink and talk about Harry fucking Potter, the little fag, or whatever. Tomorrow morning we’re going to be doing stuff. I don’t know what you’re going to be doing, but I’m going to be making a case, with you or without you. If I’m flying solo, that’s okay. It just means I have to keep an eye on my back with you around. I’ve been doing it for a long time, anyway. This,” he waved his hand over the table, “this is just me laying out the land for you.”


    “What case are you going to make? There are no cases. It’s fill time.”


    “I dunno. There’s that guy on the board, Commander Coke.”


    “Captain Cook.”


    “Him. If he exists.”


    She stared at him for a few minutes. He felt he was being evaluated and took it, looking back with calm. She said: “He exists. Captain Cook is a master fucking bandit and an all round fuckhead.”


    “You’ve seen him? You’re working him?”


    “Working him, but I haven’t seen him. But I got someone who has. She’s seen him a lot and doesn’t want to, much, anymore.”

  


  
    Chapter 7


    Phil Harvey chewed slowly on a sinker, dipping it into his coffee, and watched the block through the window while the crazy Captain waited for service at the counter. There was a convention in town. He saw cars with Illinois plates, Minnesota plates, some Michigans, and some Ontario, Canada. Drones on their morning coffee break filled the Donut Hole and although there were seats at Harv’s table, no one availed themselves of his company. Three office girls carrying blue, rolled up yoga mats stood nearby, raving about the flavour of the chai and sneaking glances at him. Phil Harvey knew he was a thing of the night, not of the morning. The oversized aviator sunglass and the curtain of hair didn’t quite hide the scars and his long, black leather pimp coat was tucked around him as though he was suffering a perpetual winter. There was no hiding his twisted claw clutching the sinker. His facial burns glistened with the vitamin E cream he uselessly and constantly massaged into them.


    Connie Cook carried his cup through the yoga girls and dropped heavily opposite Phil. He put a leather briefcase on the seat beside him. “You look like you didn’t sleep. You up all night, Harv, wreaking havoc?” Connie Cook’s rippled jowls were smooth with knowing kindness.


    “Ah, you know, Connie. Running, running, running. Either chasing or fleeing. Spent half the night looking for Agatha but she wasn’t around, so I fucked off to do something else. I guess she didn’t want to become a cook after all.”


    “You didn’t see her, eh?”


    “Nope. Not a sign.”


    “Can’t figure that,” Connie Cook said, shaking his head. “She was hungry to move up, become a cooker.” He had a sudden thought. “What about the chicklets?”


    Harv gave him a frown. “Dunno about that, Connie. She didn’t come down. I hung around then I went up and knocked. No answer. I wasn’t about to go in there. I guess where she went the chicklets went. Unless she left them up there.”


    “Well, you’re gonna have to go in there, now, Harv. Shut the thing down. Get the guy in the stairwell out of there, tell the money guy on the ground to stand by. Then you go clean out her apartment in case she left the chicklets or something dirty behind. We’ll need a new place, maybe in Hauser North.” Connie Cook pondered creases into his fat forehead. “What else? What else? Fuck, I think I’ve been ripped off. You really never saw her, eh?”


    “I told you, Connie: no. I planned to take her and the chicklets up to the truck lab but she didn’t show and she didn’t show and I took off. You sure she understood? To wait for me?”


    “It’ll sort itself out. Anyway, Chinamen.”


    Harv nodded and finished his doughnut. “I got guys ready. Some real wreckers. You give me the place and the when and we’ll go and put an end to their bullshit.”


    “Well, today, I think, at noon, not too late. You want to catch them sleeping. I got a thing I want to get for you first then you go. You go in there, you guys, and you lay waste. I mean it, Harv. Everybody that comes out of there that aren’t our guys, they’re walking funny. Take the pressing machines, any chicklets or powder they got, everything. There’s going to be some money laying around, I’m sure. You guys split it up.”


    “You want to come?”


    “No.” Connie Cook reflected a moment. “Yeah, you know what? I do. Yeah, I’m gonna. I got to pick something up, though, something I was going to give you, but if I’m going I’ll need it.” He gave Harv a knowing look. “You think something happened to her? To Ag? Boy, I’d like to know the details of that horror story, sometime.”


    Harv sat back and disappeared himself into the folds of his leather coat. “What do I know? You were the last guy I know of to see her alive. And she was okay when you left her, right?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “Well then, nothing for us to worry about.”


    * * *


    Phil Harvey drove the Camaro close behind Connie Cook’s Mercedes. They wound through the city, the Captain trying to lose him at stale lights. Harv could see the Captain on his phone, hands-free, head bobbing as he yelled at the windshield as though deranged. At one point the Mercedes went into a skid, bumped the curb, and straightened itself out on the roadway.


    On the edge of east Chinatown the Captain slowed, lowered his window, and waved Harv up beside his driver’s door. “Turn on the all news, Harv. Strange events up in the badlands.” He laughed and sped away. Harv fiddled his way awkwardly to an AM station and heard a roundup of headlines. One of them was about a truck explosion and fire far northeast of the city. Smoking remains had been found; unknown gender, unknown cause of death.


    The Mercedes went through east Chinatown and just over the city line it pulled into a metalwork shop. The Captain waved Harv to wait and held up his hand: five minutes. He disappeared inside in a swaggering waddle and came out two minutes later with a long thin item wrapped in a green garbage bag. He popped his trunk, put the package in, and slammed it.


    He waved Harv over. “You hear? That truck fire, there, up north? What’s that all about, I wonder.”


    “Fuck if I.” Harv shrugged. “I got a rock solid alibi, anyway.”


    “Yeah? You do?”


    “Yep, I was with you.” Harv waited a beat. “Back me up or I’ll kill you too.”


    The Captain laughed. “Nice one, Harv. Okay, I’ll follow you. You get your thugs over to east Chinatown and we’ll meet them there. They cool, these guys?”


    “Princes, these guys are, Connie.” He punched numbers into his cellphone.


    They wended their way down through the city. In east Chinatown Harv pulled the Camaro onto a side street. Connie Cook parked on the opposite side of the street, ahead. He popped the trunk, took out the long package, and held it like a golf club, putting aimlessly.


    A few minutes later a black Tundra pulled up further down the block and three beefy men got out. They all had pigtails, thick faces, and wore leather jackets. One carried a long sports bag. They bounced on their toes on the sidewalk as they looked around for Harvey.


    Harv climbed out and greeted them with handshakes that changed into biker brotherhood hugs. He waved Connie Cook over. The pigtailed men looked at him curiously as he crossed the road, taking in his perfect suit, the puddle of jowls, the short painful steps.


    “That the guy we’re doing, Harv? He’s one fat fuck.”


    Harv laughed. “No, that’s the guy we’re doing it for. We’re doing a home renovation. He’s okay. He’s weird, but we’re earning.”


    One of the men took a coupon from his jacket pocket. “Give him this. He signs up for a year, he gets a lifetime membership at my new gym.”


    “Wait,” Harv said. “Hold on to that and if you want him to have it, after, well, you tell him he’s a fat fuck when you give it to him. He likes it when people call him names.”


    The Captain came up beside them and Harv introduced him all around. The Captain seemed pleased at meeting some real badlands thugs.


    The Chinese chemistry students lived in a tall, narrow rooming house sandwiched between a massage parlour and a beauty salon. There were half a dozen mailboxes studded beside the entry door and a Room for Rent sign in the window.


    The gym owner looked the building over. “What’s the plan, Harv? We know what floor they’re on?”


    “They got the whole first floor and the basement. First floor is a long hallway, all the rooms on the left. There’s a kitchen at the back with stairs down. They cook in the basement.”


    Connie Cook smiled. “Good that you know that, Harv. I didn’t know that.”


    Harv smiled back. “Ag told me.”


    The three pigtailed men pulled on leather lifting gloves. One zipped open the sports bag and handed around a sawn-off baseball bat, a hammer, and a lug wrench. Harv looked around at the passing traffic. He took off his leather coat, rolled it inside out, and handed it to Connie Cook.


    The pigtailed gym owner asked Harv, “What’s the play? We wrecking the place or just doing the people in there?”


    “We get them then we take the place apart. There’s any dough, we split it. Powder, we split.”


    The gym owner huddled with his companions for a moment then they all trooped up the steps. The biggest of the wreckers examined the lock, then stepped back and bulled his shoulder into it. It gave easily and they ran down the hallway, whooping. A Chinese teenager wearing Snoopy undershorts came out of the kitchen with a steaming bowl in his hands. He went down under the stampede. A pigtailed man swung a hammer. A plump girl, naked, flashed out of a bedroom off to the side. The gym owner whacked her legs out as he passed.


    A long-haired Asian wearing a suit and an untucked, white shirt popped out of a doorway. He saw Harv and said his name. Harv was on him with the guy with the lug wrench. Harv took the wrench and began bashing at the man’s long hair. “I told you,” he said, swinging. “I fucking told you, cocksucker.” He stood and began stomping.


    Connie Cook stayed in the doorway listening to the place being busted up. When the house was secure he told Harv to get everyone to the basement.


    The pigtailed guys threw everyone down the steps. The basement was unfinished and had a strong chemical odour. A blackened stove sat in one corner and buckets, tubing, and bottles of chemicals were littered over a sagging chesterfield. There were cheap Dutch pill-pressing machines with different heads scattered among them. The windows were covered with taped on, ripped up green garbage bags.


    There were five prisoners. One of them remained unconscious. The girl was crying and huddling herself off to the side, sobbing and examining her knees.


    Harv didn’t like the scene. The chemical smell made his scars ripple and sing, the crying girl reminded him of Agatha. He decided the thing should be over. That’s the way it was done. They’d take the powder and the dough, bust everything in sight, and give everyone a farewell tune-up.


    But Cornelius Cook stood at the bottom of the steps looking at his fracas with satisfaction. “Cold in here, Harv. Turn on the stove.” He began stripping the green garbage bag from his package.

  


  
    Chapter 8


    When the skipper arrived at the Chem Squad to do his morning prowl he found Ray Tate behind a desk, most of his hair back in a ponytail. Right away the skipper noticed the Captain Cook chart had been untacked from the corkboard. There was a steaming cup of coffee at Ray Tate’s elbow and across from it, on Djuna Brown’s desk, were a bottle of water and a yogurt container with a plastic spoon sticking out of it.


    “The fuck you doing, Ray? It’s the crack of dawn. Where’s the twat?”


    Ray Tate glanced around and shook his head, then nodded at the skipper’s glass office. The skipper led the way. They sat opposite each other.


    “Okay, spill.”


    “I was thinking, last night. I’m not going to get her watching her sit at her desk filing paper, right? So, I figure we’ll get a little project going, get her out where there’s mistakes to be made, and trip her into a hole.”


    The skipper nodded. “And? What you come up with?”


    “This Captain Cook guy. I figure that’s the way. We start up a little project, start moving around where there’s money and dope, see if she trips. It’s perfect.”


    “If there is a Captain Cook.”


    “Well, even if there isn’t, we get her out there in the land of the bad habits. We’re never going to get her sitting here watching her head glow.” He shrugged. “I don’t know. You got a better plan? She can wait out all of us.”


    The skipper stared at the beaming eyes behind the grey beard. Taking down Captain Cook and the dyke and Ray Tate would be a hat trick. While the douchebag was out splashing in shit, Tate would be right there beside her, getting a little on his shoes. A hat trick would get the skipper noticed down at the Swamp where all the goodies were being dealt out in the Big Chan’s fan tan game. Not being noticed was worse than not sticking your head up, even if you were fucking things up. If you fucked up under the Chan regime you hung in there anyway, maybe be a hero in the next dynasty.


    “Done. Very nice, Ray. We’re gonna work out just fine. If you get her for me, what do you want?” He looked troubled. “A bump? To duty sergeant, when all this stuff passes? I got to be honest with you: I can try but I can’t promise.”


    “Nothing, skip. The blue suit, the round hat, and the red lights over my head. You’ll never fucking see me again.”


    “Okay. How you want to do it?”


    “Soft. Just memo us both to set up on this Captain guy, give us some room and some time, and we’ll have her zipped in a body bag in no time. Maybe get Captain Cook too, if he’s real.”


    “I can’t give you paper on this thing, Ray, what we’re doing to take her down. If it gets to the fags at Gay-Glo we’re all in the shit. I’ll make verbals to the brass about what I’ve got you doing, but that’s it. You okay with that?”


    Ray Tate sipped his coffee and stood up. “Hey, skip, fuck, come on. If I can’t trust another copper, who can I trust?”


    * * *


    They were meticulous in their notebooks. Time in and time out, the memo number when they received the skipper’s memo to set up on Captain Cook, the serial numbers of their cellphones were written in each other’s books, the assignment number of their rovers. They signed out a company car, noting who gave them the keys and at what time. They noted the mileage on the leased Intrepid and that she was driving and he was the shotgun.


    The red Intrepid was a Federal lease with a radio hidden in the dash behind a false-front CD player, a red gumball on the dash, and a sign that thanked you for not smoking. Djuna Brown tossed the gumball on the floor and the non-smoking ticket out the window. She lit a cigarette, pulled out onto Huron Street, and headed for the Hauser South Projects. “What’d he say? We’re working, right?”


    “We be. I’m supposed to tempt you into malfeasance, make you fall in with evil company.” He dropped the false front of the CD player and dialed in channels to the city divisions. He had dried paint crusted around his fingernails and worked at them with a penknife, glancing up every few seconds to read the street.


    “But you won’t, right?”


    “Nope. Like I told the skipper, if you can’t trust a copper, who can you trust?”


    “What’s with the paint, there, on your hands? You redecorating?”


    “Yeah. Change of scene, change of pace.”


    She gave him a catlike grin. “Right. Purple. It’s the new black.”


    “Tell me about this chick we’re seeing. That knows this Cook guy.”


    “She said she works for a guy running some labs. I just started working on her, so when we get up there I’ll go it alone, see how it shakes out. Anyway, it was one of those things. I was getting a prescription filled and the pharmacist caught her down behind the counter, jamming cold pill bottles into her pockets. I pinched her and while we were waiting for prisoner transport I give her a pat-down. She’s got two of these little pills, double Cs on them. She freaks a little and she says she can give me somebody’s stash if I let her go.” She shrugged. “I waved off the pick-up cruiser and spoke to the pharmacist. He was cool, so I took her to a Seattle’s for coffee.”


    Unwillingly, Ray Tate took a glance at her.


    “Get your mind out of the gutter. We just had coffee and out of the blue I asked her about this Captain Cook guy whose pills she got. She just about shit. How you know about him, she said. She said she didn’t know him and if she had said she did know him, she didn’t really say it. See, she was flying low when she was boosting, forgot what she’d already told me. So I said, Look, you just told me you knew him, he was your pal. She said, I said that? I said, Yup. She said, Okay, so you know. Then she clammed about him but said if I wanted a pinch there was a guy bringing a bag of pills to an apartment building up in Hauser South that evening. So I kick her and went up there and there was a jittery guy with a bag going in the fire door. He comes out later with nothing. He goes to a ground floor patio and a guy sitting there with a big fucking pooch hands him some coin. My guy leaves and I take him out there, lose him in the projects. I go back to sit and bingo, another guy goes in. Same thing. White guy with a bag. A mutt. He’s in and he’s out. Sees the guy with the dog, gets some dough, and he’s away. I’m going, whoa.”


    Ray Tate laughed and shook his head. “Holy fuck. I can’t believe you just said all that. There’s a guy and a bag and a guy with a dog and fucked if I know what all else you said.”


    She smiled. “I know. They had me at the capital listening to wiretaps before they kicked me down here. I picked up the rhythm.” She made an Italian accent softened by Caribbean breezes. “Hey, you know that fuh-kin guy, hangs around with the guy with the red fuh-kin hair, you fuh-kin know, with the guy that’s always fuh-kin moochin’? Well, go see that guy, not the redhead guy or the mooch, but the other fuck, the first fuck, you know?” She steered the Intrepid into an illegal left under the Interstate, ignoring a cloud of horns. “It’s a wonder how those mutts get anything done, how they understand each other.”


    “So,” Ray Tate was laughing, “this chick.”


    “Right. I’m back at the Hauser South building a couple days later and she comes creeping out the fire door. I bag her. She’s really afraid, Ray, she pissed herself. Turns out the guy she works for won’t let her go outside, keeps her in a stash house on the fifth floor. That’s why she rolled so quick for me when I grabbed her up at the pharmacy. She doesn’t mind going in the bucket for a few nights, waiting for a bail hearing, but if the guy she works for finds out she went out, well, not pretty, she said.”


    “You think she’s up there, now?”


    “Dunno. Anyways, we’re talking and I see she’s jittering, so I say, out of the blue, So where’s this super lab you were talking about the other day, that punches out of the double Cs? Fuck, she said, I told you about that? He’s gonna kill me. She started crying and shaking. Oh, God, he’s gonna pack me to death.”


    “Pack?”


    “She didn’t want to talk about it. This is three days ago. I tell her that each day, right about now, she should come down to the fire door, we’ll talk if I can make it, if she can make it. I missed the past couple of days, but I think now’s the time.”


    Ray Tate was impressed. “So she copped to Captain Cook and she copped to a super lab.” When she drove behind a grimy high-rise building he asked, “So, why’d you do it at all? We’re both walking dead, anyway. You could bring in the Big Chan with his moon face glued to a Boy Scout’s ass cheeks and it wouldn’t make any difference.”


    “I told you, I’m a cop. I didn’t need you to come along and rag me out.” But she had a slightly wider feline curve to her lips. She expertly parked the Intrepid with a view to the fire door. “But the gin and tonics were nice.”


    A happy man, Ray Tate eased back his seat, electronically adjusted his side mirror, and listened to a litany of calls streaming over the city frequency.


    * * *


    The Big Chan’s new dep called the skipper.


    “Hey, Gordo, you awake over there? I catch you snoozing? You drop my body for me, yet?”


    “Naw. But I got something going. I partnered Ray Tate up with that Statie dyke, turned ’em loose in the land of temptation. Just a matter of time now.”


    “The black dyke? You fucking partnered an armed Ray Tate up with a spook that beats her partners half to death? You’re a diabolical man, Gordo. I better start watching my back over here. You’re gonna have my job and I’ll be out farting my whistle at parades.” The dep laughed without mirth. “Anyway, there’s a call over in east Chinatown you might be interested in. Mailman finds a door busted, smells something foul, and he goes in and finds a bunch of Chinese kids all beat to shit in the basement.”


    “I didn’t know it was Chinese New Year.”


    “Huh. But there’s a stove, buckets down there, stuff taped over the windows, and a strong chemical smell.”


    “Sounds like another lab.”


    “But here’s the good part: you’re looking for the interlocking Cs, right? On the pills? Well, you go down to St. Francis’s Heart and you’re gonna find those Cs all over the place. But mostly on the victims. Someone took looks like a branding iron to them.”


    “Ooops.”


    “These are guest students down from Canada via Hong Kong, Gordo. Brought in by Willy Wong, a friend of the mayor’s, one of his donors. We can’t be seen fucking around on this.”


    “I’m already on it.”


    “Well, be on it, but be on it better, okay? Let me tell the Big Chan something.”


    “Tell him we already have a task force targeting the double Cs. We’re up and running, my guys are already out there working it.”


    “Bullshit. If I’m bullshitting him you can’t be bullshitting me. You have to tell me, Gordo.”


    “No, dep. No shit. We’ve got a task force just set-up on the double Cs. The twat and the gunner are out there, riding around like they’re a dozen.”


    The skipper hung up and voiced out to Ray Tate and Djuna Brown on the Federal radio. “Where you guys at, Ray?”


    Ray Tate came back: “Sitting on a place, might be a lead to the Captain. What’s up, skip?”


    “Head down to St. Frankie’s Heart. They got some Chinamen in the Emergency, been branded like fucking cowboys. Double Cs.”


    “Ten-four.”


    Gloria came into the office and waved at him. The skipper told Ray Tate to stand by.


    “The Staties got a truck fire up in the badlands,” she said. “One fatality.”


    “So?”


    “It was a camper van, dead body inside,” she said. She held her nose. “Strong smell of chems.”


    “Let the Staties handle it.”


    “Around the truck, when they put it out? Double C tablets all over the ground. They heard we were asking about them.”


    The skipper went on the air. “Okay. Ray, you guys do the hospital then get in here. We’re having a task force meeting.”


    There was silence. Then Ray Tate said, “What task force?”


    The skipper laughed bitterly. “You, you lucky fuck.”


    * * *


    The Chinese kids weren’t talking. Every time Ray Tate or Djuna Brown asked a question, the older of them, with interlocking Cs burned into his cheeks and forehead, murmured in Mandarin and the others clammed. The older guy spoke robotically to Ray Tate in flat English: “Contact please my uncle Willard Wong.” He sounded like he’d memorized his line.


    “We should get ICE down here,” Djuna Brown said, “see what kind of immigration status these guys got.”


    “If they’re with Willy Wong, they’re all papered up clean. Willy runs the Chinese Menu for the mayor.”


    Djuna Brown wheeled the girl with the casts on her legs down the hall to an empty examination room. The girl’s face had been spared but her breasts and been badly burned. Djuna Brown held the girl’s hand and made sympathetic tsks. “Oh, baby, what they did to you.”


    When she stroked the girl’s hair, the girl began talking.


    * * *


    Ray Tate asked the Chinese mutts a litany of questions. The mutts were sullen and looked at the floor. Only the murmuring guy made any sound. “Contact please my uncle Willard Wong.”


    Djuna Brown wheeled the girl back into the room and told Ray Tate she got nothing.


    “Fuck ’em,” he said. “Mutts.”


    “Mutts be right,” she said. She looked at them. “You fucking goofs.”


    They went out to the Intrepid, noted the time in their books, that Ray Tate was driving, and they headed to the satellite.


    As she wrote in her book, Djuna Brown said: “Five white guys. They went into the place and just went ape.”


    “She talked?”


    “Yep. Sisterhood is powerful. Anyway, three guys in leather jackets. They were the wreckers. One other guy had long, black hair and burns all over his face. The last guy, the one with the branding iron, was a big fat fuck in a suit. He was in charge. He had ‘ghosty skin,’ she said. He kept screaming, ‘Tell it to Coco Chanel.’ He laughed a lot, she said. He really liked her tits, gave them a lot of attention.”


    “The guy with the scars? That’s probably the guy on the wall, in the Captain Cook chart. Three wreckers? Who knows? The fat guy. The fat guy, he could be our Captain Cook. Sounds like a boss, anyway.”


    * * *


    They saw the skipper had big eyes. He sat in his office with a Federale detached from the Feds’ Hazardous Unit who wore his jacket like a matador. The Federale was deputized so he got to carry a gun and he didn’t mind shifting it every few minutes as he squirmed about in his chair. A third man wearing a buttoned three-piece suit leaned with his ass on the windowsill, his arms folded. Ray Tate recognized the be-suited man as one of the Big Chan’s new dynasty of cunning deps.


    The skipper saw them across the room and held his palm up and out. Ray Tate and Djuna Brown went to their desks and pawed through a stack of photos and reports. When the Federale and the dep left the skipper’s office neither looked at them.


    The skipper waved them in. “We’ve got to do everything right, Ray. This is real work and they’re wanting continuation reports daily.” He completely ignored Djuna Brown. “They wanted to take you guys off it, bring in their own tactical crew from Washington, but I stood ’em down. I got us a week, max. Can we do it in a week, Ray?”


    Ray Tate put a mug shot and a surveillance photograph of Phil Harvey on the desk. “This is the mutt did the havoc in east Chinatown today. I’m pretty sure.”


    “The cowboy branding the herd?”


    “Nope. This guy Harvey was just there, leading the charge. The guy with the branding iron is a big fat fuck that laughs a lot.” He hooked his thumb out the door. “Brass and the Feds? For some guys got tuned up in east Chinatown?”


    “The Staties had a fatal truck explosion sometime overnight. A lab on wheels went up in the badlands. One dead and a bunch of double Cs scattered around.”


    “Strange doings.”


    “The deal is: we’re doing the guys that rustled the Chinamen, the Staties’ll work the lab explosion. They figure we’ll meet someplace in the middle. So, bring me up to speed. What were you guys on, when I called?”


    “Djuna’s play.” Ray Tate looked at her and waited. This was partner territory and he kept to the rules.


    She didn’t look at the skip. Her voice was desultory and resentful, unlike her upbeat lilt in the car. “There’s a girl I’ve been working, guy keeps her in a stash house up in the north end. Mutts that loot pharmacies here and over the state line, bring their swag in, get paid off. The chick copped to two things: one is she works for Captain Cook. Other is that there’s a super lab around. We went up there to her pad and before we could visit you called us down to the hospital, then over here.”


    “Super lab. What’s up with that, Ray?”


    Ray Tate looked at Djuna Brown and waited.


    “We didn’t get into it,” she muttered. “I hadda let her go so she wouldn’t be missed. We arranged a series of meets, but she hasn’t showed up yet.”


    “You get her name? You run her?”


    “I ran the name she had on the library card in her purse. Ginny Wallace. Not on file. Once I called her Ginny and she looked at me, like, who? Then she said, oh yeah, that’s me, right. Duh.”


    “But she said super lab?” The skipper looked at Ray Tate. “You know about this? Before?”


    “Hey, skip, we were working it. You told us to get out and work and we did. You thought, what? We’d come back with nothing? C’mon, keep some faith.”


    Djuna Brown said, “I said super lab to her. I was just fucking with her. She went for it and said this Captain guy’s got a super lab on the go someplace.”


    “She tell you about this guy, the Captain?” The skipper didn’t like talking to Djuna Brown; his nose wrinkled as if he could smell the bleach in her hair. “Anything?”


    “Nope. She was throwing stuff my way to steer me off, let me get her free. She gave up a pill drop, she copped to the super lab. She’s shitless of him, I can tell you that. He’s gonna pack me to death, she said.”


    The skipper mulled. He looked at the photos on his desk. “What have we got on the Phantom of the Opera here?”


    Ray Tate had gone through intell reports and leaned forward. “Phil Harvey. Whacko. Cooker, seems like. Looks like he had a pot of stinky red soup bubble up on his face. Either that, or last Halloween he was the dunce bobbing for onion rings. One of the Chinese victims today said the guy that led the guys laying waste in the house looked like this.”


    “Ideally, we take the super lab and the Captain, solve the fatal fire along the way. Leave the Staties with their dicks in their hands.” The skipper didn’t know where to go next. “Ugly fuck.”


    Ray Tate waited then said, “So, I guess you want us to go back up there, sit on the chick’s place and scoop her up?”


    “Exactly.”


    “Take Harvey away if he rolls up? In case he takes us to the Captain?”


    “You read my mind, Ray.”


    “We getting more bodies? We got deps and Feds around and who knows what all else. This thing could grow pretty fast.”


    The skipper chewed on his lips. “Let me see. You think we can take down this lab. The super lab? Get the guy behind it? Ray?”


    “Well, the way to find out is we get out of here and out there. Start grabbing folks up, lay some torture on them.” He shrugged. “Basic police work.”


    “Okay, okay. Go. Keep me in the loop. Continuations at the end of shift.”


    Tate stood up.


    “Stay a sec, Ray. Some personnel stuff we got to go over.”


    When Djuna Brown was out of the room he shut the door. “Nice, pretty good, that. I almost thought you guys were real partners for a minute. If this thing begins to go on its own, we’ll shove her over the side and bring in someone new for you, someone reliable.”


    “Naw, skip. Leave her in. She’s got the only lead so far. She’s shaky, anyway.” He made a smirk. “I think she’s gonna drop before this thing is over.”


    “No shit?”


    “Well, it’s just the first day but I have to tell you: she’s on the edge.”


    “Beautiful, beautiful. If we drop her and get the lab, and get this Captain Cook guy, I think, Ray, with this interest from the Swamp, you just might get your own kingdom of cops to terrorize. No promises but I’ll go the distance for you.”


    “Can’t ask for more than that, skip.”


    * * *


    Djuna Brown worked the phones, filling pages of a legal pad with notes. Ray Tate sat across from her at his desk and watched her. Her fingernails were bitten back to the quick and she dug them into her bleached head, scratching. He’d done nothing except let her drive him around and keep the branded Chinamen busy while she cleaned out the girl in the wheelchair. She looked up and caught him looking. She was using a soft voice with a guy in Records, was distracted, and she had a beautiful smile until she looked over his shoulder towards the skipper’s office. Then her face changed, closed, and she looked down.

  


  
    Chapter 9


    The basement smelled of fresh burning flesh and old chemicals, and Phil Harvey had wanted to punch out the covered windows to get away from the smell of seared meat that wasn’t so different from his own pork when it sizzled. The stove was rocking, the electric burners glowing red in the corner. The room was sweltering. Cornelius Cook sweated.


    The wreckers had found wads of money stashed throughout the first floor of the rooming house. Cornelius Cook told them to take it. The men had been whooping plunderers earning a square day’s pay until the Captain heated up the branding iron on the red coils and went to work on the Chinamen and the girl. One, the gym owner, had turned away and stared at Phil Harvey when the Captain had taken the double C brand to the girl’s breasts.


    Phil Harvey said nothing when the Captain told him to round up the bottles of chicklets. He kept his teeth pressed together against the taste of the air. The Captain took baggies of double C tablets, meticulously ground them up, and washed the powder down the sink. Satisfied, he’d then gone to the stove, muttering. The double C branding iron was red. He spit saliva on the Cs and smiled when it danced off, was steam before it could hit the floor. He pretended to putt.


    “We’re outta here, Harv,” the gym owner said, taking Harvey aside. “You need something else, just call. But this guy? No.” He couldn’t take his eyes off the Captain who, with a slow, fat dance, made his way to the Chinese guys and the girl. When the brand hit the girl’s breast and she screamed the gym owner had looked at Harv for a few seconds, absolutely neutral, which to Harv was the most diminishing of raw looks. The three men clattered up the stairs and didn’t look back.


    Harv went out and sat on the porch, wrapped in his black sunglasses and leather coat. The chicklets were in garbage bags beside him on the top step. For a long time faint screams came from the leaks around the cellar windows. Once, Harv thought he heard laughing and loud conversation.


    Harv had found his limit. When Captain Cook had manipulated him into taking Agatha for a ride to the badlands he’d felt his first spark of change. He had somewhere to go now. There was a possibility of change, of a different life. He’d already made a couple of moves in anticipation, but this, in the basement, was an afterburner that torqued him. On every level this, what was going on in the basement, was wrong. Phil Harvey had once had to take a hammer and begin breaking a guy’s bones from the toes up, but that was to find a stash. Once he had the location he stopped swinging the hammer, even bundling the guy into a car and dumping him a block from St. Francis Heart. That was the game. Even when you had to take someone out, you just did it as a piece of business. Spending an hour terrorizing and tuning a guy who was going to be dead before the day was out didn’t make sense in any way to a normal person.


    He knew to the nickel how much he had stashed. He knew how much money he had out on the street with degenerate gamblers and inept small businessmen who tried to keep bistros and boutiques afloat in swanky Stonetown. He had almost enough money and he had the vaguest of dreams, of direction. He’d planned to spend another year, max, with the Captain, then strike out. But the keening thin noises from the basement window got him thinking that a year was a long time.


    It was that first step that eluded him, he thought, but a shower wouldn’t hurt.


    * * *


    At Agatha Burns’s apartment building Phil Harvey scouted out the area and spotted the red Intrepid right away. A beatnik looking guy and a black woman with a wild frizz of blond hair that was almost white. He parked the Camaro with a view and waited for the woman’s head to disappear and drop down to the man’s lap. The man would give her money and she’d exit the car and totter away, her job done, instantly looking into passing vehicles. But she didn’t. And she was behind the wheel. No dealer plate. Cops.


    Harv laid back and waited for them to leave. He looked around for other cops.


    The Captain had been sweating when he’d come out of the rooming house with his suit coat neatly over his arm. There were moons of wet under his armpits and he carried the branding iron on his shoulder like an ax.


    “Where’s the guys?”


    Harv said they’d taken off, they had other work.


    “Cool. I guess they made out okay? They found some money around, right? Good guys, those guys. Didn’t say much but, wow, they could do the job. Place looks like a train wreck.” Cornelius Cook’s face was red and petulant. His translucent hair was damp and his pale flesh was filled with a blush. “Fuck, Harv, I don’t know how you guys do this shit, day after day. Me, I couldn’t. Once a week, maybe, but this? Too much weirdness.” He rubbed his crotch and babbled. “Fuck, I’m hard. I’d really like to go back down there and pack the chick. You sure you don’t know where Ag is? I could sure use her ass right now.”


    “She run off on us, Cookie. Joined the circus.”


    “I guess. Anyway, you’ll take care of the stuff at her place? Shut it down, clean it out?”


    “I’ll head over now.”


    The cops in the Intrepid seemed to laugh a lot. When a white girl in tight skirt and leather jacket stumbled from the fire door, the black woman behind the wheel made is if to get out, opening her door before sitting back and easing it shut. The girl in the skirt lit a joint beside the door and leaned back, her face to the sun. The same black player who’d loaded the Camaro hustled slowly up beside her and circled her, a beer bottle in his hand. The two shared a joint and the man ran his hand up the woman’s ass. She shoved him away and scooted back into the building.


    Shut down, the black guy looked around to see who’d witnessed his humiliation and he spotted the black Camaro throbbing off the corner of the building.


    “Yo, you, Yo fuck.” He grabbed his crotch with his free hand and drained the beer with the other. Winding up, he pitched the bottle at the Camaro. It landed short, but the two cops in the Intrepid looked to see where it went. The beatnik in the passenger seat stared at Harv and he peeled out of there.

  


  
    Chapter 10


    Djuna Brown sat the car off the fire door of Agatha Burns’s building. “She’s pretty fucked up, old Ginny Wallace or whatever her name is, you can’t miss her. Stringy thing, dresses like a slut in a music video. She comes out the door I’ll take her, chat her up a little, and get her in here. We make her sit here in plain sight until she talks and invites us in, she won’t want to get spotted by the guy. No warrant. We’re guests.”


    Ray Tate didn’t care. It was cop work. He didn’t care what the actual work was, it was cop work, even if he had to look like some degenerate with his hair tickling his ears. He had a gun on his ankle, a badge in his pocket, and a partner beside him. The sweet voices of the dispatchers took him back to long, slow nights cruising the streets. Once his daughter, in a rare pique of curiosity, had asked him what his favourite recent memory was and he’d said sitting on the hood of his cruiser the previous night, out on the edge of the river, watching two bums hugging after fighting over a bottle of hooch. Two guys who loved each other, once they got the tough stuff out of the way. They’d cried and consoled each other when the bottle shattered, each of them taking fault: “I’m sorry buddy.” “No, buddy, I’m sorry.”


    “People, Ax,” he said. “People will surprise you if you let them. You know what I do, right? I control people.”


    “Granddad calls them dogs.”


    “Mutts. Yeah, I do, too. Sometimes. But that’s just bad habits you let yourself pick up, make you feel like you’re better than them.” He’d had a moment of insight. “The danger is that you don’t be who you are or who you’re meant to be. Instead, you become part of the people around you, separate from everybody else. For better or worse.”


    They’d been sitting on the freshly cut steps of his new deck. He let her sip at one of the beers he’d brought over from Canada. He inhaled the hot new wood smell of the deck.


    With daring curiosity, she asked, “Do you ever worry about shooting someone?”


    * * *


    Djuna Brown started to get out of the car. “That might be her.”


    Ray Tate saw a scrawny girl slip out the fire door.


    “Nope.” Djuna Brown sat back. “Wrong one.”


    “She’s got admirers though. Look at this dude. Mr. Smooth.”


    They watched a tall, thin man glide in on the girl, weaving with a beer in his hand. The pair shared a joint. The man put a move on the girl and she shut him down, sliding back through the fire door. The man looked around, his mouth moving, and looked out past the Intrepid. He grabbed his crotch, wound up, and heaved the bottle.


    Ray Tate followed the arc of the bottle and beyond it saw Phil Harvey jackrabbiting a black Camaro backwards out of the parking lot, sliding into the street in a Chicago bootleg. He went on the air and voiced out for Chem Squad workers. There was no response. He went over again and the radio burst static.


    “Yeah, Chem Six.” The voice yawned. “Whaddayawant? Whofuckzat, anyway?”


    “Chem Four. Tate and Brown. What’s your Twenty?”


    “Me? What do you want to know that for? Tate? Ray Tate?”


    “I be. I got a black Camaro spinning out of the Hauser projects. Male, white, long hair, burned-up face. He’s alone in the vehicle. You nearby?”


    “Naw, no. Fuck, Ray Tate. This is Wally Brodski. I knew your father-in-law. How’s he doing?”


    “Look, Wally, where you at?”


    “Uh, south of you.”


    “Can you haul over to River Street, count the traffic in case he comes through?”


    “Sure. I guess. I dunno, I got to get gas.”


    The skipper came over from the base station. “Brodski, this is Chem One. Get the fuck over there.”


    “Fuck.” Ray Tate rolled his eyes at Djuna Brown. “Here we go.”


    Brodski came back instantly. “Hey, whoa.” There was a pause. “This is Chem Six, I’m booking out, medical. My ulcer’s flaring. I’ll be off at Mercy, getting checked out.”


    The skipper called out for him several times but there was no answer. “Ray, you’re on your own.”


    “It was Phil Harvey. He’s gone, skip. We’re going to take the apartment.”


    “You got no warrant. Don’t go in there.”


    “Djuna’s concerned for Ginny Wallace’s well-being.” He put the microphone back behind the false CD player.


    The black guy watched them approach for a moment then began sliding away from the fire door. Djuna Brown put her right hand out, patting the air. “Hey, hold up, brother, c’mon. I don’t shoot too good, but my partner, well, he’s a deadeye. Just hold up a sec.”


    Ray Tate saw some little cellophane wraps on the ground near the black guy’s feet. “Hey, you drop something? Those yours?”


    “Those what? What those?” The man seemed entranced by Djuna Brown’s hair. “Hey, cool ’do, sister. That’s good. I like that.”


    Ray Tate stood a few feet away. Djuna Brown moved up close beside the guy. She was tiny next to him. Ray Tate watched his hands.


    “What’s that about?” she asked him. “With the flying bottle? You know him, that guy?”


    “What guy?”


    “Scarface there, in the Camaro.” She waited. “You want a job? Cleaning up? There’s these baggies on the ground, there. We can call a city crew to sweep them up, or you can be a citizen, do your part and keep the ’hood clean of litter.”


    “The guy? Yeah, in the Camaro, I seen him. Riddle me: how’s he get prime stuff like that, all that devil marks burned up on his face?”


    “He had a girl in the car?”


    “No, not now. The last night. He had a girl and he had a piece. Big silver thing with cuts down the barrel. Was gonna shoot me but I stood him down, ran his old hippy ass right off my place. White, fucked-up-face motherfucker.”


    “He took a girl out of here? What she look like? White girl?”


    * * *


    The lock on the fire door was jammed with a bent Coca Cola can with scorch marks on it. They crept up the stairs to the fourth floor. Far up, a cellphone chirped and a man’s voice rumbled softly. Ray Tate craned his neck to look up the stairwell and saw a bushy head ducking over to look down at him, what looked like a piece of pipe in one hand, the cell in the other.


    He dodged back and took his gun from his ankle. He whispered: “Mutt. I think with a gun, a scattergun. Up at about, oh, twelve.”


    Djuna Brown took her pistol from the clamshell on her waist. She didn’t know where to point it and clutched it like she’d never held it before. To calm her down, Ray Tate put his into the pocket of his leather jacket. He ducked his head out again but saw nothing. Below them a door creaked open and a dog growled.


    “Hey, you fuckers.” A man’s voice echoed up the stairwell. “You don’t want to be here. Get the fuck down here or I’m sending the dog up.”


    Ray Tate took his gun out. “We’re the cops. You send that fucking pooch up here, you’ll be wearing its ass for a hat.”


    “Fuck that. I saw you guys go in. You’re not cops.” The dog started barking. “Paulie, Paulie, they’re a couple of goofs. Spook chick and a fucked-up looking white dude. You work down, we’ll work up.”


    The man, Paulie, called down, his voice booming in echo. “Hey, they might be real cops. Harv just called, said they’re all over out there. In a red car.”


    “Oh, fuck.” The man below was quiet for a few seconds. “Okay, you got a badge, right? Hold it out over the edge so I can see it.”


    Ray Tate took out his folder and held it out at arm’s length.


    The man at the top of the stairwell yelled, “Cops. Scram.”


    Downstairs the door slammed. At the top of the stairwell another door slammed. The well was silent.


    Djuna Brown was pale. “Fuck, Ray. Fuck.” She still had her gun in her hand.


    “We’re okay. They fucked off. Let’s not get tense. We’re okay, Djun’. Put it away.”


    She giggled. “Fucker’s going to wear the dog’s ass for a hat.”


    The apartment door had bar marks chipped around the edges. Ray Tate leaned heavily on the door and slid a plastic Bank of America card between the frame and the lock and rattled it open. Inside, the room had a thick, chemical smell. There were empty cold-tablet bottles scattered around, an unmade bed, and brown streaks and bloodstains on the sheets. Dirty clothes were stacked in the corners of the room and in the refrigerator freezer were stacks of chocolate bars. Bent and broken syringes were in the trash and Djuna Brown, prowling, found some double C tablets in a dresser.


    “This is the place. Double Chucks.”


    “Check this.” Ray Tate used the end of a pencil to unfold a square of white paper fastened to the fridge door with a cockroach magnet. “To who it may concern, My name is Agatha Burns. I was beautiful. If I don’t come back soon ask Connie where he told Phil Harvey to take me to. I think Connie wants me to die. Please call my mother …” The rest was a jerky scrawl.


    Djuna Brown leaned in and looked at the note. “Who the fuck’s Agatha Burns?”


    Ray Tate stepped back. “Djun’, put your hands in your pockets. Walk out the way we came in. Don’t touch the door, don’t touch nothing.”


    In the hallway he called the skipper on the cellphone while Djuna Brown wrote into her notebook every item she remembered touching in the apartment.


    * * *


    Connie Cook lay under his wife and thought about the breasts of the Chinese girl in the basement in east Chinatown. He didn’t wonder what his wife was thinking about. She probably wanted something expensive and was riding her way to it. Her mouth had a barbed wire smile and a couple of times he caught her looking out the window overlooking the lake, at a house identical to the Cook house but with larger grounds. The people living over there had suffered some grief a year or so earlier and were finally selling to a developer. The orange bulldozers were lined up down the block and there was a bigger house going in and she was bugging him about buying up a couple of lots further along the street so she could create a pink ice cream house of her own.


    Connie Cook didn’t pack his wife. They had a relationship that extended to cars and furs and vacations and the ballet and the opera, and occasionally this. But packing was out of the question. Packing was of his other world, a free world with no boundaries or restraints. Besides, Connie Cook loved his wife in a strange way. He’d been gross all his life, as had his father and uncles, and all of them found women who saw beyond the blubber and excess. There was something inside him that Cora recognized, and in his late evenings, when he was alone and she was out, he felt grateful.


    The Chinese girl, crouched on the floor, staring at the approaching glow of the branding iron. Now there was an image to make him squirt. Her eyes became impossibly large in disbelief that this could be happening to her. Connie Cookie had imagined she’d been staring not at the branding iron but at his hard dick. Her mouth became round and she shrank back from the sheer horror of being viciously penetrated by that purple piece of oak.


    To prolong things, he let his mind wander. Harv had changed. He didn’t have the funster thug about him, like he did back at the beginning when he went out and snaffled up the desirable Agatha Burns, brought her up to Indian country so the Captain could lay a bad habit on her. Agatha had clearly been looking for some edge to her life and she took to the crank and Connie Cook’s loving attentions quickly. Harv had been into the game then, but lately he seemed to be a little off. The Captain thought about Harv taking Aggie for a drive in the country. Maybe something happened up there, something so horrific it rattled Harv’s sense of life’s direction. Whatever, that must have been a scary movie, a betrayed Harv and a duplicitous Aggie. Harv wasn’t into packing. His years in the joint had turned him off doing it. But there were a lot of games he could’ve played with Aggie that made that old camper van rock, Harv in his big leather bat coat and insect glasses, before the place turned into a fireball.


    The super lab, she’d said. Maybe, he thought, I sent Aggie and Harv off on a picnic just in time.


    He’d love to hear the story of that horror, someday. But one participant wasn’t talking and the other was playing coy.


    Under his trim wife, her hands vanished in the thick soft flesh of his shoulders and her bored mind computing real estate, Connie Cook bucked.


    Connie the colonizer, diluting the yellow horde.

  


  
    Chapter 11


    The skipper told Ray Tate to cool his jets a sec, he wasn’t about to roll out a murder team because some chick had left some notes stuck to some fridge in some housing project. “We’ll just lay back a minute here, Ray. We’re riding a pretty rich horse with this task force. We call in the Homicide hammers and next thing you know they pull in the Intelligence guys and the narcos and who else knows what?”


    “We come in here, skip, after a guy outside tells us he saw the chick get into a car with Phil Harvey. He saw ’em drive off. He says she’s shitless. He doesn’t see her again. He says Harvey’s got a piece. We go into her crib and there’s a note that she’s going to be whacked by Phil Harvey. Somebody should come secure this place at least, just in case.”


    “Yeah, I see that. Let me call the dep, see how he wants to do it. You guys stay there until I get back to you. Any stuff in there? Any seizure for us?”


    “Cleaned out. A couple of double Cs but just spillage.”


    “So I can say we’re on the right track, right? This is part of our mandate?”


    “No question.” Ray Tate watched Djuna Brown close her notebook and look at him with a raised eyebrow. He shrugged. “One of us’ll stay on the door, skip. The other’s going to get the witness, take a statement from him.”


    “What project you in?”


    “Hauser South.”


    “This witness, I guess, then, he’s a black guy?”


    “Yep.”


    The skipper was silent a moment. “Okay, I’ll put out a silent hit on Harvey’s car. You send the douchebag to scoop up the witness. Keep him on ice until I get some more bodies out there then take his statement. You stay by the door, Ray, okay? Just in case.”


    Ray Tate clicked off. “He wants one of us on the door, one of us to go get the witness.”


    “That’s be me, right?”


    “He thinks I might get twitchy. You want to wait until some troops get here, take someone with you?”


    “Naw. No, Ray, I’ll sweet talk him.” She made a weak smile. “He’ll talk, or he’ll wear his ass for a hat.”


    He laughed and watched her silhouette walk down the long hallway to the fire door. Her slippers whispered on the cheap tile floor. He hadn’t spent much time with dykes but he got the feeling she knew he was watching her sway.


    * * *


    The Big Chan’s new dep tasted fruit salad. Another scoop on his shoulder boards would look good. He’d be in line — if he was careful and did it all right — for the big oak desk. He could sit and study the dents made in the surface by the Chinaman’s lumpy skull. He could count the dents and send minions out to wreak all kinds of havoc in the squads and stations. There were fuckers who needed fucking and he was just the fucker to fuck them.


    “Gordie, Gordie, Gordie. That pouty-faced motherfuck at City Hall is all over us. The Chinese Menu is ragging him. Those kids, fried up in Chinatown, they were Willy Wong’s. It’s all about chemicals, so gimme something, anything. The Chan wants this speeder, Captain Corn, behind the pipes.”


    “Captain Cook. His name’s Captain Cook.”


    The dep began yelling into the telephone. “Captain Corn, Colonel Klink, Corporal Cornhole, or Commander Fucking Cocksucker, I don’t give a fuck. Where we at? Am I going to have to send someone down there, take over the fucking thing?”


    “Okay, okay, yeah, we’re on it. We found a stash house, we ID’d one of the Captain’s goons. We’re doing interviews at the stash, we got a silent hit out on the goon and his car. We got a missing person, maybe, probably a witness we can turn around. We’re looking for the super lab.”


    “Super lab? What the fuck?”


    “Those double C pills, like the ones in east Chinatown and the ones at the lab fire, we have intell they come from a super lab this Captain guy’s running. Churning out, like a million a day or some fucking bullshit.”


    There was a pause on the line. “Okay, Gordie. I’m all stupid, okay? First, who found the stash house? Where is it?”


    “The Statie dyke and the gunner. I had an idea and I sent them out to the projects and they tracked it like I told them to. Like I thought, it was in the Hauser projects. There was only a couple of pills around, but they had double Chucks pressed in them.”


    “Right, okay. The goon, this henchman of Captain whatever. Who be he?”


    “Phil Harvey. Speed cooker. The Captain’s number one henchman. We think he was the guy at the branding out east Chinatown. When I sent the guys up to the Hauser they spotted him lurking around. He got free, but they found a witness who saw him with the girl last night.”


    “Whoa. Hold it. What girl?”


    “The missing witness. Agatha Burnett or Barnett or something. She lived in the stash house, left a note saying if she didn’t come back, Phil Harvey had offed her.”


    “Ah fuck. We got maybe a homicide, here?”


    “Dunno. I told the guys to debrief the witness, seal off the apartment. And now I need someone to go in there and take some evidence away, if there is any.”


    Big Chan’s new dep laughed. “And you don’t want the hammers from the Homicide Squad involved, right?”


    “We lose control of this thing, we get nothing, dep. The pills are real. The Captain’s real. Phil Harvey’s real. But a dead body? Based on a note? I don’t know. You want to take this down to the guy next door that runs the Homicide Squad, we’re going to lose it.”


    “Yeah, yeah. Okay. Good thinking.” The dep was silent on the line for a few moments. “Yeah, I get it. Okay. Now, the witness, this missing broad. If there’s a strong chance she’s in the ground we gotta slide this under the door down the hall.”


    “Slight chance. Real slight. I think Ray Tate’s overreacting.”


    “Anything, ah, on that front?”


    “Not yet. Tate says he’s gonna be able to put the hat on the dyke. Then we’ll put the hat on him.”


    “What did you promise him, if he spikes her down?”


    “I hinted at maybe duty sergeant with his own meat puppets to worship him.”


    “A duty? Right, Gordo,” the dep laughed. “Fat fucking chance.”


    * * *


    Djuna Brown contacted the Statie headquarters and was told that the coroner said the smoking remains in the burned-out truck lab up north appeared to be that of a woman. DNA was going to be harvested from the bone marrow but it would take a while, then they’d do some comparisons, if they found anything to compare it to. The Statie major-crime investigator said there were tire tracks near the scene from a Firestone set, the wide kind of rubber GM slapped on several performance cars, including Camaros. Djuna Brown tapped out a memo suggesting the remains might be the missing Agatha Burns and the tires maybe indicated the Camaro driven by Phil Harvey. She printed it, gave Ray Tate a copy, and said he could deliver it to the skipper. She’d had her life’s limit of Irish dickhead bullshit.


    In the glass office, Ray Tate handed the skipper the memo. “We should get the hammers in on this, skipper. This is going to be her, I know it.”


    “No, no. Ray, slow down. If it’s a homicide then it ain’t our homicide. The case lies where the body lies. If that’s her up in the burned truck then it’s a Statie case. So fuck it for now. We’ll wait for the DNA. The dep’s on it, he’s coordinating with the homicide guys and they’re working with the Staties, they’re on standby. They want something more substantial. The stuff from the apartment, maybe that’ll give them something. Right now, we just concentrate on this super lab and the guys running it, okay? The Chinese Menu is leaning on the mayor and the mayor’s leaning on us. You guys getting anywhere?”


    “We got an address for Phil Harvey. We’re going to set up on it later. You okaying the overtime?”


    “Sure. For now just note it in your book. I’ll try to get you some guys, you give me the location.”


    “Okay. Send me the memo, skip, okay? You and me’ve got to protect our asses until we take her out. She’s in with the Gay-Glo and when we put her down they’re going be grabbing up paperwork for her lawsuit. We want to be covered.”


    “Good thinking, Ray.”


    * * *


    The skipper was hovering, bugging, questioning. Ray Tate and Djuna Brown put up with it for a half hour, then grabbed two rovers from the charger, their files and jackets, and headed out while he was on the phone. They took the Intrepid for a spin.


    “Interesting things happen when you’re around, Ray. This is turning into, like, work.” She turned out of the driveway and headed north on Huron Street. “You think we can grab this super lab, put the chains on Captain Cook?”


    “Connie Cook, maybe Conrad Cook, I think. Maybe Connie the Cooker. She put it in the note on the fridge. Connie wants to kill me. At least we know he exists, right?” He saw the entrance to the cemetery up ahead. “Turn in here, this place is quiet. We can get some work done.”


    She shook her head. “No way. You heard of the ju-ju man? Spirits. Mojo. I’ll wind up with steel teeth and your nuts’ll shrivel to raisins. Pass.” She had a wide cat grin on her face but he saw something of hesitation in her eyes.


    The rover squawked and Ray Tate grabbed it up.


    Gloria, the receptionist, came over. “Skipper says there’s a silent hit on the Camaro you’re looking for. The Staties stopped it for lane change on Interstate northbound, south of Stateline, where it swings west to the badlands. Statie guy said it was a white male, long hair over his face, burns, long leather coat. Solo. An hour ago.”


    The Statie doing the traffic stop wouldn’t know about the silent hit. He’d have made a stop, run the driver and plate, laid down his ticket, and taken off, none the wiser. The hit would pop up almost instantly on the main computer and the Chemical Squad notified.


    Ray Tate asked Gloria to contact the Staties and have other highway cruisers look out for the Camaro. “Take it off that silent hit shit. We have intell he’s got a gun in the car, the guy doing the stop has to know that. If they see him, grab him for something, call us. They oughta take the Camaro for ident, especially the tires. They should seize the tires off it.” He clicked off. “Phil Harvey’s running around in the woods. We can set up on him later.” He gave her directions to his apartment.


    “Your place? What the fuck’s that about? I’m not going there, fuck that.”


    “Okay, Djun’, you pick a place. But my place is okay, unless you go all hetero on me.”


    She shook her head. “You wish.” But she was smiling. “You just wish them wishes, buddy.”


    * * *


    The files were scant and while Ray Tate mixed gin and waters Djuna Brown laid them out over the rickety kitchen table that sat in the living room. Feeling home proud for some reason, Ray Tate folded paper towels to use as coasters.


    Her nose wrinkled. “Gin and taps? That’s it? Not even fizzy water? No lime?”


    “The drink of the people,” he said. “Gin and taps. Lake water and juniper. The beverage of nature.”


    She sipped at her drink. “Jeez, I thought I lived like a rat. But you live like a barricaded suspect, Ray.” She looked around, sniffing loudly. “Paint. I thought you said you were painting the place? Why’s it smell like paint? This place is a dump.” She spied, by the sink, a jar with brushes poking up out of it. “Aha. I detect art.” Before he could stop her she went into the kitchen and saw his pallet in the sink. She espied his canvases, face in, under the window. She didn’t turn them. “You really are a beatnik, Ray.” She seemed pleased at this knowledge. “Officer Bongo.” She moved along the wall where he’d hung his daughter’s photographs so they wouldn’t be in the sunlight. She sipped. “You take these?”


    “My kid.” He felt a pride. “My daughter’s a photographer.”


    “She really likes green, eh? She should come down to my island. The whole thing’s ganja green.” She made a smile. “Except the people of course.” Confidentially she whispered, “They’re black.”


    “Well,” he said, feeling his way in the face of this friendliness, “except for that part, it definitely sounds like my kind of place.” He suddenly felt a dread, imagining how the comment would look, typed up on a piece of paper in front of a discipline command.


    * * *


    There wasn’t much in the files. They were just wasting time until they headed over to Phil Harvey’s place. Mostly they batted ideas back and forth and sipped their gin and taps. Twice she caught him looking at her. The third time she said, “What?”


    “I’d like to …” his throat clogged “… ah, paint you.”


    She whooped and drained her glass. “Nice. Nice one, Bongo. You do okay with that line?”


    He hung his head. “Not really. Not lately anyway.”


    Later she said, “There’s an elephant in the room.”


    He nodded.


    “We should, sometime, talk about the elephant.” She thought for a moment. “No, maybe not.” They were tiptoeing in partner territory but not deep enough to get all confidential.


    They went through the statement she’d taken from the black guy who saw Agatha Burns get into Phil Harvey’s Camaro. Ray Tate stood behind her chair, watching her long brown finger trace the lines of handwriting. She had perfect penmanship. Her fingernails were chipped and worried. He thought he smelled a faint spice off her skin then it was burned away by her bleached hair.


    She looked up at him. “You reading this? You read dyke?”


    “Sure.” He was a little drunk. “Sure. I read all the romance languages.”


    She laughed and briefly there was something open and unguarded in her look.


    * * *


    On the way to Phil Harvey’s place in the east end she drove away from the river into an industrial area and they stopped for dinner at a chicken-and-biscuits joint.


    “Maybe we’re going at it wrong, Ray. Maybe we should work from Agatha Burns and go backwards. She left a phone number. Maybe we talk to the family and find out how she got from cradle to grave.”


    He shrugged. An anti-gang ghost car, all black with fat blackwalls and whip antennae, pulled up in the lot beside the Intrepid and two chargers got out. They stood huge in their vests and utility belts in the parking lot, like they owned the kingdom. Their sidearms were tied to their thighs by straps, gunslinger-style. Two lanky guys in gold chains sitting across the restaurant headed for the back door. The clerk yelled into the back to make two with extra hot wings, Petey and Gary are here. The chargers came in and looked at everyone. One kept his eyes on Ray Tate, then on Djuna Brown, then back. They were being added up and divided by suspicion. Ray Tate had done it himself a thousand times, reaching conclusions based on what was visible, reading tea leaves. If you asked the cops next week who was in the chicken joint when they went in that night, they’d get it right, right down to Djuna Brown’s slippers and Ray Tate’s scuffed cowboy boots. He thought: a competent cop is the best of creatures if they were caught young and mentored out of their hubris and stupidity. These two, he decided, had benefited from a crusty old duty sergeant, not from some crafty self-guided missile heading for a white shirt at the Swamp.


    “We got to shake something up, Djun’,” he said. “Let’s do Harvey’s place and if it washes, we’ll put the chick through.”


    “Okay.” She reached over to help herself to his coleslaw. While he watched her concentrate on balancing a wad of ’slaw on her fork he saw her lashes were long, her eyes had a Chinese slant, her skin, even in the fluorescent light, was smooth with tiny pores. There was muscle in her neck, long cords that stood out when she jutted her pointed chin out to let falling coleslaw fall on the plate instead of her horrible jacket. The hair was crazy and he wondered about a cop who wore embroidered slippers. But he did want to paint her. There was a hint of the exotic about her. He felt like he was on a teenage date with absolutely no shot.


    She dabbed her lips with a paper napkin and caught him staring. She made a wide smile. “Imagine, Ray, if you were a chick. Where’d you have me right now? In the back seat, that’s where.”


    He felt his heart race.


    * * *


    Djuna Brown drove lightly with the tips of her fingers. Periodically she glanced at them and regretted the worried nails. She drove with one eye on licence plates and the other on the traffic flow. The Staties were taught to drive inside a created bubble, to outfit themselves with a zone of protection as they swooped and whipped up and down highways. Beside her, Ray Tate was quiet, listening to the city dispatchers sing their songs. As they drove across invisible sector lines, he leaned forward to change frequencies, each time picking up a new dispatcher. He laughed when a bland charger came on looking for a “female-speaking officer” to search a shoplifter.


    Being a dyke had served her well during her time up in Indian country, where the farm boys stayed away as though she had a disease they might pass on to their wives. The one guy who’d tried to jump her had been drunk. He smelled of manure and hay and announced he’d never had black ass, especially queer black ass. She’d surprised herself when she went for her stick and started in on him. She had just one partner after that and he never said a word to her. When he wanted a meal break, he burped. When he needed a bathroom break, he tilted and farted.


    There was an ease in the Intrepid. She’d heard about cops like Ray Tate. Not the racist gunner stuff, although there was a lot of that, especially inside the Gay-Glo. She’d heard of coppers who were coppers to their core, who passed on lore and knowledge like old alchemists. You felt safe and never alone and always in company with a keeper of secrets. She’d never met one before; they were increasingly rare. The bitter dykes at Gay-Glo said that was all technique. They wanted to be daddies and get into your pants.


    Suddenly, Ray Tate asked: “Hey, Djun’, where we at?”


    She looked around. “Uh, eastbound … uh …”


    “See,” he said, laughing. “When I was first in the suit I was out with an old sergeant. Turn here, he said. Turn there. All the while he’s talking baseball, he’s talking gossip. Then he says, Hey, boy, where we at? I go, Fucked if I know, and I start looking around. He reaches over and grabs me by the ear and twists. Fuck it hurt. He says, If you need help and you go on the radio, what are you going to say when they ask where you at? You’re gonna say, Uh … uh. And you’re going to bleed out. I guaran-fucking-tee it. Always, always know where you’re at.”


    She looked at him. He was smiling at the windshield. “You going to twist my ear, Ray? Make me a cop?”


    “Ah …” He looked at her ear and seemed about to say something but instead flipped through his notebook. “Anyway, Phil Harvey. State Motor puts two vehicles under him. The black Camaro, registered two months ago, and an old knucklehead Harley. The Harley lapsed out and the address was on a commercial strip over in Stateline. The Camaro’s registered to an apartment in the Beach. Old Harv had a change of status for the better, it seems.”


    Ray Tate felt like a working cop. As Djuna Brown drove he watched both sides of the street, counting pedestrians. “The Stateline address is a strip club. The Beach is a condominium. Lake view, tennis courts.”


    She steered through a jam-up in Little India, four short blocks decorated with strings of Christmas lights that burned year round. A turbaned man was selling grilled corn on the corner, rubbing the cobs down with a lemon, waving a can of salt over them. A woman in a headscarf modelled a sari in a doorway for another woman, both of them giggling behind shy hands. Ray Tate was in love with every colour and smell and weird sitar note blaring from a speaker. Past the street crowd, Djuna Brown cut south and picked up speed, timing the lights.


    Phil Harvey’s condominium was just across a wooden boardwalk from the lake. Djuna Brown cruised the parking lots in case the Camaro had made its way back from the north country. She drove to a Donut Hole and Ray Tate, following the tradition that the shotgun buys, bought two coffees. At Harv’s building she backed into a handicapped slot with a view to the front door of the building and the entrance to the parking lot and they racked their seats back.


    “So,” Ray Tate said, “let me ask you one. What’s with the hair?”


    “What’s with the painting?”


    They were silent. He said, “There’s always Harry Potter. That’s a safe subject.”


    “That little fag?”


    They sat companionably and didn’t say anything for a long time.

  


  
    Chapter 12


    Connie Cook felt at loose ends. Harv had called and given him a heads-up about the surveillance on Agatha Burns’s stash house. Agatha was gone, someplace, probably not a very nice place, he imagined. He missed yakking with Harv, he missed packing Ag, he missed the slow trails of blood soaking in the fine hairs at the back of her neck.


    “There’s heat on Ag’s, Connie,” Harv had said. “Red Intrepid, a black chick with white hair, a white guy with a beard. They might be there for the local spades, but I’m gonna go under for a while. You okay for now?”


    Captain Cook went to a gallery opening in the capital with his erect, frozen wife. The artist scented dough on the fat donor with the champagne glass in his hand and made a point of leaning into him as he did the rounds of the walls. She was a tall woman with explosive red hair and a loose-lipped red mouth. “My vision,” she said, “is of angst. But of love, too. That’s why all the red and black.” She read his vibrations and gave him a sad smile. “Love is pain, pain is love. I have to accept that in order to grow. Accept the sacrifices.” She began nattering about the artist’s life, of being born too late, of having missed the golden age of artists and their generous patrons.


    The Captain bought three hugely depressing oils. The artist put the red dots under the paintings and stood back pleased. She gave him her card and said she had canvases at her studio on the river, or she would anyway, until the landlord locked her out. She looked mournful at the land sharks who were driving property values through the roof. If ever, she said, the art world needed true patrons, now was it. She actually batted her eyelashes.


    Captain Cook felt the hustle and appreciated it. It was his money she was in love with, not somebody else’s. He scoped her ass and looked at the nape of her neck. He felt a rumbling. He was amazed at what people would let him do to them for his money.


    When they got off the Interstate, his wife directed him past their house to two adjoining lots. “We can get them both, a million three they’re asking.”


    Connie Cook said he’d get his secretary to look into it and she wrote down the developer’s phone number. Connie Cook stopped at the curb in front of his house and walked his wife in, turned on the lights, and said he had to go out for a while.


    It was dark. He drove a couple of blocks then rounded on himself and shut off the lights. The lake was off to his right. On his left he could see his own house, the far side overlooking the backyard of the house where Agatha Burns had lived, had done her high kicks, had been a golden girl beyond his reach. The rich young, he thought sadly, didn’t care about money. He wondered if life was satisfying without it. He could have offered her a million dollars to flash him a boob but she’d’ve turned him down and gone to laugh with her little friends. His life had been like that. Cornie the Horny, a girl at school had called him. Fatty Unbuckle. Jabba the Gut. If a man couldn’t get it with money or his looks, then what was left to him? Pillage, that’s what. Pillage was the most successful foreplay.


    He watched his house until his wife turned out all the lights upstairs and left the light in the portico lit for him. The door glowed with the hall lamps. To a passerby, he knew, the house was welcoming and homey, clearly a place of expensive textiles and furnishings, fireplaces, chandeliers, staircases. He dreaded going inside. There was nothing for him there.


    He didn’t know what to do with himself. Harv was off someplace, gone under. Ag wasn’t around anymore. He thought for a moment that maybe he’d been too quick to sic Harv on her. He should have waited until he had someone else in the bullpen, warming up. The pigpen, Ag had called it, and he recalled with some sadness how that had lifted his heart.


    Connie Cook started the Mercedes and rounded the block. He took a long, last look at the old Burns house, almost hidden by new construction hoarding, then continued on and eased through the gates onto his interlocked driveway. He’d been surprised that the Burns couple stayed there so long, after their Agatha had run off or been taken. Old Jerry Burns had been a rich playmaker in the political halls of the state legislature and he’d sat, Connie Cook imagined, for a long time waiting for the call for ransom, waiting to negotiate in his resonant voice, waiting for the call that never came. Or for Agatha to call, regretful, from some roadside phone booth, wanting to come home.


    In the foyer of his own house, Connie Cook stood, wondering what to do. Harv was out riding around, doing who knows what, swooping through the underworld in his leather bat coat, pouncing on the weak. Ag wasn’t Ag any more. He headed for the kitchen where the food was but even that didn’t interest him much.


    Who’d’ve thought, he thought, crooks ever got bored?


    * * *


    Phil Harvey left the Camaro under a tarp in the barn. The farm was abandoned. Two outbuildings had been cleaned up a little and both were fully functioning water farms with trays of hydroponic plants set in neat rows under halide fixtures. The keeper, a toothless old farmer with a double-barrelled shotgun and bib overalls, wandered the buildings. The farm was in Indian country and when the Natives came prowling for their burial grounds or whatever, the old toothless guy gave them a blast of the Old West, complete with cackling and whoops. Set in the furthest reach of the property, not quite on it but in a wedge of government land, was the super lab. In the evenings the fumes drifted towards the farm, away from the highway. A backhoe had dug a huge hole in the ground a hundred metres beyond the lab. It was jammed with the leavings of the crank and X trade. When Harv had had the lab up and running, the Captain had come up and was disappointed. He’d expected a gleaming laboratory with white tile walls and floor, fluorescent lighting bathing pristine equipment, little, thoughtful gnome-like technicians in white coats scampering from stainless steel vats, consulting clipboards. He hadn’t been impressed with the reuse electric stoves, the rat’s nest of exposed wiring, the patchy dirt floor, the open rafters with rustling bird life, the white plastic jugs rolling around, and the disarray of tangled tubing heaping on old wooden tables.


    “What the fuck, Harv? This place is a fucking … barn. I expected something a little more, I dunno, German? Like the place where the Nazis did their experiments. This place is a pigsty.” His pride of ownership had evaporated.


    “It’ll do the job, Connie. Check this.” Harv felt sorry for him and took him over to a pill-pressing machine with Chinese characters stamped into it. “This is the best. Taiwanese. This’ll turn out more pills than we can handle. We can use a hundred imprints. Peace doves, number ones, death’s heads, you name it.”


    “You can make anything? Any symbol?”


    “Yep.”


    Captain Cook had stared at the machine. It was impressive. It looked industrial and solid. “You ever see that symbol for women’s stuff? Chanel?”


    * * *


    Harv put the speeding ticket he’d attracted on the way north into his jeans pocket and wrapped the fluted revolver in a sweater he found in the main house.


    Snapping his stringy saliva like it was bubble gum, the grumpy old keeper drove him in a busted-up pickup truck down the long rutted laneway to the sideroad and out to the highway. They went south to Widow’s Corners where Harv got out at an all-night diner on the edge of town. The old man spat out the side window as he drove off but the window was cranked up and Harv had a bit of a laugh as he crossed the parking lot to a pay phone booth and called one of his guys to come up and get him.


    Harv went into the diner, ordered a meal, and went into the washroom. He stashed the bundled pistol behind the toilet cistern then sat in a booth with a view of the washroom doors and the entrance. Wrapped in his black leather coat he ate a jailhouse meal: meat loaf with instant mashed potatoes and limp vegetables, and several cups of coffee. Truckers came into the place with regularity and barely glanced at him. Long-distance truckers with patches of the flag on their jackets and the words, These Colors Don’t Run, hunched over plates, eyes down, yawning. Those guys, Harv knew, had seen shit and he wasn’t much different from the rest of it, a white man swathed in leather, wearing sunglasses at night, in a town notorious for Indian ribaldry and criminal doings in the bush.


    * * *


    Waiting, Harv reflected on a life away from the city, a life with a woman and maybe a kid, although that was a long shot, in a place where he could finally stop. He hadn’t worked a day in his life, except in custody when he did some cooking and scrubbing in the industrial prison kitchens, or shovelling coal in powerhouses, or hoeing on work farms. On the streets he’d never been more than a couple of thousand bucks from being broke, always with an eye for a decent score. Hooking up with the fat fucker had taken care of that problem: Harv had enough money to last for years. He wouldn’t have to work in a chemical fog, wouldn’t have to daydream while watching a Brinks truck rolling up to a bank. Life should’ve been golden, but associating with Connie Cook had, he believed, diminished him, made him as much a lunatic as a crook. Harv knew he could steal or deal all the livelong day. He could collect loans, hustle huge quantities of dope, even do the odd armed robbery to keep the wolf from the door. That all made sense: no one could fault a man for what he did to keep food on the table, especially if he was willing to pay the grim bill when the cops came knocking. But since he’d been with the Captain he found himself thinking of himself as … something other. Depraved came to mind. Psycho, maybe. Snaffling up a girl and locking her down until she had a bad habit was strange. Turning her over to a gross pervert for months of playtime, that was degenerate. There was no end in it for anyone. Harv made a good end with the Captain’s criminal schemes but the weird perversion bothered him. Agatha Burns had cried for him, apologized for sucking and licking his scars. No sorrow for maybe being a rat, no whining about having maybe betrayed him, no remorse for facilitating the drug trade. She just wanted forgiveness for what she did to him. As if that was her biggest crime, the headliner in a theatre of confession.


    * * *


    The Captain had wanted to become a kingpin.


    “Where’s the money, Harv, where can we make out best?”


    Dope, Harv had advised. Water farms, labs.


    “Yeah, Harv? How about broads. Any dough in running hookers?”


    “Naw, chicks are trouble, they’re work, they shoot their mouths off. I don’t feature myself as a pimp.”


    “Oh, okay, Harv. Tell you what: you figure out what you need to get a business going, tell me how much, and we go partners. If you think dope’s the way to go then we go that way. I’m just a tourist here. Hey, what’d’you think’s a better car, the Camaro or the Corvette?”


    “Camaro. Corvette’s for homos.”


    “Homos. Got it. And, hey, Harv, there’s something I want you to get for me. This young broad up on the lake, I want her, I want you to get her for me. Can you do that?”


    Harv thought the Captain was doing a kidnapping, maybe something to do with one of his Chicago business deals, muscling a commodities broker. He clocked Agatha Burns, snaffled her up, and a few months later Harv had a black Camaro with the rims.


    They were in a restaurant one night and the waiter made a comment about desserts and calories. The Captain took umbrage.


    “Hey, Harv, you know any construction guys? That can get dynamite or something?”


    “Sure, Connie. How much, what for?”


    “That place we had dinner at, with the lippy waiter? You think two sticks’ll do it?”


    Two sticks did it. Two sticks did the restaurant, took the arms off the cook who’d stayed back to braise lamb shanks for the next day’s special, and shut down Stonetown for a week.


    * * *


    The windows of the diner vibrated from the heavy trucks left rumbling in the parking lot. Harv thought of Agatha Burns and her knocking knees. She’d been a perfect little thing, the kind of unattainable item Harv instinctively hated, the kind of thing that had the perfect life in the perfect neighbourhood with the perfect mum and dad. It took him weeks of keeping a clock on her movements. One night she came out of her boyfriend’s house and Harv was waiting with a panel van and a sleeping bag and she was in the back and on the way to a drop house in the badlands. The waiting, impatient Captain took over from there, squiring her up to the farm in Indian country.


    Hey Harv, how much of this stuff do you have to take, like, how long, before you’re a zombie, a scuzzy little slave who’ll do anything to anybody for more?


    Harv had seen insanity in the streets and in the joints. He always backed away from it silently, never judged. Judgment was a smirk in those places and there were guys who would just slice the smirk right off your lips. You nodded and slowly backed away from them, but you never backed down.


    But what the Captain did to Agatha Burns in that farmhouse put him into the mood of watching gang pile-ons in the joint: Whoa, that’s weird. Not for me, but you pull your time however you have to. No judgment.


    Her knees knocked and when the old speeder lady with the shotgun peered in through the window and cackled a smile, Harv felt he was in someone else’s strange landscape.


    Agatha Burns told him of her shame.


    She touched his scars.


    She apologized.


    The gap-toothed, balding old speeder lady was in her fifties or sixties. Agatha Burns was twenty. How did one get such a long life of misery, and the other a short life that had been mostly okay?


    The pickup truck with the camper van in the back had squeaked on rusted springs as he helped her into it, telling her, Don’t worry, Ag, you just took too much stuff.


    She turned and looked at him and her eyes were clear.


    She’d said, “I know, Harv. It’s okay, okay?” Her mouth trembled a little when she said, “Can you let my mom and dad know? Somehow? Where to find me? Harv?”


    * * *


    Harv’s minion lived halfway between Widow’s Corners and the city. He arrived almost two hours after Harv summoned him. He came into the diner, spotted Harv and nodded, got a coffee to go, and went out to a black chromed F-250 pickup. Harv paid his tab and went into the washroom to retrieve his gun. Boiling down the Interstate in the F-250, the minion talked about what happened to the Chinamen in the city who’d fucked with the brand. He rattled about the cooker who went up in the truck explosion. “They say it was a broad, maybe.”


    Harv told the driver to slow down. “We’re heavy.”


    “Oh, fuck, okay.” The driver changed to the centre lane and kept inside a handful of traffic. “That fat guy we’re working for. What’s he about?”


    Harv liked the minion, a failed striker for the Riders. The kid had done some time but he’d done no heavy lifting. Things like that put you in your position on the scale of things. Going the hard distance wasn’t something just anyone could do, although everybody thought they could until they were face to face with it. You had to be a certain way. Harv had known he was that way since he was a teenager. It wasn’t until he met the Captain and his weird ways that he thought maybe there was nothing lower than himself in the cold swamp.


    “The Captain’s cool. The Captain’s okay. Just a little different.”


    The driver laughed. “You got that right.”


    They rode in silence for a while. Harv saw trees and thought of Agatha Burns and her riff about more tree being underground than above it. Not something he would have thought of, taking a ride you didn’t expect to come back from. He thought about the conversation about the Chinamen she said she didn’t know, and the radio that had been off and she swore she hadn’t turned it off and how about those fucking CD prices. He chuckled.


    The driver said, “What?”


    “Nothing.” Harv looked at him. “Let me ask you one. If I asked you to do something, could you do it?”


    The driver knew right away. “You need something, Harv? Fuckin’ A.”


    “No question, no problem? You’re that way?”


    “Gotta be.” The driver nodded at his windshield. He had long, feminine blond hair held back by his ears. “You gotta be, in this life. You do or you’re done. You’re dog or you’re dog food.”


    They passed an open pickup with a half-dozen Indians sprawled in the back. Ahead of it was a sway-backed, rusted, bone white Reliant station wagon in the slow lane with a long-haired guy driving. Harv could see a woman’s legs in a long skirt and a kid in the back seat sleeping against a window smeared with drool. “That guy. Him, in the Reliant.”


    The driver was puzzled and craned to look. “Sure. Who is he, what’d he do?”


    “Nothing. I don’t know. I don’t care. I ask you and you say … what?”


    The driver squirmed a little. “I guess, yeah. But it ain’t right. You don’t just … No, that’s fucked. You’d have to be nuts.” He passed the Reliant and kept an eye on it in the side mirror. “You okay?” He laughed nervously. “You’re a funny fucker, Harv.”


    Harv, his face hidden in the cheesy curtain of rock star hair, was thinking about monsters.

  


  
    PART TWO

  


  
    Chapter 13


    Nothing happened at Harv’s condominium. They chatted and played the tag game. Ray Tate had evens and Djuna Brown had odds. Personalized licence plates didn’t count, neither did taxis or commercial vehicles. Of the first twelve cars to roll through the parking lot eight had even numbers at the end and Djuna Brown was going to buy the drinks after.


    They took turns dozing and doing feel-outs.


    She started speaking in soft patois. “Hey, Ray, mon, what’s wit’ de painting? Be you some kind of closet artist?”


    “Naw,” he said, a little embarrassed. “No. Just fooling around.”


    “You like the dark colours, eh?”


    He didn’t answer that. “You always lived alone, Djun’?”


    “I lived with someone, for a while, before I got recruited.”


    “How’d that go?”


    “Well, I’m sitting in a shitty car with a beatnik. You tell me.”


    After a while he asked, “Why’d you sign up?”


    “My dad wanted me to be a nurse, like my mom. When I got accepted at the Staties he was pretty mad. He said I was too small.” She glanced at him. “He was mad as a Chinaman with no thumbs.”


    “Chinaman. What the fuck? Why not, say, a Macedonian with no thumbs. Or, say, a pygmy?”


    “Ray, Ray, get a grip, mon. What’s a Macedonian or a pygmy want thumbs for?”


    He smiled. “Nice one, Djun’.”


    She looked pleased with herself. “What about you, Ray? You a single dude on the make?”


    “Well, I’m married, I guess. We’re not together right now.”


    “How old’s your kid? The photographer?”


    “Seventeen.”


    “You a cool dad, Ray?”


    “Not lately.”


    At nine o’clock Ray Tate tried to raise the skipper on the rover. Walter Brodski came back. There were party noises in the background and someone yelled, “Seven, you cocksucker.”


    “He’s gone hours, Ray. Where you at?”


    “We’re sitting on a place in the Beach. We’re looking for the guy that boiled out of the projects this afternoon. Anybody on the air, can spell us off?”


    The radio was silent. Brodski came back. “I would, Ray, but my ulcer’s acting up again.” The background noise was gone.


    A black F-250 pickup dripping with chrome rolled in off the street and did a turn through the parking lot. It slowed passing in front of the Intrepid. Ray Tate saw a young guy with blond hair behind the wheel, scooping them. It rolled off, cut a wide U, and dribbled out of the parking lot. When it was out of sight there was a peel of rubber.


    “A mutt.” Ray Tate noted down the plate. “I think this is a wash, Djun’. We should pack it in. Even if Harvey and the Captain came and went, we’ve only got this one vehicle and that got burned off this afternoon. We’re going to need more bodies, more cars.”


    She started the engine. “Who gets this one for the night? Let’s go someplace and have a few drinks and wrestle for it.” She gave him a bland look. “No, don’t answer that. I’ll drop you and take it home.”


    “Just as well,” he said loftily, a little disappointed. Wrestling sounded interesting. “I’m not into black chicks.”


    “Not even black dykes?”


    “Well, black dykes. That’s a different thing. Black dykes I can dig.”


    “Cool-ee-oh.”


    * * *


    There were three messages on her phone from Hazel, the needy former cop at Gay-Glo, and she listened and deleted. Sober, in daylight, Hazel was a professional organizer and just a little aggressive in a flirtatious, hinting way. Late nights, Hazel was a different matter: she wailed and cried and declared undying love. She cursed and swung between wishes of suicide and dreams of violence. She promised a velvety tongue and threatened with the vengeance of the betrayed and abandoned.


    Djuna Brown stirred together a rum and coke and felt creepy until she smiled, thinking of Ray Tate’s bohemian artist’s pad and the foul gin and taps and the paintings. She’d’ve never, she thought, figured him for having a creative side. She wished she’d turned around the canvases lining the baseboards and seen what lived inside Ray Tate. She laughed at herself and reflected on her flirt. Wrestling, how artless was that clanger? Aloud she said: “What a fucking clunker, you fucking lesbo.”


    She sat with her drink at the window overlooking the Intrepid illegally parked in front of her duplex. A very faint dusting of early snow had accumulated on the roof. It wasn’t officially a police car, but it had the red dash light in there, a radio, and probably a switch somewhere to activate the siren. She had a gun and handcuffs and if she wanted she could go out and chain someone up, take away their liberty, put a hinge in their life.


    Almost a cop, and somehow because of Ray Tate, artistic gunner of blacks.


    * * *


    In his apartment the gin and taps glasses were in the sink. He washed them then put on a Miles Davis CD and went on a binge into the night, wiping down surfaces, cleaning dying food from the fridge, scrubbing the bathtub. He thought about painting and realized he almost had a sense for the bright colours but he didn’t trust it and stayed away from the oils and the canvases.


    There was a cop lurking in that trim lesbian body, he thought. She had some fear, which was good: awkwardly juggling her gun in the stairwell at the stash house, just nervous enough that she wasn’t a cowboy about it. Or maybe a cowgirl. Or something in between. What did you call a dyke wrangler? And she could generate fear. Watching the skipper’s reaction when she was in firing range was amusing and instructive, both. As Ray Tate dug a wire brush into the toilet and worked it he wondered where she was at that moment. Had she gone down to Erie Road and made a new friend, met up with an old one? Were they already at her place, tangled in sheets and confusion, sorting out who’d do what to who? He felt a bit of envy but also a bit of stirring.


    At two o’clock he was still at it, energetically working in an endless cycle of Miles Davis when the phone rang.


    “Cocksucker, Ray, they woke me up, I’m waking you up.”


    “What’s up, skip?”


    “Everyfuckingbody, seems like.” He sounded drunk and sleepy. “Two kids, white kids, OD’d on X. DOA at St. Frankie’s. What’s that shit in the background? You got cats on the stove? You drop my dyke for me?”


    “Some jazz shit, skip. My daughter left it on.” He didn’t want to play drop-the-dyke bullshit.


    “Sounds like fucking mad cats. Anyway, these kids are white and their families live in the mayor’s ward. We had a game, Ray, but I think we’re gonna lose it.” A glass or bottle clinked against the receiver at the skipper’s end. “Little assholes had double Chucks in their pockets. We’re so fucking fucked.”

  


  
    Chapter 14


    A month after Pious Man Chan’s dep shut down the Captain Cook task force and the Feds set up a bureaucracy operating from the Swamp, Chan told the rumpled mayor it was out of his hands. Pious Chan noticed with satisfaction the smudgy thumbprints of exhaustion pressed under the mayor’s rat’s eyes. Subtle makeup didn’t help. The mayor was in the tubes and losing sleep over it. His hair was dull pewter and the word was he was back to bingeing on fast food and midnight takeout.


    “We were making progress, sir,” Chan told him sadly over lunch at City Hall. They sat at a table in the window of the mayor’s den, overlooking the city square where the drab homeless were carrying signs and trudging in a circle. “Our guys were on the edge of penetrating the whole thing, but then.” He shrugged. “Anyway, now we’ve got to move on the Bik-Bigs soon. Winter’s coming on and they’re all going to fly south, back to the Carolinas or Florida, scheme up another season of discontent. Which means a whole new generation of Black Kids Big Guns and dead bodies come springtime.”


    “Fuck, Pi.” The mayor shook his dead locks and fired a weak probe. “How’d you let it all get away from you, the Chemical Squad?”


    Chan too had aged visibly behind the mahogany desk but he’d grown some hard bark. The long, black, single hair had been plucked and the mole looked like a red small-calibre bullet hole verging on leakage. Somehow, the mayor thought, he’d become even more Asian looking. His eyes were sleepy but ready and predatory. He’d taken on the mantra of an old, disgraced police chief from another dynasty. Politicians come and go but cops will fuck you forever. Pious Man Chan let the mayor wait and affected deep thought and commiseration.


    The mayor’s serfs were getting restless. There were growing rumors of corruption among the wardmen. The community groups were wearying of broken campaign promises, of blame being kicked up to other governments, of the mayor and his soaked crying towel. Led by the inscrutable Willy Wong, the Chinese Menu lobbied for a crackdown on the white thugs coming into Chinatown and disrupting the community, torturing the children. Promised bicycle lanes weren’t painted on the downtown streets. The lakefront was a mess of indifferent reconstruction. Building contracts were falling apart because the mayor hadn’t found a way to free up state or federal funding. The unions were howling for the jobs. The homeless were a whole other matter. The sleeping bags the city was handing out to the bums weren’t of Arctic quality and the social groups were calling the mayor a fascist killer who left the needy to freeze in the streets. The sleeping bags, they said, were body bags. You couldn’t, a cheerful dep told Chan, take a shit in Memorial Park without dumping on some shivering bum.


    Pious Chan shrugged. “It was those kids, sir. Those kids in your ward who went south on the ecstasy. A little restraint, a little more time, sir, and we could’ve got the cooker, the labs, and wrapped the Bik-Bigs into it all.” He jabbed an asparagus spear and rolled it in a little pot of melted butter.


    “Well, what are you guys doing?”


    “Us? We’re policing, sir. We’re not arresting homeless people. We’re not arresting those guys down the hall, who, by the way, are getting pretty brazen. Price is back at it, losing tons of money in the Italian gambling clubs over in Stateline. Don’t know how he does it, the salaries the city gives those guys. The wife’s sailing around in a new Lexus. Me, I’d’ve gone broke, killed the wife, and sold the car by now to pay for a lawyer. Ten grand Mr. Price dropped this weekend, but he’s driving a new car too. Some of my guys are wondering why we haven’t started up a project on him, see if there’s a connection between his dough and the building tenders.”


    “Pious. Those tenders are for jobs. Union jobs. Union jobs that vote.”


    “I know, sir. I’m just letting you know. In case the media gets a hold of it. You might want to send me some backdated paper, asking me to start drilling into corruption. I’ll sit on it and if the newspapers start their shit, we can say we’re on it but can’t talk because it’s active.”


    The mayor had no appetite. He looked at the bums stamping a circle in the dirty snow outside his castle, the lights from the camera crews bright in the dim noontime. It was well-organized and destined for the front page, for the tricks at six. They used to love him, the media and the bums and the bum organizers, because he could weep on cue over his heartbreak at their plight. “I need something big, Pi. What’ve you got?”


    “Bik-Bigs. We can take them down anytime. Seven homicides, statewide trafficking, smuggling shit down from Canada.”


    “No. Not yet. Unless you got some white guys we can put with them?”


    Pious Chan nodded at the mayor’s asparagus and raised his eyebrows. The mayor nodded and Chan started spearing with gusto. “Only white guys I can think of are Mr. Price and his guys down the hall at Planning. Don’t think we want that. Not yet anyway. There’s some Chinese guys gambling in the caverns under east Chinatown.”


    The mayor knew what was going on. Pious Chan had already revealed his oriental hand at the Swamp: cops who’d pissed him off over the past twenty years were riding marked scout cars in the dark, piloting the prisoner wagons, adding up paper clips in obscure offices. The mayor had ten years of superior private schooling in Boston and Paris. Chan had two patient decades of accumulated personal slights and centuries of bloody revenge. A hundred generations of time were to the Chinamen as they were to a rock: imperceptible.


    “I can’t see a chain gang of young black kids and old Chinese gamblers doing it for us, Pious.”


    “Well, sir, we can go back after the cookers. The Feds haven’t got this Captain Cook guy, whose pills killed the kids. Or the cowboy who went nuts with the branding iron last month, on the exchange students. Or the super lab everybody’s talking about. Our special unit is still up, although it isn’t running too well.”


    “That where Ray Tate is still? The Chemical Squad? What’s going on with him? I’m still paying his salary?”


    Pious Chan nodded. “The gunner’s still with Gordie Weeks’s bunch. They’re doing nothing, sir. Some raids, little stuff. Nothing heavy that Tate can trip over, lose his way. At least he hasn’t killed anyone of the black persuasion. We’ve given the new Fed task force some space and some manpower, but if they ever somehow take down this Cook guy and get his lab the headlines are going to be Federal, out of Washington, how they saved the children because we couldn’t.”


    The mayor shook his head, frustrated. “Take it back, Pious. Can you find a way to work around the Feds? Nail this Captain cocksucker, make him ours?”


    “No problem, sir. Just send me the paper and I’ll kick Gordie and his gang into gear.” Chan was sick of the buttery asparagus but he asked, “You going to finish that, sir?” He wanted to eat the mayor’s lunch for him, literally and figuratively.


    * * *


    Gordie Weeks spent the month trying to figure out what was going on with Ray Tate’s scheme to spike Djuna Brown. The pair showed up separately each morning, drudged their way through paperwork, and seemed to get along all right. When the brainiacs down the hall had a fix on a lab they called the skipper and he put together a raiding party. The most likely time for reactive violence on lab raid was the go-in. The skipper mandated that Wally Brodski and the dyed dyke hit the door first, followed by whatever slobs were working. Ray Tate was the keeper of the keys, a fancy clerk who took down the names and numbers of the detectives, technicians, State Haz-Mat, and fire officials who went through the place. Ray Tate was swimming in boredom and seemed to be going downhill quickly under his matted hair and behind his thickening beard. He smelled sharply of paint and linseed oil, his fingertips were crusted with shades from the unhappy end of the rainbow. The raids yielded little mom-and-poppers, chemistry sets in basements, bathrooms, attics. None of the bust-ins had yielded a single double Charlie.


    The dep had stopped calling. Gordie Weeks’s calls to Intelligence for intell coming out of the raids were unreturned.


    Almost daily, the skipper cornered Ray Tate. “Hey, Ray, what’s going on with the dyke? She dropping today?”


    “My partner, skip. She’s my partner.”


    The skipper wasn’t sure if Ray Tate was being devious and arch. “You’re not gonna get her for me, are you, Ray? You were fucking me all along.”


    Ray Tate just smiled at him and shrugged. “She’s clever, skip. She’s one diabolical dyke, that one.”


    The skipper wasn’t sure but he was hopeful. “But, maybe? Maybe soon?”


    Ray Tate had enshrouded himself in the safe cloud of non sequitur and had taken to talking about birds. “You ever notice, skip, that there’s a lot of fucking Canada geese in town? All those homeless people starving and there’s a fucking shitload of geese, waiting to be cooked up? How come nobody ever put the equation together? We got skinny folks starving in the streets and we got, like, a million fat fucking geese strutting around like they pay taxes.”


    “Ray, Ray.”


    * * *


    When the call came from Pious Chan, via the dep, the skipper was in his office with his feet up, thinking idly about Gloria the receptionist and the .45s. He’d seen Djuna Brown and Gloria in deep chitchat a couple of times and wondered if the dyke had lured her over to the other team. The concept destroyed his dozing dreams. Something was different with the dyke. She made effort to keep her unruly white hair in some kind of shaped ’do. The exhaustion that had slumped her bones inside her body had evaporated, as though she’d had some kind of marrow work done on her skeleton. Djuna Brown still looked at him with her bitter eyes spitting hate, but when he wasn’t noticeably around she seemed to bustle with efficiency. She and Ray Tate laughed a lot.


    The dep called, his voice jocular, “Gordo, you douchebag. Where you been? I call and I call and you’re never home. Don’t you love me anymore?”


    “Hey, hey, dep.” The skipper knew he’d been swinging on a hook in the wind since the Feds had set up their own task force with the Staties. He played it low. “I been busy. Sorry I haven’t got back to you.”


    “No matter. I know you guys been busy.” The dep said it without laughing. “What’d you get last night? Thousand pills?”


    “Well, eight hundred.” The skipper had been disappointed. The tip from the local sector had suggested hundreds of thousands, based on the anxious rap of a strung out speeder.


    “Wow, great. A little here and a little there, eh, Gordo? Chip away at the criminal infrastructure, it’ll collapse.”


    “How’s the Fed task force working out, dep?” The skipper didn’t laugh but he took his shot. “They knocking down the double Chucks yet, got Captain Cook in the chain gang?”


    “Well, Gordo, my boy, that’s why I’m calling you.”


    * * *


    The month for Ray Tate and Djuna Brown had been a cycle of rote. Raids on cookers had been amusing for a while but the media lost interest in minor takedowns and didn’t show up for the photo op. Ray Tate noticed that Wally the boozer and Djuna Brown were first through the doors. There were some scuffles but none of the speeders or cookers had much muscle tone or firepower. Wally Brodski took an elbow in the face while subduing an inside keeper and got two weeks off. Djuna Brown got into a tussle with a landlord who thought it was a home invasion and Wally stood watching her get her shit handed to her until Ray Tate climbed over him and put the chains on the guy. Djuna restrained him from going after Wally.


    Afterwards, alone at the satellite, Ray Tate took Wally aside. “Don’t let them do this to you, Wally. We go into a place, we’re all one gang. You fucking know that.”


    “She’s a fucking dyke, Ray. C’mon.”


    “Right now she’s my partner. My dyke partner, sure, but she’s got the yellow letters on her back same as you, same as me, and the rest of us. What happens in here, that’s one thing. Out there, that’s another.” Ray Tate laid on some bullshit. “My father-in-law told me you were a good cop, you’d never watch another cop get his shit shuffled. Don’t you fucking do this, man.”


    “Ah, fuck you, Ray.” But he had to listen: Ray Tate had the authority of dead bodies. Wally took the next door ahead of Djuna Brown and got his nose broken.


    Djuna Brown somehow heard about it. “Don’t do that to me, Ray, okay?”


    “It isn’t about you, Djun’,” he told her. “Wally forgot something, that’s all. I reminded him. I don’t care if it’s the fucking skipper on the floor: if he goes under them and you stand by and let them do it, well, we won’t be partnering at all, you and me. The tribe comes first.”


    In the evenings they sometimes had drinks at out of the way bars on the river unless there was a door kick on the go. No one else wanted to socialize with them. Ray Tate wouldn’t let his partner be excluded. She didn’t offer to wrestle him and he didn’t offer to paint her. They talked endlessly. They drove to Chicago to listen to a bunch of white college kids do imitation Junior Wells tunes. One night in the cold they sat by the river beyond the lights of Gastown and she came to know about his dreams of becoming a painter, of his girlfriend’s father luring him into the cops, of his wife booting him. He came to know about her father, a taxi driver down in the capital, who finally accepted that she was going to be a miniature cop and signed her up for jiu-jitsu lessons. Ray Tate never spoke about the dead black guys and she never spoke about her dyke jacket.


    The skipper avoided her when he could and buttonholed Ray Tate about the progress of the conspiracy to spike her into the ground. Ray Tate pulled on a shroud and wrapped himself in bird life and blank stares.


    One morning, the skipper bounded out of his office. “Okay, Ray, we’re back in business.”

  


  
    Chapter 15


    The day after Phil Harvey’s pal had cruised his black F-250 pickup through the parking lot and spotted the beatnik and the black cop in the red Intrepid in the handicap spot, Connie Cook gave Phil Harvey a stack of money and they both vanished in different directions.


    Phil Harvey never said where he was going. The Captain took his wife on a cruise through the Pacific Islands. When he returned, fatter and tanned, he swung into the cultural whirl of autumn parties, handing out donations to all manner of culture and art. He kept his eyes and antennae out for someone who could be the recipient of his peculiar true love. But no one set off his twisted tripwire and he brooded and ate copiously. He grew lonely. He missed Agatha and her blood and flesh, and he missed Harv and their collegial banter.


    The labs had shut down. The water farms rusted. Thieves and boosters wandered the streets with their bottles of pills, looking for a buyer. The double Chucks dried up. They’d become notorious death pills and even the Chinamen weren’t copying them anymore.


    When Phil Harvey turned up he had no tan but he seemed relaxed when the Captain met him for hamburgers at a beer joint in the southern industrial section of town. They sat in the window and watched autumn snow outside, falling in a glittering sunshine.


    “The ship was pretty good,” the Captain said. “Buffet, all you can eat.” He laughed. “When they saw me coming in for the buffet they just said, fuck it, called the head office in Atlanta and adjusted the bottom line.” He chewed slowly. “No grilled hamburgers, though. What is it with cruise lines? You can get anything but a grilled fucking hamburger. Fuck, Harv, I missed this, buddy. What you been doing? You go away?” He looked closely at Harvey. There was something different but he couldn’t put his finger on it. “You get laid a lot?”


    “Naw. I hung out. Stayed away from the condo. Went out of town a little, hooked up with a pal. A lot of people are missing us, Cookie. A lot of people aren’t making much dough. Anyway, I got bored and I went up to the farm and just hid out. You know there’s a lake up there, way in on our property? Not a big thing, but I came across it out walking. Saw a fish jump in the air. There was a bear on the other side.”


    “Yeah? Yeah, really? Fish? No shit. A bear. But no mischief-making up there? You didn’t pull out the recipe book, start baking little pink cakes in the barn?”


    “Naw. No, Cookie. There’s nothing up there to cook with. I decided: Fuck it, take it easy. Just me and the fishes and the beasts.”


    Phil Harvey was amazed that it could snow while the sun was shining. Things like that were sometimes coming to him, unbidden. In the north the mornings had been crusted with frosted dew and he’d sat for hours wrapped in his sleeping bag in the kitchen, watching through the window the crack and refreeze, watching the little footprints of small foragers melt. Shadows seemed blacker up in Indian country, edges sharper. The sky at night was vast and undiluted by ambient city light. He’d had an original thought, he believed, that the stars were holes poked into the sky, letting another light from another planet peek through. The only times before that he’d had that feeling were in the minutes after being released from prison: a rebirthing that suggested that the world was full of new smells and new possibilities. And although he’d returned to his old bad ways as quickly as he could, this time he thought might be different.


    When he’d remotely picked up messages on his home phone that the Captain was back in town he’d felt a lot of disappointment and a bit of dread, the ebbing of the possibility of change for himself.


    “So, we got no product to move, Harv?”


    “Nope. I’ll get cooking once you give me the word to go get some stuff. We’ll have to use another stamp. Those double Cs are too notorious right now.” He smiled at the Captain. “The heat didn’t slow the Chinamen down, though. That Chinatown bunch are cooking with stuff they brought down from Canada. Making a fucking killing.”


    The Captain realized the difference about Harvey: he’d had left his curtain of hair tied back, indifferently exposing the scar tissue. And he didn’t hide his angry, blurred hands. Connie pirated Harv’s fries. “You seeing anything going on? Those cops in the red car? Any of that stuff?”


    “Nope. Nothing. I haven’t gone back to the condo since my guy saw them there in the parking lot. I haven’t gone near Ag’s old trap. The Camaro’s under tarps up north and I’m driving rentals. I think it might have just been a blip, Cookie. They thought they had something, then when nothing happened they fucked off to frame some other innocent guys.”


    “You’d think with those fucking kids overdosing there’d be something.”


    “Well, there’s been people around. When they grabbed up somebody with double Charlies they put them through pretty good, but nobody knows nothing. Then the Charlies ran out and headlines died down and things have been back to normal.” Harv grabbed a fry before the Captain could.


    “Well, then, back to business, Harv. Can you sniff around Willy Wong, see what his guys are up to? He’s got that import firm, that’s how he gets his precursors in from over the border. Labels the drums cleaning solvent or something, trucks them down. If they get grabbed, he goes Holy Fuck there’s a crook in my importing business and somebody goes to jail, but not him.” Captain Cook shook his head. “Fucking guy. Anyway, you want to put some guys together, maybe on standby. And I’ll need you to do something else, Harv. Soon. For me.”


    “Something heavy?” Harvey had resolved to not bring the Captain out on any more missions. Lack of restraint was never a good thing. You could feel a thrill at mayhem but you shouldn’t lose yourself in it. Mayhem was a tool, not part of a healthy lifestyle.


    “Well, I’m lonely. I need a friend. Since Ag ran away and I been on this fucking trip with my wife, I’m not getting any.” He stared out the window. “I think that’s why I busted the buffet on the boat. I don’t get any, so I eat. I eat, so I get fatter. I get fatter and who the fuck’s gonna want to fuck a blimp on purpose? I need a pal, Harv. Long-term relationship.” He smiled. “I got my eye out for something sweet, I’ll let you know.”


    “C’mon, Cookie. There’s hookers, do whatever you want, however you like it. There’s peelers at the club, be glad to make acquaintance. There’s no problem. This, grabbing up another chick, this is trouble. This is not a good time, start fucking around with kidnapping. We got to rebuild the business first.”


    “Harv, Harv. I thought you understood me. Anybody can fuck a peeler or a hooker. I tried with the ones you got me, before, those two tire biters. I really tried. But there’s no love there — just money. Like buying a meal. But I want to create love, Harv. I want the ingredients for a loving relationship. I want what everybody wants but very, very few actually get. Once I find her, we’ll use the same tricks as last time, okay?”


    The Captain’s appetite hadn’t been sated by Phil’s initial offerings. Predatory peelers had agreed to spend some time with him and were taken up to the farm. After a week, they were gone. Harv asked what happened to them and the Captain said they weren’t satisfactory, that he’d given them each a wad of cash and dropped them back into their pathetic lives, none the worse for wear.


    From his bedroom window the Captain had seen where the Burns family hid the emergency key to their home, under a planter on the rear deck. He’d invited the old couple over for drinks and dinner and sent Harv in while Agatha was out banging her boyfriend. Harv had gone in and filled suitcases with Ag’s clothing and personal effects, then headed over to the boyfriend’s place in a van and waited for her to come out. She was wrapped in duct tape, bundled into a sleeping bag, and on her way north before her parents got home.


    “I need this, Harv.” The Captain looked out the window. “Unless my Ag comes back. You think she’s going to come back to me?”


    “I don’t think so, Cookie.” Harv looked sad. “Really, I really don’t.”


    Harv saw that the Captain had made a sad face but he couldn’t help licking his smiling lips. “Cool, Harv. Get some gear together for my thing, and in the meantime we’ll get up and at it on our thing. Use those wreckers from before, the day of the Chinese roundup. Those were good guys. Did they like me, Harv?”


    * * *


    Ray Tate and Djuna Brown were in the skipper’s glassed office. Ray Tate was staring out the window as if studying the air currents, divining the invisible paths of birds. Djuna Brown affected boredom. She’d fluffed out her bleached hair into a wild ’do. The skipper wondered if Ray Tate was winding up for an avian lecture. This bird facet was new and the skipper had calls in to see how much documentation was needed for a psych write-out.


    “Okay. Okay, you guys. We’re back in business. Orders from headquarters. We’re taking out this Captain Cook guy. We’re taking down the super lab.”


    Djuna Brown said, “Cool.”


    Ray Tate said, “Wow.”


    The skipper glanced at Ray Tate, who now seemed to be documenting how many species of birds flew past the window. Djuna Brown had her eyes on his, a cat smile waiting to pounce. He thought he could smell peroxide in the air and suddenly wanted her out of his office. He was amazed at his enduring hatred of everything about her. He’d heard stories that she’d been a good cop, even though she’d been working up the woods amongst the bears and the wolves, that she’d made some good pinches. But there were other stories and it was those stories that scared him and his fear made his hatred deeper.


    The skipper looked at Ray Tate as he spoke. “Yep. Back in business. The Federale brainiacs have got nowhere on Captain Cook, whoever he is, and his bubbling cauldron of evil, wherever that is. The double Chucks dried up after the two kids went tits up. The task force is hanging around headquarters doing a whole lot of nothing. So they come back to us. After all, we started the fucking thing. So how do you want to do it?”


    Djuna Brown looked at Ray Tate and realized he wasn’t going to speak. He looked more likely to start snapping his fingers and reciting free-form poetry. She looked at the skipper and widened her smile. “Ray’s having a moment, skip. Thinking big thoughts. So, what do you want us to do? We’re pretty much fucked from coast to fucking coast on this thing. Every twenty minutes the guys down the hall wander in and say, ‘Hey we got a tip there’s a major stash out in the east end, go get it.’ ‘There’s a guy from Amsterdam coming in at the airport with a ton of blues, round him up.’ So we do. The major stash is three stoner kids sharing a half a brain and two dozen bad-quality ovals. The guy at the airport doesn’t show. The Federales ride their fancy cars around town with the cool radios under the dash and talk like cops. They kick down doors. They torture the speeders. Just like us real cops, except they couldn’t find their dicks with both hands. And when they can’t, now they come back and say, ‘Hey, how about a hand, help us find our dick?’”


    The skipper heard the lulling islands in her voice and seemed entranced by her Chinese eyes. He looked over at Ray Tate. “Ray? What do you think?”


    Ray Tate’s lips moved but he didn’t say anything. He took a worn Audubon Guide from his pocket and fingered the tattered edges. His fingernails were chewed back and there were flakes of black and purple paint on his cuticles. “I think there is,” he finally said, “a vast array of bird life in this city. You know that, skip? A preponderance of sparrows, a lot of pigeons, and prolific flocks of seagulls. The seagulls come inland for food because the lake is so polluted and there’s nothing down there to eat. So they come up to east Chinatown and go nuts on the garbage, attack picnickers in the parks. Don’t know why there’s so many pigeons. But they shit an awful lot.” He turned his eyes back to the window. “But sometimes you see swallows or robins, even sometimes a falcon or two. But an awful lot of pigeons, no question.”


    Djuna Brown gazed at him for a few moments, a fond smile playing on her lips. The skip wondered if Ray Tate was armed.


    She nodded, leaned towards Ray Tate, and said brightly: “Yeah, Ray, a lot of pigeon shit, no question. I read that pigeon shit is so toxic that it can dissolve a statue in, like, no time, like ten or fifteen years. I suspect it has something to do with their diet. I also heard that the city spends hundreds of thousands of dollars blasting statues and monuments to get the stuff off. It runs in the drains and pops up in our water. Did you know that, skip? Hundreds of thousands in tax dollars, so we can drink liquid pigeon shit. Believe me, that can’t be good for you.” She stretched again and rotated her neck. She wore one of her endless array of ugly suburban pantsuits. Her bra was black where it peeked through the buttons of her stretched blouse. “Now, crows. Let me tell you about crows. Crows is no joke, don’t get me started on crows —”


    “Okay, focus, people.” The skipper sat forward and steepled his hands. “The Federales can’t do the job. The dep thinks we can. Can we?”


    Djuna Brown started to speak again but Ray Tate overrode her. “Sure we can. But what’s in it for us? At the end of this thing, they’re going to fuck us all anyway. As soon as we get close, they’re going to race in with the lights flashing and grab up everyfuckingthing we find. You go back to Intelligence Analysis, Djuna goes back sucking a whistle at holiday traffic up the Interstate, and I go back … Well, there’s likely mushrooms involved and it’s going to stink an awful lot like shit.”


    The skipper took all this sitting back in his chair, unable to look away from the unblinking eyes staring at Ray Tate in a friendly, expectant manner over the unruly beard. He was right and it wouldn’t matter downtown that the skipper failed because all they’d given him were zombies, a dyke who burned her hair, and a gunman who wanted to play Officer Friendly in the cool uniform and the red lights over his head. “Well, we’re going to do it anyway, right? It’s all pensionable time so we may as well go down in a blaze of glory. Thing is, Ray, can we do it?”


    “Sure, skip. No question. We can put the hat on these fuckers in, oh, I bet two weeks. Maybe ten days.”


    “Bullshit, Ray. The Federales have had a month and unlimited resources. They don’t got dick.”


    “Yeah, skip, but they aren’t ace investigators.”


    Djuna Brown smiled at Ray Tate. “And they maybe don’t have everything there is to have, eh, Ray? Maybe they don’t have …” She cut her eyes towards the door as though imparting a secret. “Maybe they don’t have … the mystery clue.”


    The skipper couldn’t avoid speaking to her directly. “What mystery clue?”


    She ignored him


    Ray Tate continued, “The question is: do we want to do it? Are we going to get the tools? We’re going to need bodies, we’re gonna need cars.” Tate stretched and his joints cracked audibly. “Phil Harvey is our way in. He’s the only one we’ve got a hook on, him and Agatha Burns.” The skipper looked confused. “Agatha Burns, skip, the girl who went for a drive with Harvey and never returned?”


    “Oh, her. She left the note on the fridge, right?”


    “This case isn’t wires and tires. We’ve got no phones to wire and we’ve got no one to drive behind. We need two approaches: one to set up some teams around town and put a fix on Harv. The other to backtrack Burns, try to figure who she is and where she hooked up with these mutts.”


    “Give me an action plan, Ray. How do you want to do it?”


    “Someone on Phil Harvey’s place in the Beach. Someone else on Agatha Burns’s old place. Couple of guys out there, cruising mutts’ hangouts, ready to move if something breaks out. We’ve got to freshen up the statewide hit on Harv. Me and Djuna are going to shape out Agatha.”


    “Two weeks?”


    “Yep. Two weeks we’ll back up a shitload of pills to your door, bring in Captain Cook in chains.”


    Wally Brodski stuck his head in the door and looked at each of them as though he suspected he was the target of a conspiracy. He had brightly coloured feathered fishing flies hooked into his shirtfront. His tie was a long silkscreened trout. “Skip? I’m taking a medical off. My ulcer’s on fire. I can’t do the night trick.”


    * * *


    Djuna Brown took some hours to rest up for her sudden night shift. Ray Tate asked Gloria to scan the photo of Phil Harvey into her computer and make a half-dozen prints. When they were ready he checked out a Taurus and ran through the spots, his rover dialed to the local police grids, hoping for a call he could legitimately respond to. He got a quick crush on a dispatcher, loved her cool litany. She made gunshot sound like a sex act.


    He drove with his elbow out. The autumn air had a sharp wintry chill and the brief snow had stopped. On the edge of Stonetown he came across two chargers tussling with a large Native panhandler on the sidewalk. He jammed the Taurus and got half out, but the chargers had the guy under control. The both looked about fifteen years old and he’d bet they didn’t have five years on the job between them. But they were out and about and learning their trade. One of them looked up and somehow recognized the drab Taurus and a cop through the facial hair. He gave Tate a thumbs-up then ran his hand horizontally as though smoothing water: Hey, everything’s okay. Ray Tate continued to cruise, taking the long way around up to his first stop, Phil Harvey’s condo.


    Bernie Gross sat in a pickup truck behind the building, sprawled across the seat, his rover off and his head crammed at an awkward angle against the passenger door. His feet stuck out the window and the floor was covered with food wrappings, beer cans, and fishing magazines. There was a mom-and-pop shop around the corner and Ray Tate went on foot and brought back two coffees.


    “Bernie, Bernie. Wake-up time. C’mon, man. Fuck, look at this mess.”


    Bernie came around slowly. “Ray. Ray Tate, the last policeman. How we doing? We arresting anybody yet?” He straightened up and reached for the coffee.


    Ray Tate stepped back with the cups. “Come out, Bernie. You come out to drink it. Stand up, man.” He felt a huge sadness. There was almost nothing left on the job between the fifteen-year-old uniformed kids wrestling bums and this great fat slob, once a good cop, counting the minutes until he hit the big pension. There was stuff in Bernie’s head and his heart that could fashion great cops of green kids, could create a lineage for generations to come. But Bernie had made a wrong move someplace and he gave up. His career was now a cycle of the brown jobs: court wagons, couriering, counting paper clips.


    Bernie got his huge body out of the pickup. His upper face sat on an inverted pyramid of jowl. His eyes were shot red with dull, general hatred. “Okay, gimme.”


    “Any action?”


    “There’s no fucking target. They told me to sit on this place, so I’m sitting. Dunno who to watch for. What the fuck is this? If this is the new American policing, I missed the memo.” The coffee cup lid wasn’t secure and Bernie spilled coffee down the front of his fat shirt. He ignored it. “Wasn’t supposed to be like this, you know? This job used to be a religion for the guys, most of them anyway. Now, well, look at you. Two good shoots, two mutts go toes up — two less to bust later. And instead of giving you a medal they’re out to hack your ass with that dyke twat. Why you hanging in? Fuck them and their community outreach. You got the twenty-five in. Come fishing with me and Wally. We got a guy buying us a fishing camp up in Canada.”


    Ray Tate took an envelope of prints from the Taurus and handed Bernie the photograph of Phil Harvey. “Black Camaro. This guy with the burns on his face. Or a big fat guy with a branding iron, going ‘Giddy-up.’”


    Bernie took the photo without looking at it and sailed it into the pickup. “This is fucked, you know, Ray? They’re just lining us up and the skip is gonna knock us down. But,” Bernie made a wise face, “but two more weeks, Ray, and I got my time in. I’m fucking gone so fucking fast my fucking shadow’ll still be on the fucking wall for a fucking week and those cocksuckers can kiss my ass. You like bass fishing? This place we’re buying in Ontario, oh you gotta see this place.”


    “You’ll make it, Bernie. No problem.” He took his coffee and left Bernie leaning against his pickup, slurping and thinking about angling some bass.


    Bernie terrified him.


    He wondered if that’s how it happened: you pretend to not give a shit and go on long bird rambles and nobody notices. Before you know it you’re sleeping in a pickup truck covered in candy wrappers, counting the days to a very long fishing season and not giving the shit you used to pretend not to give.


    * * *


    At Agatha Burns’s stash apartment in the Hauser South projects, Tate could find no signs of surveillance set up. He voiced out on the air and got nothing back. He went to the ground floor patio where the money man worked. The glass doors showed the place had been cleaned out but the former resident had left several lumps of dog shit scattered around and a bag of clothes pegs. The lock on the side fire door was still jammed and he stood in the stairwell and listened, sipping his coffee. No sounds. Climbing the stairways he kept his gun in his hand, craning out to look up where the keeper with the scattergun had been. At Agatha Burns’s apartment the signs of the forensic collection were long gone. The door was locked and no one answered when he thumped. He trudged down the stairs.


    Outside, the boneless black guy was sniffing around the Taurus. He recognized Tate’s hair and beard with the wave of a can of beer. His gold chain hung down to his waist. Plastic bags appeared from the bottom of his baggy pant cuffs and slipped onto the pavement.


    Ray Tate nodded in a friendly manner. “Hey, player, who’s around?”


    “They all gone. Just us folks here, now. Took that ugly ass fucking dog with them. Where your ho go?”


    “Where’d they go? They set up someplace else around here?” Ray Tate waited. “You dropped something.”


    “Me? No, not me. I’ll clean ’em up for you, you want.”


    “Do that, would you? I’d hate for some kid to find them, get curious. Where’d they go? The guys from here?”


    The man put his big running shoe over the plastic bags. He shrugged. “Big pickup truck took ’em away a couple of weeks ago. After you was here. Where that ho? She got a man? She need a player?”


    “Tell me about the pickup.” Ray Tate realized the guy was mentally ill, that his cool jerks were the result of medication fouled by alcohol, not some inner hip hop. A puppet for the local traffickers, a feeble goof they stood up to attract the heat. Ray Tate doubted the plastic bags contained anything but talc. The clunky gold chain was chipping, he could see, showing dull lead underneath. “What did it look like? Who was driving it?”


    “Black thing. Lots of silver. White guy with blond girlie hair came.”


    “Not the guy with the bacon face?”


    “Him, no. He come here, he stay here, you know? You be taking his fried chicken ass out of this project with a spoon.” The man started to get angry. “I’d shove that silver bad boy right up his skinny hippie ass, he bring that cooked mutton motherfucker face in front of this player.” He calmed himself with a swallow of beer and nodded. “They took the ugly dog in the back of the truck, the ugly motorcycle motherfucker with the scatter.”


    “You see the scatter?”


    “He had it under his coat. Cut down the pipes real short so the shells stick out. Whoo, tough white boy. Fuck. You ho, where’s that girl of yours at with that old lady hair on her pretty head?”


    Ray Tate unlocked the Taurus. “You want to pick that stuff up, okay?” He saw the man was getting jittery, moving the beer from hand to hand. “You throw that at me when I drive away, next time I see you I’m going to run the car over you.”


    “I hear. I hear.” His head bobbed, the whites of his eyes were orbed out, and when he smiled the long thin cords of his neck stretched painfully. “Peace out, peace out.”


    As Ray Tate left the parking lot he heard a yell and the beer can cracked off his back window. He laughed. “Oh, you fucking douchebag.”


    * * *


    He headed out to the west end and cruised his wife’s house. It wasn’t quite dark outside but there were upstairs lights that he recognized as lamps he’d strategically positioned to make the place look occupied. The garage door was closed and he couldn’t tell if his wife’s Neon was inside. Someone had left a package of cigarettes in the Taurus and he fumbled at the lighter. Before things had turned he hadn’t smoked more than two dozen cigarettes in two years, and most of those were while he and his lawyer were pacing out the results of the shooting team.


    The house looked like somewhere he’d lived once, maybe, when he was another person. With some chargers from the Accident Reconstruction Unit he’d re-shingled the roof, with some firefighters he’d put in a new front porch and a deck in the back. The brother-in-law of a duty sergeant had sodded the lawn with something he said was Kentucky Blue. Twenty years in the house and Tate knew every piece of trim and moldings, every hidden flaw he’d covered with careful manipulation of plaster and paint, where every seam in the drywall was poorly sanded, where every edge of tile didn’t quite fit and was disguised under baseboards. It was a trade you learned by doing, just like policing. You were as careful as your experience let you be and you had to make mistakes. You covered them up as best you could and swore to never make them again. And you made less and less as time went on. Just like being a cop. The house was a place of hidden but educational flaws and he’d been proud of all of them. He’d been a doorstep baby of the State and had lived in many houses, but never as more than a guest, cheap labour, or a sufferance.


    It was good work, being a cop. At first it was just a job. But then it became something else, something that overtook him, something that he was good at, could be perfect at. In a drunken evening at the kitchen table once, after he’d been punched out in a bar fight and was recuperating, one of the visiting old-timers had called it a religion and used the words Faith and Duty.


    “If you weren’t a copper, young Ray,” the old-timer had said, “what would you have been?”


    Drunken Ray Tate had fallen for the sympathetic eyes of the old interrogator and said, “A painter.”


    But the oldster misunderstood. He’d nodded and said, “A good living. People always need their houses painted, you can make a good dough if you hustle, build up a client base.”


    He watched, smoking, as a firefighter two houses down carried an old armchair to the curb then went back and brought out a set of end tables and a box with magazines poking out the top. The firefighter put out a cardboard sign: Free. He’d been among the neighbours questioned by Internal Affairs after the second shooting. The buff firefighter had told the shoo fly to get off his property. You fat fucking slob, he’d said, you should be ashamed of yourself, going out in public like that, on the taxpayers’ dime.


    The whole enclave was men in uniforms: city cops, firefighters, emergency crews, a few Staties, two Federales who did consular security over in Chicago and commuted home for three-day weekends.


    Ray Tate went to get out of the Taurus to say hello to the firefighter when the dash radio went off.


    “Any Chem Squad bodies out there?” Djuna Brown waited out a few seconds of silence. Her voice was of islands and sand and she put even the honeyed dispatcher to shame. “Anybody? We got a good live sighting for Phil Harvey downtown.”


    Ray Tate double-clicked the handset and headed for the highway downtown. He called Djuna Brown on the mobile. She sounded excited. “Bernie spotted him. You fucking believe that? Bernie.”


    “Where at?”


    She began laughing. “Well, old Bernie’s at that discount sporting goods place on Huron Street and he’s lined up to buy some hooks or something and two aisles over at the cash is Phil Harvey, checking some stuff out. Bernie gets outside first and out comes Harvey. Gets into a rental, grey G6, and he’s away, southbound. Haven’t heard from Bernie since.”


    “Nobody on the air?”


    “Nope. Me and ye, Bobby McGee.”


    “Fuck that.” Ray Tate scooped up the handset. “Chem Squad, anybody? C’mon.”


    A reluctant voice dragged up. “Yeah?”


    “Wally? Ray. Where you at?”


    “I’m off. Left the rover on by accident.”


    “But what’s your twenty, Wally?”


    “Ah. Ah, east Chinatown.”


    “We got Phil Harvey heading down Huron Street in your direction. Can you scope him?”


    “Who the fuck’s Phil Harvey?”


    “Fire face. Guy on the wall in the office. Long, black hair, he’s got a grey G6 under him.”


    “Ah, Ray, c’mon man. I’m off. I got issues.”


    “Just get over to Huron and see if he rolls by, okay?”


    “Who’s authorizing the overtime? I’m off, Ray, I can’t work for nothing. The union.”


    Djuna Brown came on. “I’ll authorize it.”


    Silence.


    Ray Tate put the rover down, activated his dash flasher, and found some shoulder. He voiced out: “I’ll authorize it, Wally. You’re golden, man.”


    “Yeah, Ray. But are you authorized to authorize?” But he was moving. The gambling club Wally favoured was a long block from Huron Street. Wally was puffing. “You gotta … you gotta sign my notebook … Ray … Before shift ends …” But he didn’t make it. “Nah, nah … No fucking way, Ray … I gotta stop … Fuck, my legs …” He sounded like he was in tears. “Oh, fucking Christ. My lungs. Man.”


    Djuna Brown came over. Her voice had a different timbre and Ray Tate knew she’d abandoned the office and was in play with a rover. “Chem Six B rolling. Ray, where you at?”


    “Ramping off at River. You head to the fishing shop, find the clerk, see what he bought. I’ll come in to Huron.”


    “Hey, Ray.” Bernie came on. “He got fishing rods, some line, some hooks and lures, weights. Duct tape. Rubber gloves. He’s one of those guys thinks you need a six-pound test to catch a six-pound fish. He also bought a sleeping bag.” He laughed. “He’s a cooker, maybe, but this mutt’s no fisherman.”


    Wally came on, his breathing under control. “Bern, you get the lures? The ones on sale? Mepps, right? It said Mepps in the ad. Any left?”


    “Yep. Cleaned ’em out. Spinners, spooners, everything. We’re in business, Wall. Dumb fucks.”


    “Beautiful.”


    Djuna Brown came over. “I’m heading downtown, Ray. I’m in a blue 500.”


    Ray Tate dialed the skipper’s mobile. “Skip, we got Phil Harvey on the move downtown. We need more bodies.”


    “What’s he doing? Where is he?”


    “Someplace in the core, I think. We need some bodies.”


    “Where are the slobs? The fisherfuckingmen?”


    Ray Tate told him Bernie eyeballed Harvey. He lied. “I got Bernie and Wally on perimeters. We need some cars to go into the core, flush it out.” There was silence. A television set spoke in the background over a laugh track. “You want to roll the Federales?”


    “No, no. Fuck, no. This could be our breakout. Let me see if I can scare up someone from the downtown sector.”


    Ray Tate gave the coordinates for the box. “He might’ve turned out of here anyplace, skip. But if he’s in, we got him. Grey rental G6. No plate known.”


    “Think he’s running with a trunkful of my pills, Ray? Tell me that and I’ll tie up the wife and come out myself.”


    Ray Tate turned onto Huron Street, guessing north. Southbound a grey rental G6 slowed and Phil Harvey stared out into the Taurus with a faint grin on his face.


    By the time Ray Tate cut a jerky U-turn the G6 was lost in the galaxy of red tail lights.

  


  
    Chapter 16


    Phil Harvey found a parking lot to dump the rental in and walked away juggling his bags of fishing gear, the sleeping bag in its sack hanging from his shoulder. From the shadows on the edge of the lot he watched cars pass. A white head in a square Ford cruised by and he recognized the black hooker who was a cop peering at parked cars. A few minutes later some ghost cars began crawling into the side streets, shooting spots into the rows of cars. He spent a few minutes scrubbing his back by walking like a crazy person in circles, with spins and dodges and weaves. He was on the Metro Transit bus. He was off and onto another. He was through a hotel lobby, through one set of revolving doors and out another. He took a taxi four blocks in one direction then told the driver another location the opposite way.


    Connie Cook was sitting in a banquette in Gratelli’s in Stonetown, impatiently looking at his watch when Harv hustled his bags through the entrance. The hostess took a look at his marred, sweaty face, the billowing black leather coat, and the clutch of bags and started to shake her head. He said he was meeting someone and not to fuck with him, he’d had a day she wouldn’t believe. Don’t ask.


    “Fuck, Harv, now I gotta get you a watch?” The Captain looked pointedly at his own wrist. “I said eight.”


    “Had to wipe my ass. Heat all over. I think those cops are up on us again.” He kicked the bags under the table and slung the sleeping bag sack into the corner of the banquette. He sat back in shadow. When the waiter came by, Harv said he’d make it simple: “Take all the rum you got in the place and pour it into the biggest fucking ice bucket you got. Throw in some ice, then strap it to the front of my fucking head like a horse’s pail.”


    Connie Cook laughed. The waiter asked if Harv wanted cola on the side and before Harv could rip into the guy’s throat Connie Cook told him, “It’s okay, Michael. Bring him a good triple dark rum and have one for yourself.” When the waiter retreated, Connie Cook smiled. “Tell me. But first, did you get the stuff? For my sweetie-to-be, whoever the lucky girl is?”


    Harv nodded, looking around. “Got it all. Got myself some fishing stuff, too. It was on sale. But I think, Connie, we might want to lay back on everything until we figure what the fuck’s going on.” He stopped talking when the waiter put a water glass of ice and another of rum in front of him. He poured rum onto the ice. “I was at the sporting goods place getting the stuff and there’s a cop in there. Like he was shopping. He went out and when I went out, he’s out there, standing around. He scoped out my rental. I see him grab up a radio or something and he’s watching me fuck off. Then a little while later that guy I saw in the red Intrepid, remember, up at Ag’s old place last month? The hairy guy with the black chick? Well, I’m going south and he’s going north in I think a Taurus or some such piece of shit. When I pass, he does a U-boat in my mirror but I’m so fucking gone. I dumped the car and then I see that black chick that was with the hairy guy. She’s in a Ford something. Then a bunch of ghosters with spotlights come through. That’s what I saw. What I didn’t see, I don’t know. I washed myself, I’m pretty sure, but who knows what the fuck else?”


    “Take a deep breath, Harv.” Connie Cook waved at the waiter across the room. “Drink some of that stuff. You want something to eat? I had a dinner when you didn’t show up, but I think I’m ready for a snack. Go for some oysters? Say, two dozen, half shell?”


    “Ah, pass on that.” Oysters made Harv think of lugers. Gratelli’s was an upscale seafood place. He noticed some diners glancing toward their banquette at the rough sound of his voice. He struggled out of his coat and smoothed his hair back behind his ears. The waiter appeared with his little palm pad. “Steak. Well done.” Harv had seen some shit and didn’t find bleeding meat on a white plate appetizing. It reminded him of blood pooling on a tiled shower floor. “Baked potato. Whatever veggies are fresh.”


    Connie Cook went for the two dozen oysters anyway and at the last minute added a bowl of mussels and a deck of bread.


    They sat watching the late evening crowd. Several people waved at the Captain but none came to their banquette. The waiter delivered plates of food and Connie Cook stuffed his linen napkin into his shirt collar and, with a bottle of hot sauce in one hand, lifted and slurped off the oysters with the other. With the oysters gone, he seamlessly began dispatching the mussels, sopping with bread.


    Phil Harvey ate like a convict. His head was down over his plate and he kept it close to his edge of the table, looking up and around periodically as though someone might want to steal his steak. His wood handled serrated knife stayed in his fist, pointing straight up while he chewed.


    Connie Cook studied Harvey’s defensive dining posture. Fondly, he decided that no matter what, Harv wouldn’t ever go back into the joint. If he had to, he nodded to himself, he’d spend every dime he had on lawyers and bribes. Harv had brought him into a new life and had become a genuine friend. “So, Harv. Willy Wong. What’s up with him?”


    “He’s got a bunch of chems out at the import place in Gastown, big fucking drums full of the stuff. It sits there for a while until he’s sure there’s no heat on it, then he has some guys pick it up, split it up among his cookers. If the cops come around, Willy’s got a stooge working who’ll take the fall. Willy’s a prominent businessman. Community leader kind of guy. Pals with the mayor. Rogue employee. Who knew?”


    “So. How much has he got in there?”


    “Not sure. A lot, though. I got a guy who told me there’s a loading dock in the back with a camera over it. There’s a bunch of tough guys hanging around. I figure we go in at night, take all the shit we can lift. We can get six forty-five gallon drums into a pickup truck and be out of there in minutes.”


    “Nice. Tonight?”


    “Yep. Later on. I got my three guys that you met and I got another guy coming down from up north, he’s got a big bastard F-250. We’ll load ’er up and head up to Indian country, take it to the lab.”


    “Not the guy whose truck it is, though, right? Only two guys know where the lab is. Let’s keep it that way.”


    “Sure. We’ll do the rip on Willy Wong and I’ll drop my guy at his place, about halfway up. I’ll take the drums up and stow them then head back down to his place. He’ll drive me down here someplace, drop me, and you can pick me up.”


    “A master of logistics, you are, Harv. A fucking master.” Connie Cook beamed upon Harvey. One appetite sated, he made a subtle burp and announced proudly: “Phil? Phil? I think I got us one.”


    Harvey looked up. The Captain’s face was wreathed with smiles like a sick boy in some kind of love.


    * * *


    Ray Tate had the skipper leave the alert out in the downtown core but gave up on catching up with Phil Harvey. The G6 was located by a ghoster running the lots. The skipper said he’d contact the rental company in the morning, but for now there was nothing. Djuna Brown returned to the satellite, voiced out that she was nested, but no one replied. The slobs evaporated into the dreamland of fishing camps and trolling motors. Ray Tate took the Taurus home and painted until he was startled that the early indirect morning light filled the windows.

  


  
    Chapter 17


    The skipper arrived early so he could leave a 7:00 a.m. voicemail for the dep, bringing him up-to-date on the forward motion of the task force. He’d set his alarm for 2:00 a.m., got up from bed, staggered into the kitchen, and left a message on the dep’s voicemail. He chugged a few and passed out again and before leaving home at 6:00 a.m., left another message. He hoped it would look like he’d been up all night directing his troops, going without sleep while they did a dragnet through the city’s underworld. They noticed that kind of thing at headquarters, he believed. He wore the same clothing he’d worn in to work the day before and didn’t shave.


    The dyke was asleep on the leather couch in his office. Her ghastly pantsuit was wrinkled and stained with coffee. Much of her black bra was exposed. She slept with her mouth open and he saw she had perfect, little white rodent’s teeth. The explosion of white frizz on her head was matted and some of it had stuck to her cheek where she’d drooled in her sleep.


    He thought of kicking her to death but something stopped him. He had a moment that rocked him. Back in the days when he’d been a young policeman, a real policeman, he’d been part of a search team looking for a missing eleven-year-old. He’d been the one to find her, folded into a frozen curve under a tarpaulin, in a garage two blocks from a halfway house for degenerate losers. That girl had been blond and she too had stuff dribbling out of her dead mouth. Her clothing had also been in disarray. The effect on him had been profound: he spoke to the corpse and apologized to her for not finding her in time. He decided only sick bastards would want to look at that kind of stuff endlessly, and that very day he set himself on a career arc that would lift him from the streets, fast and far, no matter what it took.


    Djuna Brown looked the same size as the eleven-year-old. A glimmer of realization sparked in the skipper’s mind but he smothered it. He kicked the edge of the couch. She stirred and opened her eyes slowly, in a way he momentarily found sleepy and seductive, as though she’d awakened under the eyes of a lover. When she focused on him, first he saw fear, that widening of shock. Then she grabbed at her open blouse and when she looked up again he experienced her pure hatred. Wordless, he stepped back and away. She got up and hurried out the door in her slippers, wiping slick from the corner of her mouth, muttering.


    As she crossed the office in the direction of the ladies’ room, Ray Tate came through the door juggling paper cups of coffee with newspapers crammed under his arm. He looked bedraggled, as though his clothes had gone through a wash cycle while he was still wearing them. There were heavy streaks of black, dark blue, and blood red paint on his shirtsleeves and on the tail of the denim shirt hanging under his jacket.


    “Ray, when your buddy there gets back from her tampon break, c’mon in. Conference time.”


    * * *


    Inside the skipper’s office Ray Tate, Djuna Brown, and the reclining skipper were kicking the shit. Djuna Brown had taken water to the coffee stains on her clothes and there were patches of wet on her pants. She’d clearly made efforts to smooth out the wrinkles. Her face was grey and dark circles were pressed under her cat’s eyes. The skipper had the feeling he’d somehow insulted her by finding her crashed on his couch, having seen her defenceless in sleep.


    “Okay,” he said to Ray Tate, “run down for me this stuff from last night.”


    Ray Tate shrugged. “Djuna ran it. I was just a road rat.”


    She surprised him by lying for the team. “Bernie and Wally were set up downtown and Bernie spotted Phil Harvey. He voiced it out. We put together a moving box and went down there. He got away, left the rental jammed in a lot, and phhhhht, gonzo, Alonzo. The sector guys, a ghost car, found the G6 dumped. That’s it.”


    “So, Ray, what’ve we got that we didn’t have yesterday? How are we closer to getting my pills?”


    “Well, skip, we know the boys are back in town. We know Phil Harvey’s got something going someplace, probably in the woods, in Indian country, or in the badlands. That’s maybe where the lab’s set up. Isolated. No worry about neighbours complaining about the smell. He bought fishing gear and a sleeping bag so we can assume he’s bunking in for a while, cooking something for Captain Cook. We know he’s got to be heated up, the way he dumped out the rental and evaded our box.”


    Djuna Brown studied him. The office smelled of artist’s chemicals and paints. She wondered about his night. It couldn’t have been worse, she thought, than waking up with your boobs hanging out and seeing the fat, red Irish mug leering at them.


    The skipper sat and gazed out the window. He wasn’t looking for avian life. He was exhibiting the deep posture of a master investigator, determining where next to deploy his troops. Djuna Brown googled her eyes at Ray Tate. She held her nose and looked him over. He shrugged and mimed painting. She gave him a wide, sad smile and shook her head. She said, “Beatnik.” Her anger and fear were gone. Her partner was here and she began to comprehend partners.


    The skipper missed all this. The telephone rang and in relief he scooped it up and made notes as he listened. “Okay, our guys are on it. Who’s running things over there? Tell them my guys are on the way.” He hung up and forgot Djuna Brown was a dyke and Ray Tate was a gunner. “Okay, kids. Showtime. We got some Chinamen down over in Gastown. Two are minor gun whips but it looks like the third one’s been shot up pretty good and he’s going for the egg roll special. The hammers are standing by. We’re working.”


    “What’s up with it? Why do we care?” Ray Tate looked at the skipper’s grinning face and waited.


    “Well, Ray, my boy, the shootout was at a chemical importing company. Owned by Willy Wong.”


    “I heard of that guy. The mayor’s pal.” Ray Tate stood up. “The Wrong Wong. The mayor of Chinatown. Mr. Presto!”


    “Yep. And preliminaries from the scene say four or five white guys were rolling drums onto a big black pickup truck. They bailed out there. One of them looked like a big ugly woman.”


    “Phil Harvey.”


    “Sounds like.”


    “Any fat cowpokes dashing about, branding the citizens?”


    “Nope. Just fast white guys.” The skipper made a genuine rare smile. “Go get ’em, kids. Get me my super lab.”


    * * *


    Willy Wong’s warehouse was on the outer northern edge of Gastown, where the muddy sky was held up by tilting chimneys and squat fuel tanks. Willy Wong operated from a row of units with roll-up metal doors at the rear of an industrial strip. A pair of chargers were at the front of the place drinking coffee. One saw the red ball on the dash of the Intrepid as it rolled into the parking area and he waved and hooked his thumb around the back. Djuna Brown piloted the car carefully through a half dozen police cars and parked where she wouldn’t get blocked in.


    On the drive across the highway Ray Tate had flipped through his notebooks until he found the licence number for the black F-250 pickup that had rolled into their surveillance on Phil Harvey’s condo. Using the rover he dialed to the Chem Squad channel and asked Gloria to put the plate through. He asked her to have the city run the owner, as well as Agatha Burns, with various spellings, aged in her twenties.


    Djuna Brown swooped around a transit bus. “Housekeeping, Ray?”


    “Just stuff we would’ve done a month ago if we’d been left on the case. This black F-250 is everyfuckingplace. It was at Harvey’s place, it went to Burns’s old place in the projects, it might’ve at the Wrong Wong’s warehouse shooting last night. Maybe we can put it under Phil Harvey.”


    Djuna Brown wasn’t into talking about work. “Ray, let me ask you one, no prejudice, no nothing. Straight, okay?”


    “Sure.”


    “Gloria? On the reception?”


    Ray Tate dragged it out, “Yeeaaaah?”


    “What do you think? You think she’s okay?”


    He shrugged. “I guess. I don’t know. I barely notice her. Why, you and her …?” He laughed. “Another Chicago deep-dish of disappointment for the skipper.”


    “No, no. Jeez, Ray.” She smoothly braked at a backlog and put the gumball on the dash and found the siren switch. She swooped onto the shoulder. Ray Tate grabbed the dash with one hand and the overhead grip with the other. “No, she was asking stuff.”


    “Stuff?”


    “Yeah. What’re you like. Are you married? That kind of thing.”


    Ray Tate was pleased. Even at speed her fingers curled around the steering wheel. He liked the look of her fingers and noticed the nails weren’t chewed back. “No shit? Fuck. Good-looking woman, that Gloria. If you like non-dyke, white Federale chicks with guns.”


    “Not you, though, right?”


    “Nope. My heart belongs to my art.”


    She gave him a feral smile of pointy teeth. “Beatnik.” She looked happy. “She, Gloria, gave me a business card. For a place I should go to.” She stared through the windshield. The block-up had dissolved but she left the light and siren on and steered over into the hot lane. “You know what she asked me? She asked if I was cutting on myself yet. She said she was born-again. If you can’t find Jesus yet, she said, find a good hairdresser and wait until He comes along. Can we go there, after?”


    He looked at the white frizzy hair. It was brushed and had a barrette over the right ear but it was still weird. He wanted to paint her, he decided. “Sure.”


    They rode in silence. He warned her that the exit ramp was coming up and she smoothly drifted to the right. On the ramp she shut down the light and noise.


    “Djuna, let me ask you one, okay?”


    “Sure. Fire away.”


    “This dyke thing.” He hesitated. “Ah, look, how committed to that are you?”


    “Who told you I was a dyke, Ray? Not me, Bongo.”


    * * *


    They walked around the units and found a vast crime scene taped off. Numbered cones covered shell casing, chalk marked bloodstains on the ground, and bullet holes on the back of the building. The roll-up door was halfway up and it was peppered with rough perforations. A crowd of reporters was grouped outside the yellow tape.


    “You’re not? Really?”


    “Imagine, huh?” She gave him a mysterious smile and wiggled her eyebrows.


    A young charger watched them approach then waved them off. “You’ll have to go around.”


    Ray Tate slipped his badge out of his jacket. “Chem Squad. Who’s the duty?”


    “Topper.” The young guy went to a cluster of cops near the roll-up doors and spoke to a striper.


    The striper looked up and made a big smile. “Ray Tate. Cockfuckingsucker, I thought they’d have you in jail by now.”


    Ray Tate shook his hand. “I told you, Topper, they’ll never take me alive.”


    “Good man. Fuck them all.”


    Tate introduced Djuna Brown. Her name didn’t register with the striper and he stared at her and shook her hand with a laugh. “Jeez, I thought you had to be twelve years old and four feet tall to be a cop.”


    She gave him a pretty smile. “An Irish guy, looked a lot like you, did the sign-up physical. I stood on a hundred dollar bill to get the extra four inches.”


    “Good girl.” The striper looked around. “I can guess why you Chem guys are here. The short version is: four or five guys pull up, they lay a beating on a watchman, a bunch of mutts come out of the place, and it’s Chinese New Year. Year of the Mutt, I guess. I dunno, I’m still writing Year of the Pig on my cheques …” He waited for them to laugh. “So, anyways, we got two with pistol whips at St. Frankie, one with a gunshot at Mercy Med. First two victims are minor; basic attitude adjustment. The third guy’s sniffing the incense. Our bandits roll out in a black pickup with drums of chemicals according to a cabbie who saw them loading up. The victims say nothing was taken, it was an attempted break-in, the cabbie saw the drums go out. Chinamen say black guys, the cabbie says white guys. Chinamen say they didn’t see a vehicle, the cabbie says a black F-250.”


    Djuna Brown was writing it down. Ray Tate stood so the media cameras wouldn’t pick up his face. “Anybody see a white guy, big fat fucker?”


    “Nope. Just mutts. Steroid guys. And a guy looked like an ugly woman. Coulda been my wife from the sounds of it,” Topper looked at the punctures in the overhead door. “Shot the shit out of the place. Chinamen won’t say what was in the drums. The drums they didn’t take in the truck that wasn’t here, I mean.” He stared at Djuna Brown. “You a city guy, honey? Where you stationed before this mess?”


    “I’m Statie.”


    Boxcars locked into a train in Topper’s head. “Oh. Oh, yeah. From up north.”


    Djuna Brown stared at him. “You got a problem, there, Top?”


    “Dearie, take it easy. If you’re with Ray, you’re in the right gang. Me, I got nothin’ against dykes.” He looked around and whispered: “I think my wife? She’s a dyke.” He widened his smile. “She fucks like a dyke, anyway. Meaning: not with me.”


    Djuna Brown smiled into his charm. “You ever heard, Top, of a mustache ride?”


    He shook his head. “She asked me once. I said: honey, if it ain’t deep fried, I don’t eat it. C’mon in the kitchen. She passed.”


    Djuna Brown laughed. Topper turned away and listened to his shoulder microphone.


    “Nothing for us here, Djun’,” Ray Tate said. “Let’s see what they’ve got back on the F-250.”


    Topper called something out to a group of chargers and they carefully started stepping out of the scene. “Hey, Ray, the guy that got shot? He cracked the blank fortune cookie. Hammers are on the way.”


    “Okay, Topper, we’re outta here. We didn’t enter the scene, right? So no need to mention us, that we came around.”


    “No problem. Hey, tell your partner here how I got the name.” He started laughing. “Oy vey.”

  


  
    Chapter 18


    The three wreckers were up and bouncing in the afterglow. They were gregarious and there were handshakes and hugs. It was far from the morose finale to the Captain’s crazy branding frenzy in east Chinatown. There’d been no weirdness, just maybe a little chaos that comes with all sudden action. But none of them had been seriously hurt, no one had dropped his fudge. When the Chinamen at Willy Wong’s warehouse had reacted, Harvey and the blond kid and the wreckers had gone to work and finished their mission. One wrecker had taken a metal bar across the shoulders but had shaken it off. Harvey had taken a whack in the upper arm from the same guy before Frankie Chase, the blond kid from up north, pulled his gun and opened up.


    Dawn was rimming the sign of the truck stop north of the city, already casting everybody a long shadow. The five men had crammed themselves into the double cab of the F-250. The forty-five gallon drums of precursors were in the back, covered with a tarpaulin chained to the bed.


    The wrecker who owned the gym was almost dancing, juggling his paper coffee cup. “Fuck, Harv. Fuck. Just like the old days.” His breath showed in the chill morning air. He wore a thin, unlined leather jacket over a T-shirt but the temperature didn’t seem to have an effect on him. Harvey wondered if the guy’s nose ring ever got cold enough to ache in the winter.


    “Nice, nice one, Barry. You fucking guys. Well, that was beautiful.” He screened his body and handed a wad of cash to him. “A little noisy there at the end. You and your guys might want to take a vacation, until it sorts itself out. I think one of those guys was hurt bad.”


    “Fucking pussy cocksucker Chinamen.” Barry laughed, threw away his coffee and indifferently ran his thumb over the stack of money. “Ooohh, nice.” He stared into the morning sun. “Like being a kid again, Harv. If I didn’t need the coin, I’d be doing this shit for nothing. How’s your arm?”


    “Ah, fuck it. It’ll hurt later. Right now a bit of a throb.”


    “Good thing it was your left arm, Harv. Because I know you jerk off with the right.”


    The blond kid was with the other two wreckers a few feet away, smoking cigarettes. The kid chain-smoked and sucked nervously at his coffee and periodically glanced over at Harv. The two wreckers were laughing haw-haw-haw biker laughs. They both slapped the kid’s back, calling him Shooter.


    A red, chromed Cadillac Escalade crawled into the parking lot, crunching gravel, and stopped twenty yards away. Harvey could hear the radio playing, heavy on bass. A blond woman with long ringlet extensions sat inside, her hand draped over the steering wheel.


    “There’s our ride, Harv. You guys good from here? The kid there looks a little shaky, you know? He’s gonna stand up? That guy he shot, he didn’t look good.”


    “Yeah, he’s cool.” Harvey shook hands with the wrecker. “I’ll keep an eye on him.”


    * * *


    He had to keep his left arm up on the window ledge of the truck to ease the pain, but Phil Harvey wouldn’t let the jumpy kid drive. As they passed up the highway he kept a tight ear on the kid’s responses, listened for him swallowing too hard, licking his lips. He watched to see if he tapped his feet or drummed his fingers on the dash. He liked the kid and didn’t relish leaving him in a hole in the ground in Indian country. He figured the kid had saved him from a wicked beating by the Chinamen.


    They were just pulling into Widow’s Corners when the news of the shooting hit the radio. The kid rushed forward to turn it up. No one was declared dead, although one of the victims, the perky woman’s voice said, was in grave condition with gunshot wounds and a murder team was on standby. Two others were at hospital with minor head lacerations.


    “Fuck, that was my guy, Harv. The shot guy. Fuck.”


    Phil Harvey knew the kid was about to step over a line. He’d seen the Chinaman get hit and go down, he’d seen the kid lean in like a matador to finish him, he’d seen the Chinaman’s head jerk at the last minute. There were things that happened in the middle of things and people let themselves slip a little. It wasn’t great, but it wasn’t the end of the world either, usually. Not like Connie Cook, who’d obviously planned his revenge by having a branding iron made, had planned clearly to use it on the guys counterfeiting his product. The Captain had been looking to go crazy long before he got to the rooming house.


    For the most part, on the long drive north the kid had been okay. Nervous and excited, but not drawing in on himself, shutting Harv out. He was even laughing and reliving the look on the Chinamen’s faces when they came out of the warehouse.


    But the kid had the power to put four other guys in jail, to completely change the path of their lives. It was a knowledge, Harvey knew, not many guys could handle when things got tightened up around their nuts. He wasn’t worried about the wreckers: they were older guys and recognized that doing some time was just an interlude in the lives they’d chosen. Harvey had responsibilities to those guys.


    At Widow’s Corners he drove the F-250 into a restaurant lot beside a motel and told the kid they’d have breakfast. That he had to make some calls. They sat at the same seat he’d sat at on his way out after stashing the Camaro at the farm, where he’d waited for the kid to come pick him up. He thought he should have told the old guy up at the lab to turn the engine over on the Camaro and run it every couple of days. He thought briefly about Agatha Burns.


    Harvey ordered some eggs and toast. The kid had an appetite and went for the truckers’ all-in special, and that was, Harv thought, good. While they waited for the breakfast, he went to a pay phone and called the Captain.


    “Hey, Cookie. How’s it?”


    “You been busy, Harv. Wisht I’d’a been there. Was it bad?”


    “Naw. One of the … ah … other guys, might, you know … go?”


    “I heard. Slow news days I guess. The radio’s all over it. But you’re okay, right? You got what you went shopping for? All the guys are okay? They miss me?”


    “Oh, yeah. I took a whack, that’s all. One guy asked about you, said where’s that guy, came out with us last time. We coulda used him. I told him you were fucking up somebody else. Next time, he says.”


    “Perfect. Next time for sure. Good guys, those guys. Say hi to them for me.” The Captain sounded pleased. “So, we got, what?”


    “Six forty-fives.”


    “That’s two hundred and seventy gallons. We can do a lot of good work with that much. What’re you doing now?”


    “Hang on.” Harvey watched the kid leave the restaurant and go to the F-250. He slid his ass in and left the door open and sat sideways while he turned the key and fiddled with the radio. Harv saw his mouth move. He shook his head and then he got out and looked around, shut the door, and came back inside. He trudged with cement feet and waved c’mere at Harvey. “Ah, I got a couple of things to do up here, Cap, let me get back to you.”


    “Okay. Keep me posted.” The Captain paused. In the background a loudspeaker announced a horserace. “Harv? My other thing. What about that? You ready?”


    Harv felt heavy dread and couldn’t source it: the kid who’d crossed a line, or the girl the Captain wanted grabbed. “Let’s talk later. I’ll be back tomorrow.”


    “You staying over?”


    “Might have a bit of work still to do, I dunno.” The kid sat with his coffee, staring off into space. “Maybe it’ll take a couple of days to get back down. I’ll let you know.”


    * * *


    Connie Cook watched his horse being rubbed down in the stables. The jockey, a little girl with the face of a man and the ass of a midget, was polite to him but he knew it was because he was buying the oats.


    “She’s running well, Mr. Cook,” the jockey said. “She’s got this half-step we can make work for us. It’ll take some time, but she’s a good runner. We can make that half-step work for us.”


    “Okay, Mary,” he said, appreciating that her freakishness was as part of her as his was of him, as Harv’s was of Harv. He felt they all shared the kinship of outsiders, of the differences. “I’ll come out one morning and watch her do her thing. You need anything?”


    “Naw, no, Mr. Cook. Come out in the morning, sir, see her run. She’s going to need some time, she’s gonna spend some money. I hope you know that, going in.” The jockey studied him looking for confirmation of something. “There’s muscle and there’s speed and feed, you know, but there’s also heart. She’s got the heart.”


    Captain Cook liked the jockey. If the horse ran backwards, he thought, he’d still give her a soft landing. She loved the horses like he loved the cheerleaders: with passion, with need. “Mary, go do it. Whatever it is, you go do it, okay?” He gave her a lifting of his jowls. “I’ll talk to that trainer, that Paki. You take her out today and no matter what, I promise you, we’re in business.” He sparkled his eyes. “Unless I come back later tonight and she’s still running to the finish. That’s not good.”


    She laughed and for a second there became pretty. “We’re going today in the fourth. If she’s still running it at Christmastime we can come down together and throw oats at her.”


    “Atta girl.”


    Connie Cook’s wife didn’t like horses, didn’t like their smells, didn’t like their shit, and didn’t like the denizens of the backtrack with their shy shuffles and slang. She liked the Cup races when the Canadian horses came down, when the trailers brought the runners up from Kentucky. She liked the dips and sips in the clubhouse. She liked dressing up and making gentle fun of her husband’s extravagance. Connie Cook’s wife stayed well away from the stables and sat in their box in her pillbox hat and scarf, talking with her cronies.


    Connie Cook walked across the front of the stands and looked up at his wife. She was talking across the aisle between the boxes with Gabriella Harris-Hopkins, of the Harris Clothing Company and the Hopkins boutique brokerage. Gabriella Harris-Hopkins was forty-five years younger than her husband, Irving Hopkins, putting her at a tasty twenty-five. Not exactly in the ballpark of Connie Cook’s tastes, but not too far out of it either. Connie Cook thought of her as a crass whore. Irv Hopkins was her third husband and he didn’t blush when she announced she’d had her breasts enhanced as an anniversary present to him. Connie Cook especially hated Irv Hopkins’s granddaughter, Tiffany, who was not much younger than her step-grandmother and still maintained her own boobs. He’d decided to maybe have Harv grab Tiffany, but now he wavered and thought about maybe grabbing them both. It would be a coup but fraught with problems unless he and Harv pulled in someone to help control them. It could be a disaster instead of true love. In any event, he decided, the lucky girl would be kept up at the farm for keeps and wouldn’t make it back to the city. This meant a lot of driving. Connie Cook was looking into a sedan that would be comfortable on long rides. He didn’t mind the long rides with the mounting anticipation, the teasing of himself when he stopped for coffee or gas. But he liked a lot of leg room; the new Beemer 7, maybe.


    Idly he thought of having Harv get some disposable workers up there to build an underground bridal suite for his future loves, something with running water, lights, some furnishings, and maybe a video hookup. It wouldn’t be necessary to saddle them with bad habits at all. He could just grind away on them, leave them healthy on the outside, keep them until they naturally advanced to their expiry date.


    The mayor and an aide, followed by some news teams, came along the rail, the mayor stepping carefully in his suede Hush Puppies. He wore a blue tie decorated with horses, and waved up into the stands although nobody waved back. Someone booed, calling him a Commie cocksucker. People laughed but no one threw anything. The aide posed the mayor and several luminaries with the state flag and the Stars and Bars in the background. The mayor spoke about the city as a growing international sporting centre. He said the racetrack was a perfect example of equestrian sport, a pastime available to all the citizens of the city.


    The aide spotted Connie Cook and waved him over.


    “Mr. Mayor, you know Cornelius Cook? He was a great supporter in the campaign and is a patron of the arts community in the city.”


    The Mayor shook hands with Connie Cook. The aide nudged them together until the photographers got their shot. The aide spelled Connie Cook’s name out for them.


    Connie Cook heard the aide say, “Cook, he gives the limit.”


    He heard the mayor say something that sounded like, “That whale should get to vote twice.”


    The Captain’s wife beckoned him. He laboriously climbed the stairs to the box.


    “Connie, Gabby is involved in the most delightful project. She wants to build a gallery for homeless art. I said we’d be glad to support it.”


    “If art doesn’t have a home, it should go to a free gallery.”


    Cora Cook told him to shush and affectionately pushed his arm. “Art by homeless people, Connie. Don’t be such a wiseacre. Some of those people have talents they’ll never get to develop.”


    “Connie,” Gabriella Harris-Hopkins said, moving to interact her breast and his bicep, “I think if four of us start with a modest amount of seed money we’ll be able to find donors without too much difficulty. Then we’ll go to the city for matching funds. What do you think?” She was in the garb of racetrack patron: stylish tailored jodhpurs, sleek boots, and short, brown leather jacket over a knit sweater. Opera glasses hung from a beaded chain around her neck.


    “Gabby,” Cora Cook said, “your breasts may be perfect but don’t flirt with my man.”


    He noted the effect jodhpurs and boots had on Gabriella’s ass and then and there he decided a strong maybe. “Define: modest, Gab. Define: amount.”


    “Connie …” His wife looked horrified. “Don’t be in a mood, Connie.”


    Gabriella Harris-Hopkins shook her head. “You’re such a kidder, Connie.” She gave him the smile she’d hooked her old husband with.


    “I’ll need a pack.”


    “What, sorry? Connie?”


    “I’ll need a plan, I said. Something that I can work from to determine my involvement. Just something for the bean-counters.”


    “Oh, a plan. Well, let me have something put together for you. I knew you’d be onside.” She gave him an arch look. “If this gets going, we’re going to have to spend some … quality time together.”


    “Soon, though, with something written down, okay, Gabby? How’s your week looking? My year-end, you know?”


    “Well, Irv’s off to the Bahamas tonight. I’m staying at the apartment in Stonetown while we have the alterations on the house done. Let me work on it, all right? I’ll put something together and call you.”


    “Perfect.” He made his decision and made a wide smile. “Perfect. We can do great things for those with great needs.”


    “Oh, Connie,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re such a kidder.”


    “That’s what they say, Gabby.”

  


  
    Chapter 19


    Ray Tate wanted to explore Djuna Brown’s faux lesbianism. He found he was excited. As she piloted the red Intrepid away from Willy Wong’s warehouse and headed back towards the Interstate to swing downtown, he said, “So, you, like, ah, do guys, huh?”


    “Not white guys, no.” She shook her head gravely. “So, anyway, how’d Topper get the name? He’s a funny fuck.”


    “How about artists? Artists aren’t black or white. We’re just, ah, I dunno … artsy.” He inflated his chest. “We’re all colours. We are, Djun’, men of the people. Of all people.”


    “I never saw myself as an artist’s moll. Do I, like, sit on a stool and get painted or sketched or something? Spend my evenings in cafés and rundown bars? Sorry, Morrie, no can do, buckaroo.” She didn’t look at him and he could see by the edge of her cat smile she was having a good time. She bumpered up and beeped a car out of her way. “So, Topper?”


    “You don’t have a husband or something, tucked away?”


    “I bet it’s because old Topper tops everybody. They tell a joke, he tells a better one. They got a story, he tops them with a better one.”


    Ray Tate thought about it. The rover called out to him and he was directed to call in on a hard line. He gave a ten-four.


    “Topper. Topper was a uniformed sergeant downtown. He was assigned to an anti-Nazi demo and it was cold so he had a nip or two, deployed his guys around, daydreamed about retirement. A reporter from Chicago came up to him and asked for a crowd estimate. Topper said, I dunno, a thousand or something, who cared? The reporter said numbers were important and he pointed at a sign that said, Six Million Dead. Never Again. Topper says, Nah, four million, tops. The reporter is miked and Topper ends up on the news.”


    “Pretty funny guy, Topper.”


    “Well, there’s a disciplinary hearing at the Swamp and as he’s coming out, docked two weeks’ pay, another reporter asks if he’s anti-Semitic. He says, No way, hey my wife’s a fucking Hebe.”


    She laughed. “I can see that. I liked him. Nice guy. That’s what you want to be, isn’t it, Ray? A Topper.”


    * * *


    While Djuna Brown was undergoing a complex, odiferous treatment at a Stonetown hair spa, Ray Tate used the reception desk console and called the Chem office. Gloria came on and said the F-250 came back to an address in a town up towards Indian country, registered to Franklin Chase. Frankie Chase came back as twenty-four years old, biker associate, convictions for possession, possession, intent to traffic, possession, extortion, assault, possession, and several traffic violations. “They’re sending his mug over.”


    “Sounds like a bad boy, our boy, Gloria. Thanks.”


    Behind him a hair dryer was activated. “Where are you? What’s that?”


    “Ah, hair dryer. Djuna’s getting some work done.”


    “She went already? Good.” She was quiet a moment. “The other name you gave me, Agatha Burns, with a U? I put it through and I got a call from Homicide asking why I was asking about a missing.” She paused and said Goodbye to someone in the background. “I didn’t know Homicide handled missing persons.”


    “Yep. So, what’d you tell them?”


    “I said I’d have to have the skipper call them.”


    “She came back from the system, though, right?”


    “She’s a missing person from last year. I looked around. Her old man was a politician, lived up on the lake. He came home one night and she’d gone, clothing and some personal effects. He’s got tons of dough and he thought she’d been kidnapped but no ransom call ever came in. There was some media stuff, a reward offered, but nothing ever turned up. Because the clothes and stuff was missing with her, it looked like she’d taken off. I asked the missing person guy for a picture but he said not until they’re in the loop. So I’m getting one from Public Affairs. It’ll be here in an hour. Oh, and that guy, the Chinese man shot last night? He passed away.” She sounded sad.


    “Thanks.” He didn’t hang up. Djuna Brown was having something massaged into her hair. “Ah, this thing. For Djuna. The hair place …”


    “It’s okay. She needed it.”


    * * *


    He sat in a wood and leather armchair, gazing out onto the street of boutiques, dozing his way through pristine copies of hip magazines from the cosmopolitan cosmos. He wondered if people actually lived that way or if it was just magazine life. There was an article on lofts in Paris, vast spaces populated by narrow men and women in black clothing who seemed to do nothing all day except sit by vast windows and contemplate the meaning of art. To Ray Tate, whose original life inclination had been towards paints and pots and brushes, Paris was a resurrected dream from childhood. He was thinking if things went into the toilet with the job he could grab a reduced pension and jump onto a plane. How hard could it be?


    He was calculating the cost of living in the daydream of Paris and examining his pleasure that Djuna Brown had outed herself as a hetero when a young woman came over and told him his friend would be quite a while.


    “She’s getting the full treatment,” the woman said. “You know, while you wait, we could clean you up a little bit. A little less … sixties?”


    * * *


    Afterwards he drove the Intrepid because she thought her nails might still be tacky. The car smelled of perfumed hair products and emollients. Ray Tate tried not to stare over at her. The bleached hair was gone, replaced by a helmet of spiky-looking jet black. Exhaustion was painted from her face. She’d been plucked and buffed. She’d somehow lost the mean pierce of her green eyes and they seemed wider and longer, more sly and Asian than he recalled. Her nails were still very short, but they were shiny and the traces of the chewing butchery gone. She looked cool and fun, as though some real person locked away inside her had been freed and given air.


    She caught him looking. “Nice, eh, Ray? You don’t clean up too bad, either.”


    His hair was still longish but neatly trimmed and swept back from his face. The beard was gone. She saw he had a strong jaw line and actual hollows under his cheekbones. The paint stains had been removed from his fingertips and fingernails. She kept glancing over to make sure it was him and not some Paris hipster.


    He kept his eyes on the road. “Anyway. Anyway, two things: our F-250 from last month at Phil Harvey’s condo comes back to a guy named Frank Chase, up north. He’s a biker type, runs the badlands, doper. The usual. Agatha Burns, your pal, though, she’s pretty interesting. She’s a missing person. Took off from her family last year, hasn’t been seen since. Gloria’s getting pictures of both of them.”


    He slipped the car into a reserved parking spot at the Chem Squad offices. He went to get out but saw she was smiling.


    “Djun’? What?”


    “No.”


    “No, what?”


    “No, I don’t have anyone hidden away. No hubby. No boy toy.”


    He made a wide smile.


    “We’re gonna do something, aren’t we, Ray?”


    “I think. I don’t know, but I think maybe, yeah. We be maybe gonna.”


    “You ever make it with a black chick, Ray?”


    “No,” he said, “but I never shot one, either.”


    * * *


    Gloria had the photos ready at the reception desk. She smiled at them but didn’t comment on their new personae. Ray Tate noticed she wore a subtle silver crucifix.


    Djuna Brown looked at the missing persons photo and said the Agatha Burns in the flyer was her Agatha Burns. The mug of Frankie Chase was, Ray Tate was pretty sure, the same blond guy who drove the black F-250 into Phil Harvey’s parking lot. Gloria said an inspector from the Homicide Squad was in with the skipper and a dep from the Swamp.


    When they made their way to their desks the skipper called out and waved them into his office.


    “The fuck’s going on, here, Ray? You had Gloria put through some missing person?”


    “Yep. Agatha Burns. You remember her, skip. She left the note on the fridge at the stash house, up in the projects. The girl Djuna was working back into Captain Cook.”


    The skipper skipped his eyes around. “Her. Ah …” He’d let the mystery of the girl go by the board. “Refresh me.”


    Djuna Brown said to the dep, “We were going to work her, but you guys at headquarters took the case back, gave it to the Federales. Before we could do dick we had to shut ’er down, send everything down to those smart guys.” She shrugged. “Skipper had us all over her, but … phhhitt, the Feds bigfooted us before we could do anything.”


    The skipper looked relieved. He stared at her.


    The dep said, “But you sent it over, right? In the investigative files? They fucked it up, right? They had it and they fucked it.”


    “Oh, yeah, everything went. Including the report about the burned female body the Staties found up north in Indian country about the same time. I guess they didn’t think it was important.” She smiled and shrugged. “Feds, what’re you gonna do?”


    The dep stood up. “Okay, it’s back to us now. This Burns’s old man is out of state politics now, but he’s still a big shooter with the Democrats. What’s her status, far as you know?”


    Ray Tate shrugged “Well, like Djuna said, we think she’s dead. That that might’ve been her in the lab truck fire up north. She was in with some cookers, this Captain Cook guy and a guy named Phil Harvey. Maybe they knew Djuna was scoping her out, buddying her up. We got a wit saw her leaving her pad with Phil Harvey about a month ago. We go in and there’s a note on the fridge that if she disappears, ask Phil.”


    “You got that and you don’t call us?” The dep shook his head. “What the fuck are you doing here, Gord? You got a half a fucking homicide and you, what? Hit the bars? A month old crime scene, that’ll be just fucking pristine right about now.”


    Ray Tate patted the air in front of his chest. “Whoa. We got a team in, we did a forensic just in case. Like Djuna said, before we could move you told us to fuck off, so we fucked off.”


    The dep took it but didn’t like it. He turned his guns on Tate. “And how’s it going for you, Ray? You still in counselling, Ray? Getting the twitch taken out of your finger? I hear your wife kicked you out. Gee, I hope things are okay otherwise, buddy.”


    Tate gave him an even stare. “Well, I’m working on it, dep.” He turned to the hammer from Homicide. “This might be your lucky day, Sam.”


    The hammer was bored. “How’s that?”


    “You might solve a homicide, right about now, before the body hits the floor.”


    The skipper said, “Ray …”


    “Cool-ee-oh,” Djuna Brown said gaily. “I’m wet. City guys are so butch.”


    * * *


    The dep kicked everyone out of the office and went at the skipper. The Homicide guy stood talking with Ray Tate and Djuna Brown. Through the glass it looked like the dep was fist fighting bumblebees. His mouth ratcheted. He pointed out the window towards the lake, he pointed up to heaven, he jammed his thumb down.


    “Nice shot there, Ray, pardon the expression. Your partner here’s got some fucking mouth.” But the Homicide guy was smiling. “Where’s the forensics on the apartment the chick went missing from? Who’s the wit?”


    “The Federales got the file, I guess. I don’t know. We just did the work and got it in the ass. The wit is a dopey guy shuffling bags in front of the building Burns was staying at.”


    “We’re going to take the Burns case. The old man’s a good member of the big machine and he’s always treated us okay before that fucking mayor got elected. We’ll get the old guy some closure. What have you got on this Harvey guy?”


    “Not much.” Ray Tate gave him the address of the Beach condo, a précis of Phil Harvey’s pedigree, and the description of the black Camaro. “I had him in a box the other night, but he evaded. He was pushing a rental. He’s our lead to a guy named Captain Cook, some big fat fuck who runs a chemistry set. Your guys are doing that Chinaman murder out at Willy Wong’s place? We think Phil was out there leading the charge.”


    “Okay, we’ll take the Burns case. We gotta. When we look for Harvey we’ll pass on any bits to you, especially if we see a fat guy. That sound cool?”


    “I don’t give a shit, Sam. The way this is going we’re going to wind up with nothing anyway, the way it looks in there.”


    Inside the office the dep had his hand on the doorknob. He let go of it and rounded again on the skipper. When he left he slammed the door behind him and boiled out without looking at anyone.


    The Homicide hammer left after him and the skipper waved Ray Tate and Djuna Brown in. He was pale and had sweat on his forehead. His hands shook. “Those fucking cocksuckers, oh, fuck.” He sat down and shivered the vibrations of a boozer too far from a bottle. He looked at his desk drawer.


    “We’ll be back in a couple of minutes, skip. Do what you got to do.” Ray Tate led Djuna Brown out of the office and down to reception. Gloria had fresh coffee going and Tate poured three cups. He added two inches of sugar to one and they went back in.


    The skipper had some colour back and he looked embarrassed. Ray Tate could smell Canadian rye in the air. He passed around coffees and he and Djuna Brown sat.


    “So, Ray, what’s with this new look on you guys. You look like a horny college prof and she looks almost … Anyway.” He shook his head.


    “You get two new guys this way, skip. The bad guys are used to a beatnik and a bleached dyke. Instead … the new improved Chem Squad.”


    Djuna Brown nodded, “Ace detectives, masters of disguise.”


    “Okay, the deal is this, you guys. We leave off the Burns thing, give anything we turn up to the hammers. On Captain Cook, we gotta get out there, root him out. That’s the way it looks, anyway. The only thing that’ll save any of us is we stack up a mountain of pills for a press conference and pin this Captain Cook to the wall. Tie him to the overdoses, the brandings in Chinatown, then whip him through the streets for the chief. We got a week then we’re all fucked.” He looked at Djuna Brown and seemed about to say something but didn’t. “So, Ray, what next?”


    “Well … we got a lead. Nothing we want to tell the Swamp about, but we maybe got a guy into Phil Harvey. The F-250 from the Willy Wong thing last night comes back to a guy we think is hooked to Harvey. He’s from up north, so we’re going to head up there, strap him to the truth machine.”


    Djuna Brown wrinkled her brow. “That up north thing. It seems a lot of stuff is up north. Harvey gets a speeding ticket, he’s heading up. The F-250 is from up there. The camper fire that we think was Agatha Burns is up there. This super lab’s gotta be out in the boondocks: it stinks and if anyone else was around, there might be complaints.” She nodded to herself. “Indian country or the badlands.”


    Ray Tate nodded. “Yeah. This fishing gear Phil was buying, the sleeping bag, points north.”


    “Okay, go to it. Keep track of your overtime and I’ll get it for you later, somehow. You need anything else?”


    “Just a good fucking leaving alone.”


    “Done.”


    Djuna Brown looked up from her coffee. “There’s got to be something between Agatha Burns and Phil Harvey. Like, how’d they meet? How’d this fat Captain get his hands on her? How come she stayed in the stash house and when she could get out, she didn’t go home or call the cops?”


    “We’re not going to worry about that, Djuna.” The skipper was startled that he’d used her first name. “Don’t even fucking go there. Focus on Phil Harvey, focus on the Captain motherfucker, and my mountain of pills.”


    They went to leave. The skipper said, “Ray, stay a minute, okay?”


    * * *


    Through the glass they could see Djuna Brown working the phones.


    “What’s with this makeover madness, Ray? She looks almost fuckable and you look … Well, Gloria better look out. For the both of you.”


    “New faces for old places. We’re going to need a new car. The Intrepid’s burned off. And not some fucking Taurus either.”


    But the skipper wasn’t listening. “Why’d she do that? When the dep reamed me? She could’ve put me in the deep shit, letting the Burns thing go by. What’s her game?”


    Ray Tate shrugged. “We’re just working the case, skip. It’s our case. Right now, we’re all in the same gang. Your problem with her? Her with you? That’s something else.”


    “Fucking weird.” The skipper glanced out the window and fished his bottle from the drawer. He topped an inch into his coffee. “Let me talk a minute, okay?” He held up the bottle and raised his eyebrows.


    Ray Tate put his palm over his cup and shook his head.


    “Back before I got on the rocket I was part of a search party, looking for a missing little girl. She —”


    “Sheila Battersby.” Ray Tate shook his head. “Don’t go there, skip. I know the story. Everybody knows the story. Let it go.” He nodded at the skipper’s cup. “You could let that go, too.”


    “It’s hard. You know it’s hard. This fucking job.”


    “This is the best fucking job in the world, skipper. You know why? Because you’re never alone. You need help you don’t even got to ask.”


    The skipper drained his cup anyway. “Yeah.” He looked embarrassed and smiled. “So, the dyke, Ray. How’s that going? You going to spike her in the ground for me?”


    “Oh yeah, skip. Head first, so hard you’ll see maybe just the bottom of her tiny little slippers.”


    “Good man.”

  


  
    Chapter 20


    Frankie Chase leaned against the door of his F-250 as Phil Harvey headed north. Harvey’s arm was starting to throb and he let his left hand rest on his lap. The radio news went through several half-hour cycles, each leading off with the murder at Willy Wong’s. On the sixth cycle, Willy Wong gave a brief interview, describing himself as shocked at the events. He said it was getting too dangerous to do business in the city. He wanted a meeting with his friend the mayor to get police to root out the bad elements terrorizing Chinatown. A police spokesman came on and gave various descriptions of the bandits. Black or white. A black pickup or a dark car.


    Frankie Chase turned off the radio. “Fuck. Black pickup.”


    Phil Harvey kept to sixty miles an hour. “Lots of black pickups. We’ll put this one on ice for a while.” He laughed. “You’ll have to get something else. If this shit keeps up my place up north is going to look like a used car lot.”


    “Fuckin’ guy died. Unbelievable. That one I gave him in the head? He jerked. I thought his timing was okay and I just took his ear off and was going to give him another one.” He giggled. “I thought he’d cranked you in the fucking head. I thought you were gone, man.”


    Harvey became concerned. “Frankie. Listen to me, okay?” He took a deep breath. If the kid didn’t absorb this stuff right he was going to have to go. Six weeks ago there’d’ve been no question; the kid would already be in the ground. But things were different now. Phil Harvey had a plan, maybe an actual future. “We’re not going to talk about this again. You aren’t going to reminisce. I’m not going to ask you anything, ever. If you ask me, Hey how’s the arm? I’m gonna say I don’t have any fucking arms, you got me confused with some other Harv. If the guys that were with us call up and even hint at talking about it, you go: What the fuck are you talking about? Never mind not talking on the phone. Don’t talk at all. It didn’t happen. Only five guys know what happened. That’s a lot, but they’re solid guys.” He looked at Frankie Chase. “Four of them, anyway. Even if they all talk to the cops about it and you get hooked, well that’s okay. There’s no evidence. Only your own mouth can put you in for this, that or evidence.” He had a sudden thought. “Frankie, where’s the piece?”


    “I got it. I almost forgot it, but I got it.”


    “Fuck, that’s what I mean. Jesus, we’re riding heavy already with the drums back there, now there’s a fucking murder weapon in the truck.” Harvey laughed but he made the hard decision. There was just too much to think about, too much to worry about. He had an exit plan from his life and he didn’t want to trip over a murder charge for himself or Barry’s guys on his way out.


    He saw an exit ahead and changed to the right hand lane. He rolled off the state highway and drove until he saw a sideroad. He stopped the F-250. “Give me the piece. It’s gotta go.”


    Frankie Chase rummaged under his seat. He took out a black automatic and wiped it down with the bottom of his T-shirt.


    “Hey, no. Stop.” Harvey stared at the gun. “Listen now, Frankie. There’s things you’ve got to know. You wipe the piece with your shirt, you put your DNA on the piece. So now you’re going to lose the T-shirt and the gun, both.” He laughed. “You keep this up you’ll be walking out of here naked, all the Indians jumping your white ass.” He kept his eyes on the gun but didn’t reach for it. “Okay, okay, let’s just relax. Let’s go slow, here. Pop the clip, clear the chamber.”


    Frankie Chase dropped the clip onto his lap. He cleared the sleeve and the round in the chamber bounced up onto the dash. He recovered it. There were four unspent shells in the clip.


    “Now take off the shirt and spread it on your lap. Take out the shells from the clip. Wipe each one down and drop ’em on the floor. Wipe the piece down too. And the clip. The shirt’s fucked now.” He watched Frankie Chase closely as he removed his T-shirt. There were spider tattoos on both shoulders, a panther on his bicep. “Now, without touching anything with your fingers, make a little bundle of everything.”


    He took the keys from the ignition and got painfully out of the truck. Frankie Chase went to get out.


    “You wait here. I’m going to go for a walk and lose this stuff. If we both go, that means two guys know what nobody should know. The gun won’t walk into the bush by itself. So, you go or I go. I think I’d rather be the guy that knows, okay? Nothing personal.”


    “Sure, Harv.”


    “Put your jacket on, it’s fucking cold. I’ll be a little while. Stay with the truck, don’t look where I go.” He took the bundle carefully.


    “Phil, Phil, I never thought of all this stuff. Fuck, I’m stupid.”


    “You’re in the bigs now, Frankie,” Phil Harvey said. “You’ll learn. It takes time.”


    * * *


    He went up the sideroad a ways and picked a tall tree as a landmark. Up at the farm he’d gone for long thinking walks and got slightly lost. It was the smoke from the farmhouse that saved him. If he hadn’t left a fire going that morning, he’d still be out there walking behind himself. He picked a tall pine, glanced back where the kid was leaning on the F-250 facing the other way, then walked into woods. Two hundred yards in he used a branch to clear some autumn leaves. He scraped a hole in the ground, one handed. He put the T-shirt in, unwrapped the gun, filled the hole over the shirt, and scuffed it down with his boot.


    He awkwardly reloaded the four rounds into the clip, tucking the gun under his left armpit, and then he cranked one into the chamber. He put the gun into the top of his boot and settled his pant cuffs. He realized he’d known what he was going to do the moment he didn’t just leave the kid at the restaurant to wait while he took the drums at the farm. But he knew, once Frankie Chase knew where the farm was he was dead. He wondered why he pretended to himself that he had a choice; that the kid might not have to go. No way he’d be able to get the drums off the truck and into the lab by himself anyway.


    A new future didn’t just drop out of the sky, he thought. You didn’t wake up one day and go, Oh okay, a new life for me, and just walk away whistling. You had to clean up after yourself. There was housekeeping to do: money to collect, debts to settle, plans to make, tracks to cover. Another few days, Phil Harvey thought, a couple of hard things to do, and … Well, who knew? A haircut, that was for sure. And he’d looked into skin grafts, slowly reading his way through a book at the library. It was painful, taking skin from other parts of his body, but what wasn’t painful?


    The pine was off to his left and he headed diagonally so he’d pop out on the road from the other side of the F-250. He wished he’d brought the fishing gear up, that he could try to figure out how to put on a hook or a lure, how to fix a weight, how to cast his offering out into the lake. The library had had instructional books but he wasn’t sure; he’d also read how to clean a fish and cook it and how to tell them apart from each other.


    There were mountains out west, another book had told him, places where you could reinvent yourself and never see anybody if you didn’t want to.


    The rivers were silver and clean and land was cheap if you didn’t mind hauling water, living by lamplight.


    Back at the truck he told Frankie to forget everything about the gun, about the shooting. “After right now, before I get in the truck, you want to say anything? Because once I’m in there, if you ever mention it again you’re going into a hole in the ground in the woods, right, Frankie?”


    “Never happened, Harv. I’m okay, I’m cool.”


    * * *


    A few miles before the turnoff to the dirt road that led to the farm, Phil Harvey told him to put his head on the dash, to put his coat over his head. “This is a place I don’t want anyone to know about, Frankie. We leave here, same thing. You cover up.”


    “If we’re leaving my truck, how are we getting out?” He struggled out of his coat.


    “There’s a crazy old guy up here, he’ll drive us down to Widow’s after we off-load the barrels and stash the truck. We’ll get someone to pick us up, drop you at home and me in the city.”


    The kid nodded. “What a fucking day.” He turned in the seat. “Look, I appreciate this. I just want you to know. You ever, I mean ever, need anything, Harv, you call me. I’ll be there.”


    Harvey was wavering. He liked the kid. The kid had done the shooting, but no one would ever find the gun if Harv hid it. Without the gun, the T-shirt was just a T-shirt. Maybe some of Frankie Chase’s DNA on it, a hair or two, and some burnt gunpowder. But without the actual gun that did the Chinaman, it was just a rag.


    “No problem, Frankie. You go out on a thing, who the fuck knows how it’s gonna turn out?” He shrugged. “That’s the life, that’s the game.”


    The kid hid his head under the jacket and Harv turned onto the sideroad. It was a huge responsibility, not just for himself but for Barry and the boys, but he decided to re-evaluate the kid’s future, to keep an eye on him for a while, see what was what. If you killed every guy on his way up who’d done some heavy lifting, no one would get into the game. There’d be no one to do the work except morons.


    A couple of hundred yards up he saw the main farmhouse and far beyond that, the old reprobate’s pickup truck parked beside a tumbledown shack. The day had stayed as cold as the morning and a flag of smoke rose from the chimney of the farmhouse.


    Harvey told the kid he could uncover his head. The kid did and looked around.


    The door of the house opened and a face leaned out.


    “Who the fuck is that?” Frankie Chase leaned forward to peer through the windshield.


    Phil Harvey realized he was going to have trouble getting the drums off the truck after all. He had the black automatic out of his boot and very quickly he fired the remaining four bullets into the left side of Frankie Chase’s head.


    He felt very sad.

  


  
    Chapter 21


    Ray Tate and Djuna Brown decided to take advantage of the leeway the case had given them. They checked out a black Xterra and headed first to her place so she could pack a bag. He sat outside her leafy duplex and watched her go by the window, the inside lamps making a slim, flitting shadow. He felt like a schoolboy. When she came down she was wearing a bright khanga hat, a short, brown leather jacket, blue jeans, and had dumped her slippers for ankle boots and zany leggings. When she leaned to sling her bag into the back seat he made a show of checking out her butt. He saw the exposed tip of the barrel of her little automatic in its clamshell holster and her handcuff case.


    In the four-by-four he drove the few blocks to his place. He told her she was looking like a hot beatnik chick and she gave him a smile.


    “You don’t know what you’re doing, do you, Ray? I bet you didn’t get laid a lot when you were younger. Right? This is all free-form jazz.”


    “Free-form jazz?”


    “Yep. You’re just hitting the notes and hoping you find a riff that makes sense. Smokehouse romance.” She put her hand on his leg. “I can tell you this: you maybe got a shot, Bongo, okay? Don’t work so hard.”


    He sat back, pleased, and pulled into the driveway of his apartment building. Upstairs he realized all he had was his uniform in plastic and piles of bum clothing. He quickly tried on a pair of blue jeans but it had been months since he’d been exiled into the wilderness and stress and bugs had eroded him; the jeans sagged and gaped and he bound them with the second last hole on his belt. He found the union sweatshirts and windbreaker they’d given him at the sector and a threadbare sweater, and some socks and underwear and stuck them into a gym bag; he added the bottle of gin from under the sink. At the door he looked around at his pathetic pad. Since the second shooting his life, he realized, had been about free-form jazz. Unplanned. Undirected. Without discernable melody.


    Before leaving he went into the washroom and found a package of condoms his freckly policewoman had left behind.


    When he came out in his sagging Levis, Djuna Brown was behind the wheel, laughing. “Jesus, Ray, you look like a prisoner of war.”


    She slid her handcuff case around onto her hip and slipped her clamshell holster off her spine and put it in the console. She belted up and made sure he did too.


    Just north of the city she pulled into a huge Wal-Mart and Ray Tate went in to buy some pants and a jacket. She prowled through the glove compartment and when he came out of the Wally’s she held up a plastic card.


    “Bingo, Bongo. An all-in credit card. This must be one of the Fed’s vehicles.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “With this, man, we can head all the way west, set up on the coast, and live the beatnik life. By the time the bills come in and they catch on, this fucker’ll be buffed flat.”


    “First, Djun’, we have to torture Frankie, then take down Phil Harvey, the Captain, and the lab. Back up a shitload of pills into the skipper’s office. Then we have to make sure we didn’t make any mistakes. Then we either get fired or we get buried.” He stretched and yawned. “Except for all that, we’re on our way.”


    She drove back onto the Interstate and made a bubble around herself, flicking her eyes to the rear- and side-view mirrors every minute or so. He dialed in a Chicago radio station and locked it in, then went looking for a Canadian lite-rock program he liked to listen to at night. He went back to the Chi-town station and caught some sweet Butterfield: “Baby I’m just driftin’ and driftin’, like a ship out on the sea …”


    She eased over onto an exit ramp and left the Interstate. She seemed to know where she was going. There were little wooden signs pointing ahead, naming half a dozen towns. He saw Porterville had been defaced to read Por Ville.


    “This your old turf, Djun’?”


    “No. A little further north. Indian country. It gets very weird up there very fast, once you go couple of hours on. Lots of work, especially Saturday nights. But, you know, sometimes …”


    “What?”


    “Sometimes …” She clamped her mouth and wouldn’t let herself speak. Then she simply said, “Sometimes … not.” She thought of limp bodies hanging from trees like summer pods, of children huffing gasoline and dying with their faces crusted with vomit, of vicious domestic disputes fuelled by alcohol, and dead husbands and wives and lovers gutted like autumn deer.


    But there were mornings, too, rumbling out of the mini-barracks in her huge Ford into a new sunrise, of doing walk-arounds and coming back to the truck to discover blanketed elders blowing smoke into the truck’s grill because they knew she was as different as they were from the white cops who patrolled their community like they were troops stationed in a foreign war of pacification. The smoke was for safety, someone said, a blessing. She thought about young men coming into the barracks office after making sure she was alone on shift and bringing haunches of venison and careful instructions for preparing it. Of massive trout wrapped in moss and newspapers, already gutted but with the head still attached. She taught the giggling girls about their periods, the shy boys about condoms. She had her dad put together a shipment of books and paints and sewing supplies and send them up.


    She wanted to tell Ray Tate about all that and more. She wanted to tell him about how she got the dyke jacket and why she wore it. She said: “We’re here.”


    * * *


    Frank Chase lived in a leaning single-storey house just outside Porterville. A cannibalized old Harley was in pieces on the lawn. There were two fridges with the doors removed, laying flat on the patchy grass and a stove by the side of the house, behind them a stack of old wood and curly tails of barbed wire fencing. A sign with the silhouette of a revolver on it warned of dogs but suggested dealing with the dog was preferable to running into the owner. There was a Confederate flag tacked over the living room window.


    “No F-250,” Ray Tate said. “Maybe nobody home.”


    Djuna Brown rounded the street near the house. Through the rear window they could see a woman in a cloud of steam at a stove, the window cranked open in spite of the cold late afternoon. The woman had long, straight, jet-black hair and looked Native. She wore a plaid shirt and was beautiful, even at twenty yards. She seemed to be singing or speaking with someone. Periodically she reached out of sight and pinched up a thick joint, taking massive inhales.


    They drove back around the front. Mindful of the dog warning, Ray Tate took his gun from his boot and put it into his jacket pocket. Djuna Brown removed hers from the console and clipped it behind her back. They weaved their way through the junk on the walk and the lawn onto the porch.


    “How we going to do this, Ray? Cops or mutts?”


    “Well, Djun’, how about free-form jazz?” He pounded on the door. “We’ll play it off her face.”


    She was nervous. “Cool-ee-oh.”


    To ease her, he said, “But if the dog answers the door, it’s every dyke for themself.”


    She was smiling but stopped when the door opened. She saw the Native woman was a girl, seventeen maybe, and absolutely beautiful. She had bare, bruised legs beneath the plaid shirt that exposed hickies on her neck, and she had high cheekbones and placid features but her eyes were stoned and panicked. “Yes? What?” She looked at each of them. “What do you want?”


    She looked like a victim. Ray Tate took his role. “Where’s that motherfucker?”


    “Who? Hey, who are you?” She looked over their shoulders to see what they’d come in. “What do you want?”


    “Frankie Frankie Frankie. Where the fuck’s Frankie?”


    “He’s out someplace. I don’t know.”


    “He was supposed to be someplace and he didn’t show up. So, where’s he? He in there?” Ray Tate called past her. “Frankie, you fuck, come out here, you fucking dootchbag.”


    “Show up? He left yesterday. Down to the city, right? To do something with you guys?”


    “With Harv. Harv’s pissed. If Harv has to come up here …”


    Djuna Brown said, “You don’t want Harv making that trip.”


    “Hey, no. Frankie left, said he was meeting Harv to do something. He was going to be back today but he’s not back yet.”


    “If I have to fucking come in there …”


    Djuna Brown told Ray Tate to calm down. “Take it easy, man. She doesn’t know. Guy’s fucked off and left her in his shit.” She asked the girl her name. “We have to find him, Sherry. We have to find him or Harv’s going on the warpath. Did Frankie take off in the truck? That beauty F-250, double cab?”


    The girl nodded.


    “Did he take his piece?”


    She nodded. “I think so. He just said there was something heavy he had to do down in the city for Harv and some guys. That him and Harv would come back and drop Frankie off, then Harv was going to keep the truck to go up north. Harv was gonna return it tonight and me and Frankie were going down to the city to drop Harv off and Harv was going to stand us a night out.”


    “North? Where north?”


    She shrugged. “I dunno. Someplace, I guess.”


    “Sherry, if we don’t find him, Harv’s gonna ask you where to find him instead.” Djuna Brown shook her head. “We don’t want that. We can get with Frankie and straighten it out, cool things with Harv. But we gotta find him, find Frankie. Where do you think this place is, north?”


    “I dunno.” She thought. “A while ago, like last month, he had to go pick Harv up, up at Widow’s Corners, he said, take him down to the city. Harv needed a ride.”


    Ray Tate said, “Widow’s what?”


    “I know where it is,” Djuna Brown said. “Indian country.”


    * * *


    There was a Motel High halfway up to Widow’s Corners. Djuna Brown knew it. “Clean enough. No satellite, though. No pool. They’ll take the government card.”


    “Yeah. We should stop and get a couple of rooms.” Ray Tate hoped the innocence on his face didn’t look too phony. “Rest up and poke around tomorrow.”


    She smiled. “Sounds okay, Ray. There’s a bar attached to the place. I might go get myself some dinner and company for the night.”


    “Yeah. Good idea. Me too.”


    She stretched her arms up against the headliner of the four-by-four and groaned. “I need me a good old skinny white boy.” She put her hand on his leg. “I hope they still got the vibrating beds at the High.”


    * * *


    They put it off until after they’d had hamburgers and beer in the diner attached to the Motel High. She caught him giving her long looks then snickering as he looked away. She felt her own magic and amused herself when he was discussing tracking down Phil Harvey by making little movements of her mouth or lifting her eyebrows and breaking his chain of thought. It had been a long time since she’d played with anyone, since anyone had played with her.


    For his part Ray Tate had butterflies. He’d forgotten how to introduce the idea of condoms on the first date but was glad he’d brought them. Like a lot of cops, when he was younger he’d talked a good game. But except for his wife and a couple of young women before her and one freckled policewoman afterwards, he found making a move had become antique to him. There were a few cops he knew who were hard-hearted motherfuckers, but most of them had soul, had a weird kind of romanticism that was always being thwarted.


    The diner was ramshackle and neon bright and there was a constant ping of microwave ovens going off through the serving window to the kitchen. The hamburgers were shaped too perfectly to be handmade, the buns were steamed from frozen, the French fries were uniform and limp. Behind the counter a short-order cook knew every driver and customer who came in. He’d stared at Djuna Brown in her khanga hat but before he could say anything, Ray Tate had badged him and taken him aside to show him the photo of Phil Harvey.


    “This guy, you seen him?”


    “What kind of cops are you guys?”


    “Not Staties or Feds, so don’t worry about it.”


    The man studied the picture. “Yeah. Scarred up guy, right. It don’t show in this picture as bad as it is, but yeah he’s been in a couple times.”


    “You know where he hangs out?”


    The cook shook his head. “Nope. Wears a big fucking black leather coat. Came in, I guess, a month or so ago, first time I noticed him. Guy came and got him and they left.”


    “The other times?”


    “Well, you ain’t far behind him. Him and a blond guy came in today. Had a meal, like at noon, and left.”


    “You see what they left in?”


    “Nope. They was here, they was gone. Just like all of us, eh?”


    “I guess. What about the other time, a month ago. You see what he left in?”


    “Don’t recall. Dropped off first by an old geezer in a old, rusted beater. A pickup, I think. Grey?”


    “You know the geezer?”


    The cook looked around. “Well …”


    “Hey, look. I don’t care about you or the geezer, whatever he is to you. I just want to catch up to this guy, see who’s who in the zoo.” He waited. “This is city work not state work, okay?”


    “Geezer’s name is Paul. He’s got a problem, you know?” The cook touched the inside of his elbow. “He babysits a place up north a ways. Dunno where. There’s a lot of these old guys, old poachers, dudes from the city give ’em work.” The cook looked around. “Maybe something to do with drugs?”


    “You think?” Ray Tate put a business card on the counter. “You see him again you call this number, okay? Maybe, if you get into the shit, you get a pass.”


    He sat with Djuna Brown and told her what the cook had said.


    A group of Indians came to the door and the short-order cook intercepted them with a baseball bat. He glanced at Ray Tate and Djuna Brown. The Indians looked. They stood outside shouting at the diner but eventually trudged off toward town in their thin denim jackets and construction boots. It was cold with a slow but steady wind down from Canada, feeling towards early winter, and they huddled closely together as they vanished in the darkness. Ray Tate thought they looked like a lost tribe and decided probably they were.


    Djuna Brown watched them through the window. “Somebody’s got a lot to answer for in places like this, Ray. From here on up there’s nothing but this shit, these greed-head fucking Christians. Pray on Sunday, sell moonshine to the Indians the rest of the time.” She poured some beer into their glasses from the pitcher. “When I first came up, after training, they thought I’d last a week, maybe a month. Then they’d pour me out of the Spout. But the longer I stayed the more I liked it. I came to love it, like you love your little pieces of the city.”


    He didn’t want to wait any longer before heading to their room. He didn’t want her to be in a sad place, a place that might thwart what he had in mind for them. But he realized he didn’t know much about her and hoped there were things he’d come to know, things she’d come to know about him. He realized he was thinking about his future, hers too, and that gave him the weightlessness of a revelation. She was only talking because he hadn’t asked. He’d talk about his dead black men but never if she asked him.


    Djuna Brown heard herself, heard the tone of her voice. “Fuck it, Ray. This is our first date, right? You don’t want to know.”


    “Sure,” he lied. “Sure I do.”


    “Ray, lemme ask you one. All things being equal, which of course they’re not, what would you rather do? Go to the room and jam our brains out, or sit here and listen to me mope.”


    “Well, Djun’,” he said. “Both.”


    “But first?”


    “I’ll get the cheque.”


    * * *


    At the beginning, when he started to make his way down her body, she said, “Ray, you don’t have to do that, you know. I told you I’m not a dyke, right?”


    He stopped, looked up, and spoke with careful and serious enunciation. “Well, I believe you said you didn’t say you were. Not the same thing. I can check my notebook if you want me to give sworn testimony.”


    He listened to her laughing and carried on. Inside he felt huge and complete and artistic, and full of laughter and something else. He thought of his wife, after the second shooting, after she found demonstrators in front of their split. Ray? Ray? You’re not a racist, are you? She was a cop’s daughter and her dad had never unholstered his gun, except for cleaning and duty inspection. He thought of the skipper and his hatred of Djuna Brown but realized it was simply a connection to the worst part of his life, a dead child in a garage. Djuna Brown had unknowingly revealed the moment when the skipper’s soul exposed itself and he was embarrassed by it. Ray Tate thought of the story Djuna Brown hadn’t talked about but everyone had heard: after she beat the teeth out of her moronic partner she’d been ambushed by the roadside and found naked by a passing motorist. The legs of her uniform pants tied at the ankles and a bratwurst sausage glued into her freshly shaven crotch. Someone brought the battery-operated razor, someone brought the glue, someone brought the sausage. Who else but cops? The very best people in the world and the very worst. She should have shied away from ever wanting to be one of them but she hadn’t and now she was here under his face.


    She made a sound. He thought of a joke he’d once heard: how to do know when you’ve gone to bed with a lesbian? When you wake up in the morning you’ve still got a hard-on and your face is glazed like a doughnut.


    He lifted his face to tell her that one. She grunted in urgent frustration and forced him down. His head was in a muscular vice of the cinnamon and the salty and he realized he was happy, felt that until now he’d walked a journey planned in advance for him from foster homes to high school to police college to uniform to plainclothes and back to uniform where he ended up with his Glock in his hand, standing over freshly dead black men. No one said: mix paints and slap them on canvas, dream about Paris, go down on a black chick, and when you’ve done all that you’ll be … What?


    She began shuddering and whooping and then went boneless and he realized she’d been as without as he had. She patted his head like a boy when she was done. “Ray Tate, the king of swing. Jazzy Ray.”


    “Well,” he said modestly, moving back up her body. “It has been said I blow a cool axe.”


    * * *


    After midnight, when she was in the shower, he took the gin from his bag and realized he’d forgotten to get mix. Wrapped in a towel he went barefoot out onto the icy motel landing and looked for a dispenser machine or at least an ice bucket. The machine was wrecked, there was no ice. He saw a group of Indians clutching bottles leaving from the back of the diner, the cook counting a wad of money.


    He made gin and taps in plastic cups and carried them to the sagging bed. She came out of the washroom wrapped in a towel. They stretched out. She sprawled on top of him, weightless, he thought.


    She began talking, her voice sometimes muffled, facing away from his face, her head on his chest.


    * * *


    She’d been one of only four minorities at the academy. The others were a dour heavy black woman and two Native ladies who looked almost identical. She was the smallest of them all and took some pretty good beatings on the self-defence mat. Often she found herself paired against the largest man, then the largest woman, the black one, then both of them together. There was a sexual aspect to the grappling, particularly with the black woman who loved to get her into a body scissors while overpowering her head with her breasts. Throughout her training she ached and nursed bruises; she had twisted fingers from small Japanese come-alongs and shooting pains in her elbows and shoulders from the takedowns. She had hickeys on her neck from the sport of the larger men who could apply them thoroughly in the ten seconds it took to legally pin her down. But none of it bothered her; she deflected the interest of the woman and the men with humour.


    “I knew it was going to be rough,” she told Ray Tate, entwining their legs. “My dad drove a taxi nights in the capital and he saw cops all the time taking people down. When I told him I was going to apply he said I was too small. He wanted me to be a secretary like my sister or a nurse like my mum. When I told him I was giving it a try anyway he sent me to a self-defence school, twice a week for a year while I waited to get evaluated. Mostly what I learned was that you get up fast, afterwards, even if you lose. You look around for somebody else to get into it with. Even if you lose, my dad always said, make sure you’re not the only one going to Emergency.


    “Anyway, the physical stuff wasn’t the problem. The problem wasn’t even the guys, at first. There was one guy who just wanted me. He was a nice young guy, farm boy from up Stanton way; he just locked onto me. Hangdog stuff. Little notes in my textbooks, helping me up after we grappled on the mat, invites out for drinks. I wasn’t too attentive to how I handled him. So one night when he asked me out for beers, near the end there, on a weekend, I said I couldn’t, that I had a date. He was okay. You know, oh shit, sorry, I didn’t know, sorry, sorry, sorry.


    “So that night we all went into town on a bus. Everybody goes off to do their thing and I headed out in a taxi for a little restaurant, a little out of town. After dinner I go into the bar to have a couple of pops before heading back to get the bus. The other black trainee, Bernice, was off in a corner of the bar. She comes over and sits down. Nice to have a night away from the boys, she said, let’s have a girls’ night out. I right away told her her scene wasn’t my scene. Okay, she said, and we had a couple of drinks and chatted. Just chitchat about this part of the course, that instructor, where we wanted to work when we graduated. It was okay. She had some funny stories about living down south — she was from near Knoxville — and we laughed a lot.


    “So we get a taxi and we head back to the bus. We’re walking up the road and there’s the farm boy waiting to board. He sees us and he looks at me funny. I said to Bernie: Oh, shit, he asked me out. I told him I had a hot date tonight. And bang, just like that she’s got her arm around me and twists my face around, plants a big fucking wet one on me. I thought I was going to choke on her tongue. She had a very long tongue. ‘Stuck up cunt,’ she said, ‘see how you like being a dyke.’ All night she’d hated me. All night she just laid back in the weeds and waited for a shot.


    “After that I was a dyke. No way to undo it. Don’t even try. All the guys I’d been friendly with, gentle with when they asked me out or flirted, you could see their faces, that Bernice was the honest one — she didn’t hide her flavour. But I’d betrayed them, trying to pass as straight and leading them on. You can hop into bed with a hundred guys after that and it doesn’t matter. Word got around. Boy, did word ever get around. They put me as far away from civilization as they could, way up north where they don’t like blacks particularly, even if they’re Christian blacks. Bar fights, domestics, kids killing themselves huffing gasoline in bags, kids killing each other because … Well, who even knew? Frozen babies, burned babies, beaten babies, chewed babies. Jack-lighters and bear gallbladder poachers and guys who operate moonshine rigs. Laid-off workers hanging themselves from trees like empty pods.”


    She lay there a few moments thinking: I’m giving him all the bad stuff. She wondered if she should talk about sudden rivers of fish, kind old men coming by the bright wooden detachment with creels of trout and presenting them in respectful silence, the sickening but soulful smoky smells of sweat lodges, of the open-faced youngest children who came by with beaded god necklaces. Her pre-dawn rounds when she couldn’t sleep, driving the big old cranky four-by-four through the Indian country, through the white trash Christian towns full of churches, wishing she could hate it all but loving it more and more.


    “Anyway,” she said, “they call it the Spout up here. If they don’t want you, you go to the Spout and they pour you out.” She turned her head and looked up to see if he was still awake. “Well, they poured me out.”


    He had to say something. “And you landed in my cup of love.”


    “Oh, Bongo.” She shook with laughter. “Oh, oh, gag.”

  


  
    Chapter 22


    Phil Harvey drove down towards the barn. Frankie Chase flopped in his seat but was secured by the seatbelt. His head lolled and dripped. One of the rounds had passed through and spidered the glass. Blood ran in an intricate pattern in the cracks. Bits of bone and grey matter adhered to the window. Harvey spun the F-250 around and backed the bed up to the barn doors. His arm and shoulder ached. He opened the doors one-handed then walked up to the old guy’s shack.


    “Hey, hey, old-timer.”


    The old man was snaggle-toothed when he creaked open the door. “Sonny, you got any?” His weak blue eyes scanned Harvey from head to toe, looking for bulges that might be packages of crank.


    “First we work, then you can play, okay?” Harvey realized the old man was younger than he was. Crank burned away youth and loaded you up with years you hadn’t lived yet. Harvey never really liked making crank, although the profits were good. Crank took you out into the badlands for customers and you learned more about motorcycles than you needed to know. He preferred ecstasy, the magic X that took you to the cities, to the clubs. Done right, X was a boost to good nature. “I got four oh-zees for you. White as snow. First, though, work. Oh, and bring that little groundhog gun you got. I saw some ferrets in the barn.”


    The old man was rangy and had narrow shoulders under a long tank top. The cold had no effect on him. He went inside and came out with an automatic target pistol. He shuffled barefoot beside Harvey, babbling about chicks and crank and the jagged edges on the sky that simply pissed him off. Several times he nodded to himself and said, “What goes round comes round.”


    “You stayed out of the house, right? You didn’t go poking around up there?”


    “I got my place. I got my own place and I stay to my own self.” He saw the drums on the back of the F-250. “You cooking, boy? You mixing?” He studied the drums. “Oh, that stuff. You’re making the kid’s stuff. That stuff takes you the wrong way. Stuff.” He began a soliloquy that stuff was the perfect word, it could mean anything. Stuff your nose, stuff your arm. The couch in the kitchen of his shack had stuffing coming out. “Stuff. You can stuff a turkey.” He cackled. “But you better not stuff it up your ass, heh?” He wiped something from his laughing mouth.


    “I’ll be cooking the crank soon. We’ll get you right, get you through the winter. Right now, we got to get these drums off and inside. My arm’s fucked up.”


    “Four oh-zees you said you got for me?” He unlaced the canvas and stood with his hands on his hips as though examining a global-sized problem. He nodded. “I’ll drop ’em off, you roll ’em in with your foot. Then I’ll stand ’em up inside where you want them.”


    “Okay, perfect. Gimme the gun, I want to kill some of those little fuckers.”


    The forty-five-gallon drums landed with a thump as the old guy edged them onto their bottom rims and rolled them off the bed. He counted each one as he did it. Together they rolled the drums into the barn. The old man repeated, “Day’s work, day’s pay,” over and over again.


    When the drums were inside and close to the worktable the old man leaned against one of the electric stoves and fingered the tracks on his arm. “That fat guy coming ’round? Haven’t seen him in a while. How’d you get to be that fat? On purpose, you think? Those girls sure seem to like him. When he came up they’d get all excited like and when he took them back to the city he said they were tired and needed a holiday.” The old guy began a run: “I didn’t mind having them around they never come out he treated ’em good I think there must be somebody for everybody like they say do you think and those four oh-zees I guess you outta get up to the house there and maybe —”


    Harvey had seen guys shot in the chest and stay standing while you experienced heart-stopping confusion, thinking that maybe you’d missed, waiting for blood on their shirts to appear and thinking that maybe it wouldn’t.


    He shot the old guy through the left eye and kept squeezing the trigger, tracking that gnarly cap of thin, dead hair as it fell. The sounds of the firing were sudden and like sharp hand claps but he still heard his brass tinkling on the wooden floor of the barn and birds fleeing the rafters as the room seemed to fill with gun smoke.


    It was for love, he thought, it was for positive change. He reviewed his mistakes of the day. He had two dead bodies and only one arm that worked. He had a truck to make disappear. He had two guns to lose. Shell casings to gather from the F-250 and from the barn floor. He had a marathon of X production ahead of him. He had to somehow get back to the city to move the X to the Chinamen and to deal with Captain Cook’s romantic desires for the last time. He had to decide whether to square the logs on the house he’d build in the mountains out west, or to leave them rough-hewn. Water would be a problem, maybe, and when he chose his plot of land he’d have to keep a mind to streams and rivers as well as the depth of the water table. It was love that made him ambitious and it was love that could make him careless.


    He stared at the old man, blood running freely from his wounds, and wondered if this had been the old man’s dream: to live in the woods with endless crank. And now look at how he’d ended up.


    Twice in one day he’d done the hard thing. He still had some winter in his heart. But it wasn’t like the other times. Frankie Chase and the old guy hadn’t died because of money or greed or stupidity or weakness. They’d died for love, he believed, for a greater good.


    * * *


    He felt tired and sore but, overall, pretty okay. The old man’s truck had pushed the F-250 easily into the lake. The lake was deep and the truck, with the windows rolled down, had burbled and swayed and finally, after a very long time, it had just disappeared in a whirlpool of its own making. The bodies were securely fastened inside by the seatbelts. The guns were buried far apart from each other and he wasn’t sure he could find them if he tried. The brass was scattered. The old man’s truck had become mired in the muck at the lake’s edge, but with fast one-handed juggling of the steering wheel and the manual stick, Harvey had backed it up, turned it, and parked it beside the barn.


    He stood in the sunshine looking at the farmhouse with a smile on his face. He could see where the setting sun was igniting the endless trees as they dripped in the autumn changes.


    An original thought flitted through his mind. He was a season. He was going to change in increments. The light would shine on him and, given the chance, he too would ignite, he too would glow and change like foliage. Soon he’d be gone like the sun but he’d leave behind a piece of good.


    He went into the barn and scattered wood shavings over the old guy’s blood. The ants were already out and feasting. He tied his hair back and began assembling tubing and pails. He turned on two of the stoves, went back outside and tested the wind’s direction.

  


  
    Chapter 23


    They drove north in the morning after a bacon and eggs breakfast at the diner. The same cook was on and he stared at them with deep suspicion. Through the plate glass window onto the parking lot Ray Tate watched drivers unearth themselves from their rigs. They stretched and blew visible clouds of breath. One did some vaguely Asian-looking slow motion movements then lit a cigarette. A middle-aged Native woman slowly climbed down from his rig, straightening her clothing and pulling her inky hair back into a ponytail. The pair talked like pals in the rising sunshine and the trucker gave her a cigarette and lit it. With a curiously tender movement the trucker touched the woman on the arm and she smiled up at him before heading up the edge of the highway, the backwash from southbound traffic whipping at her long baggy coat.


    Ray Tate nodded through the window. “Romance.”


    Djuna Brown gave him a sweet smile. “Someone for everyone, right, Ray? Even killer beatniks and black dykes.”


    They finished their breakfast and while Djuna Brown paid, Tate went to the pay phone on the wall.


    “Skip.”


    “Ray, where the fuck are you? We’ve been trying to raise you.”


    “Up in Indian country. Out of range, I guess. No service. No radio.”


    “You got my pills and you’re heading back, right?”


    “Soon, skip. We got a lead on Phil Harvey. I think he’s up here, a little ahead of us. He went through here yesterday. We’ve linked him to a bush rat who babysits properties for the bad folks. I think maybe the lab’s up here.”


    “Hang on, something else for you.” The skipper rattled papers. “That camper truck fire? With the double Chucks and the dead broad?”


    “Yeah, Agatha Burns.”


    “Nope. The examination showed a woman a lot older who’s had multiple births. The Federal brainiacs have had the initial post mortem for weeks but it didn’t mean anything to them. Now the hammers down the hall are getting DNA from Burns’s parents for comparison to positively rule her out. I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe the truck fire wasn’t related.”


    “Except for those double Chucks scattered around the truck.” He watched Djuna Brown standing in the sunshine outside the restaurant. Several truckers making their way in paused to look her over. In her leather jacket, leggings, and khanga hat she looked like a cool chick. Ray Tate had never actually had a cool chick, nor, he thought, had a cool chick ever had him. “Fuck it, skip. It doesn’t matter. Maybe there’s no homicide to put on Harvey, but we need him anyway, to get back to Captain Cook.”


    The skipper mulled this. “Okay. Fuck, I dunno. You’re the guy on the scene. Play it the way you want. I can tell the dep you’re on the trail. Did you check-in with the locals? Let them know you’re playing in their pond?”


    “We’ll give them a heads-up. This is Djuna’s old turf.”


    He hung up and went outside. They climbed aboard the Xterra and she meticulously adjusted the seat and mirrors. She did a fast left out of the parking lot and immediately got bumpered up behind a transport truck heading north to the Canadian border. She drifted in and out peeking for an opportunity to pass. The Native woman from the trucker’s rig sat huddled in her big coat on a lump of rock on the sunny side of the road.


    Ray Tate told Djuna Brown what the skipper had said.


    “So, she’s alive? Agatha?”


    “Dunno that. She could be dead, someplace else. The truck fire might not have anything to do with Phil Harvey or the Captain. It stands the same: she left with Harvey, he had a gun, she left a note that Harvey was going to do her in, she hasn’t been seen since.”


    She saw an opportunity and swung out past the transport. The driver sounded a long plaintive horn that faded behind them like a train whistle. “Last night, Ray, that, ah …” She glanced at him. “I’m not like that, all that grim stuff. This place can give you the blues.”


    He touched her shoulder. “Indian country. Home of the blues.”


    * * *


    The Spout was an hour north of the diner. It was a cluster of two gas stations, one opened and doing business with a single pickup truck gassing up, the other closed and abandoned, a variety store set up in a trailer with chicken screen across the windows, a bar that didn’t open until after 8 p.m., a car dealership with four clunkers parked nose out, each with a cracked windshield and no hubcaps, and an Indian souvenir store with carved wooden beavers looking out the window. Two flags sat lank at the end of flagpoles above the Spout office and two four-by-four Ford Explorers were backed in, jammed close to the front door where a piece of plywood covered a busted window that looked like it had been blasted by shotgun fire.


    “Nice. This fucking place is an hour away by telephone,” Ray Tate said. “We should check-in with the guys.”


    “Fuck the guys,” Djuna Brown said, slowing only momentarily to look at the detachment. “The guys can go roll it. I’ve met the guys, Ray, and I have to tell you: I found the guys wanting.”


    “We might need ’em, Djun’, if Harvey’s up there with a battalion of heavily-armed speed freaks. Pull it over. I’ll go in.”


    But she didn’t stop. She went past the detachment and rolled into the open gas station almost touching the bumper of the pickup truck. “Let’s look around a little, first,” she said. “We’ll scope it out, see what’s what.”


    She tapped at the horn to move the pickup truck forward. A brown Aboriginal face partially obscured by a curtain of black hair came out the driver’s side window and glared. She tapped again and hung the guy the finger. He exploded, burly and pumped, out of the cab with a black tire iron in his fist.


    “Djuna, Jesus Christ, we’re working here.”


    “Chill, Ray. These guys are pussy. You can kick his red ass.” She leaned out of her window. “My man here will kick your red ass, buddy, you don’t move that fucking beater.”


    The man had a big stomach but was massive through the chest and he held the tire iron loose at his side and seemed to be timing his steps into a windup. He bobbed his head sideways around the driver’s window at the driver. “Da June Ah, my girl.”


    “Buck, I told you, move it, right?”


    He grabbed his crotch. “Move this world, girl, cause it’s moving for you.” He was laughing and came up on the driver’s side. He looked insanely happy. “You back? You going to bring law and order to Dodge? Run the bad guys out of town?”


    “Absolutely, Buck.”


    He shook her hand through the window and seemed reluctant to let go of it. “You back, really, you going to come back?”


    Djuna Brown was radiant. She introduced Ray Tate to Buck, calling him the last honest man. “Just here on a job, Buck. Looking around a little. We’re looking for some guy. Anything going on?”


    Buck shook his head. “Nope. Been pretty quiet. Some city folk in their fancy cars, that’s all. Some of them go in the woods for a while, then come out and head home.”


    Djuna Brown nodded. “Nature lovers.”


    “Maybe some of them. The others?” He gave Ray Tate an empty face. “Heap bad medicine.”


    “You see a big black double-cab Ford? Lots of chrome?”


    Buck shook his head.


    She asked, “A guy, face all burned up with scars?”


    “I didn’t see nothing, Da June.” He studied the sky for a few seconds then looked at her. “Didn’t hear nothing.” He seemed to be waiting for something. He said, again, with emphasis, “I didn’t see nothing, I didn’t hear nothing.” He looked at her expectantly and rubbed his nose.


    She listened twice to what he was saying. “Smell, Buck. You smell anything?”


    “Well, the smell. Maybe up by Passive there’s a smell. Like old eggs. Used to be we’d go in there and hunt and fish, but now there’s signs and an old white devil with a gun. Some fences.” He gave Ray Tate a gapped smile and spoke sonorously, “The ancestors moan. The earth mother, she weeps. You shouldn’t fence in your mother.” He winked.


    Ray Tate met his eyes. “I’m hip.”


    Djuna Brown nodded. “Passive. Up past or down before?”


    “Up past. The smell is bad especially when the grandfather wind blows from the west.”


    Ray Tate asked if he knew a bush rat named Paul. “Drives an old pickup.”


    “You already been up there, seen that old devil with his gun? So you know.” He turned to Djuna Brown. “You should come back up here, Da June, you’re closer to us than to them white devils down there.” He smiled again at Ray Tate. “No offence to your man, there.”


    “He’s a beatnik, Buck.” She gave him a business card. “My man’s a man of peace to all people.”


    With a solemn nod, Buck said to Ray Tate, “Good luck to you with that, sir.”


    “Call, Buck, if you need me.” She put her hand on his on the doorframe. “I miss the mornings.”


    “The morning says she misses you.” He stepped back, got into his truck, and left the gas station in a rush of engine. Djuna Brown put the Xterra into gear, waved a complex finger sign at Buck’s departing truck, and rolled forward. She gassed it up herself, went inside with the credit card, and came out with an armload of treats.


    * * *


    She seemed in deep thought as she drove and Ray Tate watched their passage through the cut rock on both sides of the road. There were small stacks of stones on top of the rock cuts, Indian-looking designs. He saw a small shrine at a crossroads with trinkets and some cracked pots arranged in a design around them. There was an abandoned trailer that had undergone scorching fire. Four children, two of them dark brown with black hair and the other two dark but blond, ran down a hillside chasing wobbly tires.


    As though talking to herself, Djuna Brown said, “They didn’t care that I was a dyke, even if I wasn’t. They said the mother was a woman, so how bad could it be, to love the mother of the earth? When I did the dawn patrols, after I took the teeth out of my partner, they’d come out in front of their trailers and wave me down, blow smoke onto the truck for my safety. Very mystical stuff, very loving. They’d invite me out on Fridays and Saturdays so the guys from the detachment wouldn’t go too far. All the bad stuff, all the dead children, the dead old folks, the head-ons on the blind curves, none of that moved me like how they accepted me. When I left here, I cried. It was the worst thing they could do to me, transferring me out of the worst place.”


    Ray Tate watched the sadness on her face. He felt a thumping in his chest, out of all proportion to any investment he had in her, in her life. He realized he loved everything: her voice, her skin, her cinnamon, her wit. Her sadness and her heart.


    She handled the increasingly sharp turns in the road with the four fingers of each hand on each side of the steering wheel, sliding close to the rock face when she went in blind, coming out a little wide, the Xterra holding the road like glue.


    “When this thing’s down, Ray, we should take a holiday, see what’s what with us.”


    “Well, Djun’, all I can offer you is gin and taps and mad Parisian beatnik love.”


    “Cool-ee-oh, Bongo. Tonight let’s —” Her head whipped. “What did the cook tell you? About that old bush rat’s vehicle?”


    “Rusted out old pickup. Grey.”


    “Just went southbound, looked like a woman or a guy with long, black hair behind the wheel.” She spun into a U-turn.


    * * *


    Through the window of the diner they saw Phil Harvey on the phone. He looked exhausted, his forehead leaning against the wall as he spoke, his hair hanging loose. Inside his black leather bat coat he sagged. The short-order cook watched him. When Harvey hung up, the short-order cook waved him over and they started talking. Harvey took some money from his pocket and gave it to the cook. Outside he looked at each vehicle in the parking lot, missing the Xterra backed in among a half dozen rigs. Harvey went inside and came out with a coffee. Favouring his left arm, he boarded the pickup and headed south.

  


  
    Chapter 24


    Cornelius Cook was impatient. Gabriella Harris-Hopkins’s ass haunted him. He dwelled on the boots and the jodhpurs. If she wasn’t wearing them when Harv did his deed, Connie Cook would have to locate a pair of each.


    In his bedroom he snacked away on frozen malted chocolate bars and flipped through the newspapers. There was an array of photographs taken the day before at the racetrack. His wife and Gabriella Harris-Hopkins posed with a short Colombian jockey. She looked snobby and resistant and perfect. The step-granddaughter was there but for Connie Cook she didn’t hold the heat Gabrielle boiled up in him. There was the mayor with a wardman, the mayor with a pair of predatory builders who smiled like rats. No mayor with Connie Cook. Whale, he thought. Should get to vote twice, he’s so fucking fat.


    When Harv called, Connie Cook was getting anxious. Figuring the time it would take to get the drums of precursors up to the lab, even allowing for notoriously bad Interstate traffic, he figured Harv would have contacted him by now.


    “Where you been, Harv. Fuck, what’s going on? Where you been all night?”


    “I’m still up here. I couldn’t get away. There were … ah … you know?”


    Connie Cook didn’t know. He loved the obscure gangster talk, the paranoia that every phone was bugged. He didn’t care, anyway. “So,” he said, mimicking Harv, “so, ah, you’re, ah, gonna come … home? You delivered the …” His mind groped. Through his bathroom door he saw a bottle of mouthwash on the sink. “You delivered the mouthwash?” He smiled proudly to himself.


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah, no problem. I had a problem with … some people I hadda straighten out.”


    Cops or crooks? Connie Cook said, “Their guys or our guys?”


    “Our guys. It’s okay now. I’m on the way. But I’m gonna need a ride at some point, get the rest of the way in. I’m driving a wreck and if … those … other guys spot me driving it, they’re gonna pull me over and take the fucking plates off. You want to … ah, meet me?”


    “Sure. Where?”


    Harvey said, “Let me think.” After a minute he said, “Ribs. Remember the ribs, that time we were heading up? With the sauce you liked?”


    “Ah, I think. Ah, yeah.”


    “Motorcycles out front. You said you’d need two of them, one under each cheek of your ass, to —”


    “Yeah, yeah, I got it.” Connie Cook laughed. “Yeah, but when? What time? Because I need you Thursday night, Harv, to, ah, pick up that thing for me, that thing I really need, you know?”


    “Okay. You know how many … treats you’ve had? Up there? Don’t say the number, but you know, right?”


    “Sure. Every one of them.” Three girls had been brought up for Connie. Agatha Burns was the third. The first two had been cheap and tawdry and had misread his needs, making sounds of pleasure at the worst possible time. Ooo, they said, taking to the crank nicely, ahhh. Two that would never be missed. Scrags, Harv called them. “Yeah, I know the count.”


    “Well, add two to that. Then, wait an hour after you get there. Take a cellphone just in case, but don’t use it unless I call you, okay? So, that place, that time. Wait an hour.”


    “Perfect. And Harv. The other thing I need. Thursday night? Right? I got it —”


    “Let’s talk when I see you, man, okay? I promise you, you’re going to get what you need. We’re back in business.”


    Connie Cook’s wife was in the front living room lifting stacks of books from a cardboard box when he came down the stairs. He’d be expected to absent himself while a dozen of her cronies, including Gabriella Harris-Hopkins, sat around and imagined symbolism and subplot in the latest literary bestseller. His wife often invited the writer to attend.


    “Book night, Thursday, Connie, okay? No fooling around, sending us pizzas.” She gave him a stern smile. “No male strippers at the door with candygrams. I mean it.”


    “Promise. I’m heading up north sometime Thursday to a mine site for a couple of days.”


    “Do they ever find gold in those things, Connie? Except for the money you pour in?” When he didn’t answer, she said, “Are you going to help Gabby out, that donation she needs? She’ll be asking me about it.”


    “Yeah. I think. Tell her she’s got to get something on paper, okay, or we’re all going to be homeless artists.” He looked at his watch. “I gotta go.”


    * * *


    Halfway back to the city Harv left the state highway and began working through a grid of county roads. He kept an eye on his rear-view, especially when he crossed unpaved back roads, looking for a telltale cloud of rising dust behind him. The pickup was a shimmering mess. It ran like a dog with a broken back. South of Apple Grove he backed the truck over some ruts into a country driveway where he’d have a view of anything following him.


    The big Taiwanese stamping machine had turned out forty thousand pills by dawn. They were wrapped in tubes of foil and fitted through a rip in the passenger seat of the pickup with his silver fluted revolver. Any bent Chinaman in the east Chinatown would pay a buck each, easy. That was half the going rate for bulk but for Harvey it was all profit. Another mad bout of chemistry and magic and he could get to a hundred thousand. They all had lightning bolts on them. They were all a bright pink. He’d have to be careful the Chinamen didn’t rip him but there were fallbacks and ways to prevent any Chinatown gambit.


    He’d do the grab for Connie Cook Thursday night, move the victim up to the farmhouse to await Connie’s arrival. The transit would be done in a rental van. While he was waiting for Connie he’d be the crazy cartoon chemist. When Connie arrived to claim his prize, Harv would give him the bad news: goodbye. He’d disable whatever vehicle Connie came up in and would leave in the van. He’d become really fond of the fat pervert and planned to send someone up to the farm to rescue him.


    An old farm wagon pulled by a tractor came rattling down the road. Harv had a minor thunderbolt: what if I was him and he was me?


    For a moment there was a cloud of snow across the fields then it was gone. It meant something and he reached for it but it eluded him. Maybe we’re all snowflakes and life is when a wind blows us alive, briefly, until our season ends? Far off clouds edged down over the lake from Canada.


    Christ, he thought, I’m tired. The click and hum of the tablet-pressing machine was still in his body rhythm. His shoulder ached.


    An Xterra came down the road and passed, a clean-cut guy in the passenger seat consulting a map. Harv couldn’t see who was driving. But it passed and didn’t pause.


    Agatha Burns had been mortified that she’d sucked his burned fingers, licked his glistening cheek. He’d never met a real victim before in his life. Everyone asked for it in some way. Being too young and born beautiful, where was the crime in that?


    I’m sorry, Harv, for what he made me do. I just want you to know that.


    He closed his eyes for a minute and recalled the exact moment, the exact sound of her voice.


    He opened his eyes, smiling.


    The Xterra was full across the front of the pickup. A black woman in a stupid hat was leaning on the passenger side door, smiling tensely back at him with her hand under her leather jacket and a pistol half-drawn. A clean-cut guy with a gun in his hand, pointing it at Harv’s windshield, stood a couple of feet off his front fender.


    The woman called, “Don’t move.”


    At the same time the man called, “Put your hands on the wheel.”


    Harvey didn’t know what to do.


    He heard the man call, “Oh, fuck. Hang on, Harv. Djuna, you do it.”


    “Okay.” She called, “Hands on the wheel, Harv.”


    Harvey heard them laugh.


    The clean-cut guy said, “Well, that was professional.”


    The woman laughed and said something that sounded like, “Rongobongo.”


    Harvey tentatively put his hands at the top of the steering wheel, expecting to absorb a bullet.


    The black woman with her gun fully out came up alongside the passenger side, not crossing the white guy’s field of fire. She jerked the passenger door open. “Sorry about that, Harv. We don’t arrest a lot of people. Conflicting directions can lead to tragedy. They taught us that. Is that right, Ray? Clarity is your friend?”


    The white guy had come up the driver’s side while she was talking. He was smiling. “Yep, otherwise: heap bad medicine.” He had the driver’s door open and Harvey by the back of the collar of his leather coat and on the ground even as Harvey mentally put bleached blond hair on her head and a dripping beard down the white guy’s face.


    “Lawyer.” His shoulder ached from the impact and as he waited for the handcuffs he flexed his wrists so there’d be some slack when they were secured, even if they were tightened up. The man patted him down and Harv heard the depressing clank of cuffs. The woman said something and after a moment the guy didn’t handcuff him.


    “Fucking lawyer.”


    The woman rounded the front of the pickup. “Harv, Harv. Don’t be like that. You can trust us, man, we’re not like all the others.” She seemed positively gay to meet him.


    “Lawyer.”


    The white guy said, “Maybe later. Right now I could really use a coffee. It’s been a long day. You up for a coffee, Harv?”


    “Law-fucking-yer.”


    “Okay, if you’re sure. But we haven’t arrested you or anything. We’re just saying: let’s get a coffee. You don’t have to talk. You haven’t done anything wrong, right? We’ll talk, you just listen.”


    “If I’m not busted, then I’m walking.”


    The white cop shrugged. “Then we’ll arrest you and that means no coffee for you. Whatever.”


    Harvey climbed to his feet. “I’m not talking.”


    The black woman said, “Cool-ee-oh. Most people in your position, in my experience, they just fucking talk themselves into trouble. Right, Ray? Blah blah blah and the next thing you know they’re behind the pipes, going, Fuuuuck, how stupid am I?” She ran her hand lightly over his pockets. “You ever notice, Harv, how there’s not many mute people doing time? Think about that, buddy.”


    The white cop nodded. “Tell you what, Harv, let’s go for a cup of coffee. We’ll leave the pickup here. When we’re done, we’ll fuck off and go about our business, you can go about yours.”


    Harvey looked from one to the other. “What’s this about?”


    “Well,” Ray Tate said, “at first we thought it was about murder. But it turns out maybe you didn’t put Agatha Burns in the ground after all. Maybe. Now it’s about a great fat fucking master criminal and pills with double Cs on them.”


    “You talk, I walk? That’s it?”


    “Unless you confess to something outrageous and we have to arrest you for it.”


    Djuna Brown said, “My advice, Harv? Listen first and then if you really want to, maybe you can say something. Maybe. But I have to tell you, I’d be really fucking careful.” She leaned towards him and whispered: “This guy? This partner o’mine? I think he’s a rope smoker, high all the time, looking to just get laid and watch a parade.” She snickered. “I think we both better be careful of this guy, you and me, pal.”


    * * *


    Ray Tate kept his gun in his jacket pocket and his hand on the gun. He didn’t belt himself into the Xterra and sat slightly sideways, facing Djuna Brown as she drove, but keeping an eye on Harv sitting in the middle of the back seat. The intelligence file on Phil Harvey put him as a suspect in at least two homicides. The cop in him wished he’d chained Harvey up but he recognized Djuna Brown was developing a nice style of her own and she’d at least made Harv smile.


    They found a coffee shop in a little hamlet where the state road ran under the Interstate. There were baskets of new potatoes, autumn melon, and herbs near the cash register. A man reading a Minneapolis newspaper looked surprised to see them. He stared at Phil Harvey in his bat coat. The place was empty and he told them to sit anywhere. They sat at the farthest table from the entrance and said nothing until after they’d been served mugs of coffee. Harvey sat with his back to the door, Djuna Brown and Ray Tate facing him.


    Djuna Brown took off her khanga hat and ran her fingers through her spiky hair. She stirred her coffee. “I gotta ask you one, Harv, nothing to do with why we’re following you around the countryside. That, there, on your face. That’s gotta hurt, right?”


    Phil Harvey looked at her closely and raised his eyebrows slightly but said nothing.


    “No, Harv. That came out wrong. What I mean is, I mean, I knew it hadda hurt when it happened, but now? Do you ever forget it’s there?”


    He tilted his head and sipped his coffee.


    She shook her head. “Sorry, not my business.” She gave him a small smile and stared directly at the mass of scar tissue. “The only reason I ask is that a friend of mine’s kid was playing in the garage, lit himself up with some solvent. Horrible, wicked mess of his ear, neck, and shoulder. Not as bad as what you got going on there, but it ain’t a mild dose of acne either. Long story short: the little guy says it still hurts, that when he dreams about it, he gets the pain all over again, like it’s happening right then. I babysat him a while ago and when he woke up screaming I told him that’ll go away. But really, I don’t know. He wants to stay in and never go outside.” Her face became sad. “He calls himself a circus freak.”


    Phil Harvey seemed to have forgotten Ray Tate was there with a gun in his pocket. He couldn’t take his eyes off hers. They sat in silence for several seconds.


    She lightly clapped her hands together, “Okay, sorry. So: why we’re here. You know who we are, right? We’re the Chemical Squad. I’m Trooper Brown with the Staties. This beatnik here is Ray Tate with the city. You’ve heard of the Chem Squad, right?”


    Phil Harvey made a single blink.


    “Good. Anyway, we’re pretty much fucked from coast to coast on this thing we’re doing. Probably we’re going to lose our jobs after we fuck this up a little more. So, what we’re doing, Harv, is we’re looking to seize some pills. Double Cs on them. Save our jobs. For a while, anyway.” She glanced at Ray Tate. “Right?”


    “Killer pills.” Ray Tate nodded and forced a yawn, “Bummer.”


    “Yep, Harv, those ones. Captain Cooks.”


    There was a flicker in Harvey’s eyes.


    “Oh, we know about the Captain, Harv,” she said. “We’ve been on this a long time. We know about Agatha Burns’s stash house up in the south projects. But you know that because you seen us up there. We know she moved a bunch of boxes out of there and put them in the back of your cool Camaro and you guys drove off together. Her and you and a silver gun. She hasn’t been seen since. At first we thought, Whoa, neat, we got a homicide, find Harv and link him up, promotions all around. See, she left a note behind, said if I vanish, whip Phil Harvey with bicycle chains until he tells you where my body is. Then … Ah, what else, Ray?”


    Ray Tate was content to sit back and watch her work. It was pure free-form jazz. It was hard, he knew, sometimes, in an interview to shut the fuck up and let the one doing the work, work. Everybody wanted to get their oar in the water, pull for the winning team. Always a mistake. When she wanted him, when she sensed her voice might be taking up too much space, she’d toss him a softball. He said, “Then there was a camper truck blew-up up north, dead body inside. Turns out it wasn’t Agatha like we thought, it was some old broad.”


    “Right, Ray. Then, Harv, there’s an incident in Chinatown, bunch of kids get branded with double Cs. This is where the trouble really began for you guys. The kids were students being looked after by Willy Wong, a pal of the mayor. Now, we know this mayor’s a fucking dipshit, but c’mon, putting a branding iron to people’s flesh? He’s pissed off and he’s right for once. There’s things you do and there’s things you don’t do and branding girls on the tits, that’s too weird, even for Chinatown.”


    Phil Harvey seemed dazed. His head started to shake but he caught himself.


    She gave him a few seconds then continued: “Then those two other kids died of an overdose — Double Cs. In the mayor’s ward. Well, that’s that. The leashes come off and away we go. Get that fucker Harv, they said. Noose him up with barbed wire, put him so far back in a cell he’ll get sunlight by U.S. Post. Melt the key. My God: stop the madness.”


    Ray Tate was impressed. It was a perfect interview even though it was borne of free-form jazz. It had a Bitch’s Brew quality that somehow, impossibly, came together and you could find something warped in there to snap your fingers to. She had facts but she presented them slightly wrong. She didn’t mention the Chinaman getting the blank fortune cookie at Willy Wong’s warehouse, but she got Willy’s name in there. She didn’t look at him so he didn’t speak. He waited for her to change gears, let up pressure on one place, apply it in another.


    She did. “Not for no reason, Harv, but let me ask you: you went through something there on your face, right? And it hadda hurt, it hadda hurt like nothing else hurts that you could imagine. And it had to stink something awful, I guess. So how come you’d put that fucking iron on a girl’s tits? What the fuck is that all about? I interviewed that poor little girl and I gotta tell you, if you’d been in firing range at that moment I’d’ve just shot your fucking nuts off. Fuck — ah, shit, you fucking cocksucker.” She rubbed her face and got up unsteadily. She had tears in her eyes. “Never mind. Ray, I’m gonna buy a melon. Anyone want one?”


    Phil Harvey turned to watch her walk to the front of the shop.


    “She’s not much of a cop, Harv. You’ve met a lot of cops in your time, I know you have. You ever seen one like that? Laughs and cries. Buys melons. Probably not much of cook, either.”


    Harv twisted again to look at Djuna Brown paying out the melons. He murmured: “How old’s the kid? In the garage?”


    Ray Tate had found his role and he shrugged. “This is her interview. You know how it works. We don’t do good cop bad cop. We do strange cop weird cop and she’s both of them. But there’s rules in my job, there’s rules in yours. Me? I don’t give a shit. People get fucked up if they’re not careful. You fool around in a garage and there’s stuff in there that’ll burn you, well, hello? You can’t be surprised that you get burned. Same thing, you don’t watch the temperature when you’re cooking, whether it’s making fried potatoes for dinner or cooking something else for profit. But hey, you know that too, right? Me, I don’t mind a good crispy French fry once in a while.”


    Harv stared at him.


    “I know, Harv, I know. I’m an asshole.” He wanted to give her time to get back into her bag with Harv. He needed Phil Harvey to like her more than him. He prattled. “But like they say: If you want sympathy, it’s in the dictionary between shit and syphilis. I have to tell you, I’m putting in my papers so I don’t give much of a shit about Double Cs or how you burned the girl’s boobs. Fuck her, right? I’m moving to Paris. That’s in France. I don’t speak French but that just means I won’t have to listen to mutts lie to me in English all fucking day.”


    Harv looked at him in absolute neutral. Ray Tate felt a chill.


    Djuna Brown sat down and put a bag of melons under her chair.


    Ray Tate said, “Harv spoke, Djun’. He wants to know how old the kid is, got burned in the garage.”


    “He’s eleven, Harv.” She turned to Ray Tate. “Sorry about that, guys. I kinda lost it. If you had boobs you’d understand.”


    Phil Harvey looked at her, then looked away, then looked back, “There’s a vitamin E cream he should use. It don’t work very much but he’ll feel he’s helping himself, got some control. He’ll see it working even if nobody else does. He should fuck everybody and go out. Be who he is. If the family’s got dough, graffs.”


    “Graffs?”


    Harv nodded. “They take skin off your ass or something, graff it on your face. Sixteen grand and get in line. Or get some bum ID and go over the border to Canada, maybe get it for free.” He stopped talking and clamped his mouth.


    “Sixteen grand. Jesus.” Djuna Brown took out her notebook and made some marks. “How come you haven’t had it done, Harv? You’re a high-miler so I’m not gonna bullshit you and tell you you’d be a good-looking guy again, but how come not?”


    He got an innocent look on his face. “Sixteen grand. Where’d I get that kind of dough?”


    Ray Tate waited for Djuna Brown to laugh then he did too. He said, “Nice one, Harv.”


    “Guys,” Harvey said, “I gotta go now.”


    “Hey, if you gotta, you gotta.” Djuna Brown drained her coffee. “We’re heading down towards the city in a few minutes. Get yourself a coffee for the road. We’ll give you a lift. That old beater you’re driving won’t make it, man. Anyway, at least have a melon.”


    Ray Tate watched Harvey thinking about getting up. He waited for her to shift gears again.


    She put her cup down and made a face. “You know, the other night we were hanging out, me and my buddy here, and we had nothing to drink except gins and waters. Gins and tap waters, who the fuck drinks that? Alkies, that’s who.”


    Ray Tate said, “And beatniks. The cool folk in the nighttime.” He leaned confidentially to Phil Harvey. “It’s the big thing right now, Harv, in Paris. I read it in a magazine.”


    “Them folks, gin-and-tappers, them’s us.” Djuna Brown shook her head solemnly. “I never thought of myself that way. When I was in high school, think about this, Harv, when I was in high school do you think I could ever imagine a series of events that would take me from my homeroom class to a grimy pad in the middle of the night, fighting off a beatnik pervert? That I’d become a gins and taps kind of girl? Me neither. But there I was, getting stupid at three in the morning with this here hipster. Then again, Harv, I bet the last time you were in the bucket waiting for parole you never thought of a possible series of events that would have you shooting the shit with some cops, buying melons in the countryside, right? Sitting with guys trying to help you out from the mess you’ve got yourself in. Life. It’s a winding road. So, look, I know you’re worried. But we don’t want you.”


    “I’m going now. I’m not putting anybody in. Under no circumstances does that happen.”


    “Hey, Harv? We’re the Chemical Squad. We don’t lock people up, we handcuff pills. We investigate a bit then we swoop in and suck up all the chemicals, leaving the host body drained, to wander the underworld and tell the tale, instill fear and confusion. We’re like vampires. ‘Hey,’ we hear guys go afterwards on the wiretaps, ‘Hey, where the fuck did those fucking guys swoop down outta? Yikes. They’re everywhere.’” She looked at Ray Tate, pleased with herself. “Them’s us, them guys.”


    “So that’s it?” Phil Harvey made a reluctant laugh and shook his head. He looked like he’d enjoyed Djuna Brown’s riff. “You just fucking want pills? No people?”


    She shrugged and looked at Ray Tate.


    “That’s the game,” he said. “We just want chemicals and this week we want Double C pills. Pills, Harv.” He wanted to put her back in the game: “We don’t get no points for bodies, right Djun’?”


    “Bodies, no.” She tilted her head as though weighing in with a complex thought. “Pills is good, bodies is trouble. Bodies need warrants and reading those confusing Constitutional rights and handcuffs and stuff. Pesky shit. Then you got to get sobered up enough to go to court and make sure you didn’t make any mistakes, depriving liberty of some poor citizen. So, no, we don’t do that, Harv. You ever heard of us taking in a serious body?” When he didn’t speak she continued. “Or how about this one: you ever see a cop giving evidence against a guy, getting in the box and in the middle of telling his lies to the jury he just starts puking up gins and taps on the prosecutor? Juries think it’s fucking funny when it happens but it can tank the case when they get in the deliberation room. ‘That cop puking on the lawyers?’ they say. ‘Seemed a little sketchy to me, that guy.’” She shook her head. “Me? I’d rather not say nothing under oath to nobody.” She felt she’d said enough and sat back.


    Ray Tate said, “You know we’re on you. We’re an inch from that place you got up near … Passion?”


    Djuna Brown said, “Passive. The stinky place off the highway there. A day or two, we swoop, Harv.”


    Phil Harvey was startled. “Ah, fuck …”


    “Yeah,” Ray Tate said, “we know about that. We know there’s that fat prick in all this someplace, causing no end of misery. If we’re going to pile on anybody and wire him up to the pain machine it’s him. We’re going to take that guy. We like you, Phil, but we don’t want you, short of murder. Give us the pills, give us the fat guy, take a hike, get your face fixed.”


    Phil Harvey shook his head. “No bodies. I don’t tip nobody over.” He was silent for a long time then looked from one to the other and said to Ray Tate, “I think your car alarm’s going off.”


    Ray Tate immediately stood up and left the shop.


    * * *


    He was dozing in the passenger seat of the running Xterra when Djuna Brown came out of the shop with Phil Harvey. They stood a moment on the little parking area, close enough that their visible breaths mingled. He noticed how little she seemed, swinging her bag of melons, her chin lifted towards Harvey, massive in the sinister leather coat. His hair was tied back in a ratty ponytail. He’d found some sunglasses somewhere and in spite of the gathering darkness he’d put them on.


    Phil Harvey looked away and said something.


    She nodded and tilted her head.


    He said something else and pointed across a field opposite the shop.


    She turned and looked and made a beautiful smile.


    Harvey handed her something and she put it into her pocket.


    Ray Tate twisted to see what they were looking at. But there was just a lone tree with clouds roiled above it.


    For some reason Djuna Brown touched Phil Harvey’s arm as she walked over to the Xterra.


    She dropped her melons behind the seat and started up as Phil Harvey stood watching them. Ray Tate looked over his shoulder as she drove off onto the road and headed to the Interstate. Phil Harvey didn’t move. He stared at the tree in the field.


    Djuna Brown checked Tate’s seatbelt as though he was a child. Just before they reached the highway back to the city she pointed at another lone tree on a hilltop.


    “See that tree, Ray? You know there’s more of that tree under the ground than on top — a lot more than we see? Harv was talking about that.”


    “Wow.” Ray Tate nodded. “Heavy.”


    “No wonder he thinks you’re an asshole.” But she laid her hand on his thigh.

  


  
    Chapter 25


    Connie Cook was into his third plate of ribs, paper napkins tucked into his shirt collar, a crumpled field of them stained red across the table. He felt pretty good. The waitress was a pal. When he’d asked for a hot red sauce she’d said, How hot? He’d said, Honey, you don’t got a sauce hot enough that I can’t eat. She had a wicked smile and said, Oh, yeah? She came out of the kitchen with an unmarked bottle and held it over his platter. Say when. She began soaking down the meat.


    The ribs were fiery and he sweated immediately. His nose ran, his scalp tingled. He enjoyed himself immensely, sitting in a country place with his jacket off, bullshitting with a waitress, sucking meat from bones, stacking them into a log house on the side plate. Fat he was, sure, but he had the impression the hot red sauce was melting the blubber. His bland skin was taking on a healthy pink glow. When he looked up he saw the waitress pulling on a ski jacket over her apron and handing her tickets to another woman, he called her over.


    “You off?”


    She nodded. “Those are pretty good, huh?” She lifted an eyebrow. “And the sauce? I didn’t bring you the real hot stuff. I took pity.”


    He laughed and reached into his pocket. “I feel like I just blew a fireman.”


    “Been there, done that.” She laughed, a pretty middle-aged woman his wife’s age who, he thought, might have missed the boat at some point and had accepted the fact. There was poorly covered grey in her hair and she had clear, direct eyes. He put a twenty on the table.


    “That’s okay, mister, we split here, it all goes in the pot.” She zipped her jacket. “Good to see a man that knows how to enjoy a meal.”


    “Look,” Connie Cook said, “there’s gonna be a good tip on the bill. The twenty … Well, I needed this, okay. I’m in the middle of a hard couple of days and this … Well, I want you to have it. Humour me.”


    “Sure. Thanks. Come again, huh?” She took the twenty and on the way out he saw her stuff it into a big glass jar full of bills and change. As she passed through the door Phil Harvey came in in his bat coat, a canvas sack over his shoulder.


    Connie Cook felt sad. His life had been a litany of girls and women who rejected him. Connie the Whale. Cookie No-Nookie. A translucent lump in the lives of people who saw him as a melting iceberg of blubber. Sharpies. Predators. As he watched Harv locate him at the back of the dining room he thought, once I get all this bad shit out of my system I’m gonna come back up here, have another plate of ribs, see a little about the waitress. His wife could have it all, the house and the cars and the country place and the stocks. He had enough stacked cash from his dealings with old Harv to get himself away, get into shape, get that grey in the waitress’s hair fixed up. They’d sit on a porch someplace and joke about hot red sauces.


    “Fuck am I starving and I’m fucking frozen.” Harv dropped into the seat opposite, put his knapsack beside him, and grabbed up some ribs. His hair was back behind his ears, straggling out of a ponytail. “This fucking life.” He gnawed at the meat and threw the bone away onto the table. He double swallowed. “Jesus fuck, Connie.” He reached for Connie Cook’s beer. He felt his lips were blistering. “Cocksucker. Are you fucking nuts?”


    “Hard day, Harv? Should I have ordered the hot ones?” Connie Cook waved over at the replacement waitress and pointed at his beer and at the plate and held up two fingers. “Have some more ribs. I know you like ’em hot but they didn’t have any really hot sauce.” Connie Cook felt pleased. He realized he never got to joke with anyone except Harv. Harv was a buddy and genuine, a real guy, a real pal.


    “Man, Connie, I don’t know how you eat this stuff. My asshole’s going to have heartburn in the morning.”


    The waitress put down two beers. Harv drank his off with one hand and pointed at the glass with the other and made a circle above the table. The waitress nodded.


    Connie Cook sat back, satisfied. “So, Harv, tell me. How was the day in the criminal underworld?”


    “Let me give it to you all at once, Connie. Here goes: We got the drums up to the place, got them unloaded. I hadda bring the kid up with me, account of my arm seizing up from one of the guys at the warehouse, had a tire iron or something. I blindfolded the kid. We did the heavy lifting and had to stash his truck because it was all over the news. Then I blinded him again and drove him in the old fuck’s rattletrap down to the restaurant and he called down for a ride. So when I go to take the pickup back up to the place, the old fucker’s gone. Don’t know how he did it because I had his truck. But he’s gone. No sign. No nothing. I got the place ready to start work then headed down here. The pickup died and I left it by the side of the road, gave a kid in a van twenty bucks to drop me near here. And here I am.” He kept his face frozen. No mention of the Chemical Squad, no mention of giving the guy who owned the shop a hundred to drive him back to the swaybacked pickup so he could retrieve the forty thousand pills and the gun from inside the passenger seat, pretending to be lost and running the guy ragged, just in case the Chemical Squad had guys on him. The pills and the gun were in his knapsack.


    “Just as well the old guy’s gone, with what we’re going to be bringing up there soon, huh?” He looked at Harv carefully. He didn’t care much, right then, about cranking out the X. “You know what I mean, right? Thursday night?”


    Harv nodded. “Yeah. I’m going to need everything you can give me, Connie. I don’t want to get the wrong thing, you know? When I go shopping.”


    “I got it all. The time, the place she’ll be at. How do you want to do it?”


    Harv thought. He scraped at a rib with his knife. The waitress put down two more beers and Harv took them both to his side of the table. “Ah, can I get inside? To get the … thing?”


    “Not this time. This time she’ll be coming out. It’ll be late at night, the street’s dark, not much traffic.” Connie Cook gave him a big smile. “In fact, Harv, you’re doing the grab at my place.”


    “Not your wife, I hope? She finally got you nuts?”


    “No. A pal of hers. She’ll be in there most of the evening Thursday, then she’ll be coming out. They’re having their book club night. It usually goes to maybe ten, ten-thirty. Get there a little early, scope things out. The one I want is Gabby. Five-ten. She’s got this shiny blond hair, slim chick. Drives a new Lexus, really dark blue, it’ll look black. Personalized plate, something to do with her name. You’ll know it, when you see it.”


    “What if she doesn’t come out alone. What then?”


    “Get creative. But if this doesn’t work I’m not gonna like it but we’ll do something else. She’s got this kid sometimes around her, a little younger, same looks. She might do for now.” He thought dreamily for a moment that the step-granddaughter might attend, although he knew she wouldn’t, and Harv could grab them both up. Stuff them in the sleeping bag, in the back of a vehicle, and after that it would be Connie’s party. Quality time, the bitch had called it. It could be a long winter, if she survived it. The farmhouse would be snowed in. How he’d get in there for visits, he didn’t know. Snowshoes? He laughed at the thought. Snowmobile, that was more like it. Roar up to the place slow so she could hear the engine and begin panicking. Oh, no, it’s Connie the Oak. Help. Yikes. “Maybe follow her? She’s staying down in Stonetown, that big old stone building a couple of blocks up from the river. Condos. Maybe, there?”


    “And crank? You going to shuffle her up.”


    Connie Cook was pleased. “Nope. This time I’m going to win her over with my love, Harv. It might take a little while longer, but I’m a persuasive guy.” He sat back to let the waitress put down the platters and some more beer. He caught her looking at him. When she went back by the serving window she commented to the cook, something he thought was nasty. “Anyway, once you’ve got … Once you’ve picked up the groceries then head on up there. Set her up in the main house, call me on my mobile, and I’ll come up. I’m gonna need the house, Harv, okay? You’ll have to put something in the barn, keep you warm while you sleep.”


    Harv thought about sleeping in a drafty barn with the smell of chemicals in the dust. But he nodded. “Sure. I’ll get a tent, pitch it in there. But what if things don’t work out. The … groceries don’t get delivered, one reason or another?”


    “Needless to say, I’ll be disappointed. We’ll have to come up with another plan. But you go back up anyway and I’ll probably come up. If we’re both up there, we might as well do some … baking? You know? Get back in the game.” He shook his head. “I hope you don’t break my heart, Harv.”


    “No worries, Connie.” Harv sucked some meat off some bones. “A jacking. I’ll make it look somebody tried to jack her car, maybe whacked her, and took the body away with him.”


    “Nice. Good thinking.” He’d made a tall box out of interlocked rib bones, fashioned into a log cabin.


    Harv stared at it, mesmerized.


    “I got a lot of love in me, Harv. A whole lot of love.”


    * * *


    Djuna Brown made her security bubble and cruised along inside it. Not many cars passed the Xterra. She seemed to know when to change lanes and when to idle along in the slow lane. Ray Tate found some cigarettes and they both smoked, the windows cracked, the SUV swooshing along. Late season cottagers clogged the slow lane, their backseats and roof racks stacked with all manner of lost summer fun. Trailers pulled boats of all kinds; canoes seemed balanced on car roofs. The white lines zipped by. In the light of oncoming traffic her face was perfect and mysterious. Policing was a learning curve, he thought, a discovery about the without and the within. She wasn’t the same deadbeat, slipper-wearing, morose, feral creature he’d first encountered at the elevator at the Chem Squad. But it wasn’t just one way. He’d come to understand that loving was in the small things, in the hints of possibility, of change. It was in the laughter, the sadness, the surprises. Now he couldn’t imagine a life without her in it. Even his daydreams of Paris were populated with her nimble fingers, her sly eyes, the on-again, off-again Caribbean breeze in her accent. He’d learned as much as he’d taught and he’d learned about balance, that he didn’t have to play out the cards he’d been dealt. There were more cards in more decks and you just played a hand as far as you could then folded and got a new round.


    He hadn’t told her there was probably surveillance around. The dep’s horrid little minions, he assumed, looking to knife a buyout into his back. He’d seen the same car in the city near his apartment a couple of times, clocked it a few times in his rear-view mirror. But he was used to it. Catching him drunk on the streets with a loaded gun on his ankle would do the trick. But he’d been careful now because he’d had a mission since he met her.


    She didn’t know it but she was an agent of change. She’d brought the skipper face to face with his hatred of her. It was about a dead child who froze in a fetal posture with goo stuck to her face. Ray Tate had no doubt the skipper would put her down if he had to, but no longer would he take as much pleasure in it. Ray Tate assumed the skipper knew about the little headquarters’ squirrels who were tracking him. He was sure the skip would tip him off when it was time. The skipper, as much as Djuna Brown, was a cop and no amount of booze or nasty business would take every drop of that out of him.


    “Ray? Talk to me, man. Keep me awake.”


    He offered to take the wheel but she said city guys couldn’t drive worth shit. “You like me, don’t you, Ray? I gotcha.”


    “You do. Got, be I.”


    “I haven’t had a guy in a long time. I mean …” She gave him a sideways look. “I mean I’ve had to bang a few for personal maintenance, put the nightstick to a few others, but none of that was, like, romance.”


    He smiled. “Tell me about Harv. What’s up with him? That shit with the tree under the ground?”


    She straightened out her arms and put her head back against the headrest. Her eyes flicked across her mirrors as she spoke. “Harv. Harv’s deep. I was surprised that he wanted to talk to me at all. I don’t think he likes you, Ray. You must’ve said something while I was getting the melons.”


    “I did. I told him your friend’s kid deserved to get French-fried for being an idiot, playing with solvents. Harv didn’t like that, much.” He slipped his cigarette butt out the window. The air outside was fully cold with an ice edge. “The kid? How’d you make that up, like that on the fly?”


    “No, Ray. True story. Maybe the burns aren’t quite as bad as I made out, but for sure the kid is scarred up.” She was silent a few minutes. “He didn’t say much, old Harv. He did say he didn’t kill Agatha Burns. Funny that. We know it wasn’t him on the branding iron in Chinatown, but we said it was and he didn’t deny it. He didn’t seem to mind we thought that. But he didn’t like it when I said we thought he did Agatha in. He said he didn’t kill nobody, ever, which we know is a lie. But he specifically said, Nope, he didn’t do her. What do you think?”


    “Fuck if I know. I don’t actually care, at this point. The hammers from Homicide can figure it out. What did he say about the Captain, about the lab?”


    “He didn’t talk about the Captain at all. He said if all we wanted was pills, how many would it take? To make me happy, make us go away? I said couple of hundred thousand, but what would really make me happy is getting the lab. Bodies? Sure, I said, if we have to. But the lab, the pressing machine, the precursors they’re using? Hog heaven for the poor little black girl working with the heartless beatnik.” She glanced over at him and reached a hand onto his thigh. “I know you got a heart, Ray-o. I seen it.”


    “So, how’d you leave it? With Harv? I think we should’ve either chained him up for being ugly or stayed on him, see where he went.”


    “He’s gonna call. He has some thinking to do, some stuff to weigh in his mind, and he says then he’ll call. If he does, he does. If he don’t, he don’t. There’s issues old Harv has to work out.” She indicated a lane change, slipped out, and indicated her way back in front of a sports car having trouble in the gathering wind. They were closer to the lake. A few streamers of snow came off a field to the west. The Canada Express. “Harv’s been a crook for, like, forty years. He’s careful. He thinks a lot, but he doesn’t think like we think, you and me. He thinks about … I think he thinks that ratting someone in would mean he wasted forty years of his life, toiling in the fertile fields of crime. I think he’s thinking about a way to give us what we need, keep us off his back, and not have someone do time for it, especially him.”


    Ray Tate didn’t like it much, but it was her play. Free-form jazz wasn’t without some flat notes, some riffs that didn’t go anywhere. And, he thought, what’s the worst that could happen? The dep put him down, the dep put her down. Worst case: they go to Paris and eat snails on a wide boulevard of shady trees. “Okay, so we wait for him to call.”


    “He’ll call, Ray.” She was quiet a few minutes. “All that stuff him and me talked about? I don’t think it mattered. I think what he really wanted to say, for some reason, was that, about the trees. To share it. About there being more tree under the ground than on top of it. He seemed dazed, thinking about it.”


    “Weird.” He didn’t care, actually, he thought. He wanted her to push the Xterra as fast as it would go, to activate the lights and noise, and speed to her place or his place.


    “Yeah, weird. I said to him, Maybe people are like that too, Harv. Maybe what we see in people is only what there is to see. That there’s more of the person underground and out of sight than there is walking the earth.”


    “What’d he say?”


    “Nothing. But he nodded as though I’d received some message he’d been trying to send.”


    They were quiet until they reached to top edge of the city. She said, “Ray, sixteen grand. That’s not much for a dope dealer like Harv. How come you think he didn’t just go and get his face fixed?”


    “What did he say? Be who you are?”

  


  
    PART THREE

  


  
    Chapter 26


    They spent the night at Djuna Brown’s duplex because they needed mix and Ray Tate knew he had none. They didn’t get around to the refreshments for several hours. She’d laughed when his hands were on her on the stairs, hushing him but laughing.


    “Jesus, Ray.” In bed she ran her hand up his back. “You could hang a knitting needle around your neck, use it as a bullet proof vest. Who’s been feeding you, boy?”


    They were hungry and they sat at the kitchen table. She wore his sweater and looked in the fridge and found some prepared salad. There was mix in the fridge door but she swore out loud and said she was out. She mixed gin and taps at the sink, her reflection in the window smiling at him.


    They poked at the salad and sipped at the gin and taps. Twice she caught him staring at her, about to speak. She was concerned, but she waited. It might be a time for revealing moments: afterglow blues or the emergence of a hitherto unexhibited facet of his character. If, she decided, he asked her to do anything, to get him a drink or turn on the radio, anything at all, she’d decline.


    But he simply nodded to himself and got up and went into the other room. When he came back he had his shirt and jacket on and he sat down opposite her with his elbows on the table.


    Then he wouldn’t look at her at all. He began speaking.


    * * *


    Devon Johnson was first: twenty-one, six-four, Jamaican black, father of four, and husband of none. He had three baby-mothers, young welfare women in the projects, and by all accounts a nice guy, a stickman with the ladies, part-time dent puller in a body shop. His mother’s grief, afterwards, was genuine and palpable.


    “At the inquest she called him My Boy,” Ray Tate told Djuna Brown staring and remembering in the middle ground. “Almost never by his name. My Boy was a good boy. My Boy had had some trouble, but never with guns. My Boy smoked a little reefer but no crack.” Ray Tate rattled the ice in his gin and taps. “She bore me no ill will, she said. She said she didn’t like cops, but she wanted to be truthful. I remember she looked at me with pity at what I’d done.”


    In the middle of a blistering afternoon Devon Johnson and three other fellows came out of a mom-and-pop on Clinton Street. One guy had the money, one guy balanced a stack of cartoned cigarettes as he waddled comically across the sidewalk like a dizzy circus clown, one was stuffing the lottery tickets into his jacket, and Devon Johnson had nothing in his hands but the gun and was halfway to the car when Ray Tate, then a charger in a one-man ghost car, swung into the one-way street the wrong way, bailed out with his gun in his hand, and said clearly in an incredibly calm voice: “Don’t move or I’ll shoot you.”


    Devon Johnson fired cowboy-style, his pistol swung to bear vaguely on the sound of Ray Tate’s voice. He fired a shot that broke the front passenger window of the ghost car, skipped off the steering wheel, exited the open front driver’s window, and splintered off a piece of wooden telephone pole across the street. Ray Tate felt his heart beat twice, then very quickly he shot Devon Johnson dead, emptying his gun into the centre of Devon Johnson’s considerable body mass, making a hit ring you could cover with a coffee mug. Ray Tate thought he’d missed completely with every shot — there was no discernible or immediate effect on Devon Johnson, except for a slight rippling of his black Free Mumia sweatshirt as he died on his feet. Watching the dead man standing in front of him, Ray Tate held his breath and gathered his stones, and reached for another clip: Can I do this again? Fall, you motherfucker.


    After Devon Johnson fell, Ray Tate held his empty gun on the other suspects until the troops arrived. Witnesses told investigators Devon Johnson had pointed the pistol directly at Ray Tate and was firing when he was killed. It was a heavily Italian neighbourhood and witnesses referred to the main players as “the officer” and “the eggaplanta.” Ray Tate detailed the shooting close enough to the witness statements. He was made a sergeant by the end of the summer, was named Policeman of the Month, and got a three day weekend down in the capital.


    “So,” he said, “that’s Devon Johnson. Stickman. Gunman. My Boy.”


    “You don’t have to tell me, Ray. I know.”


    “Let’s get ’er out of the way, Djuna. I’ll talk now, here, tonight, but I won’t do it again, okay? You got questions, ask them anytime.” His glass was empty, the ice melted. She went to the sink and mixed a couple more.


    He didn’t wait until she sat back down.


    “Mkumba Masi was a schizophrenic,” he said to her reflection in the window above the sink. “He didn’t take his medication. There’d been a snowstorm down from over the border and he was trapped in his rooming house. He couldn’t get out to fill his script and for four days he looked out the third-floor window at the snow building up, coming to smother him. There’d been a suicide in another rooming house up the block and I was heading there on foot, through the snowdrifts, to sign notebooks for my guys, and he just came howling through the snow.”


    Mkumba Masi, screaming at the gods in the sky to make it stop snowing, came out of nowhere. Ray Tate, calm and focused to the point of super reality, saw every detail of the tribal scars carved into the pores of Mkumba Masi’s cheeks, saw the frayed neck of his denim shirt, even smelled on his breath the boiled goat of the rancid putari stew he’d eaten earlier in the day.


    “I thought he was calling for help, I couldn’t see the machete he had down the back of his belt. When I did, well, it was out and he was too close for me to pull my gun. We went down in the snow. He wasn’t that big, but he was wiry. That strength, you know? They get from someplace when they really need it?”


    The two men engaged in the middle of the street and went down into the snow. Ray Tate remembered going you-asshole-you-asshole-you-asshole at himself, holy fuck where’s the machete? Where’s his right hand? When he got control and got his gun out he fired blind. The rounds went through Mkumba Masi’s denim shirt, through the left-hand pocket, the Virginia Slims package within, through the thin body, and out the back, all three being later found lodged in a parked car. One of us, Ray Tate thought, is on fire: flames from his gun had ignited both their clothing.


    “There was trouble afterwards,” he told Djuna Brown in her kitchen in the middle of the night. “All those folks who never gave a shit about Mkumba Masi when he was alive, all of a sudden he’s their cause. A little rioting, a lot of editorializing. Those buttons came out, you saw them? My photograph with a red line through it. Killer Kop. Ray Gun. Tate Equals Hate. No promotion this time for old Ray. We’d got a new mayor by then and it was goodbye Charlie. A month off and then into the weeds, looking for a guy that was poisoning dogs. Then this.”


    “Silver lining, right?” She came around the table. “You got the girl.”


    “Jeez,” he said, “I sure fucking hope so.” He bit his lip. “You know, the first one? Devon? That never bothered me. He had a gun, I had a gun. Fair fight. But Mkumba Masi? I was a bigger guy then, I lost a lot of weight since. But I was bigger than him by about forty pounds and a good six inches. I should’ve been able to control him, crazy strength or not.” He took a deep breath. “That’s what we do. We’re cops. We control. But …”


    She wrapped him up and put her face next to his. She felt his body make a small convulsion but it might have been a silent hiccup.


    * * *


    At the office while they waited for the skipper to go through his morning messages they checked their phone mailboxes. Ray Tate had one from a man named Carl who said the guy with the scars on his face had come in the day before, driving an old grey pickup truck. You know, the guy said, Carl, at the restaurant up Widow’s Corners way, and is there a reward? Ray Tate deleted it with a laugh.


    Djuna Brown had one from Buck, who talked slowly and endlessly about her coming back up north, bringing justice to Dodge, and he had a new venison recipe she’d love. He warned her that if she had to ever prepare bear she should cut every single trace of fat from the meat; it went rancid very quickly. What else, what else? Oh, yeah, by the way, that place up Passive way? Ten clicks north of the town, driveway to the left with a white gate at the entry. Watch out, he said, for the old, snaggly dude, he was heap bad medicine. Djuna Brown laughed too.


    The skipper hung up his phone and waved them into his office. He looked pale and drawn but his eyes were clear. A bottle of anti-nausea tablets and a black coffee stood on his desk. Ray Tate recognized the signs: the skipper was taking a cure and his body wasn’t liking it much. He’d lost the aggressive look he habitually wore. He looked shaky and weak. He didn’t look at Djuna Brown as if she was a celestial. He gave Ray Tate a friendly nod.


    “So, where we at, after you guys disappear up in Indian country?”


    Djuna Brown said, “A quarter million.”


    “Dollars?”


    “Nope. The evil X. With double Chucks on each of them.”


    “Where? When? Should I call public affairs?” He looked at her as though without the blond madness on her head she was another person, a cop almost. “Set up a press conference?”


    Ray Tate briefed him on their day up north without actually saying anything. “We got a lead. There’s gonna be a quarter million double Chucks, at least, in a place we don’t know yet. We’re waiting for the call.”


    “Quarter million. Beautiful. At twenty-five bucks a pop that’s …” The alcohol cells screaming in his brain left him confused. “Fuck, that’s a lot.”


    “Six million, street value. In real terms, just between us,” Djuna Brown said, “fuck all, really. But they’re killer pills and we’re going to get them. Nice double Cs stamped in ’em.”


    “Strange that they’d bring back the Cs after those kids died.”


    “I thought so, too,” she said. “I figure they figure the logo is so well-known folks’ll go for it, just to be cool.” She shrugged. “Get high and cheat death.”


    “What about the lab, Ray? Can we get the lab? The super lab?”


    Ray Tate nodded. “Yeah, I think so. Separately, from another source, we might have a fix on where their smoky cauldron is. Not likely we’re going to get bodies to go with it. Maybe an old fucker who guards the place.”


    “This Captain guy? Phil Harvey? Anybody?”


    Djuna Brown shook her head. “Not Harvey, anyway, unless the hammers figure out he killed Agatha Burns and where he put her body. We got nothing on the Cook guy. Maybe the old fuck at the lab will give us something we can chase down, lead us back to the players. But right now? At least a couple of hundred thousand double Chucks for probably maybe, the super lab for a maybe maybe.”


    “Nice. Decent. Fuck, guys, I didn’t think you could do it.”


    Ray Tate shook his head. “What the fuck, skip? You thought we were, what, riding around the countryside looking at property to buy? Ace investigators you called us.”


    Skipper held up his hands. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Okay, I knew you could do it. But how tight is it? Can I call the Swamp, put them on alert? What’s the next move?”


    “We wait. We’re gonna get a call, probably later today, maybe tomorrow. Then we move in.”


    Djuna Brown said, “We’re going to need to move fast, once we get the word. Tactical guys in case there’s a cadre of speed demons on the site. Some Haz-Mat guys in bunny suits to take the lab apart. The place where we think it is is about four hours north of here in Indian country, so a helicopter wouldn’t hurt. My people are going to want a piece of it. It’s their turf. We gotta keep the Staties happy, right?”


    “I got it, I got it. An example of what can be done when all levels of policing work together, target organized crime groups where they live … yak yak yak.” He clapped his hands together then squinted in pain at the noise. “All right. Do me a continuation report and an action plan. Best case, worst case. I’ll start things moving with the dep.” He was smiling. Djuna Brown had never seen it before. “Ray, stay a second, okay?”


    After Djuna Brown had left the office, he said, “You’ve got somebody, right? Inside? Someone feeding us this stuff?”


    “Djuna’s got a guy, skip. You can’t do this without a guy.”


    “Do I want to know his name?”


    “Believe me, skipper, you don’t.”


    “But the organization’s been penetrated, right? I can say that?”


    “Sure. We’re burrowed to the very heart of the murderous double-Chuck conspiracy.”


    “Beautiful. And the guy, he’s a working guy, though, right? A guy in the know? Will he testify? You didn’t promise him anything?”


    “This guy is Djuna’s guy. She worked him, she turned him. I just held her coat. But, I think, no way does he come out into the light. We’re not taking down bodies, anyway, so no need for nobody to testify to nobody about nothing.”


    The skipper looked through the glass at Djuna Brown on the telephone. “What’s up with that other thing? Anything going on, there?”


    “Not yet. I’ll drop her soon, skip.” He had no inflection at all in his voice. “She’ll go down.”


    “Bullshit. You fucking guys are partners. I can’t fucking believe it. The gunner and the dyke. Sounds like a fucking fairytale for test-tube babies.”


    “Tell you what, skip. You go two weeks with the coffee and the airline pills then we’ll talk, okay? I’ve been there. In two weeks it’ll all look different and, if you don’t mind I say so, you’ll shake your head and go, Fuck what an asshole I was back in those days.” He got up. “And you can pull those fucking mutts off, that’s following us around. I think I’m putting my papers, after this, so it’ll be win-win for you.”


    The skipper shook his head. “Not me, Ray. I got nobody behind you. Must be the dep. The dep don’t like you, man. If you guys don’t tank, I’m going to be holding my nuts. One in each pocket.”


    Ray Tate laughed. “Great. You’ll feel like a copper again.”


    * * *


    While they waited for word from Phil Harvey they each went home. Djuna Brown thought she scoped a car down the block, backed into a driveway. She didn’t care. The dep or the skip, she didn’t give a shit. She and Ray Tate were on their way to making the case and after that, well, Tate had been talking about Paris. She’d heard they dug blacks in Paris, thought they were cool, and she felt she kind of was.


    In her duplex she cleaned up the mess from the night before, smiling. With her cellphone beside her ear, she stretched out on the couch, thinking about Ray Tate and slept.


    * * *


    Ray Tate went home. The apartment was musty and he opened the windows to let the cold air in. It smelled like snow. He took a long shower then sprawled out on the futon but couldn’t sleep. He got up and mixed colours. The yellows and oranges and bright reds meant nothing concrete to him, yet, but he had an inkling. He put the pallet aside and with a number six charcoal stick and a fluid hand he sketched Djuna Brown from the back, standing at a sink, her reflection in the window in front of her, looking at him. He used his knuckle to fudge the lines of everything except her face.

  


  
    Chapter 27


    Phil Harvey had Cornelius Cook drop him off at a city bus. He slung his knapsack over his shoulder and said he’d call once he had something set up to pick up the groceries. All the way down from the rib place Connie Cook had talked about getting a backhoe into the farm and making an underground cavern. Like a pantry, he said. For when the hunger really comes over me. Phil Harvey, who had a good strong imagination, shuddered but laughed and made suggestions for piping in air, for soundproofing, for waste disposal. If they built it close to the lake, he said, they could have water. A generator could heat up several dozen gallons, and the place would be pretty homey, he said.


    He stood in his bat coat, leaning on the Mercedes. “I’ll call you, Connie, we’ll work out the moves.”


    “Perfect, Harv. Once we get the fun stuff out of the way, though, we’ll be wanting to get to work. You okay for money right now?”


    “I’m okay, Connie.” He saw the look of pleasure on the Captain’s face. Connie Cook always looked for signs that friendship wasn’t based on his wealth, that he was loved for who he was. “I’m in good shape.”


    Phil Harvey went to the back of the bus and sprawled out. He felt crawly. He’d spent time with degenerates but that was inside when that kind of thing was squeezed to your surface by the weight of time and the repetitious madness of cellblocks and footsteps. Anyone could slip a little and could come back from it unless they were serving time for so long their souls warped for keeps, and after that really there was no point. He watched people boarding. Most spotted him and stayed toward the front, near the driver.


    There was no way, he thought, he was putting anyone in. Not even the crazy fat fuck. It wasn’t done, although it had been done to him. Phil Harvey didn’t have much, but what he had he kept. If he had to lift the weight then he’d lift it. Just because he was leaving the life didn’t mean he had to leave wreckage and bad feelings behind him.


    He rode the bus to the end of the line, part of his mind daydreaming out how to notch logs together to make a stable house. Flitting through his thoughts was the black chick, the cop with the soft voice and her sudden anger that he’d branded the girl in Chinatown. He’d wanted to tell her it wasn’t him, but that meant it was someone else and even that, Harv felt, was too close to ratting. The Chem Squad could have all the double-Cs he could make, but no way anyone — even that loony, fat bastard — was going to do time because of anything Harv did.


    At the end of the line the driver called to him. He disembarked and waited until the driver turned to retrace his route. Then he boarded the next bus and rode it to a convention hotel where he squirreled himself away in a pay phone kiosk.


    * * *


    The gym guy, Barry, was leery about going back into east Chinatown. “We’ve raised some havoc, there, Harv. There’s a bounty on us.” He paused. Harv heard the rhythmic clinking of weights. “Ah, that other thing? You know? Is that solid?”


    “Yeah, the guy’ll be okay. He took off. I can guarantee he won’t talk, you know?”


    “Whoo. Okay.” The gym guy grunted for a few seconds. “Okay. This thing, can you get them to come out? Out of Chinatown? Maybe downtown someplace? Where we got some control.”


    “Sure, I’ll ask him. I just need you for some stand arounds, you know? Nothing heavy.”


    “I’ll get the same guys as last time. Ah, Harv? They were a little … concerned with that guy. The blond guy. My guys are solid, but for sure he won’t come back and talk?”


    Harv made bubbling noises. He hung up and walked down the station to another pay phone. He called the manager of a restaurant on California Street. “I’ve got forty at two.”


    The man jabbered. “No, no, this is a restaurant, not for dirty business.”


    “Forty at two, tonight.”


    “You call some other place, eh? Call a friend. You need crazy help, mister.” The man hung up. Harv waited a minute then redialed.


    Another man, with a deeper, less accented voice, answered. He recognized Harv’s voice. “Come down and have dinner. Tonight there’s crab. Good stuff, not the stuff in the tanks.”


    “Naw, I need takeout. You deliver downtown?”


    The man laughed. “Come to Chinatown, Mr. Harvey. See the exotic sights. Meet old friends. Learn a new culture. Bring a fat friend. Bring a blond friend.”


    Harv laughed. “Yeah, yeah that was bad, I admit. But I straightened it out for you. One for one.”


    “You’ve driven the market down. Say, forty egg rolls for a dollar twenty-five?”


    Harv didn’t care. The man knew he couldn’t go to Willy Wong; Willy Wong was of a sensitive type, who view brandings and rip-offs and shootings as an encroachment. Harv wanted to get as much cash together as he could, as quickly as he could. The mountain cabin of his imagination was a constant image in the front of his mind. Once he was escaped from the life he’d need little to live on. But there might be suspicion if he caved. “One and seventy-five. And the next delivery at one and fifty.”


    “When, this other takeout? How many egg rolls?”


    “Day after tomorrow,” Harv said. “At least this many, again.”


    The man clicked his teeth. “One and fifty for this one, and one and seventy-five for the next, depending how crispy are the egg rolls, how much meat inside.”


    “Done.” Speaking in circular terms, Harv arranged a meeting at an upscale steakhouse just on the edge of Stonetown. “I’m bringing some friends.”


    “Friends,” the man said. “Friends are good to have at any time of life.”


    * * *


    Barry the gym owner said he’d bring his little crew to a coffee shop near the steakhouse a half hour before the transfer. He asked how heavy Harv wanted them to be. Harv said it was a Chinatown deal and probably it wouldn’t hurt to bring some drills.


    Harv sat in the coffee shop and ran through his moves. He didn’t allow himself to think of chinking the logs in his new log house on the edge of a western river. Whether he’d square the logs or leave them naturally rounded wasn’t a concern he needed to deal with, yet. A fireplace or a wood stove could be determined later. More than anything he looked forward to original thoughts, even though he doubted he’d ever had one. The roots of a tree underground had been Agatha’s. The slim little black cop had responded cannily, confirming Harv’s own tentative theory that people were indeed like that. He tried to determine when to call her, to let her know where her double-Cs were without giving up the super lab. The cops might be able to unravel the Captain’s complex paper trail and find him hiding in the ownerships. And there were dead people around the property. As much as he had mixed feelings about the fat fuck, Harv recognized it was the luxury of not having to chase a buck every day that made the leisure of thought available to him. He owed Connie Cook something for that.


    Barry slid into the booth opposite. “Deep thoughts, Harv? You look like one of the stone philosopher guys down in front of the museum, sitting here. State of the world, daydreaming?”


    “Nah. Just figuring how to get out of there with the money, without the hounds of Chinatown chewing on my ass.”


    “Well, no fear, Harv,” Barry said. “That’s what we’re here for. The guys’ll be along in a sec.”


    They sat a moment. Barry went and got a coffee and a refill for Harv. He sat heavily, all steroid neck and shaved head with a long pigtail left at the back. “That guy? What’s up with him?”


    “My blond guy?”


    “No. You say he’s square, he’s square. The other guy. The fat guy.”


    “Well, he’s around, we’re doing some stuff. He’s a little odd, but a lot of people earn off him.”


    “A little odd.” Barry looked uncomfortable, but determined. He had something to say. “You and me, we’ve done time, right? We’ve done some tough stuff. We’ve come up the old way, before the Chinks and the blacks and who all knows who all. We may not be friends, but we’re pals. Am I right?”


    Harv nodded.


    “And if I was doing something with someone and you knew that someone was wrong, say, a rat or a cop, you’d tell me?”


    Harv nodded.


    “Because you know how things are, right? Don’t matter to you, at the end of the day, if I get pinched. That’s the life. But if you knew, before, and if you could, you’d give me a heads-up, no sweat off your ass? Barry, you’d say, that guy, he’s a rat or a cop, walk away, man. And because we’ve pulled time and we’ve done tough stuff, I wouldn’t say a fucking thing. I’d drop whatever it was I was into and I’d go home and pack and go down to Antigua for a month. It’s like that, am I right, us?”


    “Barry, you’re right. What are you thinking? I can tell you, the fat fuck’s no cop. He’s no rat.” He saw for the first time that Barry was intelligent, that he had a human component that, although it didn’t get as much exercise as his muscles, it was there. Tree underground, he thought.


    “No, I don’t think he’s a rat or a cop.” Barry leaned forward. “He’s worse, Harv. He isn’t of our life. He isn’t of anybody’s life. He’s a fucking spaceman. I’ve done stuff and for a while afterwards I’ve said to myself, Fuck but that was bad. I’ll never forget how that guy looked. I’m gonna have nightmares about that poor prick. That’s okay, that’s normal. Because after a while you do forget, you go, Fuck it, that’s the life. But this guy …” He kept his eyes on Harv’s. “I’ve seen stuff happen to guys inside and outside, it was worse inside where guys got no real control over themselves sometimes. I seen guys where a message had to be sent, a message that was serious and had to be done to make things work. But your guy there? Last night I’m going to sleep beside my woman still thinking about him and his fucking branding iron, that girl’s tits. That smell. I can still fucking smell it.”


    “I know, Bar’, he went a little far. I’ll talk to him.”


    Barry saw he wasn’t getting it. “Let me try again, I’m fucking this up, must be the ’roids.” He looked out the window where his guys pulled up in an Escalade. He held up his palm to the window and turned back to Harv. “I like you, I’ve always respected you. Everybody does. When you had no dough, well, you didn’t whine, you went out and made some. When you had some, it was party time on Harv. You’re of an older generation than us guys, you took the beatings and you stood up, and when the judge said three years or four years or five years, you pulled your time. But this guy, this fat fuck? Me and my guys’re going to do this thing with the Chinamen tonight for you. If it flies right, we’ll make some dough off you. If it goes sideways, well, we’ve got the equipment and those fuckers won’t have to click their heels to find out they’re not in Chinatown anymore, but they’re gonna think it’s Chinese New Year anyway. But after this? After tonight? No. Not if he’s anywhere near it.”


    “Fuck, Barry, c’mon. It’s the life, man.”


    Barry shook his head. “It isn’t, Harv. I don’t give a fuck what a guy does to make some dough at his end. But think about it: where was the end there, in the basement? We already had what we went for, right? Pills, dough. If you can tell me what the fuck that was about, where the end was in what he did, well, I’ll listen. Maybe you can convince me, but I doubt it.” He waved his guys in. “We do man’s work you once told me, when I was young and I needed a talking to because I missed something for some guys and those guys sent you over to explain things to me.” He grinned fondly. “A painful lesson, it was, Harv, that much I remember. But it stuck. You know that in the basement with the girl, that wasn’t man’s work. That’s some other kind of creature and I don’t want me or my guys around it.”


    “Jesus, Bar’, you all feel like this?”


    “Yeah, Harv. We talked and this is where we’re all at. We see him around, we’re going to take him out. No profit in it, no end for us. That’s okay.” Barry smiled. “He’s a rabid fucking dog, Harv, and he’s had his one free bite. Community service, think of it as.”


    * * *


    There was nothing to do in his rental van speeding north except think and crunch little pills to keep his eyes open and the car on the road.


    The Chinamen and Barry’s crew had been well-behaved. One of the Chinamen glared at Harv throughout the entire transaction, relentless as the bags were moved across the restaurant, as the steaks were ignored on their bloody wooden platters. There was a shuffling of personnel as each side took their bag to the basement washroom and came out nodding. A Chinaman flashed a gun on his lap. Barry, who had a shopping bag on the top of his table, saw it and poked the end of a sawed-off at the Chinaman and smiled as though he’d like nothing better than some gunfire with his tenderloin.


    Harv, in the basement, checked the wads of money, mixed up hundreds and twenties, trying to determine if any was fake. He couldn’t tell. No one could. The Chinese were in with some Koreans and the Koreans ran print shops across the city, turning out currency so perfect that even if you got bogus you could still run it through a teller at a bank.


    When Harv came up out of the basement he made a sign. One of the Chinamen walked past Barry’s table and smoothly picked up the knapsack. He went to the basement. When he came out he made his own sign to his people. Protocol called for one guy on each side to leave the restaurant and call on a cellphone to the next guy on his team, who would wait until one of the other side left. The Chinamen didn’t bother. They got up and swaggered out as a gang. Harv and Barry discussed possible problems when they hit the street. Finally, Barry said, Fuck it, and, with his scatter in the bag, went outside. He stood pumped and prowling by the door until Harv and the rest of his crew came out and headed for their vehicles. After Harv paid him off, Barry made a point of shaking hands and saying Goodbye, Harv, while the others shuffled their feet near the Escalade. They wouldn’t look at him.


    He didn’t stop at the restaurant south of Widow’s Corners. The place was poisoned. He had bags of groceries in the back of the rental and a pound of coffee to float him through the night. For a while, on a stretch of dark road with no traffic going either way, he allowed himself to think he’d already left the life and was driving to his cabin on a mountainside in the far west, returning perhaps from a dinner out in a nearby mining town, maybe with a woman beside him for company, someone who saw through the scars on his face and hands, who believed it was from fucked-up work on an oil rig. The idea of Alaska came to him. He knew guys who’d lammed out and headed north. Half the state was guys named Smith and Jones who said they came from a general direction instead of a town or city. People accepted that. You could reinvent yourself, he thought, although not in that exact term, and he wondered if you had to hate yourself to do it or if you just had to have had enough of yourself in general.


    He decided he’d do the work to satisfy the funny little black girl cop. He’d genuinely liked her, although her partner was just a cop like every other cop he’d ever met. A thug with no heart, a guy chasing his pension and fuck everybody else. But the little cop had been funny and sad and angry, all in one package. He’d bet living in her life wasn’t easy. She’d said she’d pull back the legions of Chem Squad detectives and give him two days to come up with a stash of double Charlies.


    “Me and him, out there in the truck,” she’d said, “we’re the two you see, Harv. It’s the guys you don’t see that are gonna give you problems. I just want to put this case down, get promoted, and get away from all those white city fuckers. He’s okay most of the time, but really, at the end of it, he just wants his pension, dump his wife and kids, and go to Paris to fuck all day and drink all night. Nice guy, but limited.”


    “And you can get me free for a couple of days? What’ll you tell him, or your bosses?”


    “Fuck them, Harv. I’d tell you about my life as a cop but believe me, you wouldn’t believe me. You can get vitamin E cream, go for skin grafts. Doesn’t work like that for black folks.” She’d looked over his shoulder at Ray Tate in the truck. “You know who he is, eh? Who they fucking partnered me with? He’s the guy shot those black guys, down in the city.”


    He decided he’d put the double Charlie head on the pill presser and make her the two-hundred-thousand pills. He’d switch heads and crank out lightning bolts until the sound drove him crazy. Then he’d return to the city and do the final grab-up job for the Captain. The deal with the Chinamen to dump the next batch of lightnings would require careful thought and planning: he’d have no backup, with Barry and his crew waiting in the weeds to whack the fat Captain. Then he’d gather up his dough and take a train west to the ocean and work his way back east a while and north into the foothills.


    As he peered into the darkness for the turnoff to the farm he thought about Barry and the crew. He couldn’t have any part in Barry’s plans for the Captain. Betraying a partner was as bad as ratting him out. But if the next twenty-four hours went smoothly it probably wouldn’t matter anyway. Connie would find his entire life changed. Harv had a plan for his pal.


    In front of the farmhouse he sat and thought about looking at the moon a while.


    There was a light on in the front window.


    He went into the barn and turned on the lights, pulled the drop cloth from the pressing machine, and turned on some space heaters. A half hour, he decided, until the place was warmed up enough to work in. Then he’d have to kill the heaters: they were an ignition source and when he was mixing the fumes would fill the place so gradually he wouldn’t notice their thickness through his mask.


    He went to the rental, gathered his groceries and clumped up the steps to the farmhouse, pretending it was his western refuge. “Jesus fuck,” he said, “home at last.”

  


  
    Chapter 28


    Ray Tate and Djuna Brown met for breakfast at a coffee shop near the satellite. While he went to the counter to order food, she called Gloria at the office and said they were in the area and would be in in an hour. Gloria said the skipper hadn’t made it in yet and there were calls stacking up from the chief’s office, from the dep, from the Federales, and from the hammers of Homicide. Djuna Brown said to give her a call if he showed up before they got back. She folded the phone and watched Ray Tate bullshitting with the girl behind the counter. She could tell the counter girl liked him, was flirting. He looked fit and slim and nothing like a killer beatnik cop in a short, brown leather jacket, blue sweater, blue jeans, and hiking boots. He looked like an old perpetual student or a cool, young professor. The girl at the counter laughed and he laughed with her. Djuna Brown had trouble believing he was the same bent guy she’d seen that first morning, standing with the skipper outside the elevator, looking at her appraisingly through red eyes above a grey beard. Of course, she wasn’t the same shuffling depressive wearing embroidered slippers, either.


    When Ray Tate brought down coffee and a plate of breakfast buns she asked about his night. She saw the black dust in his fingernails, the charcoal in the creases in his knuckles. “You could’ve come over, you know? I got gin and the water was on.”


    “I wanted to. I got to … I did some drawing and before I knew it the sun was coming up. I grabbed an hour or two. This thing I think is going to break soon. Unless Harvey conned you.”


    “Nope.” She was positive. “He’ll call. We’ll get the pills, be a hero to our kind. One thing I’d like, though, and if you overrule it that’s okay. We’re pretty sure we know where the super lab is, right? We could go up there right now and grab up Harv in action and probably a shitload of pills. But me? I’d rather wait. Let Harv do his thing and when we get our stuff and he gets clear, we take the lab.”


    “You like our Harv, don’t you?”


    She dug into her jacket and brought out her fist. Ray Tate stared at it. When she opened it there was a wrinkled half tube of vitamin E cream. “He gave it to me at the coffee place. So I wouldn’t get the wrong stuff for the kid. Yeah, I like Harv. He’s a bandit and probably, they say, a killer.” She made a sad smile. “But nobody’s perfect, right?”


    “Not me, that’s for sure.”


    They sat chewing on scones and sipping their coffee. A crowd of cattlemen with exaggerated bowed legs moved up the sidewalk outside like a posse, in their ten-gallon hats and western-style suits. They wore convention ID cards around their necks.


    “So, what’s our plan?”


    He shrugged. “Wait for Harv to call, I guess, if you don’t want to nail down the lab right off.”


    “We’ll give Harv a couple of hours. If nothing, then we’ll get the skipper to put together a raiding party.” She made a cat smile. “So, what’d you draw? All night?”


    He looked out the window. “Ah, you know. Jugs of water, flowers in pots. Student stuff.”


    “I’m sure.”


    He made a small smile. “When this is over? We should talk.”


    She touched his hand on the table. “When this is over, Ray, we should talk French in Paris. I got lots of lieu time. And the way you live I figure you’ve got some dough put aside. You can keep me in the style I’ve become accustomed to. Beatnik glory.”


    “Cool.”


    Her phone buzzed. “Oh, please, let it be my buddy, Harv.” She answered with her last name, nodded at Ray Tate, and listened. “No, I can talk. I’m sitting with my buddy, Bongo … Yeah, him … How many? … When? … Where? … Any chance you want to help us out with the other guy? The Captain? …” She laughed. “I know you’re not, but I hadda ask … You know, I know you don’t know, but if you did know, it’d be nice to give some closure to Agatha Burns’s family … Like I said, Harv, I hadda ask … I’m cool with that …” She nodded as though Phil Harvey could see her and held up the tube of vitamin E. “I got it right here. After we do our thing today I’m gonna take it over to him … You know, you didn’t have to do that, right? … I know … I know … I know … Tommy’s his name …” She got a very sad look on her face. “Harv … Harv, I know you don’t want to hear this from a cop, but maybe you should look at yourself, I think there’s probably some roots under there, a little different than the tree up top, you know? … Harv? Hello? …”


    “Gone?”


    “Yeah. I think I mighta fucked it there, at the end. I just wanted him to know … you know?”


    “Sure. So, what’d he say?”


    “Today. Today’s the day. He’ll call in a couple of hours, let us know where to pick them up. We’re not going to see him at all. We won’t see him again, he said.”


    “Okay, Djun’. First we get the pills, then we’re going to the lab, raise a ruckus, lay waste in Indian country.”


    She nodded. “I hope he doesn’t get caught in this thing.”


    “Djun’? He’s still a mutt, you know, old Harv.”


    “I know,” she said sadly.


    * * *


    The skipper had fallen. His eyes looked like angry red orbs, veins like purple tortured worms writhed in his forehead. He was sitting with his feet up, listening to someone rag him out, massaging his temple with his free hand.


    From the doorway Ray Tate could hear the voice and the tone of the voice on the phone but not the words. He held his thumb up.


    “Hang on, hang fucking on,” the skipper said into the phone, palming the receiver. “Tell me, Ray, oh please, Jesus.”


    “Today’s the day, skip. Waiting on the coordinates. We get the pills then, I think, we’re going for the super lab.”


    “You know where the lab is?”


    “Yep, probably. First the pills, then the lab. Has to be in that order. Clean sweep, unless you want bodies in chains. Bodies, we don’t got.”


    “The Federales want back in. They want all you got.” The skipper held up the receiver. “The Big Chan’s cut a deal with the Feds, I don’t know why, the fucking mayor’s gonna go nuts, this gets away from us. But I made a deal for us with the dep. We take down the double Chucks, they get the lab.”


    Ray Tate stared at him.


    “C’mon, Ray.”


    “Skip, you drunken fucking cocksucker,” he said, “I’m booking medical-off. My ulcer’s acting up.”


    “Ray.”


    “Fuck off.”


    * * *


    They left the building without speaking. They didn’t take a company car. Instead they walked up the hill, huddling arm in arm against a north wind. Lake effect snow had blown in sometime and stopped and the headstones in the cemetery were edged in pure white relief. He steered her past the local station and up the street towards his apartment.


    “My place, Ray. I got a fireplace. I got mix. I even got bedding we can shred.”


    She tugged him off course and they went through the streets to her duplex. At the foot of the steps something caught her eye along the block. “They never fucking give up.”


    He looked and saw a grey car with the engine idling at the corner. “Let’s give ’em something to report in their dailies,” he said and wrapped her up in his arms.


    Laughing, she flipped the finger at the surveillance car and slapped his ass as they went up the steps.


    * * *


    The flames in the fireplace came from Union Gas. They took bedding from the bedroom and made a nest on the floor. She mixed drinks and put on a Cesaria Evora CD.


    “They got you, Ray, you know that? Dereliction. Insubordination. Beatnik goofiness.” She sipped and sparkled her eyes at him. “Weird. You don’t do the job and they get you. You do do the job and they get you anyway.”


    “Paris. I got the early pension already. I got some dough put aside.”


    “Cool. How do you say Cool-ee-oh in French?”


    They played around. He had his hand trapped inside her bra. “What do you think? Paris?”


    “Sure, whatever. Right now,” she said, “let’s do sixty-eight. I really like that, Bongo.”


    He laughed. “Sixty-nine, you mean.”


    She made a wicked smile. “Nope. Sixty-eight: you do me now and I’ll owe you one later.”


    He laughed again. He felt a strange freedom. “So, what do you think? You up for it, for Paris? Bohemian frolics.”


    “Me and you? Well, I guess, okay, maybe. No weird stuff, though, okay? No berets, none of those scarf things you wear around your neck like some fruit.” She giggled. “Especially no moustache I’ll have to wax.”


    Her mobile rang and she sprang up to get it from her jacket. She answered with her name, listened without saying anything for a few moments, then hung up. “Harv. Our stuff is ready for pickup. What are we going to do about it?”


    “Fuck it,” he said. “Call it in to Crime Watch.”


    She sat beside him and ran her hand over his face. “I got a better idea, if you’re up for it. Didn’t you say you got a good pal in the Staties?”

  


  
    Chapter 29


    It was colder north of the city. A stiff wind was starting up and the faintest traces of snow gathered then vanished in clouds. The treeline swayed like dancers. An audience of identical grim crows sat in a row on the hydro wires. Ray Tate’s pal on the Statie gun team backed his truck up to their rental car so they could talk door-to-door. The Statie stared across at Djuna Brown. “You clean up good,” he said, making a smile. He was a lean man with wide shoulders and a right eye that had a sniper’s mean squint under a long-billed, blue baseball cap with a crossed rifles logo on the front.


    Djuna Brown gave him a minimal smile. Staties weren’t her favourite people.


    “So, Ray, bring me up-to-date. What the fuck are we doing here?”


    Ray Tate gave him a brief rundown on the double Charlie pill pickup and the possibility of a super lab in Indian country. “There might be a tie-in to a woman who died in a truck fire, a lab that exploded just over a month ago. Maybe murder.”


    “These pills, they the ones that killed the kids in the city?”


    “Yep. Double Chucks. Death on the tip of your tongue.”


    The Statie nodded. “Hmmm. They any good?” He sat and thought, sighting distances to trees, parsing the wind and its effect on a travelling bullet. He stared at the line of crows, appraising regret. “So I get this straight: you guys have a stash being dumped for you. You might have a monster lab. You might have a hook into a fatality that might or might not be a homicide. All this, right? So how come you don’t go pick up the pills, set up on the lab, solve the case, be a hero to your people?”


    “City politics. You don’t want to know. We can just call Crime Watch and pick up five hundred bucks under my wife’s name if you don’t want it.”


    The Statie shrugged. “Sure. Yeah. I think so. I should touch base with my brother. He’s a major at headquarters. What do you guys want out of it?”


    “Dick.”


    “Hang on.” The Statie reversed and creeped his truck back up the road a little. Through the windshield they could see him talking into a mobile.


    “What do you think, Ray?” Djuna Brown made little fists and stretched.


    Ray Tate shook his head. “Dunno. They want it. I mean, who wouldn’t? There’s going to be a lot of press, drinks all around. I can see him being suspicious simply because it’s a gimme.” He watched her dig in her pockets and take out a cigarette. “Someone hands you something for no reason you can think of, when they could keep it themselves, they go, Whoa, what’s wrong with this?”


    “This is the guy you called, right? About me, back at the beginning? The guy who figured I’d been in the shit before they put me in the shit?” She lit the cigarette with a match and waved out the flame. He could see she was nervous.


    “Yeah. Good guy. He’s got some funny stories about Indian country.”


    “Here he comes.”


    The black truck rolled forward down the sideroad and stopped, driver to driver. “He wants to know about bodies. The guy dropping the stash? Can we get him?”


    Djuna Brown leaned forward. “Nope. The dump’s already been done. The stuff’s just sitting there. Waiting. Nobody around.”


    “Can we track him?”


    “Nope. He’s our guy. I think he’s already long gone.” She handed Ray Tate the cigarette. “Maybe, maybe when you hit the lab, maybe there’s some guys hanging around there. I dunno.”


    “And you’ve got good coordinates on the lab?”


    She nodded. “I haven’t been there, but I think I can find it.”


    The Statie tapped his mobile on the top of the steering wheel. “A warrant would be nice, for the lab. What about that?”


    Ray Tate shrugged. “Sure. But we don’t have tight coordinates, we don’t have a talking co-operator to put into the warrant. What we have is someone who told us about a bad smell in the air, chemical stuff. It’ll be: you go where your nose takes you.”


    Djuna Brown leaned to speak across Ray Tate. “And there’ll probably be no major kingpin guys in there, anyway. No trial, no lawyers, so who gives a shit?”


    “You guys write anything down in your books? About this meeting or anything else?”


    Ray Tate shook his head. “We’re someplace else right now, entirely.”


    She said, “Yeah, we’re someplace, getting it on, doing sixty-eights.”


    The Statie smiled. “Who owes who?” He backed up his truck and went back on the phone. They watched him nod. When he came back he nodded. “Okay. He says first things first. We get the stash and we keep it quiet, if there is a stash. Then we set up on the lab tonight if we can find it and go in, first light.”


    Ray Tate said, “Who we? We who?”


    The Statie nodded at Djuna Brown. “Her. She can find the place. No offence, Ray, but there might be some guys in there with guns, and … Well, you know? Besides, we want to keep this Statie, right? Rub shit into the city’s head and make ’em bleed?”


    “Naw, naw. That isn’t right. We’re partners. You just want her as a hostage to wear the hat in case it all goes sideways.”


    “Ray,” Djuna Brown said, “it’s okay. I’ll take it.”


    Ray Tate thought about it. He’d just wanted to give the whole steaming pile of shit to someone else and take her back to one of their places for the night, to get up the next day and start his paperwork to dump out of the job. Book airline tickets and learn from a book how to buy condoms in French.


    She said, “C’mon. Think of the skipper’s face, the dep, when this hits the press while they’re still pulling their pricks.” She gave him a deep look. “Then it’s bohemian Paris for me and you, Picasso.”


    “Yeah, okay.” He looked at the Statie and said, “Hang on a sec. Back it up.” When the truck rolled back, he got his door open, climbed out of the rental and into the passenger side of the truck.


    The Statie said, “Is this beyond partners, Ray? This is something else, right?”


    “Maybe. Maybe. I dunno. But I’ll tell you this: I like you. We had some good times on the training courses. But if she doesn’t come out of this in the same condition she went in, I’m coming looking, okay? You can think what you want, her and me, and you might be right and you might be wrong.”


    The Statie looked at Djuna Brown through the two windshields. “She’s a good-looking woman, Ray. With all the stories, I expected a fucking big behemoth. She’s cool, right?”


    “She’s beyond cool.”


    “No heavy lifting, I promise you. If this works out, maybe a little something for her, I don’t know. We’ll take it slow. We’ll get the stash and if it’s there, then we’ll set up on the lab.” He stared at Ray Tate for a moment. “Look, you’re not in the city now. We don’t do those things to our own, in spite of what happened to her up north. That’s a fucked place, Ray, that’s Indian country. She’ll be okay with me, man.”


    Ray Tate got out of the truck and into the rental.


    “Okay, he’s taking you. I’ll head back to town, see if Harv or anybody shows their faces. If I’m lucky, I’ll spot him and follow him up to the lab. We’ll be having bacon and eggs ready when you guys roll in.”


    “Over medium, crispy bacon, don’t forget.” He could see she was shaky as she opened her door and climbed out. But she said, “Don’t worry, Ray, okay?”


    “I mean this, Djun’: don’t think of Paris, don’t think of gin and taps, okay? Just go hard. Listen to that guy, he’s square.”


    She gave him a small grin, biting her lip. She leaned over and gave him the softest of kisses. “Cool-ee-oh, Bongo.”


    * * *


    Alone, Ray Tate headed the rental back to the city. When he got in range his rover picked up the skipper on the base station, voicing out for him. The skipper voiced out to the mutts, Wally and Bernie, but they had no time for him. He shut off his rover and headed for home, resisting the urge to turn around. But he didn’t know where Phil Harvey had made the drop. He wasn’t even sure where the super lab was. Just at some stinky place north of Widow’s Corners.


    At his apartment he couldn’t paint. He’d been up for two days and he stretched out on the futon. He got up. He stood by the window and watched trees shedding their leaves. He saw the back half of a grey sedan parked on the street, a wisp of exhaust coming from the tailpipe. He wanted to go down and pull the fuckers out of the car through the grill, but there’d be other cars around, headhunters from the Swamp looking for a bump and a serving of fruit salad on their shoulder boards. They were vermin and they worked away like chisels on the best blue job in the world. He made a gin and tap and sat watching nothing on television. He found some old stale cigarettes, lit one and choked on it, and called his daughter. His wife answered and when she recognized his voice, put the phone down and called Alexis.


    “Dad. What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing. Just having a drink, here, wondering how you’re doing.”


    “Mom says they partnered you with a black lesbian.” She made a little laugh. “She said she beats cops up.”


    “Well, she’s a tough biscuit, all right.”


    “You used to call me that. A tough biscuit. But she’s okay, though? You’re safe with her?”


    “Ax, she’s fine. She’s a little odd, but you’ll like her.”


    “Cool-ee-oh.”


    Ray Tate laughed. “Funny you should say that. She says that.”


    Alexis was silent for a few seconds. “You want me to drop by? Or you want to come out here? We can go out for dinner.”


    “Naw, we’re in the middle of a case. It’ll be done in a day or two, then …”


    “Then? Then what?”


    “Well, I’m thinking of quitting.” He cleared his throat. “Moving, maybe, to Paris.” He waited and cleared his throat again. “Ah, ah, with … her?”


    “A black lesbian? I didn’t know you were so cool, you know? Very subterranean.”


    “Tell me about it.”


    They spoke for a few more minutes about her plans for a photo trip to Asia and made plans for dinner later in the week. For the first time that day he told someone he loved her.


    He took his drink to the window. The grey car was gone. The phone rang and the display showed the skipper’s home number. He ignored it. A few seconds later it rang again. He ignored it. When it rang a third time he saw Djuna Brown’s mobile number displayed.


    “Ray? We got them. Just like Harv said. There must be close to a half-million of them, all with double Chucks on them. Bags of the fuckers. Beautiful.”


    “You’re okay, right?”


    “Yeah. Yeah, this guy is okay, this pal of yours, old pal ’o mine. We’re setting up up north of Widow’s Corners. Gonna take the lab in the morning.”


    “Cool-ee-oh,” he said. He told her about talk to his daughter, what he’d said about moving to Paris with a black dyke.


    “What’d she say?”


    “She said —”


    There was a knock at the door.


    “I got someone knocking. You okay? Stay close to that guy, okay? He’s a good guy.”


    “Okay. I’ll call you in the morning when we’re going. Tomorrow night, gin and taps on me. We can take French language courses, mon ami.”


    The knocking on the door was louder. A cop’s knock. The skipper. He went to hang up. “Hey, Djuna? Wait a sec.”


    The knocking on the door became louder, more insistent.


    “What, Ray?”


    “I, ah …”


    She laughed. “You’re crazy about me, ain’t you, Ray? I gotcha, Bongo.” She was gone, whooping.


    Ray Tate hung up the phone. It was close enough to telling her. He smiled as he cracked the door.


    The first bullet took the lobe of his right ear off. He reeled sideways, ducking away.


    The second missed him completely but he felt it buzz, hot.


    The third went in low, above his belt buckle on the left-hand side, and then he was lying on the floor, crabbing for cover and scrabbling for the gun in his ankle holster and going in his mind: Fuck fuck fuck.


    There were more shots fired that might or might not have missed him.


    Then he felt a burning punch in his left shoulder and thought, Oh, cocksucker, cocksucker, you got me that time.


    He had his gun out and began rolling to triangulate on the open door and the shape filling it.


    The shape standing there was enveloped like a magician in a cloud of blue smoke. Yellow flame reached into the room, looking for him.


    He heard screaming although he hadn’t fired a shot.


    He thought: Is that me?


    Then he thought: I hope this isn’t another black guy.


    He said to himself, Fuck him if he is.


    Then he unloaded his gun into the crowded doorway until he passed out with a mouth full of copper pennies.


    * * *


    Phil Harvey didn’t wait for anyone to pick up the pills. He’d left them where he told the little black cop they’d be, behind the fourth tree on the north side of the county road running east, exactly 4.2 miles south of Widow’s Corners. He’d done what he could. Hopefully the pills would take the heat off him and the crazy Captain and the rest of the crew. Harv didn’t care, really, but he couldn’t live calmly on his mountain with the thought of someone going behind the pipes for something he’d done.


    He had a couple of things to do that night and then he’d be done with it all. The life would be gone and another one would begin. Harv knew he was a season and in change. Cured logs, he thought. Fresh raw logs would dry out and contract for months after he built his house then the window frames would have gaps around them. He’d read that, slowly tracing his finger across the page of a book. He’d have to buy weathered logs that wouldn’t shrink.


    Heading south to the city with his bag of lightnings in the back of a rental van, he debated with himself about whether to get one of the new enamel-looking wood stoves or shoot a wad on a fireplace and chimney. A different life, where a gun was long and not cut down to fit under a coat or in a bag. A life where a gun was a tool not a weapon. The gases, he’d read in a book left in the shelves of the farmhouse, the gases of sunset were caused by pollutants irradiated by the setting sun. What was that all about? He’d have to think on that one.


    Passing the town where Frankie had lived he thought of pulling off the highway and visiting the girlfriend. Frankie died in the life, he’d tell her, and maybe he’d invite her to a better life. He’d need someone, he thought, to talk it out with, to reveal his ideas and insights. He didn’t want to become a wandering muttering fool traipsing the hills and valleys, talking to himself. He could, he thought, try to write them down but he’d been writing some letters backwards all his life, back in the days when it was called stupid instead of dyslexia. He wished he could talk some more to the little black cop. She’d instantly understood the roots of the tree and the tree itself. He believed her when she said she had the tube of vitamin E cream in her hand when he spoke to her on the phone. Tommy, she’d said the boy’s name was. Her partner, Harvey thought, that was one bad old-time copper. There was something between them, he’d intuited immediately. The old-time copper was going to Paris. Was that his mountains and valleys? He reminded Harv of all the good-time old coppers who’d battered him, thinking they could change a soul. A bullet in the face, Harv thought, that would put the copper in his place, show him in a sunrise flash of gunsmoke how things were.


    He continued through. Frankie’s town was gone after a trio of defaced off-ramp signs.


    He swung into the city inside a blaze of roaring trucks and complex designs of tail lights that looked like little red galaxies ahead of him. City traffic was light. Harv made it into east Chinatown quickly. He had no backup and there was no point in bringing the buyer’s thugs out into the city: they wouldn’t let him walk away twice. He drove directly to the restaurant and parked illegally in front. There were young guys inside the place, visible though the wide front window with Chinese characters painted onto it. With the heavy bag of lightnings in one hand and his ribbed .44 inside a sweater in the other, Harv went inside and up to the doddering old fool sitting on a stool at the cash.


    “Fifty thousand for one seventy-five.”


    The old fool looked at him. “You the crazy guy. Out with your dirty business.” But he smiled and reached for a mobile phone under the counter.


    Harv grinned tightly back at him and went through the restaurant, past blue-haired toughs sitting at a round table and sat at the back. He put the bag on the floor beside him and the sweater on the table, easing back the cloth to reveal the long ribbed barrel. He felt a little insane and asked a waiter for tea.


    He’d come to like tea over the past month. Coffee wasn’t something that fit into his life anymore, although Agatha Burns had begged for it, begged for anything that would give her a boost. He’d given her tea as she screamed and worked her way through the cellular adjustment she’d had to make to get out from behind the crazy Captain’s imposed habit. At times she said he should have killed her. At times, in pity, he wished he had.


    She’d said, Harv, I was beautiful once.


    He’d said, Ag, you’re beautiful now.


    She’d said, What about Connie? Does Connie know you didn’t off me?


    He’d said, Don’t worry about Connie.


    She’d seemed obsessed when she said, What he made me do, that night in the hotel, I’m ashamed, Harv. I never …


    He’d said, I’ll be back to get you. I’ll take you home to your parents, you’ll be okay.


    She’d said, Can I go with you, Harv?


    Of course she couldn’t go with him. He felt something for her. That’s why the old broad at the camper truck had to be incinerated. Agatha and Connie Cook would be left behind like the old black leather bat coat he’d come to hate. He’d read that trees and flowers grew subtly in the direction of the heat and light of the sun. He’d find himself a new sun out in the mountains, a sun that would —


    The old man behind the counter walked over to the table of blue-haired young guys and muttered. One of the blue-haired guys nodded, punched a key on his cellphone, and carried it over to Harv, handed it to him without comment and returned to his table.


    “Mr. Harvey? Mr. Harvey?”


    “I’ve got fifty thousand at one and three quarters.”


    “Sure. No problem. I’ll send someone. But at one, for fifty.”


    “One fifty is a very good price. These egg rolls are like the others.”


    “We would pay more, say, even two for fifty, in return for a favour.”


    “What favour?”


    “The big fat one, the one who burned the children? Who sent you to steal the drums? A favour for six fingers, you know who I mean?”


    Six fingers, three on each hand, straight up: WW. Willy Wong. One of his faces was as the protector of Chinatown, shepherd of students from Canada, of Triad fugitives. Everyone would know that Willy Wong had been robbed, that the students had been tortured. Everyone would watch to see how strongly he reacted. Chinatown would require an extravagant public corpse.


    “Six fingers would like to spend some Chinatown time with this fat man. If you arrange it, we will send two for fifty.”


    Harv watched the blue-haired guy watching him. A hundred thousand. With what he had set aside, he could live in mountain mists forever on that kind of dough. He could burn it in the fireplace or stove to keep warm when he was too tired to go out for kindling. He thought of Barry the gym owner and his crew, of their look of distaste in the basement in east Chinatown. He thought of Agatha Burns being made to lick his face, suck his fingers. And tonight’s target for the sick prick, whoever she was, would just feed the cycle of the crazy Captain’s escalating appetites. It would be easier to just let him die at the hands of Willy Wong. But Harv believed there was a way to stop his madness without putting the Captain in the ground or behind the pipes. He had to get away clean, at peace with himself, with no prisoners or bodies left behind.


    “Done.” He nodded into the phone and said, “Done. But cash, and tonight.”


    “Perfect, Mr. Harvey. Give the phone back to that fellow who gave it to you. He’ll go and get your money then you take him to where this fat man is. After this, you shouldn’t come anymore into Chinatown, okay?”


    Harv put the phone on the table and pointed at it. The blue-haired guy got up and took it back to his table. He listened and gave Harv an A-OK sign. The guy beside him laughed. Harv, though, knew that in their world the A-OK finger sign meant You’re worth nothing. Zero. The blue-haired guy made a smiling show of getting up and shrugging into his leather jacket. He drank off his teacup and with his car keys jangling in his hand, walked towards the kitchen exit, winking at Harv. Harv knew the blue hair was dust sprayed on. It was technique. If the guy had to do something and run, he could shake his head hard as he made his escape, shaking out the blue, looking like one of a thousand other young guys loitering on California Street.


    When the blue-haired guy came close to the table Harv stood up and shot him through the middle of his face. The guy went straight down, a haze of blue dust and red mist rose like a rainbow in the air where his head had been.


    For a moment everyone was frozen except Harv.


    Inside that moment he wheeled like a dancer and shot another blue-haired Viet in the middle of his chest. He pegged a round at another guy but knew he’d missed even though the guy hit the floor yelling in pain.


    Harv left the bag of pills and the sweater on the table and headed for the door, the gun dangling in his hand. People scattered, rocking the tables, dumping the chairs, and diving to the floor. The room was full of blue smoke and, he thought, the noise was impossibly loud and endless.


    The old man at the cash stood up and said, his voice very faint to Harv’s hollow ears, “Oh, you crazy guy,” leaving his mouth open.


    “When you see him, tell him I’m no rat.” He fired into the open mouth and the wall behind the man became textured with bits of bone, a splash of blood, and grey matter.


    * * *


    He was early to do the pickup for the crazy, lovestruck Captain. There were several SUVs in front of the house and some sleek sedans parked on the curb. He backed the van up to the Lexus with the personalized plate, the rear doors a few feet from the sedan’s trunk. On a quick walk-past he looked through trees and Connie Cook’s stone gates, saw the large, bright picture windows, the shapes of people moving around with drinks in their hands. He wanted to creep close, to hear what they were saying. What did rich people talk about? What was so fucking interesting? A book club, Cookie had said, where people talked about reading. What the fuck was that all about? Harv had read a lot of books in the joint, read them slowly, knowing his lips were moving but keeping his hand over his mouth so no one would see. But he’d never had the urge to discuss a book with anyone.


    Back when he’d snaffled up Agatha Burns for the crazy fat fuck he’d wandered the curving streets and cul-de-sacs, figuring out the best place to grab her, the best route out onto a busy street that would lead to the Interstate that led north. The Captain hadn’t told Harv then about the purpose of the kidnapping. No worries, Harv, I’ll have the parents over to dinner. Get the girl. Take her north. Wait for me. Harv had thought maybe it was a kidnapping for ransom and by the time the Captain had started turning Agatha into what he wanted her to be, it was too late. Harv had done shit but he’d never wished he hadn’t done any of it, never wanted to roll back the clock as if anyone could. But with the Agatha Burns snaffling, he found himself trying to unwind his life.


    For this, tonight, there was no excuse. There was no end in it, no payoff. The road of the day to this place in the night had been full of sudden twists and turns. Leaving a bag of double Chucks for the cops to pick up, committing a minor massacre in Chinatown. All to protect the Captain, all to allow himself to find a piece of quiet in a mountain he could only imagine, to sit on his mountain and know that no one was losing a chunk of their life because of him.


    The door of Captain Cook’s house opened. Women stood in the doorway. They sounded drunk. Kisses all around.


    Harv thought about shooting all of them.


    Harv thought about not doing the grab. Just walking away and going up north, bringing Agatha back to the city then making his way west. But the Captain had a hard jones: someone else would be recruited, more Agathas would be made to vanish and deteriorate. The Captain would continue his crazy spiral until he went too far, made too many mistakes. Tonight’s gift for the crazy fucker had to be one that would make him stop.


    Phil Harvey eased back into some bushes between the front of his van and the gates to the Captain’s house.


    He thought of Barry and his crew and their looks. He thought of Barry and the boys having their eye out for the Captain, doing a public service by whacking him.


    Cars started and crept away.


    Harv thought of the three Chinamen he’d just shot. Of blue dust and blood in the air.


    Two women, drunkenly arm in arm, came along the sidewalk. The other cars were gone.


    One woman said, “— up north at some gold mine that needs his money.”


    The other woman laughed. “He’d just waste it on food. Connie’s getting a little … portly?”


    Harvey leaned back quietly, letting the women go by. He smelled booze and perfume. The women stopped and chatted.


    “Don’t worry about Connie,” one woman said. “He’s a pussycat.”


    “Well, he’d better be,” the other woman said. “He’s a really, really, really big pussycat.”


    They laughed. They parted with air kisses and promises to call. One woman passed closely by him, the other dug for her keys in her purse, tilting it to the streetlight.


    In his black leather bat coat Harv felt like a creature of the night, a piece of the night, swooping.


    * * *


    Connie Cook waited in angst by his cellphone. He pulled his Mercedes into a takeout Mickey Dee’s near the Interstate and ordered three family specials. The drone in the window stared at him and shrugged and spoke the order into his headset.


    Connie Cook checked the clock on the Benz. If Harv had made his move when the book club broke up, he should be on the way, if he’d grabbed up the treat. The phone should be ringing and the crazy Captain should be on the road, blistering his way north, to love. But the phone didn’t ring. He took his orders of burgers and fries and drove around the food outlet to the front parking lot. He checked that the cell was charged and operating and began working on the food. In front of the joint a young couple, the girl looking like his lost Agatha and the boy looking like some needy jerk, felt each other and laughed. If Harv didn’t call, Cornelius Cook thought, maybe he could entice the girl into the car, do his own shopping, show Harv how it was done. A snack, to get his juices flowing.


    When the phone buzzed he grabbed it up. It was past midnight.


    “Harv, Harv?”


    “Jesus, Cookie. This one’s a fighter. I got her okay, she’s in the bag, but I’m running way late. I think one of the other broads saw it go down. I got to dump this van and get something else.”


    “But you got her, right? You closed the deal?”


    “Oh, yeah. I had to give her a couple of shots, but she’s in the back.” Harv yelled, Shut the fuck up. “This one, fuck Connie, you got taste. This one is class.”


    “Yep. I got the eye, Harv.” The Captain reached under his stomach into his growing crotch. “So, what now? When can I begin the honeymoon?” He was exuberant. “Fuck, Harv, I fucking love you. You did it. Jesus.”


    “Well, the way it’s going, I’m figuring with changing vehicles and getting back on the road, I won’t get up there much before dawn. You want to get up there any time around then. If I get there first, I’ll have it ready for you.”


    “Yeah yeah yeah yeah. I’m on the way. If I get there first, I’ll get things ready. You did it? Fuck, Harv. You fucking did it.”


    “But this one has to last you, Cookie. I can’t do this every couple of months. The other broad saw what was going down, I think, so I’m gonna be hot.”


    “No problem. We’ll get this thing straightened out. You cook while I introduce my new pal to the new reality of romance. We’ll move the … groceries, right? The groceries, collect the money and you … Well, a bonus, you keep it all from this cooking. Wherever you want to go, you go. You go on me. A vacation.” He realized he was babbling and simply said, “Fuck, Harv. I’m on my way.”


    * * *


    Harv was just a few kilometres from the super lab, keeping the van in the single lane at a steady sixty miles an hour, a good nighttime driving speed, wary of big horned mammals that might jump into the roadway. His gaming with the fat fuck would give him a night of freedom to cook and package. To plan and scheme.


    This was the dangerous part: if you got hooked, how do you explain a sleeping bag in the back seat with a duct-taped woman in it? It was just past midnight and he could cook up a harvest of pills before the fat fucker arrived in the dawn to claim his prize. Harv planned to leave the Captain and his new true love abandoned at the lab after he disabled one of the cars, the Mercedes or the van, and tried for a quick deal with someone, maybe the Greeks that came down from Canada every week, or the Italians at Stateline. If the pills didn’t move right away he’d just dump them someplace for Barry and his crew to pick up, and head for the bumpy mountains of the unimaginable west.


    At the turn into the driveway he didn’t see the cammie clad figure with night scope huddled down off the side of the road, his face smeared with goop to absorb the light of the moon.


    But Harv did see the moon. It rode in the sky as placid as he hoped to become.


    He decided to learn more about the moon, about the doings of the lunar.


    * * *


    Ray Tate knew he’d done something right. The form in the doorway stopped screaming and stopped shooting him, which is all he wanted. He saw a vague lump slouched against the other side of the hall, legs splayed, the soles of hiking boots facing him at opposite forty-five degree angles, blood running away from the body. The face was mostly gone. He couldn’t tell who it was.


    He said to himself, Good shooting, Ray, you still got your chops. But he knew it had been luck: he’d just aimed his gun into the doorway and unleashed some free-form jazz; no aiming, no breath control, no real melody in there. He laughed on his floor and leaked, staring up at the ceiling, amazed he never realized how ugly it was.


    The super, old Mr. Lilly, crept in his slippers to the edge of the doorway and peeked around the jam. He said, Holy fuck, and crossed himself.


    As he started to become very cold, for a scant moment Ray Tate saw Devon Brown and Mkumbi Masa beckoning him like old pals, their lips moving incessantly.


    He saw a freckled uniformed copper wearing men’s underwear and sagging socks, arising, yawning, from his futon, her blond hair a-tangle, opening her mouth to speak and speak and speak at him.


    He saw his daughter whispering at him from behind her camera: “Keep very still, dad.”


    And Djuna Brown singing and a chorus of old, crusty duty sergeants telling endless war stories and wry jokes. He heard the island voice telling him she had no mix. He smelled cinnamon and felt very cold. All the voices, the duty sergeants and the women and dead men, grew in volume until it was a loud racket in his ears and dying became a reasonable warm alternative.

  


  
    Chapter 30


    Two hours before dawn the Statie sniper tapped softly on the door of the nightroom and sang, “Wakey wakey. Briefings and worms for the early birds.”


    Djuna Brown opened the door immediately. She wore a pair of fatigue pants rolled up at the cuffs, a sweatshirt that came down almost to her knees, and had bare feet. “I’m up, I’m up.” Her hair was brushed and still wet. The cot behind her had been made up, complete with hospital corners, the way she’d found it when they assigned her the room. She looked at the false smile on his face. “What?”


    He lied and she knew it. “Nothing. Pre-op stress. Sixteen or seventeen more cups of coffee and I’ll be riding up there sitting on top of the helicopter. You don’t get airsick, do you, dearie? Our pilot was out drinking last night and he’s in a foul mood.”


    She gave him a smile but she knew he was talking too much, wasn’t telling her everything. She wondered if the skipper had somehow tracked her down, had put the kibosh on the morning operation. Maybe, she thought, it was some huge Statie joke: the briefing room would be full of Irish fuckheads and knuckle draggers from Widow’s Corners, waiting to maul her. It would be a legendary and complicated scam that would be told for years to come, how the dyke was sucked into thinking she was doing cop work but when she got there found herself being hooted at by old pals.


    The Statie waited while she got her things together, then led her down the long quiet hallway to a flight of metal stairs and they rattled down. “We clocked a van going in after midnight. The guy on the night scope said it looked like a guy with very long hair. Couldn’t tell if he was alone or not. Could be a dozen bandits in the back, armed to the teeth.”


    She felt a little sad. She’d hoped Phil Harvey had done whatever he had to do and gone away to get his skin graffs. “We have to talk about that guy, if he’s in play.”


    He nodded. “Do it once, at the briefing, okay? I don’t want our guys going in there if there’s something they should know, and don’t.” He opened a door and led her to a silent cafeteria. A man in tactical garb was loading a coffee filter into a drip machine. His camouflage pants were puttied into his black boots and he wore a T-shirt. He nodded at them sleepily. They grabbed coffees. The Statie sniper said there were buns and other good stuff in the briefing room. He asked how she slept. He asked her if she’d ever gone tactical before.


    She made appropriate responses and wondered what was going on off-stage, what she didn’t know about, what he wasn’t telling her. She said: “You heard from Ray? What’s he up to?”


    “Ah,” he said, pushing open a pneumatic door and ushering her through. “I tried to give him a call a while ago but his phone went to message. You guys are, hmmm, doing stuff?” He walked faster, not waiting for her to respond. He nattered. “That reminds me. I’m gonna have to take your cellphone off you. We’re operational, okay? Loose lips sink ships.”


    “Lemmee give him a quick call.” She took the cell from her jacket.


    He took it from her hand. “You can call after.”


    The briefing room had a weird fluorescent hyperreality: everything was sharp edged and detailed. After the silence of the corridors the lights made an almost invisible hum. Outside the row of windows the world was deeply black with the ending of night. There were two dozen people in clusters in the room, all but one a male, none of them sitting in the arc of chairs in front of a chalkboard. The lone woman was tall and energetic and dressed for office work in a tweedy two-piece suit, medium heels, and nylons.


    Everyone turned to look at Djuna Brown carefully as the Statie sniper led her in. From the corner of her eye she thought she saw her sniper shake his head briefly. The men in the room looked away. Some nodded. The woman continued staring at her, then waved her over and led the way to the chalkboard. Her heels clacked briskly on the tile floor. Passing between the men, most in various stages of camouflage, all of them big and buff, all of them suddenly silent, Djuna Brown felt tiny and was glad she hadn’t worn her lucky slippers. As she passed through, a couple of the men gently touched her shoulder and she became afraid. Standing beside the woman she felt grimy and urchin-like.


    “Okay, grab seats,” the woman said, picking up a piece of yellow chalk and bouncing it on her palm. She looked, Djuna Brown thought, like a strict schoolteacher settling down unruly students. “This is Djuna Brown, she’s one of us. She’s been detached to a task force, chemicals, in the city.” The woman smiled easily. “But she’s come home now. Back to pleasure her own kind.”


    The men laughed. Djuna Brown thought she was going to instruct them to welcome her to a new school. She noticed some of the men still looked at her sadly. Her Statie sniper stood behind the last row of seats, his arms folded, his mouth grim.


    “Okay, kids, here’s the deal,” the woman said. “This morning we’re taking down a drug lab up near Passive. We don’t have a lot of intell. We’ve got people up there, off the property, keeping an eye. A vehicle went in there early this morning, one person aboard, either a woman or a man with long hair. It was a van so we don’t know who might have been in the back. So: we assume the place is populated with heavily armed nogoodniks. There’s a main house and several outbuildings scattered around, if one of the local detachment guys is to believed. There’s been a bush rat working in there. He’s been seen with a varmint gun. The road in is about a half mile long. Again, according to the local guy. In an hour we’re choppering in. The chopper’ll drop us on a concession road about four miles east of the target property entrance. We don’t want to wake anybody up in there, nice to catch ’em napping. The local guys’ll RV with us there and drive us to the site. We walk in.” She looked at the window. “Nice morning for a hike.”


    “Us?” one of the guys said. “You coming in, inspector?”


    Another laughed. “Yeah, it’s about those shoes. Manolos?”


    “Ferragamos.” She smiled gently. “Now, about the guys running this. What should we know?” She stepped back. “Djuna?”


    Djuna Brown didn’t feel so little. She sipped her coffee. She felt like she was in a room full of Ray Tates, of cops. “The guy with the long hair, going in, is, I think, a city thug named Phil Harvey. He’s got a sheet longer than his hair. He’s done a lot of time. We got a witness in the city says he goes armed. Intell says he’s put at least two people down. Then there’s the bush rat. An old snaggle-toothed guy we’re told has a gun of some kind, something, roaming the place. The other guy that’s come up is this great fat fellow we haven’t seen yet, but we’re told he’s the guy behind the lab. He’s psycho: he used a branding iron on some ecstasy cookers down in the city. There’s a blond guy that’s been around. Biker wannabe. He might be in there. Who else? Don’t know. Vehicles? Harvey’s been seen driving rentals, he’s got a black Camaro under him but we haven’t seen it in a while. The blond guy drives a buff black F-250 pickup, double cab. The old guy had a busted-back old grey pickup, he might still have it. Phil Harvey was driving it in the back roads, last time I saw him.”


    A radio squawked and the inspector stepped away from the group to respond. She listened, the unit held quiet and close to her ear, and said, Ten-four, and came back.


    Djuna Brown continued: “By background: there was a chemical task force set up with the city and the Feds and us. Everybody sent down their best ace investigators.” She waited for the laugh and when it came she smiled prettily. “We were getting whipped by these guys turning out pills with double C markings. Some kids died on them. There was torture and mayhem. We tracked the lab to up here and here we are.”


    One man said, “And the city guys? And the Feds? What time to do they arrive?”


    Djuna Brown shrugged her shoulders and glanced at the windows. “I think they’re gonna miss it. They’ll be pretty pissed off. Mad as Chinamen with no thumbs.”


    They all laughed but nobody asked.


    “We doing a warrant?” a tactical guy asked. “We all have to read the warrant before we go in. Have we got a warrant?”


    “Let me just,” the inspector said to Djuna Brown, stepping up. “The wind’s changed up there. One of the scouts said there’s a strong smell of chemicals coming from the west. I’ll call a prosecutor, but I think he’s going to say there’s a public hazard, we have to act.”


    A tac guy said, “Terrorism, maybe?”


    “Yeah, good thinking,” the inspector said. “Maybe Osama bin Cookin’.”


    They all laughed. A little too hard, Djuna Brown thought, noting their careful looks at her.


    * * *


    Djuna Brown wore a set of cammies and a woollen watch cap. The inspector wore a dashing looking trench coat belted over her suit and a blue silk scarf tucked in around her throat. They were in the middle of a convoy of three four-bys, racing from headquarters to a nearby airfield. Djuna Brown thought the inspector smelled gorgeous and glamorous. She was lightly perfumed, her hair was scented with shampoo, and dry cleaning chemicals were noticeable on her clothing. She held a rover on her lap. A dash radio muttered. The driver leaned to adjust it. The inspector made small talk. “So, how was it, down in the city? On the task force?”


    “It was okay.” She felt guarded for no reason she could imagine. If this was a Spout trick, it was elaborate. But, she thought, something else seemed to be going on.


    When she didn’t say more, the inspector laughed softly. “But you missed us up here, right? Widow’s Corners. Those fuckers.” She turned her head and looked at Djuna Brown. “I know all that. Everybody knows all that. But the guys up there, they weren’t assigned up there because of their charm and tact. Those guys in the briefing room? My guys. If I was up there and what happened to you happened to me, they’d jump in their jackboots into the place and lay fucking waste.” She turned on an interior sidelight and picked up Djuna Brown’s hand, tilting her nails to the light. “This is nice. You get these done down there?”


    Djuna Brown let her hold her fingers a moment. She had the impression the inspector wanted to talk about anything except something. “Yeah. In the city.” She eased her fingers free. “My guy took me for a treat. He’s a city guy, my guy.”


    The inspector laughed very loudly and called to the driver. “Mack? Hey Mack, she thinks I’m gay, hitting on her. Am I gay, Mack?”


    The driver laughed. “No question, inspector. Queer as Harry’s hatband. You’ve served more tongue than a deli sandwich maker. Your husband told me, the night you dropped the fourth frog.”


    “Four kids,” the inspector said to Djuna Brown. “Four kids, I fucked one guy in fifteen years and I still got this fucking job.”


    Mack said, “Heads up, inspector,” and reached to turn up the dash radio. A voice said a vehicle had just turned into the driveway. One white male on board. A Mercedes, dark blue or black.


    * * *


    The helicopter contained Djuna Brown and six members of a tactical team. The pilot came in low from the east and aimed at a dim crossroads lit by cones of headlights where three marked SUVs were parked on the shoulder. As the helicopter drifted to a stop in the air and slowly kissed down onto the road, Djuna Brown saw familiar faces from her old barracks. In the breaking dawn they looked like refugees with upturned desperate faces, waiting for rescue.


    The pilot waited until the prop stopped twirling. Djuna Brown’s Statie sniper said, “Okay, we’re tactical the minute your boots hit the ground. We’re the boys with the toys and you stay by me.” He pulled a vest from the floor near his feet and held it out to her.


    She shook her head. “I’ll be okay. I’ll stay behind you.”


    He said, “You don’t dress up, you don’t go to the ball.”


    He helped her fit herself into its intimate heaviness. “You got some room in there for me, I think. If the shit hits the fan, just pull your head in, pull your arms and legs in, and lay on the ground. The defensive turtle position. Unflattering, but effective. We’ll come get you later, find you a good home.”


    The pilot had a handlebar moustache. He waited until the team was off-boarded and called to her, “Hey? You free later? We can get some beers, take ’er up, snap off the lights, goof on the citizenry.”


    “Love to,” she said, “but I got to get down to the city, hook up with a partner o’mine. He’s a city guy, but he’s okay.”


    He gave her a teasing smile. Then he frowned. “Oh, fuck. I’m sorry, man. How is he?”


    She thought he was playing with her. She stumbled. “How he who?”


    “Your partner. The city guy, Tate, right? I heard it on the radio.”


    She shook her head as her foot hit the ground. “What?”


    He said something she couldn’t hear over the backwash of the rotors.


    Her Statie had her by the back of the vest. “C’mon, let’s go.”


    “What happened to Ray?” It made sense: the quiet looks, the sympathetic turning away, barring her from using her cell to call out, the constant babble and chitchat. “What’s he talking about?”


    “Look, we don’t know. A shooting, anyway, down in the city. He was hit, we don’t know how bad. They got him to hospital.”


    “Who shot him?”


    He shook his head. “We don’t know. He put down the shooter, we know that: no suspects outstanding.” He saw her eyes were huge. “Maybe, you should hang back? We can get the chopper to take you down to headquarters, get you down to the city.”


    She looked into his sympathetic eyes. “No. I’m going with you guys.”


    The team leader called out and she walked across the road like she was on stilts. The team leader waved the local detachment guys over. They came up the road a ways, then looked at Djuna Brown and unsubtly turned their backs, muttering. The team leader saw their curled lips and looked at Djuna Brown and raised his eyebrows.


    She shrugged. “I used to work up here.” She looked around for the Statie sniper. He was off to the side on his cellphone. He looked at her and shrugged and shook his head.


    The team leader asked, “You have some chick stuff going with them? I don’t need any surprises up there, friendly fire problems.”


    “If there’s gonna be a surprise,” she said, “it won’t be for you.”


    He stared at her a moment, weighing, then he walked over to the guys from the Spout and assigned them to guard the trucks and the trees. With a circular hand signal he called his team over. “We’re going in on foot, but they don’t get to play. They’re dudes with ’tudes. Djuna’s going to come up behind.” He nodded to her sniper. “Mark, you hang back with her.”


    He laid out a point man and the team started in, well-spaced, in their tin hats.

  


  
    Chapter 31


    Connie Cook wasn’t stupid enough to think he was normal. In the middle of his debaucheries he sometimes focused briefly on something, a strand of hair, a rivulet of blood, a sound of despair, and went to himself, Fuck, what am I doing? But the sheer pleasure of abandon and revenge welled up and overcame and he felt a rising in his chest that felt like he imagined love to feel. There were moments in there when he felt his power was the only power that could stop the fear and pain. His mind usually effectively blocked the knowledge that he was the one orchestrating it. The knowledge of some inner goodness was enhanced when he thought of his fondness for Agatha Burns. The strippers, he knew, were disposable people before he ever met them. He was merely a step in the path of their lives, a force of nature. And a final step and a crucial step in the stages of his own metamorphosis. But Agatha. He couldn’t dispose of her himself, it would demean and negate all the love he’d felt for her over the months they’d spent together. My love has grown, he thought. I have grown. Letting Harv end his relationship with Ag had been necessary. But now it was time to move on, don’t dwell.


    This, he thought, this’ll be the last one. My life of crime is over. Harv can take over everything, we can just get together once in a while, talk about old times, about my buddy the gym owner and his crew, about the fun in the Chinese basement. We’ll have a history based on the mutual understanding of colleagues, unlike those Chicago Mercantile sharpies, those donation hustlers who peck at my body like wild birds. Me and Harv can talk in a language no one understands. A subtext that’ll make us grin while everyone else goes, What?


    Connie Cook slowed to watch for the turnoff into the farm. He didn’t see the cammie guy in the bushes aim his night scope at him. It was clear in the sky with some thick, barely visible clouds that billowed and crisped up with the light of dawn before it made itself known to the earthbound. There was a fortuitous moon riding in them. He thought of an old poem they’d learned at school. “The moon was a ghostly galleon, tossed upon cloudy seas …”


    After this one, after Gabby, I’ll settle it all down a bit. Love will be what comes to me, not what I pursue, capture. I’ll get my good nature back. I must have had one, once, I know I did. Cora loved me and loves me in spite of this globe of flesh I carry around. When I crush an opponent I’ll do it with wit and humour. Hatred will become my enemy. But it’ll be hard. My father was hated and feared. He thought he was respected, but his oppression and ruthlessness made the Cook name a notorious legend. You’ve been Cooked, jocular people told a crushed victim and now you’ll get Eaton, the name of one of old Cook’s business cronies. I’ll get it all out, leak out all the poison from this huge body, then I’ll become a smiling fool, a donating dunce, a benevolent Buddha. I’ll be who I am, what I was meant to be.


    He rounded the curve to the farmhouse. The window was a yellow square. He crept the Mercedes into the clearing close to the steps.


    A figure moved by the window.


    Harvey came out of the barn. He waved and called, Cookie, welcome.


    The air smelled of phosphorous and chemicals.


    Connie Cook happily hailed, “Harv, hey, Harv.”


    He realized if Harv was coming out of the barn, then who was walking past the window in the main house? He climbed from the Benz. “What the fuck, Harv? Who’s that up there? In the window? You put her loose? Fuck, man, I wanted to unwrap her, see the look on her face.”


    * * *


    Agatha Burns heard the Mercedes purr outside. She heard voices, Harv welcoming in his bass voice, the Captain querulous. She looked at the sleeping bag struggling in the corner of the main room.


    The woman called out.


    Agatha said it would be all right, just relax.


    The woman said she was suffocating, bleeding.


    Agatha said, Control your breathing.


    The woman said, Who are you?


    Agatha said, I was beautiful, once.


    The Agatha Burns waiting for her future to begin over was glowing. Her hair was shampooed and blond again, and parted on the side, neatly, as it had been when she was kicking up her legs and cheering the team to victory. Her teeth remained greyish but that, she knew, could be fixed, if she wanted to. She had muscle tone. Harv had chained her to the stove for the first month, giving her enough freedom to work out. In the evenings they’d had tea together, pored through the shelves of books about camping and house building and irrigating. At first she’d loved Harv for not killing her then she came to love him for his questions, his observations, his excited alerts of bears outside the window. For the shyly covered lips that moved when he read. His scars disappeared from her vision. She saw him as he’d been as a beaten boy with broken teeth. His hands, neither the scarred messy one nor the other less damaged one, hadn’t touched her except to hold her hair back while she vomited. But she saw in his eyes his own rehabilitation, his determination to undo what had been done to her.


    “We’ll get you straight, Ag,” he’d said, that first dawn as her body began a molecular revolt, leaching of the crank, her cells wondering what happened to that good stuff that entered her blood through her veins, off her tongue, up her ass. She heard them demanding: Where’s that good stuff? We’re gonna get noisy, we don’t get it. And for weeks they went crazy under her skin, acrobatic in her brain, fogging her eyes, and forcing her teeth to gnaw at the inside of her mouth.


    Harv made endless tea. She screamed. Harv brought cellophane-wrapped cakes full of cloying cream. She moaned and rolled on the board floors of the farmhouse. Harv talked and she puked. Evenings Harv rocked in an old creaky chair and told stories of the brutality of his life. She froze and sweated and squeezed her balled fists between her thighs, under her armpits. No self-pity for old Harv. He laughed with no regrets of the boisterous life in the streets and cages.


    When Harv was gone on his trips to the city to, as he put it, wrap up his old life, she was free to roam the length of the chain handcuffed to her ankle. Sometimes when she was loud she heard an old voice singing outside the door, Kick it, you kick it good, girl. Cackles, laughter. She tried to entice the old fool in but he never touched the doorknob. She ate at the food Harv left within reach: cakes and bags of prepared salads and cellophane bags of apples and mixtures of nuts and raisins and dried fruits. She drank water from the sink, became accustomed to the raw lake taste of it. A porcelain bowl was left for her use, rough toilet paper and napkins from roadside diners. She made tea from little bags, she walked and walked her convict circle, and one day she awoke clean. It was like a sudden impossible sunrise, a daybreak.


    One night after the frustrated rebellious cells had fled the streams and ponds of her body, her long-absent period returned with a vengeance. She surprised herself when she was too embarrassed to ask Harv to bring up tampons the next time he went to the city. Instead she wrapped used tea bags in wads of toilet paper. This, rather than the absence of chemical and addiction in her body, told her she’d kicked. She’d found her character and identity and experienced shame.


    One night, conversationally, she asked Harv, “How’d you let that happen to me? With Connie. The crank?”


    And he said, “I forgot. I forgot who I was.”


    * * *


    In front of the house, Harv calmed the crazy Captain. “Relax, Cookie. C’mon in.” When the fat fucker began hyperventilating and looking for an exit route, Harv took a silver revolver from behind his back. Ambient light from the sky and the window winkled in the flutes of the long barrel. “Inside, Cookie. C’mon.”


    “Who is it? Who’s in there? What are you doing, Harv? You setting me up? Cops? Chinamen?”


    Harv was disappointed. “Cookie, if you knew what I done the last couple of days for you, you wouldn’t talk this shit. I’d never give you up to cops or Chinamen, you fucking know that.” Harv shook his head. “Fuck, Cookie, fuck.” He indicated the Captain should go up the steps. “No pal of mine dies or does time because of me.”


    “What’s going to happen, Harv? Tell me.”


    “I’m leaving. You’re staying with your sweetie, here. I’ll send someone up to get you once I get clear.”


    “We made a lot of money, Harv. A lot of fucking money. And now what?” He glanced at the barn. “You’re ripping me?”


    “I thought it was about the money, Cookie, at first. But it wasn’t.” He wanted to put his hand on the Captain’s shoulder, to commiserate, to explain. “You’re weird, Connie. Fuck, man, I’m weird. But you hurt people when you don’t have to. You’ve got no restraint. You’ve got all the money in the world, and you … Well, you act like an asshole.”


    Connie Cook dreaded going up the steps. “What’s in there, Harv?” He stared at Harv and Harv thought he looked like a big, disappointed baby. “My guys, my security guys’ll find you, Harv. They’ll get you.”


    “Go on in, Connie. You get a last treat, you do what you want with her, but you better have your shit straight when the guy I send up here to get you gets here.”


    “You’re gonna kill me. I know it, Harv. Harv?” He stared at the house.


    “I could’ve done you by now, I was going to. Right, Cookie? I could’ve done you in the city, anytime.”


    “Do it, Harv. If you’re going to fucking do it, fucking do it. I’m not going in there.” He turned and tried to shuffle away. “It’s the Chinamen.”


    Harv took him by the collar of his jacket. “No, Cookie. Never. I fucking love you, man.” He pulled him towards the steps. At the top the door opened.


    Connie Cook saw a backlit figure he couldn’t make out but he heard Agatha Burns’s voice, strong and friendly, “Connie, welcome.”


    * * *


    The gun team moved quickly but slowed as the smell of chemicals and wood smoke became sharper. There were dark shadows off to the side of the track. Inside them, Djuna Brown stretched her hand out and put it lightly on the utility belt of her Statie sniper. She kept pace, keeping her eye on his right hand. When it went up from the elbow, she stopped. When the fingers snapped forward, she moved.


    The air was grey light when they reached the clearing. The team leader muttered into his mouthpiece. Two of the team members slipped away, one to the left and one to the right. The team leader tilted his head, listening to his headset.


    “There’s several buildings, there’s lights in a farmhouse. There’s people moving past the windows. The Mercedes and the van are parked to the left-hand side, empty.”


    Djuna Brown watched a shadow imperceptibly ease up the side of the house, stopping under a window. Another shadow went the other way, around back and out of her view.


    The team leader listened and repeated in a whisper: “Long-haired male inside with a gun to the left of the entrance … He’s got a fucked-up face … Silver revolver … Fat male standing over a sleeping bag, far wall … Female standing by the stove to the right of the fat guy …” He stopped repeating what he was hearing, then picked his litany again. “Ten-four … Barn clear … Shack down the road, clear …” He spoke, “Four and five, secure the vehicles … Two, get some high ground and set up on that window…”


    Djuna Brown took her nifty little pistol from the clamshell holster.


    Her Statie sniper put his hand on her shoulder. “No, dearie. When we go to work we’re the only fools with tools.” He watched her holster it.


    She thought about Ray Tate. The only case he was involved in was this one. It could have been Harv for some twisted reason. It could have been Captain Cook, whoever he was. It could have been any number of speeders or cookers in that milieu. Chinamen, bikers. A lot of people could know they were close to breaking things up.


    * * *


    Agatha Burns didn’t think the crazy Captain looked like much anymore. Just the sad, fat, old pervert who’d watched the cheerleader routines from his window, doing who knows what with himself. She’d thought throughout her kicking, chained to the stove, of torturous things to do to him. Give him a habit, the fat bastard, she thought. Stick things way up his ass, drink his blood, chew his copious flesh, watch him die by the mouthful.


    Harv had asked if she wanted him offed. She surprised them both and shook her head. He’d looked relieved as though she’d confirmed some deep belief he harboured.


    But watching Connie Cook standing over the moving sleeping bag she feared for the woman inside. She looked at Harv. He was smiling. She decided that, no matter what, even if she had to find a way to kill both Connie and Harv, there was no way she was leaving the woman behind.


    “Who is it? What’s happening? Is the lady there?” The woman’s voice was muffled and high-pitched. “Hey, hello? Miss?”


    “That’s her, Cookie, your new sweetie,” Harv said. “Knock yourself out.”


    “Don’t do this, Harv, c’mon, man.” But the crazy fat fuck couldn’t keep his eyes off the struggling sleeping bag. “Let’s all just walk away. You need dough?”


    “How could you do that to me, Connie?” Agatha Burns said.


    “Open ’er up, Cookie.”


    “I don’t want it, I don’t want it. Let’s just get out of here.” But his eyes were glued to the rippling sleeping bag. “C’mon, Harv. Man.”


    Agatha Burns said, “I never did anything to you. I was just … there.”


    “No, Cookie.” Harv raised the gun and pointed it at the shivering Captain. “There’s guys who want to put you down like a fucking dog, Connie. There’s Chinamen who’ve got a kitchen set up just for you, stew you in a pot. There’s cops who want you in a cage. I told them all: no. I don’t rat. I don’t give up my partners for the bucket or the ground.”


    * * *


    Djuna Brown didn’t have to touch her Statie sniper to orient herself. The dawn grey had cleared and she could see him and the team members ahead of her. The smell of wood smoke made her think of her early morning patrols in the Spout.


    Quietly she slipped her little automatic out of her holster and kept it in her pocket, just like Ray Tate had.


    She heard the team leader repeat, “… Guy with the face has his piece on the fat guy … Partial view … No clear view … Tommy, when you get the shot …”


    * * *


    Connie Cook looked into the deep black hole in the fluted silver barrel.


    He bent awkwardly and pulled hesitantly at the zipper on the sleeping bag.


    His fat fingers trembled with fear or excitement.


    This would be his last packing for love. After this he’d have to deprive himself and dispose of her before the minion Harv sent up arrived. If Harv really did send someone. He’d have to let go of his pursuit of love. Sculpture, maybe, he could take up sculpture and daydream while he did it. Turn something into something else, a chisel and a hammer and whatever implements lent themselves to honest talent that must lurk inside his fat hands.


    * * *


    Phil Harvey wanted to go to his secret mountain. He’d decided on a wood stove, made of cast iron, identical to the one in the room. The wood smoke was fragrant. The stove, with the iron door shut, contained the heat and there’d be no fear of flash fires. Logs crackled. He said, “Ag? I decided. Cast iron stove. That’s it.” He became impatient and stepped into the Captain to poke him with the gun. “Open her up, Cookie.”


    First the blond hair then the eyes. Connie Cook inhaled mightily and pulled the zipper the rest of the way.


    His wife looked at him and said: “Connie?”


    Connie Cook turned away, losing his balance and falling.


    Harv aimed the gun down at his face.


    * * *


    The team leader listened and said, “Okay, green light, Tommy … You’re green …”


    Djuna Brown heard a single cracking shot. Then a scream from inside the house.


    A second later the team leader said, “Ten-four … He’s down … The fat guy’s moving … The girl’s moving …Ten-four … Where’s the gun? … Bob tee up, you’re the second man … Everybody, have eyes for the gun …”


    * * *


    Agatha Burns saw it all backwards. First Harv was on the floor. Then he fell. Then there was a fist-sized piece of skull, the cap, sliding slowly down the wall and a mess behind Harv’s shredded head. Then the window cracked with a ping and then there was a sound outside of a gunshot.


    Harv fell straight down. It was magic, as if some conjurer had spirited the bones right up out of his body.


    Agatha Burns crouched over Harv, looking for his head with her fingers, as if she was blind or in a dark room and it was a prize.


    Connie Cook had no idea what had happened. For some reason he thought of internal combustion — death gathered perhaps from within. That Harv’s wicked life had exploded at the top of his spine and had just had enough.


    He felt incredibly sad. He’d lost a pal, lost his best friend who, Connie Cook knew, only had his best interests at heart.


    “Harv. Oh, Harv.” The gun was on the floor, there, free, and he picked it up, unknowingly saving himself by moving out of the sniper’s view.


    Agatha Burns moved on her knees away from the destroyed Harv. She said, “Harv?”


    Cora said, “Connie?”


    Captain Cook said, “Cora.” He brought the gun to bear on the sleeping bag. Then on Agatha, then his own head, then back at Cora.


    Agatha Burns moved to block his view of Cora, one hand reaching behind her onto her face. “No, Connie.”


    * * *


    Connie Cook believed death had come from within the room. He had to get outside. His body lumbered to its feet but inside he felt he was moving as if he were two hundred pounds lighter, twenty years younger.


    It was over. He felt exposed and naked. All things were haunting. Dead strippers he’d left with shovels of dirt on their mouths, on their glassy eyes. Agatha’s screams as she disappeared under the power of Connie and his purple oak dick. The breasts of the Chinese girl in the basement. This death of his best friend, Harv. But also of the waitress with the hot red sauce and the smart mouth, of Harv’s face when he gave him the vitamin E cream, of them eating hamburgers and Connie snatching Harv’s fries. His sense of loss was overpowering. How, in such love I have, have I such hatred?


    Death had come somehow from within the room, from within Harv. He had to get out. At the door he clutched the knob and turned a moment, entertaining the thought of just killing everyone in the room and himself. If there was no one with a memory of him, none of it had happened.


    His wife looked at him around Agatha. She’d seen him fat and naked in their home, at the cottage, at the lake. He’d always looked for the twist of disgust but had never found it no matter how hard he looked and that, he knew, meant she hid it well or he just wasn’t observant. Who could look at this globus thing and not twist their lips, avert their eyes? He was shamed and finally knew that she’d loved him as he could never love himself.


    On the porch he suddenly understood the meaning of the crack and penetration of the window, of Harv’s head just going away in a puff of sudden pink, of the crockery clatter of fractured skull bone, of that faint booming that followed.


    Looking towards the roadway he saw a tall, athletic man wearing camouflage clothing and a tin pot hat rise from a crouch and start moving towards him with a machine gun up to his shoulder.


    The man yelled, “Police.” Then he fell down.


    Behind the man was a smudged black face under a watch cap, an impossibly tiny woman, standing straight up. He heard her call, “Hey, asshole.”


    * * *


    Djuna Brown heard her Statie sniper say, What the fuck? as she shouldered herself into him. He sprawled. She moved around him to get clear in case he tried to grab her legs. She felt herself smiling and thought she might have murmured: That fucker’s gonna wear his ass for a hat.


    The team leader shouted: “He’s out he’s out. Police. Don’tfuckingmove, asshole.”


    Captain Cook was facing Djuna Brown from thirty feet. He seemed to forget the gun in his hand. Seemingly of its own volition it aimed where his head and body focused.


    Djuna Brown took two giant steps, the boots on her feet much heavier than her lucky embroidered slippers, but that was okay because she was, they said, only three feet tall and weighed fifty pounds. She needed the grounding. She set herself, the roots of a tree gnarling in the earth.


    She didn’t think so much about Ray Tate. Ray was a big boy. She thought of the Chinese girl at the Emergency with her breasts branded with blistering double Chucks. And either this fat fuck had shot Ray or Harv had, and there was no collecting penance for that pal ’o mine from old Harv.


    Connie Cook realized he had the gun in his hand. He had trouble disengaging his fat fingers. He shook it but it wouldn’t leave his fingers. It went off from inadvertent pressure, bucking as the bullet hit the ground between his feet, but it gave Djuna Brown permission.


    She thought the six rounds she fired sounded like someone enthusiastically but briefly applauding the final end of something. All the bullets, she believed, went into him, and he sat down and slumped over himself, his legs doing a jerky dance.


    Agatha Burns, with blood and matter up her wrists, and a woman with her hands behind her back staggered out on the porch. Around the porch came a man in fatigues. He secured the women and rolled them from view of the door and off the porch. Both were screaming something but all Djuna Brown could hear was men’s voices. Someone was yelling into a radio. The helicopter appeared in the sky, oscillating like a predatory bird as if to find fine focus. The props put up loose soil and whirling dead leaves. Djuna Brown’s sleeves rippled. With her free hand she pulled off her hat as though welcoming a surprisingly cool breeze into her hot hair. Tac team members called to each other in anxiety. Someone bellowed, Fuck, I don’t know, send all the medics you got, we’ve got people down down here, you dumb cocksucker.


    Her Statie sniper was beside her, his hands running over her body, looking for leakage or holes, feeling under her vest, up in her spiky hair. He was saying, You’re all right, you’re all right, and Holy shit. “You had to do it, it was a good one, don’t worry, don’t talk to anybody. Nice, nice. You done good, you done good. Holy fuck. Very, very good.”


    She thought he looked suddenly young and confused and maybe afraid. He was looking at her differently, as though she’d just returned from a voyage to somewhere he’d never been. She wanted to ask him if he’d crossed over yet, if he was on her and Ray’s side of the job. He was, she saw, a tough but pretty white boy with pinches of pale around his mouth. What are you doing in a place like this? You should be mowing a lawn, drinking a beer, and windsurfing. You should grow a daring moustache. I’m a hundred years older than you and I’m not of you anymore. I’m only meant for the killer beatniks. She went to tell him that, get a smile, but she felt like she was gargling.


    He pried the gun from her hands. His subconscious had counted the rounds fired and knew the gun was still live and he was gentle and firm peeling off her fingers.


    Djuna Brown looked at him, her eyes vacant, then looked at her hand as he held it. “I think,” she said, her fingers maintaining the shape of the butt and the trigger, “I think I need a new manicure.”


    She looked at him as though she’d never seen him before.


    “You know, my guy in the city, Ray? He took me out, got me a makeover. He’s a cool one, my guy.”


    She laughed. “He’s a beatnik, you know.”


    She sank her little white teeth into her lower lip. “We’re moving to Paris.”


    She was crying. “That’s in France.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    The skipper was driving to work when he saw Ray Tate dodging and limping through traffic, north of the cemetery. Tate held his hand to his side and seemed deranged, shouting curses at the speeding motorists. He had a bundle of white gauze on his ear. The skipper pulled his company car to the curb, got half out, and called, “Ray, hey, Ray?”


    Ray Tate stopped on the sidewalk by the tall picket fence. His hair was long and he had a full grey-streaked beard. He wore a hydro parka, blue jeans, and hiking boots. There was paint on his cheek. He favoured his left arm.


    “C’mon, Ray. I’m headed downtown. Let’s get a fix.”


    The skipper’s car was warm and the radio played softly. There was no smell of booze or puke. The skipper’s eyes were clear and his hands steady. Ray Tate carefully buckled himself in and looked askance at the skipper, unbelted, but he didn’t say anything. They approached the midtown office building where the satellite office had been. A Space for Lease sign was erected on two-by-twos near the entrance. The skipper swung into the parking lot anyway and together they crossed to the coffee shop. The skipper held up two fingers to the cook and led the way to the booth at the back.


    “You didn’t put your papers in yet, Ray. What’s that all about?”


    “I’m thinking on it. Going to see how it works out, with the shooting.”


    “Nice piece of work, that. She nailed you pretty good, but you put her down.”


    Ray Tate waited until the cook put the coffees down. The skipper tore open a bag of sweetener. Ray Tate drank his black and said, “When they told me who she was, I went What the fuck? Who? Never fucking saw her before in my life. Still, right now, I couldn’t pick her picture out of a photo array.”


    The skipper shrugged. “It was a dyke thing. She had a hard-on, or whatever, for your partner there. I heard when they searched her files at the Gay-Glo office there were surveillance pictures of you and Djuna, a clock on your movements, a copy of your personnel file.” The skipper looked out the window. “Who’d’a figured that? A cop trying to do in another cop for doing a cop? Weird stuff. But you’ll come out of it clean. She was a fucking loon.”


    “I guess. So, where’d you end up?”


    “Headquarters. We’re doing city corruption. The planners and the builders on the lake. Special task force.” The skipper drank at his coffee. “You, if you hang around, I hear you’re going to the Marine Unit. If you don’t put in your papers, I mean. The slobs, Bernie and Wally, are down in Florida pissing off the marlins until they come back and open their fucking bait shop or whatever up in Canada. Your partner, there, she just jumped herself straight into the same shit she came out of.”


    “Hey, she’s happy.”


    “Let me ask you one, Ray, okay? What’s with her? I mean, you guys fucked me good but you fucked the fucking mayor better, with giving the case to the Staties. The fat fucker at City Hall went nuts. No way he gets elected dogcatcher after this. With what they were doing to the planning department, he’ll be lucky if he doesn’t end up pulling a pound in Craddock. The black community went nuts when we took down the Bik-Bigs. And that photo of the mayor hugging old psycho Captain Cook there, at the track? The Mayor and the Serial Killer. Fuck. But her? I know I was shit-faced through most of that stuff, but there, at the end, she coulda put me in the smelly brown stuff. But she didn’t. What’s that all about?”


    “Dunno, skip.”


    Outside the window the snow began, running steady and heavy. Cars slowed down, pedestrians moved with caution. Winter coming down from Canada had been born late, coming at Christmas, but with the new year came snow that blew sideways. It was grey and banked and iced over. Ax had left for a trip to Asia and he regularly received handmade postcards of photographs of water buffalo, oxen, smiling Asian faces. He’d bought a home computer and learned to email, tapping messages with the fingers of his right hand. Only when she was overseas did Ax write to him about Djuna Brown setting up outside the family home, waiting for her to come out then taking her for coffee. Ax didn’t say what they talked about but she said Djuna Brown wept that she wasn’t there for her partner. She said, Ax wrote, you had to be who you are.


    The skipper was still fascinated by Djuna Brown. “How come, Ray, she wore that dyke jacket when she didn’t have to? I mean, you guys were jamming, right? That’s what sparked off the Gay-Glo chick. How come she didn’t just say, Hey, I’m no lesbo, so fuck off? She’d’ve had an easier ride, all things in.”


    “Dunno, skip. Chicks, what you gonna do?”


    The skipper smelled turpentine from Ray Tate’s hair. There was paint on his fingernails and on his shirt cuffs. His eyes were hollow black holes and he looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. “I’m dry, Ray. Six weeks dry. Fucking hard go of it, I’ll tell you. How about you? You sipping a little?”


    “Nope. Just waiting for the shit to settle, then I guess I’ll go down to the Marine Unit and laugh at the fucking snowmobilers after spring thaw.”


    They sat with little to say.


    The skipper finished his coffee and put some singles on the table. “Sparrows, Ray. Outside my window in the morning, driving me nuts. How come so many sparrows?”


    Ray Tate looked at him and made a small smile. “Sparrows. Fuck sparrows, skip. Should be a bounty on the downy little bastards.”


    “That’s my boy,” the skipper said with relief.


    * * *


    Bundled in his hydro parka, Ray Tate walked back north, up the slippery hill, and past the white cemetery. He veered off and walked past the local station but there were no freckled blond policewomen with men’s underwear and sagging socks.


    He thought of the last time he saw Djuna Brown, the new white slicks on her arm, the round Trooper hat held in both hands.


    “You could have anything, Djun’, you could get down here, if you want.”


    She’d sat on the edge of his futon. The hospital had given him a sack full of painkillers, bandages, and a colostomy bag until his innards were healed, but he was on his ass. A nurse came by every few days to bitch him out for standing at his easel. The futon was as lumpy as it had ever been. A crew led by his daughter while he was in hospital had painted the walls and ceiling.


    “You looked good on TV,” he said. She had. She was a poster girl. She was black and a little Chinese and a chick and, most believed, a dyke. The State Police commissioner had made a point of touching her often as he detailed her daring exploits: a serial killer caught and put down in a wild gunfight, a meth lab seized, a notorious bandit killed, a kidnapped girl returned to her family after more than a year, the wife of a prominent but insane businessman rescued. Four bodies and three muddy skulls had been found on the property. A sky-scan was ordered, looking for the glowing heat of decomposition.


    She’d smiled and leaned to kiss him, careful of his bag. “I be the hero, Bongo. I be the chick o’ the day.”


    The press had loved her, had loved her sly eyes and little rows of sadly smiling teeth, her modesty. There was talk of a book, a movie. No one put the dead Gay-Glo chick downtown together with Djuna Brown the northern hero. “You had the place done over, Ray. New paint and I spy a new set of bedding there. I bet if I look in the fridge I’ll find mix, right?”


    “Ax did it.”


    She saw a canvas, face in, and crossed to it in her sleek, black highway boots. She gently turned it. It was a slash of greys and blacks and the darkest blues: a smudge of a tiny woman in the corner of a box. An elevator, she realized. There was a slumping loss to her posture. She wore embroidered slippers. She had the wide hollow eyes of the saddest trapped creature in the saddest world.


    When she turned she had tears in her eyes. “Fuck, Ray, you got me, man. You got who I was.” She lay down beside him on the futon. “You ever think, Ray, of living up north?”


    He felt grief. He’d found her and lost her. He felt like a kid who’d made a perfect snowman and had to stand there, himself frozen, watching it walk away. “You can have anyplace you want, Djuna. You could get posted down here. We could have … something.”


    “We have something now. It’s portable, you know?” She stretched. “You should see the mornings up there, in my Spout, even the winter. There’s a coldness so cold that it makes you realize you’re a warm creature. There’s a lot of blacks and whites, especially in winter, but there’s colours, too, people to be captured down on canvas. They need stuff up there, they need police, they need a soft hand, they need artists.”


    “You’re going?”


    “I’ve gone. Trooper sergeant in the Spout. Boy, were they ever pissed off when I insisted.” She hugged him. She was crying; he could feel it hot on his neck. “Come with me, Ray, take some leave and give it a month. Like a holiday. And there’s lots and lots of birds, all the time up there.”


    He thought about it. Fishing, which he’d never done. Hunting, which he’d never done. There would, of course, be birds. There were birds everyfuckingplace, although he didn’t actually care about birds at all. The way she described the dancing smoke of dawn, the silver skin of morning dew, he could find use for the oranges and yellows smeared on his pallet with the thumbhole in it.


    But he knew that for him it wasn’t the time of the artist and might never be. It was still the time of the cop. “I can’t. There’s people down here that need police. There’s kiddy cops that are about fourteen years old and there’s no one to grow them into real cops. Some of them are going to die, some are going to fuck up and somebody else is going to die.”


    “Like me, eh, Ray? Father Ray. Fix the busted, find the cop inside and bring her out.”


    She put her round hat on the floor and sat to tug off her boots. She took off her uniform. She was careful of his tubing and bag, of the wadding covering his shoulder. Out of the uniform she was tiny. They snuggled down under the duvet. Her toes found the buttery calluses on his cop feet. They couldn’t do much but they did what they could.


    Afterwards she said, “It’s only a four or five hour drive to up there. Maybe eight, the way you city guys drive.”


    He said: “Let’s just play it loose, Djun’.”


    “Free-form jazz, right, Ray?”


    He smelled her hair. “Cool-ee-oh.”


    * * *


    In Djuna Brown’s rented house on the far northern edge of Widow’s Corners the telephone rang. She took it on the first ring. She listened and said she was rolling, looking at the clock beside the bed, and said: “Okay, I’m notified at oh-four-nineteen. ETA: thirty minutes. Black, no sugar. Major crime scene requested.”


    She rubbed her face vigorously with both palms to warm it. Her own hands on her own face reminded her of being a little girl, trying to rub the colour off. She brushed her hair, blind, and clipped it back. She pulled on woollens and her uniform and her parka and her mukluks. She glanced out the window where the marked four-by-four, backed in beside the house, was covered by the night’s snowfall, and tucked her uniform trousers into the boots. The room was cold and she thought she could see her pewter breath. She took a moment to shake out her Arctic sleeping bag and dress the single bed with it.


    She went to sleep at night thinking of Ray Tate, hoping to entice him into her dreams. But she always woke up with her impulse to shove her Statie sniper down, out of her way, so she’d have a clear shot at the fat fuck. She mourned Harv in a detached cop way. She mourned the lost possibility of what Harv might have become if he’d explored the roots kept hidden underground. When Agatha Burns told her how Harv hadn’t killed her, but instead made her kick and had talked about lives missed, ideas and concepts, and home building and codes of behaviour, Djuna Brown mourned his opportunities, untested.


    She’d never given the wrinkled tube of vitamin E cream to Tommy. It sat by her bedside. One day, she thought, I’ll snare a man and bring him back here.


    And after I’ve fucked him stupid, he’ll go, What’s with that tube of stuff?


    I’ll go: persistent crabs, I can’t kick ’em. So he wouldn’t be there in the morning when Ray, she dreamed, would show up with his easel over his shoulder, released somehow from his duty that kept him on the city streets.


    Ray would like it up here, she thought. It was a place of real policing, of gin and taps beside the potbellied stove, of whispers of beatnik dreams of Paris, and paints and pots. There was life here, she believed, there was love, even if it was a sad love that manifested itself in peculiar and savage ways. Things got crazy with the cabin shut-ins, the alcoholic depressions and tremens, the beaten children and the domestic bloodbaths. Crazy but not insane. You could find a reason, you could find a cause for it all. There were answers and you could learn from it. It was crazy, maybe, but it wasn’t madness. It had a gospel.


    Me and Ray, that beatnik pal o’ mine. We’ve both been there, we’ve both crossed over. Maybe to careless murder, maybe not. We both found whatever it is we’re good for. We were summoned and we weren’t found wanting. We stood and delivered it up. We did what we had to do. I believe I know this. I wonder if Ray, my city guy, does.


    Outside she unplugged the block heater, started the truck, fired the heater, and climbed out. As her dad had taught her she brushed every bit of snow off the body and glass. She boarded the big four-by-four and rolled it down the driveway, the heater blasting still cold and the window open a bit so she could hear the exquisite pain of the tires crunching the snow’s reluctant crust. She went on the air as she drove out, pushing her headlights ahead of her, out into an undulating, white, new world she felt she had ownership of and responsibility for. She voiced out: “Trooper Sergeant Brown en route …” she looked at her watch, “four forty-four a.m.”


    The dispatcher came back with a synopsis. Five children had lived in the trailer she’d been directed to and now there would be none living. There would be two grandparents hanging like winter pods from rotting rafters. There would be a man, once both a father to five and a son to two, now neither to any living, in the snow in front of the trailer, his shotgun between his knees and his head innards on the trailer door.


    It’s a heartbreak place, all of it, this white world, she thought, flicking on the overhead rack lights but leaving the siren silent so the living could sleep.


    And the real benefit to the heartbreak was it told you had a heart.


    As if in revenge for her contentment, it began to snow heavily.


    “Snow away,” Djuna Brown laughed, a girl again, Ray’s bohemian girl, once and maybe again, or maybe not. “It’s all just free-form jazz.”

  


  Picasso Blues
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    Prelude

    



    The woman lay buried in leaves and twigs on the marshy margin of the wide river through the night and wondered if she appeared dead enough that, after someone discovered her and the coroner took her away, they’d re-bury her alive, thinking she was already dead.


    Her left eye was dislodged and twisted, looking blindly, impossibly, away. The right eye was frozen open, a fixed lens on a fresh blue sky cut with arcing seagulls. She felt her throbbing cheekbones swelling against her gums. There were teeth in her throat, and she was afraid to swallow her pooling blood and saliva in case she choked.


    The logic of her senses told her she was alive. For her, sight was the most important and because there’d been no stars in the clouded night she’d feared she was blind and perhaps dead, until the eastern light began to glow on the periphery of her right eye. Scent and sound returned in that order; first the fecund odour of the river and of the musty cracked leaves over her face. Then the screaming madness of the gulls and the creaking of boat hulls, and in her ears the slow but lazy pulse of her indifferent heart.


    Live interment was a basic human terror. When she was a girl down in Missouri, some schoolmates, experimenting to determine if it was possible to turn her black skin white from terror, had locked her in a root cellar that was so dark and absolutely still and warm that she didn’t know where her skin ended and the dank air began. They’d covered her with a tarp and she couldn’t tell if she was face up or face down. Until she gave up hope that someone would come to the cellar, she had tried to still herself, tried to keep away the thoughts of black snakes and spiders. She’d lain frozen, humming gospel songs her grandma had taught her. She was freed several hours later when her dad came down to the cellar to get a wooden barrel of pickles to sell at the family’s roadside stand.


    It would be like that to be alive in a buried coffin: an atmosphere humid with her own breath, strumming with her own sounds. When she’d done a student documentary at the city morgue, though, a hale and hearty attendant listened to her spooky concerns and laughed into her wide eyes. “If you weren’t already dead, the autopsy would finish you off anyway.” He shrugged, adding that he’d heard tales of caskets being opened years after interment and fingernail gouges found engraved inside the lids. “So, what do I know?” His morbidity was friendly. When he saw he’d spooked her, he said, kindly, “Best thing, Missy? Check off the organ donor box on your driver’s licence. That’ll do it.”


    Had life been at all real since she’d been in that cellar? Was she still under that tarp twenty years later, and all her life a dream delivered between two impossibly long, final heartbeats? There’d been no college over in Chicago, none of the boyfriends had been born or even existed, her cat hadn’t lived and died, she hadn’t met Quentin Tarantino at a West Coast film festival. She wondered in a series of abstract thoughts whether maybe this was what everybody’s life was like: a dream in a wet womb of a woman who might have never existed in a place that never was. She wanted to examine that but the thought skidded away.


    She knew the survival value of an active mind, but didn’t think too much about the man who’d beaten her, methodically taking her apart until … Horace acted and there was yelling and cursing and the man was just gone, not there any longer.


    She’d studied film and video and knew her eye had now become a fixed lens and that a world of moments would pass in front of it, be recorded in the pixels of her grey brain. She thought of Michelangelo Antonioni’s beautiful seven-minute tracking hotel scene. She’d rather look at a blurry photograph of Antonioni in a magazine than have drinks in person with Tarantino. She’d never met Luciano Tovoli but she knew from the moment the film closed that she’d love his eyes without reserve.


    She studied the birds slicing around the sky. It was a perfect sky. For her graduation project à la Antonioni, she’d set up an old 8mm camera on a set of sticks and had her actors wander slowly across the frozen scene, talking or making love, or just standing a moment, then moving out of the frame as if their appearance was a sprocket in a longer journey.


    For her new documentary she’d wandered the banks of the river looking for beaching points used by migrant smugglers who ran little canvas dinghies and rowboats across from Canada, depositing Chinese families in the land known in China as Gold Mountain. America. There had been deaths, bodies found the previous winter in their inadequate coats, an ice sculpture of mother and daughter together, hugging each other, a pair of young boys a month later a mile downriver, their malnourished bodies twisted and trapped and frozen in the rocks. And a week ago a sailor on a lake freighter spotted the floating body of an elderly woman with photographs in a fanny pack of grandchildren she’d never meet and a telephone number of a local East Chinatown restaurant.


    The river was spooky at night. For comfort and companionship she’d brought Horace with her. The visit was taken without any equipment except her eyes and intuition. Before she had her mood, her vantage point, her voice, she wouldn’t lug equipment; she was a previsualizer, panning her boxed fingers through the trees, feeling properly pretentious. Once she had her research done and some funding in place, she’d film, hopefully with a full winter moon in the froth of grey cloud. Some wind to make a sinister rustling, although the trees would then be bare. Now there was only her own breathing and her faint footfalls in the dark. She had some rippling piano music in mind, a score she was composing. A little Keith Jarrettish, maybe. She would do nothing so cliché as blending a track of scripted migrants’ cries for salvation before death to interplay with the cresting ripple of noir piano. She had been thinking of owls, loud warning hoots, maybe an explosion of one out of a tree that would bring first shock and then laughing relief to the migrants. There were ethical issues; she didn’t want to do re-enactment, she didn’t want to do dramatization. She wanted to document. She’d have to research if there were owls along the riverbank in winter.


    When she’d seen flashlights bobbing on the water, she’d stopped. The Volunteers, come to defend the shoreline from Chinese migrants carrying all manner of disease and communism. When the lights were past she shook a cigarette from a pack, turned her back to the river to screen the flame, and lit it with a lighter in the cup of her hands. Before she could exhale she felt a huge mass slam into her. She was overwhelmed and her inner organs and her eyes and her breath and pulses seized in shock. She was rushed right out of her shoes and hoisted by the throat and held against a tree.


    As the man grunted, she grunted, each in turn. He was measured, as if she was a punching bag and he was a boxer in training or he was a workman getting a chore of rote done. It seemed to go on for a long time. A punch and a grunted word, a punch and a grunted word and a punch and a grunted word, and she thought, Horace Horace Horace. Confusion then, as she went out, returning to being dragged by the hair down to the riverbank, him swearing, calling her a fucking dog, then dropping her into a depression in the ground. The sting of dirt and pebbles as he kicked at her. And then he was gone.


    Alone in the aftermath she realized night wasn’t quiet at all. There were hums of insects, faint stirrings of shrubbery, the lap of nearby water, and later as the sun rose, the screaming of birds that she thought would drive her mad in their intensity and pitch.


    She hated those noisy birds.


    She loved those noisy birds.


    They spoke to her and validated that she was at least alive in some of her senses. A ship heading out into the lake hooted from the direction of the river; there were faint voices and boats were close enough that she could hear them creak at moor. There was a snatch of laughter. There was life and it wasn’t far away. She had merely to attract it and plead her case to rejoin it.


    He’d almost completely covered her with a kicking of leaves and stones and twigs. There’d been a rage in him as if he were kicking her entire existence off the surface of his planet.


    Her left thigh was suddenly shot with feeling and she sighed happily at the pain, that she wasn’t totally paralyzed. A girl in high school had fallen only a very short distance off a root shed and became paraplegic. Her classmates explored in that morbid but human indulgence how they would handle being in a wheelchair for life. Some said they’d kill themselves. She herself had reserved judgement. In a wheelchair she could still operate her camera off a tripod of sticks, could direct her actors, could edit her video. A quadriplegic, now that was another set of problems she’d have to deal with if it came to that. She’d seen quadriplegics operate their motorized chairs by blowing into a tube. She could do that. A tube for panning, a tube for zooming, a tube for dissolve. All was doable, if you didn’t surrender.


    She believed. God had repainted black sky blue for her, had populated it with those beautiful noisy birds to make her senses jump.


    She believed. God had planted the seed that grew the tree that was butchered into timber and fashioned into a boat that had a hull that groaned and creaked nearby for her to hear.


    She believed. God had made the clouds that made the rain that made the ice that melted and made the river that she could smell.


    She believed God had let her keep this single lens in her face and let life pan itself across it so that she could record it for something.


    And he’d created Horace, as if only to have him save her. She wondered if the man had taken Horace away with him. God wouldn’t do all that unless there was a purpose to the recording of it.


    I’m going to live, she told herself.


    She closed her eye and died.


    But then, with the day alight and alive again, she heard a faraway voice calling, “Hey, Picasso. Yo. You got a reason for being here, Pablo?”

  


  
    Chapter 1

    



    The city was besieged.


    An invisible and sinister mist had ridden in on a vicious breeze. The source of the deadly fog was the elusive Patient Zero, suspected to be an illegal migrant from China, a night horse spewing disease and spraying phlegm in a fifty-dollar dinghy, run across from Canada by a snakehead. At first no one had cared much: it was a vicious flu bug that seemed to only be attracted to Asians. But when the bug jumped races and whites, young and old, were infected, there were beatings and riots and arsons in East Chinatown. The Volunteers, formerly mere ad-hoc bands of crackpot racists, suddenly became prominent, more organized. They had a visible and public focus. A crude leadership emerged, and they manned the city airport, looking for international transfer passengers on flights from Chicago or Detroit. Night patrols ran up and down the waterway at the top of the city.


    You could catch the bug by not washing your hands, or it was conducted through intimate contact, or it was in the ethnic foods, or it had an indefinite shelf life on banisters, telephone receivers, elevator buttons, or it was airborne and it gathered in pockets of clear vapour throughout the city, waiting to practise osmosis on hapless passersby. The conflicting information made a city of paranoia, of surgical masks and latex gloves and soap dispensers. People shook hands by touching elbows. Husbands and wives kissed each other near the ear.


    The cops, who had to work in all kinds of medical weather, were hit hard. The few remaining moustachioed gunslingers from the robbery squad were twitchy. They cruised the downtown financial sector in heavily weaponed bank cars. Folks wearing masks on the streets triggered inside the gunslingers a genetic urge that they struggled to master. Except for Halloween, and that was iffy in some neighbourhoods, running the streets in a mask made you a magnet for a hollow-point. The gunslingers fought to control their tingling fingertips. Their frontier moustaches twitched in frustration.


    The hammers of the Homicide Squad were almost wiped out; the bug had hit them hard in their dog-eyed wanders through the homes of murder victims and their constant presence in the dank halls of the stone courthouse. The hammers were reduced to chalking-and-walking or bagging-and-tagging, escorting corpses to the morgue where they told the fluorescent bleached clerks: You better stack ’em way back on the meat rack, Jack, ’cause I might come back in the black sack.


    There was mindless violence. An unmasked Chinaman coughed in an elevator; he was stomped by fellow passengers. City buses became segregated: there were routes where all the passengers were Asian. Before boarding, non-Asian riders peered through windows to make sure they weren’t embarking on the Fuzhou Express. There were luggar bandits at work: crews of Asian kids who slipped out of East Chinatown and shook down the city, threatening to spit toxic phlegm onto pedestrians if they didn’t drop their wallets. Dim sum restaurants were bereft of clientele; the cart ladies had gone back to hoeing vegetables for street stands that nobody visited. In the subterranean massage parlours of Chinatown, the ladies danced naked except for their masks. Dreamy hand jobs came back into vogue for the lovelorn.


    It was a humid dog day of summer and the bug breathed out a sigh, and a man in a black Chevy Blazer, his feet jammed into the detritus of around-the-clock surveillance, breathed it in.


    Their skinner lived in a small brown post-war bungalow with an unhealthy undulating lawn and a sprinkler system that had gone on automatically an hour earlier. The house had grimy-looking beige curtains. A bouquet of flyers and envelopes poked up out of the black tin mailbox.


    The spin team hadn’t seen their skinner all day. He was clearly inside: early lights had gone on; a shadow moved from room to room. When children passed by the house on their way to school, a curtain cracked at the corner of the bay window. After the children had passed and the school bell a block away rang, the curtain twitched shut and the house went still. At four o’clock when the last knapsack-laden little potential victim had trudged past the house safely, the spin team would move on to their next spot-hit assignment.


    “Maybe he snucked out,” the wheelman said for the fourth time. “He gave himself his morning rub-and-tug at the window. It didn’t satisfy, and he went out the back, around the block, and grabbed one of the kiddies up.”


    For the fourth time, the shotgun said, “Do I look like I give a fuck?” He rubbed his lower abdomen. “He could be ramping up his hard-on in the gym locker room, all we know, showing the kiddies what it looks like when it gets happy and spitting.” He made a belch, forcing it. “Ah, fuck.” He belched again. “Two guys doing a spin? What kind of fucking detail is this?” He shifted in his seat and pressed his hand to his diaphragm. “Geez, my guts.” He moaned. “Ahhh, fuck.” His stomach rumbled audibly. The air in the car took on a brown aura. “Donnie, I just shit my pants …” He wobbled as if he’d lost his gravity, looking like he wanted to cry from humiliation but instead suddenly convulsed, jackknifing his face hard into the dashboard. His nose spouted blood. His knees jerked up into the racked shotgun under the dash. “Ahhhh fuck, yack.” He began vomiting spasmodically and continuously onto the jumbled mess of camera equipment, clipboards, crushed tin cans, and coffee cups at his feet.


    The wheelman, without pause, locked his breath and stumbled from the vehicle. He said: “Fuck, Stanley, fuck.” He pulled a white surgical mask from the back pocket of his blue jeans and clamped it to his lower face with one hand while with his other he groped at his belt for his rover and yelled, “Ten Thirty-Fucking-Three.”


    Just before close of business on the day after Stanley the spinner blew his stomach all over the Chevy Blazer, the skipper of the Zombies received a rare telephone call at the Intelligence Bureau from a deputy chief at the Jank Center of Public Safety: “Cops are puking in Technicolor all over town,” a clipped voice twisted at him. “The State’s sending some troops. Meanwhile, dig up your bodies, we’re letting those sad-sack motherfuckers walk the earth.”


    “I only got six guys on,” the Skipper said. He paused carefully. “Ah, one of them is, ah, Ray, uh, Ray Tate? The gunner?”


    “Fuck. Hang on.” The voice from the Jank went away for a few minutes. “Okay. Dust him off, Harold. All hands on deck. Send him out. Better snap his trigger finger first, though.”

  


  
    Chapter 2

    



    The fella was leaning against an ambulance, smoking a cigarette and dreamily examining the thin milky pre-birth of morning out over the lake. He ignored the indifferent enticement of the paramedics. The blood on his shirt was pretty much tacky three inches above the left pocket, where Ray Tate could see the outline of a cigarette lighter through the corduroy fabric. An angry scorch mark and flecks of burnt black gunpowder embedded in the fella’s left neck and chin told the tale: up close and personal. In his right hand the fella held a package of Kool menthols; his left hand held the quarter-smoked cigarette elegantly near his face, straight up with an inch of ash on the end, leaning but solid. The knuckles of the hand holding the cigarette package were scraped raw. The fella was clearly a scrapper and he might have picked the wrong bar to carry a full bag of asshole into.


    No nerves, no shakes, Ray Tate decided. There were guys like that. Take a small-calibre hornet a couple of inches above the red pump and yawn, go, Bummer, this is my favourite shirt. And he weighs the price of a new shirt against the expense of the lost art of invisible mending.


    The road sergeant had a white gauze mask pulled down from his face while he mangled a stogie. He rolled his eyes and stepped away when Ray Tate nodded at him. The Road looked at Ray Tate’s beard and biker garb and muttered to the ambulance crew and they all laughed.


    To the fella, Ray Tate said, “Going to be a nice day. Hot one.” He shrugged himself into a yellow vinyl raid jacket with POLICE printed in black block-letters across the back and vertically down the right chest.


    The fella nodded and inhaled with confidence. “They said no rain, but I smell it. Maybe there’s something over the water, there, coming down from Canada. Dunno.” He took a careful drag on his cigarette and lifted his left arm a bit, testing. “How you think they get that job? Calling the weather?”


    Rate Tate took a notebook from his back pocket. “Good guessers, I guess. They test you. You come down to the station every day for two weeks and wing it. If you’re right enough of the time, you get a hairpiece, they bleach your teeth, and give you a suit from Bummy’s.”


    “You think the weather guy gets to fuck the lady that calls the news?”


    “Wouldn’t surprise me.” Ray Tate wrote the time and date. He glanced at the squat old row houses, looking for an address. The buildings’ windows were about half lit up; it was a working neighbourhood where folks crawled out at dawn to factories and work sites to bust themselves a living. There were neat bags and recycling bins lined up in front of each stoop. No discarded furniture. It was the kind of no-bullshit neighbourhood where you threw nothing away until it had absolutely no function any longer and you could at least afford to make a down payment on a replacement. Some windows had bright flowers in bottles or vases. The sidewalk and stoops in front of the buildings were wet from a hosing down. A neighbourhood of prideful people working their way up, not falling their way down. If you attracted trouble here, Ray Tate knew, you must’ve been really looking for it. He doubted the fella had been shot where he was found.


    A garbage crew paused their rumbling truck at the edge of the crime stage and the female driver was arguing through her mask with a blasé charger who wore his union baseball cap backwards, his uniform shirt limp and half-untucked.


    Ray Tate wrote down the state of the weather. He always did, since a defence lawyer had questioned his memory in court. “You remember all those details about my client, Officer, but you can’t recall if it was raining on your head that day?” So he led each incident note with the weather.


    He looked around to see the numbers of the marked cars blocking off the stage. He wrote down the name of the road sergeant who’d voiced out on the rover without much hope for a response. The Road’s badge number was 667. Everybody knew the road sergeant who said he was right behind the devil, Chief Pious Man Chan, when he signed up. The beast: 666.


    “They say,” the fella said, “that those people behind the big desk look like they’re wearing suits or good outfits, but down below, out of camera range, they either got old blue jeans on, or they’re naked. For laughs.”


    “I don’t know about that.” Ray Tate wrote down a thumbnail: white, mid-thirties, heavy-set, muscular, six-two, two-twenty-five or -thirty, blond and blue, soul patch, gold stud in his left ear, black corduroy shirt with blood and scorch visible on upper left quadrant, blue jeans, scuff boots, laces unfastened. Calm and relaxed, smoking. Swollen right-hand knucks. He didn’t write Moron. “You been searched yet?”


    The fella nodded.


    Tate called to the sergeant. “Road, you India Delta off him?”


    The Road shrugged. “No ID, he says. Smith, John.”


    “No doubt.” To the fella, Tate said, “You want to break out something for me, John?”


    “Not so much. I already know who I am.” The fella knew his game and was pleasant with genial menace. “But thanks for asking.” He seemed to be weighing a big thought. “They’ve all got big heads, you know? I saw that little Chink chick from Weather One down Stonetown last week. Nice hot little package, she’s got it all going on. But she’s got this big fucking plate-face. Guy she was with, I seen him on CX doing sports and he’s got a big head too. What’s with that? Big fucking heads?”


    “The camera loves them, I guess.” Ray Tate tried to think of something to ask that might wing the boomerang back to the shooting. Without taking his cellphone from his pocket, he fingered the camera function. “You got work, John? You a working man?”


    The fella shrugged his right shoulder carefully. “You know. A little here, a little there.”


    “Where and what?” Ray Tate slipped the cellphone out of his pocket and snapped the fella’s face.


    The fella ducked too late, then faintly smiled. “Ah, you know, hog and pig man, that’s me. Off-season, plumbing, mostly. Tuck and point. Shingle your roof.” He leaned toward Ray Tate. “You get a good one?”


    Rate Tate pressed a button, showed the screen to the fella. “Just in case the next guy shoots you shoots better. Souvenir.” He put the phone away. “You pull any time, John? Craddock, out of state? Joliet?”


    The fella seemed to ponder that. “Well, I got caught banging a hog one time, but they dropped the charges. The hog wouldn’t testify. It was consensual, anyway.” He stared at Ray Tate with a glitter. “You like pork chops?”


    Ray Tate nodded pleasantly. He began steering the boat without much hope. He wanted the bullet. “Look, let’s get down to Mercy, dig that bad boy out, okay? Fix you up. Just take a sec.”


    The fella said, “Huhn?” He turned around, careful with his vertical cigarette ash and showed Ray Tate a blot of blood on his upper left shoulder. “Come and gone.” He looked closely at Ray Tate. “You think I could get a job like that?”


    “What?”


    “Calling the weather. Except that I don’t got a big head.”


    “A good thing, maybe,” Ray Tate studied his skull as if he cared and tried with no real hope to get off the skull-enhanced weather team and onto the shooting. “If you had the big head thing going on, they might’ve shot at that.” He looked at the bloodstain on the shirt, remembering the pain and confusion when he himself had been shot the previous year. “That’s gotta hurt, that, huh?”


    “This?” The fella glanced at the blood. “This is nothing. Last time, they got me in the gut. That hurt. Hadda go to Saint Frankie’s, that time. They took a mile of sausage casing out of me. I shit by gravity for a month.”


    “You been shot before? Like, how many times?”


    “This year?” The ash fell from his Kool and he looked disappointed. “Or all together?”


    “Oh-kay.” Defeated, Ray Tate closed his notebook. “Have yourself a nice day.”

  


  
    Chapter 3

    



    The cafeteria down the street was close enough to East Chinatown that it was empty except for the two grill men, the cashier, and two idle Mexican-looking bussers who looked for a horizon to jump when Ray Tate and road sergeant 667 walked in. The cashier and the workers wore white gauze masks and tilted away from customers so they wouldn’t have to share breath. Someone had put a sign in the window: NO MASK NO SERVICE. Someone had added, No Chineess Niether. Under that someone wrote Cracker Asshole. And, beneath that in a casual scrawl: Ahhh, Soooo solly, Chollie.


    The cashier silently pointed to a plastic bottle of hand sanitizer mounted near the door and Ray Tate and the Road pumped at it.


    The Road knew the counter crew and he armed two stale breakfasts off the hot table and drew two mugs of coffee. He brought the tray to the window booth. The eggs were poached to rubber; the brittle toast under them was barely tanned; the bacon was pale lank flesh. But the coffee was coffee and it was hot, and, Ray Tate knew, at seven in the morning after a bad night there was no such thing as crappy hot coffee.


    “So, Ray,” the Road said, passing his notebook over for a scribble, “you like that mutt?” He made a toneless voice, “‘You mean, duh, how many times I jerked off, like so far this morning or all day yesterday too?’” He laughed. “Fu-king mutt.”


    Tate signed his name and badge number and wrote the time under the Road’s last notation, then drew a wavy line to the bottom margin, looping to circle the page number.


    “What brings you out to the streets so early, Ray? I thought you were up in Intelligence Zombies?”


    Ray Tate had been out and about because he’d painted through the night until early in the morning and then couldn’t get to sleep with the whirling colours in his head and his ceiling fan indifferently shoving the humidity around his apartment. His morning assignment was to set up at the courthouse and monitor the release of a suspect on a homicide case. He’d gone on a cruise, riding the radio, killing time. When the Road voiced out for a scribbler, he’d snapped up the rover. With the bug gone wild and the chief’s decree that a detective or soft clothes had to attend every crime stage with a wisp of gun smoke, everybody had to lift a little extra weight. There were stages, especially in the Hauser North Projects, that had been frozen for more than twelve hours because no one in a suit or designer windbreaker was inclined to run up there, stick their head in, and scribble in somebody’s notebook.


    “We should’ve probably taken him in, Road. If he goes south, we’re going to wear it like the slippery brown hat.”


    “That guy, Ray, that guy looks after himself. You see his knucks? It looks like he got a few shots in. When we patted him down there was gun oil on his shirt, there, on his waist. He stank of gun smoke. I figure he had a heater of his own tucked away and he dumped it before we got there. Dumped his wallet, too.” The Road picked up a piece of toast and tried to stab the corner through the poached yellow deadeye. The bread snapped like a cracker. “What the fuck we going to do, anyway? Arrest the guy for getting shot?” He gave up on trying to penetrate the deadeye and crunched on the toast. “I asked him. I said, ‘Who shot you?’ Fucking guy’s worse than Bill Clinton. He said, ‘Well, it depends what you mean by shot.’” He started laughing.


    Ray Tate kept his raid jacket on and zipped. The cafeteria was cold with air conditioning; it was believed that the bug multiplied in heat and humidity. The windows looked up the damp street at the broken crime stage. Four bulky men in surgical masks and sports windbreakers, wearing red baseball caps, headed in the direction of East Chinatown, carrying golf clubs. Volunteers. A one-man ghost car trailed them at a walking pace.


    The fella was standing around in the brightening grey dawn, scoping The Road’s flashing cruiser and Ray Tate’s unmarked Taurus. Waiting, Ray Tate thought, to retrieve his gun and wallet from where he’d dumped them when he realized those sirens were singing for him. The fella had a fresh cigarette in his mouth and his right hand was pressing a medi-pak to his left shoulder. One-handed, he dragged on a recycling bin and sat down on it, leaning back against the brown bricks to hang in for the long haul. People shuffled past him, all wearing surgical masks, all moving quickly. They each seemed stiff, holding their breath. No one headed into the plagued precincts of East Chinatown.


    Ray Tate, who fancied himself a bit of an artist, felt like he was sitting in a moody Edward Hopper painting, looking out at an old pearly photograph of hopeful ghetto life. “How many guys you down?”


    “With the bug? Out of my twelve-guy night leg, there’s four left, plus me. I got three guys at Mercy, one of them on a lung. Timmy Harper. You know Timmy?”


    Ray Tate nodded. When he’d come out of the departmental hearing that cleared him after he’d put down the second black guy, a television reporter said Congratulations, Ray, and handed him a lit cigar, trying to get footage of him looking like some arrogant gunner who’d got away with something, celebrating it off a cubano. Timmy Harper had grabbed the stogie and stabbed it at the guy, grinding the hot coal into his hairpiece. Timmy Harper lost a beat and went down to patrolman, getting badly stomped in the Racist Ray Tate riots. “Tell him I’m having a thought, right?”


    “He’ll appreciate it.” The Road looked at the fella up the street, basking in the flashing blue and red lights. “Good that you’re getting out and about, Ray. So, how come, anyway, you’re out so bright and early, on the rover?”


    “This fucking heat. With the bug and the Volunteers, here I be.” He rubbed his face. He had paint crusted on his fingernails. His hair was too long and greasy and he had an unshaped beatnik beard. He was going grey and his eyebrows seemed to be curling into his eyes. There was a benefit to the dripping hair: it obscured his missing earlobe, snicked off by a wild shot when he’d been gunned. His eyes were red from smoking out his apartment. Several gin and tap waters might have something to do with it. Under his raid jacket he wore a black leather biker vest with silver conches over a grey sweatshirt, black jeans, and scuffed short cowboy boots. The handle of his gun, riding in his boot, made a distinct bulge. His badge hung from a breakaway chain around his neck. “Yesterday they had me like this directing traffic down on the Eight while they untangled a wreck. One guy almost clipped me and I caught up to him in the gridlock and tinned him. ‘What the fuck’re you doing, man?’ He said: ‘You? A cop? Fuck, I thought you was gonna wipe my windshield. I lost so many wipers to those guys I got my own parking spot at Walmart.’ Duh.”


    “What you do? You wallpaper him up?”


    “Naw.” Ray Tate shrugged. “If I saw me, badge or no badge, standing the middle of the Eight looking like this, I’d speed-dial my lawyer, lock my elbows and floor it, brace for impact. Anyway, I went down to Stores and checked out the jacket. Enough’s enough.”


    Up the street outside the window, a short blue-and-white van with a caduceus stencilled on the side stopped in front of the shooting victim sitting on his recycling bin. Someone had spray-painted balloons from the forked tongues of the twisted serpents of the caduceus and filled them with FOK YU in stylized Chinese characters. A brisk young black woman wearing a mask and a nurse’s habit climbed from the passenger seat with a handful of surgical masks dangling from her fingers. She stood at a good distance, speaking to the fella, then leaned and at arm’s length held out the masks.


    The fella reluctantly took one and awkwardly tied it to his face. After the woman boarded the van and it slid away, the man stared after it for a moment, then removed the mask and used the point of his cigarette to singe a hole in it. He waved it in the air to stop the burn, then tied it back on and stuck the cigarette through the hole, exhaling jets of smoke through his nose.


    “Road, I’m rolling. Thanks for breakfast.”


    “No problem, Ray. Don’t breathe in.”


    Ray Tate wanted a real breakfast even if he had to pay for it.


    Prowling the streets, it was eerie still, seeing masked pedestrians and motorists making their way through the morning. The four big men in sports windbreakers and red ball caps sat on folding chairs at California Street, at the gates of Chinatown. Drivers had their windows up; cringing pedestrians avoided eye contact. A taxi driver sped by a well-dressed masked Chinese man waving him down with a rolled up newspaper; another taxi clipped by, wowing wide in the road. In the rear-view mirror, Ray Tate watched the Chinese man start the long hike up Harrison Hill, rhythmically slapping his newspaper against his pant leg in frustration. At a coffee shop an Asian woman in business attire, holding her briefcase against her chest, was blocked by a man in a white apron waving a spatula over his head, shouting, “We’re closed, we’re closed.” Behind him through the street-front window, Ray Tate could see the place was packed with hunched customers who lifted their masks to sip coffee or eat food.


    Down at the waterfront where the river widened into the lake, there were dozens of boats bobbing off the city’s edge. People believed the bug was landlocked and those with sailboats or power monsters slept on them, barbecued meals on deck, had rifles or pistols at hand to repel the diseased. They kept an eye to the pennants on their masts, ready to weigh anchor and head for Canada if the wind changed. There was litter and beer bottles on the riverbank where vigilant groups of Volunteers had spent the nights, ready to go hand-to-hand with any boatloads of Chinese migrants trying to sneak in from Canada to steal the American dream.


    He eased the Taurus down under the span bridge and across the access road, turning where it lifted at the waterfront. There was a bit of reluctant mist still locked in the hollows. The sun was screened behind fading fog that looked nuclear in the strengthening yolky light. The radio muttered and he sorted calls and warnings and requests with a casual inner ear. A fist fight at a bus stop; all free units to the airport for a protest over rumours Asians were being routed from Chicago; a call to shots-fired on Marlborough in Stonetown.


    Everyone was getting a little goofy with the two- and three-shift days.


    “Any unit near Bradford and Queen?”


    “Scouter four solo unit, right there, dispatcher.”


    “Report a naked male complainant covered in pythons. Possible mental incompetent. Ambo rolling.”


    “Repeat, dispatch? Did you say …” The voice rose to soprano, “Py-py-py-py-thons?”


    “Ten-four, four solo. Pythons.”


    “Unable to respond, dispatch. I got ophidiophobia.”


    “Sorry, four solo. I meant to say ... ah ... spiders?”


    “Okay, then, dispatch. Through counselling I’ve overcome my chronic arachnophobia. I’m rolling solo.”


    There were appreciative single clicks.


    A disguised voice whispered: “All yoo-nits. Ray Tate’s on the road with a pencil.”


    Ray Tate laughed. The Road.


    “All yoo-nits,” the Road whispered. “Ray Tate’s looking to meet new friends. Call him up for an autograph.”


    A serious youthful voice came over. “Sergeant Tate, come up on the air, please?”


    A female charger, sounding like a breathy beauty queen: “Oh, Sergeant Tate? Ray? I’m in the Hauser North, building four, tenth floor, south end of hallway. I’m real lonely, honey, my puffy pal is no fun. Knock twice and let yourself in. Do come and sign me out and we’ll go part-tay …”


    He ignored that call but was a little itched to take a run up there anyway, scope the thing out. She sounded fun, the kind of girl who could stand in human gases and be cute with a clothespin on her nose. Except for his ex-wife, who was a cop’s daughter, in his adult life he’d only slept with lady cops and a nurse who wanted to become one. Except for a woman from an art class he’d taken over in Chicago, he hadn’t dated in a year.


    Another man’s voice: “We got one down in the gun smoke at Hauser South. Sergeant Tate, come up on the air.”


    Another: “We got a gunfire stage on Branksome in Stonetown no victim. Sergeant Tate, come up.”


    The transmissions broke with three fast clicks as Ray Tate pulled into the waterfront parking lot near an abandoned bacon stand. He cranked the volume.


    A level, unpunctuated voice, fast: “Urban Squad Two solo request backup transport supervisor seven-seven Marlborough Road holding one solo at gunpoint one-eight-seven no outstanding no ambo required supervisor detective required roll the catering truck.”


    A female voice came on. “You okay, U Deuce?”


    Silence.


    Four rapid responses: “Ghost ten rolling solo.” “Ghost four rolling lonely.” “Scout four wheelman stag on it.” “Scout sergeant one lonely.”


    Ray Tate imagined the ghosters and scouts and prowl cars, wherever they were, turning and racing like iron filings toward the invisible pull of a violent magnet. There were a lot of lonelys, solo units, and stags on the road, wheelmen whose shotguns were down with the bug.


    He unlocked the short shotgun racked under the dash and started a slow roll to the access road, sorting himself a fast route, leaning for his red Hello light in the passenger-side foot well.


    A ghost car came over, the charger a melodious thespian. “Ghooooos-terrrr Ten on the stage, dispatch. One for the box, one for the bag, all secure, break off, units. Con-tinue the coroner’s catering truck, sil vous plais.”


    “Ten four, ten. Thank you.”


    “No, my dear, thank you for this opportunity to perform for you …” the stage voice giggled, “… and all the other little people.”


    Appreciative single clicks.


    Ray Tate listened a moment. When there was no further air, he rolled the Taurus back into the parking lot. He locked the shotgun rack, took off his raid jacket and got out, slipping his rover into his back pocket. He popped the trunk and took a sketchpad and some charcoal sticks from his briefcase, slammed the trunk and walked to the edge of the river and set up on a defaced bench under a parched tree. The gold buildings of Canada, across the way, were half lit-up by the struggling sun. The sails of the boats in the foreground were still in low dawn shadow, vague smudges. A moaning tanker eased like a relentless predator down the centre of the lake under a plume of screaming seagulls.


    Gold buildings and trudging tankers weren’t going to do it for him. He’d had it with the lack of flesh.


    He waited for inspiration, something to engage him. It wasn’t long in coming.


    On a nearby sailboat a woman came above deck. She had long black hair twisted into a rope, wore a white bra and red shorts. She carried a bucket and looked around, then stripped off the bra and shorts. Balancing herself to the rhythm of the waves off the tanker, she bent over and dipped the bucket into the river and doused herself down with water. At the distance she looked undefined, a smear of light grey. Minimalist, of no detail, as though she’d already been sketched or painted.


    It was a vision that stirred him on a lot of levels. It was human and sexual, obscure and specific; enough to allow him possibilities, to fuck a little with reality. He flipped to a blank page and clutched the short charcoal stick between his knuckles. He kept the woman’s graceful shape but used the flat of the stick like a wide brush to make a perfect, small dark torso in graceful pose; he made her hair spiky, the hint of her eyes wide and Asian.


    The voice of the female charger with the puffy friend at the Hauser North Projects rang in his inner ear. His homicide target was coming out of the courthouse at ten. He decided if the Hauser North stage hadn’t been broken up by the time the target was either down for the day or in handcuffs, he’d push the Taurus up that way, maybe get a date or at least a few laughs.


    He finished the sketch and softly blew the charcoal dust off of the thick page. The shape of the small dark woman was a shadow, but he’d managed to get the idea of detail in there; she was recognizable. The buildings of Canada were bare suggestions of sinister mountains looming over her and the boat. The woman looked very small and isolated.


    “Hey, Picasso, yo.”


    He knew what the voice was. He kept his hands still and turned his head slowly and waited.


    “You got a reason for being here, Pablo?” The man was red-headed and almost too short to be a cop and he was grossly out of shape, comically dressed as a jogger, smoking a small cigar. He wore an unzipped fanny pack and Ray Tate could see his hand rested on the butt of a revolver. “You want to break something out for me?”


    Ray Tate smiled. “I just said that to a mutt, myself.” He identified himself as Intelligence and said he was heavy at the ankle.


    The thick guy sat down and held his hand out. “Brian Comartin. Traffic. You got a better gig than me, the artist thing. They got me running up and down the Riverwalk, pissing in the weeds. Get us a boatload of Chinamen, they say, stop the invasion.”


    Shaking his soaking hand, Ray Tate saw his face was flushed. “You okay, man?”


    “I haven’t lifted more than a pencil in ten years and they come down to Traffic Flow and say, ‘Hey, you’re a cop again, get your fat ass down to the river, run around, and look for wet Chinamen. You see them, surround them, we’ll get you some backup in, oh, about two weeks when we get somebody off the lung.’” He laughed but he was panting and looked a little frightened for his own well-being. “Jeez fuck. If I wanted to work, I wouldn’a become a cop.”


    “How many you guys down here?”


    “Me and two others. One from Projections and one from Computer Enhancement. For four miles of Riverwalk, three miles of lakefront, and who knows what the fuck all in between.” He shook his head. “This fucking city. You ask me, every illegal who sneaks over here is a vote for the American way of life. When I first came on, I worked Chinatown, I seen them working the sweatshops, fifteen-hour days, buck an hour, kick back a quarter to the boss, rent a bed for a couple hours sleep. No fucking way do I send workingmen back in the water. I see a bunch of Chinamen coming up out of the river, man, I’ll take ’em home, give ’em a cash job painting my apartment.”


    Ray Tate laughed and got up. “I gotta go to court.”


    The fat man looked shy. He said, “Let’s see, what you did? You do anything good?” He was embarrassed. He looked at Ray Tate looking back at him with suspicion. “I, ah, I got a thing, too. I’m into, ah, poetry.”


    Ray Tate thought for a moment, then flipped open the pad.


    The thick man stared at the sketch. “Oh, okay. That’s good, man, that’s like art.” He looked around as though imparting a secret. “You should be in a gallery or something.”


    “Yeah,” Ray Tate held out his hand. “I should be in Paris in a beret.”

  


  
    Chapter 4

    



    The State Police detachment in Indian country was a single-storey cement-block building with chicken wire over the windows and a heavy door with a keypad beside it. The face of the keypad had been ripped out; exposed wiring drooped like bright entrails. Access to the building was done by mobile phone or over the two-way talkies the detachment officers carried around the clock, on duty or off. Shotgun pellets pockmarked the fascia of the building and there was a flaring scorch mark like a triangular shadow where someone had incompetently thrown a Molotov cocktail, short. Concertina wire was looped around the entire roof of the building. Three Ford Expedition four-by-fours with peeling State Police logos were strategically parked around the entrance, backed in on angles to take up as much space as possible. Each truck had suffered damage, ranging from raw punctures from deer-rifle slugs to graffiti that called for Red Rool. All the trucks had the wiring for roof lights but they’d been shot out with such regularity headquarters said Enough and sent lighter-operated dash lights.


    Inside the building, Djuna Brown sat behind a desk pirated from the asbestos-laden schoolhouse no one allowed their kids to attend. The desk was deeply grooved with messages: RED ROOL ROOLS, STICK THE MAN, RIP KOPS, SP DOA DJA OK. SP stood for State Police; DJA stood for Djuna. She wore her authority as though it were a secret she only shared with an unlucky few.


    “You know,” she said to the man opposite her, back-handcuffed to a heavy oak chair, “you know everyone’s got a … thing. You know? A thing? That sets them off, makes them crazy? Cops are like that. I know a guy just goes nuts at animal abuse, especially dogs. Another guy comes down heavy on people who speed near schools. Another cop goes off on guys that beat their wives. You following? A thing.”


    The man in the handcuffs nodded. His head was huge; standing, he was about six-five, just short of a foot taller than Djuna Brown. His torso was thick and his weight was two-fifty, she knew from his file, exactly double hers. Both were dark-skinned: he with Native skin and a lifetime in the sun, trapping, hunting, fishing; she being more an inherited brown Caribbean coffee with a good shot of cream.


    She gave him a peek at her authority. “Ronnie, I asked if you’re following me?” Her voice had a bit of lilt, just enough that if they were sitting in the dark, Ronnie would still know she was from a southern island.


    His voice was rough and deep, the tone a little petulant. “I follow you, Djuna.”


    “Sergeant Brown.”


    He brooded, not looking at her face. She saw a moment of shame there. Everyone called her by her first name except her troopers. They had single syllables for her.


    She waited for him. Ray Tate had taught her to make time her bubble, create a different kind of life in there, wait things out. Chat endlessly and fill it with verbal free-form jazz.


    “I follow, Sergeant Brown.”


    She nodded and smiled her tiny pearly teeth, then sat back and put her feet on the desk. She wore red satin slippers decorated with bits of bright metal and beading. He looked at them and smiled sadly. Her uniform pants dragged back, revealing dark blue ankle socks, above them smooth brown hairless skin. Her tunic was opened against the heat in the close room and she wore a pure white T-shirt over a red sports bra.


    She wanted to tell him something, but she wanted him to tell her something first. “Well, I’m sure you’ve got a thing, too, right, Ronnie? Something that just takes you out of who you are and you want to go primitive? No rules, no mercy, because of the wrong of it?”


    He pondered a while, then nodded slowly. “The hunters in the airplanes. The wolves.”


    “Right. The hunters and the wolves. Winter kill.”


    “Machineguns.” He wagged his head. “The blood in the snow, they leave them there. Kill them, skin them, leave the carcass.” His face gathered red anger. “I want to —” He looked up beyond the watermarked ceiling and struggled against the cuffs with his shoulder to try to reach up.


    She saw he wasn’t dull or stupid and she put her feet down out of respect. She wanted to uncuff him but there was no natural way to do it before she’d finished. She still didn’t know if she was going to have to beat him. “All right, my thing is bleeding children. When I rolled by your place and saw her, I wanted to just beat you with a stick. If I needed ten guys with me, okay, I’d find ten guys, easy. And you know, Ronnie, I’m not like that, right? Since I came back up here from the city with my stripes, things are better. Not great, they’ll never be great up here in our lifetimes, not for you, not for them.” She nodded at the closed office door; from the other side her troopers were banging their boots and bullshitting loudly in the shift room. “But right now, there’s no more Saturday night rodeos. No cops selling hootch to your people, catching the girls drunk, and banging them in the trucks. I catch a dealer from the cities slinging meth or crack, that guy goes for a walk on the traplines for an evening and when he comes back he’s got some serious winter mosquito bites. It hurts me to do that, that’s not who I am, but I try to make a difference.”


    He glanced up at her, then away.


    She knew she’d lost him, gotten sidetracked, her riff had gone nowhere. She held her palms up at him. Her hands were tiny, her fingers long, her fingertips looking stupid for a cop, a result of the sloppy white French manicure she’d given herself the night before, drunk and talking aloud to the absent Ray Tate. “Start again: I know this isn’t about me, all this. But at your place with Misha? That is what it’s all about. Your twelve-year-old. Beautiful girl. Smart girl. Broken nose, blood everywhere. For me, Ronnie, that’s the blood on the snow, that’s the wolves. That’s my winter kill.” She studied him and reached her right hand straight up. “I saw Misha and that blood, and I wanted to …” She made a fist above her head and pulled it down, “… just pull you from the sky.” She felt her face turn to sadness, the muscles going wherever they wanted. She didn’t know, yet. Hadn’t decided. He had to give her something. She glanced at the door. Instinctively, she had it. She gave him power without surrendering any of her own and stared at his face until he looked back at her. “Don’t make me like that, man. Don’t make me like them. Please, don’t.”


    Ronnie sagged a little. He looked like, given the choice, he’d rather take the beating. “I’m sorry, Djuna … Sergeant Brown.”


    “Don’t tell me, Ronnie. Tell Misha.” There was a thick cudgel with dark stains at the business end leaning against the drawers on her side of the desk where he couldn’t see it. It wasn’t hers: it was called the Abo-Swatter and it had notches in it where the guys had tallied their Saturday night rodeos. There were a lot of notches, but none of them fresh. When she’d come up from the city, transferred back and promoted, she’d lined up the guys and told them where to head in. No one spoke to her after that except about the work, but she’d gone the distance in the cop trade and killed a man in the line and that came with its own respect, if not friendship.


    “How we going to do this, Ronnie? Me or the elders?”


    He looked at her.


    She smiled, her hair spiky and jet black. She looked like a backup singer in the videos broadcast through his satellite dish over from Chicago. The handcuffs weren’t necessary. Everybody on the Rez loved something about her.


    “Elders.” He sucked his lips. “Elders. I’ll take a tribal council. Okay?”


    It wasn’t strictly legal under state law. Self-rule and tribal councils made the pale jowls in the state capital quake, preventing them from dispensing human mercy as though it was a gift, as if fairness and dignity were special rights to be bestowed.


    She nodded. “Elders, okay. What they say goes. I’ll stand by it, you stand by it.” She came around the desk in her slippers, seeming not much taller standing up than she was sitting down. Even removing the handcuffs let her reveal her technique: she placed a gentle hand flat on his shoulder while she operated the key. Ray, her city cop, had taught her that. She was ready to jump away from him if Ronnie went off, to get the stick from behind the desk, to hope her guys outside the door came boiling in when she called out.


    But Ronnie just massaged his thick wrists. He didn’t want to frighten her and waited until she’d stepped away before nodding his head and getting up off the chair. “I’ll be home, when they want me. The elders. Sergeant … Brown.”


    As she pulled on her knee boots, she gave him a luminous smile of perfect little chicklet teeth and took her round hat from the peg by the door. “Ah, c’mon, Ronnie, man. My name’s Djuna. I’ll give you a drive.”


    She felt like a city suburban mom piloting the Expedition. She wouldn’t let Ronnie ride chained in the cage in the back like a prisoner in case his Misha saw, although strictly speaking he was still in custody. The top of his head almost touched the headliner. He was silent beside her. There was a type, she knew, who went quiet, gathering in their mind the slights and grudges of the day, mixing them together like a violent brew that reached fission and the next thing you knew you were on the floor in incredible pain, going holy-fuck, and covering up your vital organs as the guy tried to kick you to death. She’d been there twice, each time when she walked into a Saturday-night bar powwow and sparked off some deep thinker for whom a uniform was the last crucial ingredient in the wild beverage percolating inside. Both times it was the Native men who waded in and got her free, protected her, wrestling the guy off her and out the door. They wouldn’t hold him for arrest; things weren’t that way and she had no right to expect that.


    The Expedition knew the way. It smoothly rolled past the bent, perforated stop signs, heading out of town beyond the shacks and cracked foundations of the government houses. Djuna Brown drove with the big red ball on the floor behind her, but all the troops left theirs on the dash. She didn’t, because she wanted people to know it was her coming.


    Ronnie didn’t seem to want to talk, so she let her mind muse, think about Ray Tate, something she’d thought she’d have stopped doing by now but instead did more frequently, wondering if he even remembered her.


    When she drove off the rutted driveway of Ronnie’s sloping shack he was on his knees, forehead to forehead with Misha. She seemed to be comforting him. Ronnie’s mostly absent wife was in the doorway, a shapeless woman in a colourless shift dress, barefoot and pregnant again. There was cardboard over the windows of the shack. There was no uncontaminated water in the area and empty cardboard cases of state government plastic bottles were stacked up in the shade against the crumbling porch, shaped into a doghouse, a long, twitching snout poked out.


    She took the long way back, looping dirt roads through some of the most beautiful country she could imagine. She’d been told Canada to the north was even more stunning, but she couldn’t imagine that. At the lift of a rise, she stopped the Expedition in the middle of the road and stared sadly down into a river where a creek bled effluent that looked like noxious green tea, now that the lumber mill up the other side, out of sight, was back in operation. A sign on the mill’s office said WO/NR. Ostensibly, it meant Work Office, Northern Initiative. In reality it meant Whites Only, No Injuns. The sawmill workers were tough but they found their own places to water themselves after a shift; the grim ramshackle bar in town was a little too edgy for them, so they drove thirty miles the other way and Djuna Brown’s guys had had to yank a lot of wrecks off the road and pry bodies out of windshields.


    Above the feeder creek the water was pristine and thick with beautiful silver fish. Below, in the morning sun, it was fouled with fish with bulging eyes gasping on their sides.


    But Ray would love it here, she thought, slipping the truck into gear. He’d be a mysterious striding ghost, climbing the folds of the hills and sinking into the shadows of the valleys, an easel over his shoulder and his clutch of paintbrushes and charcoal sticks in a hip holster. She imagined him talking to himself. Back when they were partners down in the city looking for the X-men, the traffickers who sold party drugs, she remembered him driving the bosses nuts with his rambling soliloquies. The Natives wouldn’t bother him because they recognized a slightly crazy soul, the spiritual worth of it.


    They’d planned, after they got fired for thoroughly fucking up the X-men case, to take what buyouts they could negotiate and head to Paris, where he’d paint and she’d … well, she was sure she’d find some creative muscle to exercise. She didn’t see herself as an artist’s moll, stretching his canvases and darning his old denim shirts. But Ray loved his city streets, the young chargers for whom he felt responsible, strange for a doorstep baby who’d been raised in the grim cycle of state foster homes where the only loyalty was to survival. And they never got fired anyway. Ray took some bullets and closed it down for the shooter, a psycho ex-city cop, and Djuna Brown became a hero, crossing the thickest of lines and leaving a fat pervert dead in the dirt, a killer drug network broken, and a kidnapped girl rescued. A movie production company had flown her out to Los Angeles but she was too modest about her exploits to fit their dramatic needs, although a mannish script assistant swore true West Coast love for Djuna Brown’s little red slippers.


    Two miles outside town she passed a trio of Native men walking along the highway, each carrying a long tube of rolled newspaper with thick moss poking out the ends. They turned at the distinctive sound of the Expedition engine and for a moment they showed fear, ready to head into the bush. Then they recognized her and nodded, and she slowed and offered rides. One, a slim man with a potbelly, declined politely. They didn’t have fishing rods or poles; from one man’s vest pocket she could see a length of fishing line looping out. The edges of the man’s hands had deep scars where the tackle lines had been grooving for decades, hand over hand to retrieve the fish. They all remained in easy silence for a few moments, then one of the men, she couldn’t tell which one because no one’s lips moved, made the perfect caw of a raven. She laughed, slipped into gear, and eased the truck away.


    The raven’s call kept her smiling the rest of the way into town.


    She’d been invited to a sweat lodge after she first came back, an offer rarely made to a woman, never mind a black one. It was a low den, smoky with smouldering willow branches, with cracks in the woven tree limbs above her. Glowing hot rocks were carried in on forked sticks and gently laid in a small depression in the earth floor. A man set up a worn concave stone full of water, and another man, with a broom tied of brush and leaves, sprinkled the water onto the hot stones. There was chanting; she stripped off her T-shirt and shorts and sat naked in the humid almost-dark, surrendering.


    She’d felt as if she were suffocating, the sweat rivers pouring individually from each scalp follicle and down her back. As she sweated something out of herself, she saw in the middle of her mind the sweat, black threads of thoughts and confusions, turn to silvery estuaries as her spirit cleansed itself, purified. It might have taken hours but she didn’t know, because she was stoned on herself and the smoke and the rhythmic murmurs of the three men in there with her. It was rancid with human seepage and the little tied bundles of tobacco and herbs smoking on the hot stones, and she seemed to not blink for five or ten minutes at a time, not until she remembered to. The lodge was very dark and close and she’d been told it was called the Mother’s Womb.


    One man had asked: “What are you, sister?”


    She said, for no discernable reason, “Raven,” the image, not the word, flying itself into what remained of her drained mind.


    “Go outside. Now.”


    One man held the thick blankets back from the doorway and she ducked out as naked as birth into the first cold day of creation, lit by a new light and populated with unheard sounds and unrecognizable colours and she heard every leaf rustle against itself, heard the individual microscopic boulders of sand shifting under a soft breeze. There in front of the low lodge was an inky raven perched on a mossy stone. It called to her and she laughed in return, a laugh her breath had never created before.


    She was thinking of that day, of imagining a raven and then finding one, as she pushed open the door to the detachment office and her corporal handed her the printout of an email. Before she took it she had a sudden unbidden image of Ray Tate’s face in her mind, and the email said the State Police were assisting the city during the epidemic. Manpower was requested.


    “Right,” the corporal said. “As if.”


    She said, “You’re Acting. You’re in charge until I get back.”


    He, who she’d overheard identifying her only by the monosyllabic name of a body part, smiled and said, “Yes, Sergeant Brown.”


    She saw his smile was genuine and appreciated that he was just a kid, an untested boy-cop who’d lose a lot if he ever had to cross the thickest of lines, inhaling his own gun smoke, watching someone die to death at his feet.


    She was packed and at the detachment office, and her lieutenant said there were lots of cars down in the city. “They don’t have a problem of vehicles, Sergeant, they’re parked all over the fucking town. What they have is have a problem of no one to drive them. Take the nine o’clock Amtrak.” He flipped her a State credit card and stared at her. “You sure you want to go? They got this plague going down there, I guess you heard? They’re quarantining people. They’re gonna have riots. That place is finished.”


    Her corporal silently drove her to the railway station. After she dragged her carryall from the back of the Expedition, she leaned in the window. “Look, you don’t have to be afraid, you know? Go out, talk to them. They’re just people, same as you and me. Ask them where the good fish are, where the good hunting is. Ask a question, even if you already know the answer. Give them that, at least.” She stared at him. She wasn’t sure she was getting through.


    He nodded and looked away through the windshield. She thought he was going to laugh: a midget black girl sergeant telling a buff farm boy how to bale hay. But when she spoke he had to at least listen: she’d killed a gunman in the line and it entitled her to a measure of respect. She got her stripes by smelling her own gun smoke, not down in the capitol with her legs open.


    She was fearful for the people up there, what might happen if she wasn’t around. This must be how Ray Tate feels about his kid cops. She started to try again, “Tom, listen to me just one listen, okay, you got a toolbox —” She gave it up and made a sad little smile. “Good luck, Tom.”


    He put the Expedition into gear.


    She stepped back, and when he drove away, she made a complex hand signal at his departing truck and went into the train station.

  


  
    Chapter 5

    



    In front of the old cut-stone courthouse on Soldiers’ Square, Ray Tate sat on his balled-up raid jacket and studied the bird droppings on the wide steps. His artist self and his detective self engaged one another: the splashes of the runny avian stuff had a natural textured aspect that appealed to his abstract painterly eye; the velocity, direction of spatter, and thickness spoke to his deductive talents as well as to his appreciation of crazy Jackson Pollock. One particularly wide glob, a little shiny and red and with no drag to any direction, told him the bird had recently perched on one of the eaves, held its ass over the edge, and bombed one straight down, perfectly vertical. Another sample had extreme fingering: the bird had been in flight north at a good speed. He deduced that the caked bird shit had been dropped at the end of the previous spring, when a lot of the birds headed north full of southern berries. Uncoagulated blood was thinner than bird shit but the principles were the same. On the walls of the academy training house, and at real crime stages afterwards, he could tell which way a knife had swung, what velocity a baseball bat had picked up in its travel. Spatter was the murderer’s brush stroke: it spoke to the miscreant’s enthusiasm and talent.


    The gunshot fella had been wrong. The sun had burned off the dawn into a sharp, still morning. The stars-and-bars hung from the flagpole, limp as a rag. In front of the courthouse, the morning parade of miscreants lounged in the sunlight on the steps, unintelligibly welcoming each other with yo-bloods and huhs and slapping boneless high-fives. They talked bail and jail with depressed, drooping lawyers in sagging suits and bad haircuts. Three members of the Flying Fukienese Dragons, in black sateen gang jackets with Mandarin collars, wore white surgical masks decorated with toothy shark’s mouths, lifting them only to take drags on cigarettes or to spit dangerously near passersby. A haunted bum clutched his chest and bent over, coughing sputum near the war memorial while four plainclothesmen backed away in a pack, looking back as though they wanted to kick his lungs out.


    Back in his uniformed days, Ray Tate had liked being in court. It was the culmination of his work. He was good on the stand. He gave good fuck, the prosecutors said. When a clerk offered him the bible and asked if he swore to tell the truth, Ray Tate held the book with reverence, crossed himself, said, “I do so swear,” and bit his knuckle. He stood erect in the box in his uniform, his hat on the ledge, hands clasped either front or back, but usually back because it gave a less defensive posture, and spoke exactly enough words to answer the question asked. Every second question, he’d answer directly to the judge or jury. Whenever he was asked about an action or statement of the accused, he’d glance over at the dock while answering, essaying that his answer applied to this specific accused and no other individual on earth. His entire posture said Nothing Personal; he seldom needed rehabilitation by the Prosecutor. The defence lawyers usually got him out of the box as quickly as possible.


    The fingerman from Homicide was late. Ray Tate used the time to wander his mind through Paris, where he’d never been. It would be like this, he thought: observing passersby, a glass of something cool and European as his elbow rested on a round metal table, a snobby waiter hovering in the background. A thick coil sketchpad would be awaiting inspiration. His fingernails would be caked with primary colours, his knuckles black with charcoal. Cobblestones would be an endless slick geometry, diminishing into the vanishing point of coffin-shaped rocks, defined and perfect and endless into infinity.


    Djuna Brown would’ve been in there too. He imagined swaggering narrow Frenchmen leering at her cocoa skin, at her spiked shiny hair poking from under a cocky beret. She’d wear a scarf looped at her long throat and would look as exotic as Paris itself.


    He didn’t make a picture of himself, but his garb wouldn’t be faux biker or the blue suit with chevrons on his arms, although he loved that old blue bag. There’d be no holster in his boot, no badge chained around his neck. He cherished the badge, but sometimes it had come to feel like an anchor, preventing him from soaring someplace. And with his earlobe shot off he fancied himself as an amusing half-a-van Gogh.


    “You’re a bit of a junkyard dog, Ray,” Djuna Brown had said after she got her stripes and visited him, convalescing in his apartment, a tube in his hip and a wad of gauzing on his ear. “You look like that little guy in the cartoon after the blunderbuss went off.”


    He saw she was dodging something, that her smile and teasing eyes were a mask. “So,” he’d said, feeling bleak and hopeless, knowing. “Paris?”


    Beatnik life in Paris is what they’d promised each other.


    She looked very sad. “No can do, buckaroo.”


    They’d just finished the X-men case. He hadn’t done much, just went from place to place with her and somehow they’d stumbled on the chemistry set used by a degenerate businessman and a psycho killer. She whacked the degenerate and the tactical guys took down the psycho. Ray Tate hadn’t even been there, because a jealous lesbian ex-cop who had a jones for Djuna Brown had come by his apartment and opened up on him. He left her dead in the doorway and afterwards he lay on his floor, waiting to die, glad, looking at the fresh pockmarks in the plaster ceiling, that he hadn’t wasted money painting the place.


    Djuna Brown had come to his apartment to tell him she was going back to her precious Indian country, to her shacks and shanties and Saturday night bust-outs. Originally she’d been assigned up there as a punishment because she was thought to be gay; now it was her reward for being a hero. Bodies hanging from rafters in despair; families wiped out by accident and suicide, by murder and the simple surrender of life. But there was also the fish wrapped in damp moss, the bloody hunks of deer or bear during the season, presented to her with prideful love and meticulous cooking tips. Teaching girls about their periods and pregnancy and boys about respect and responsibility. She told him all this so he’d understand her duty.


    “This thing we have, Ray, it’s portable, you know? You could come up there.” They’d been laying on his futon looking up at the splotches in the ceiling where Ray Tate’s daughter and her friends had re-plastered the bullet holes.


    But just as Djuna Brown couldn’t abandon her sad tribe, he couldn’t abandon his cops, young chargers burst into a world with no supervisors, no one to teach them how to police, when to police. He imagined them dead on the road because no one told them not to lean on the cars they pulled over, not to disrespect a man in front of his family, to take a subtle step back, deal out some breathing room, to freeze a situation to give everyone a chance to get perspective, to get back to being human.


    So she went to Indian country and he stayed in his streets. He didn’t call unless he was drunk; she didn’t call unless she had the deep blues. There was a lot of silence over the wires. He called less and less and so did she. It hurt too much. Then he just stopped, afraid that she’d find the combination of words and promises and dreams that would make him walk away from the city.


    Once, after a bad day followed by a lonely night, he decided he’d had enough, he couldn’t carry the water, didn’t even want to. With a stub of charcoal, he parsed his early pension and his savings and the monthly payout to his ex-wife. He packed his car with clothes and paints and drove to an Amoco where he tanked up, meticulously cleaned the windshield, and bought a bag of snacks for the long drive north. He didn’t call to tell her he was coming. He knew himself too well and knew he might fold at the last moment, before the last off-ramp to Indian country.


    Just before he hit the Interstate north, his daydreams of a life with a cocoa midget cop in the boonies evaporated in the slipstream of four screaming cruisers charging past him. He got in line, flashing his high beams, leaning his horn. On the Eight he climbed from his car, hung his badge around his neck, and waded through cruiser gridlock.


    On the sidewalk a young charger with a bullet hole in his jaw lay grunting, comforted by his crying partner, a sturdily built young woman who looked barely out of her teens. Between them they seemed to have about fifteen minutes on the job. Ray Tate took control of the stage and set a perimeter. He ignored the three chargers who had the shooter down behind a dark blue van, stomping him.


    The shooter screamed, “Why’d he let me do it, huh?” He gasped as he absorbed some boots. “What kinda fuckin’ cop is that, huh?”


    “He ain’t wrong, Ray,” a charger told him, catching his breath between bouts of the boots. “Kid was on the job about a week. He came up with a smile and hi-how-are-ya. So of course the guy shot him. He’d’a shot the escort too, except his piece jammed.” He rubbed his hand on his slick face. “You want in, get a few licks for the team?”


    “Another minute, Bobby, then I take him out of here. I’ll need a car for prisoner transport.”


    “Ambo on the way, don’t sweat it, Ray.”


    “Another minute, Bobby, I mean it, man, then you chain him up and read him the poem. You don’t want to lose this in court.”


    Ray Tate carried the weight of dead bodies and the charger had to nod.


    He drove home and unpacked his car. On his futon he twisted, not with the gunshot face of the charger in his mind, but the face of the downed cop’s partner who’d repeated over and over: “What could I do?”


    She had the gaunt brown face of Djuna Brown, the stressed old Djuna who’d come to the city as a basket case and left as a hero cop.


    He thought about her all the time and he dwelled in the imagined grimy architecture of romantic Paris, sketching or painting her in the late nights, and in really bad times of temptation he unplugged the telephone and locked it in the trunk of his car.


    But he never tried to leave again. A doorstep baby of the state who’d lived in the revolving doors of foster homes, the blue tribe was the only family, dysfunctional and protective, brutal and tender, that he’d ever had.


    The bell tower above the courthouse sounded eleven-thirty. There was no sign of the fingerman from homicide. The gangbangers and sad lawyers and striding cops had abandoned the wide stone steps to the pigeons. Ray Tate gathered his raid jacket, rolled it inside out under his arm and went inside to the security kiosk. Subtly, he palmed his badge at the masked guards and went around the metal detectors. A masked court officer pointed wordlessly at the disinfectant soap dispenser mounted on a pillar. There were six pay phones studded to the wall in the gallery and each was in use, by people who showed no sign of hanging up any time soon. He headed for the stairs.


    The noisy, crowded basement corridor was a moist lung. The bug, he thought, would like it here, in the humidity and sweat. Outside first-appearance court, he leaned beside the defaced docket thumb-tacked to the wall, waiting for court security to unlock the room. Most of the people churning in the hallway were relatives of suspects gathered up in a series of overnight crack raids. Most of them were black, and even with their masks on he recognized a few dealers from the Hauser Projects by the Ws shaved into their hair. There were only a couple of lawyers on hand, so the overnight arrestees would let the duty counsel sort their cases out and listlessly pitch for low bail. A man stared at Ray Tate briefly, then away, and then back, trying to penetrate the greying beard and combed-back long greasy hair. Ray Tate popped a kink from his spine, yawned, loudly sucked snot back into his throat, scratched his crotch, and slouched along the hall reading dockets, keeping an eye out for any well-dressed cop who looked like a hammer from Homicide.


    When he checked up in the gallery again, the phones were still occupied. Ray Tate went outside and stood in the sunshine. A young blonde woman wearing a white mask climbed out of a taxi at the curb and crossed past the cenotaph, giving the hacking bum a wide berth. She peered at Ray Tate. “Sergeant Tate?” She kept her hands behind her back in case he wanted to shake. She stood eight feet away. She had pretty eyes and plucked, arcing eyebrows. Her voice was a little muffled. “Ray Tate?”


    “I’m Tate.” He started to drift but then disciplined himself, picturing her under the mask with a harelip, yellow teeth, and the firm shadow of moustache.


    “I was told to tell you your target won’t be coming out. He was taken from the lockup to hospital early this morning, DOA.”


    “The bug do him in?”


    “Kinda. Someone wanted his mask and he wouldn’t give it up. They stabbed him.”


    “Okay.” He stood, shuffling his boots. “Ah, your guys still got that crime stage up, up in Hauser North?”


    There was no ticket on the Taurus where it blocked a hydrant. There was no one to paper up the town; half the ninjas were out with the bug, the other half refused to get out and open their yellow tag books.


    He backed out of the spot and went on the air, clearing the courthouse. “Desk, I’m rolling on a maybe, a couple of, ah, miscreants, in the vicinity of the Lite-Bite lunch.”


    The Desk played it straight, “Ten-four, sergeant solo. You require, ah, backup with that?”


    “Negatories, Desk.”


    Her sweet voice almost put him into a reverie. The Hauser North stage was broken and gone, but he thought of heading up to the local sector and prowling in the paperwork, getting the name of the policewoman who’d voiced out for him. He could, he thought, find her on the road and apologize for not busting her stage, steering the apology into maybe a night out. He felt hangdog: when you fell into brief love with a pair of plucked eyebrows or a voice you were really hurting.


    He was pulling into the lot behind the Lite-Bite when the dispatcher came back. “Ah, Sergeant Tate, come up on the air.”


    He responded.


    “Yes, Sergeant, when you’ve finished … investigating the two … hardboiled suspected miscreants, you’re to roll on headquarters, four-ten-s, ten-four?”


    “Ten-four.”


    Room Ten at south end of the fourth floor at the Jank Center for Public Safety was the briefing room for the Chief’s Squad for special projects. It could be anything: cold cases, maybe, a sensitive political operation or corruption. He hoped to get assigned to a target in a good part of town, where he could at least snaffle himself a good lunch on a patio while he surveilled whoever was in the chief’s sights. If it was a police corruption case, he’d start coughing and reeling around and go for medical-off. He’d been targeted himself a couple of times over the years and been ashamed for the cops who would set up on other cops at the whim of Pious Man Chan, the lumpy, bald Chinese chief, the beast, badge number 666. He wondered what kind of mentorship they’d had.


    He went into the Lite-Bite and ordered a Canadian bacon-and-egg sandwich on a bun and a coffee. The staff wore masks and some wit had tied one to the huge snout of a plastic pig mounted on the wall. He carried the greasy waxed-paper package out to his car and sat in the passenger seat, the door open, his legs out on the sidewalk. An elderly masked woman crouched near an overflowing trashcan, trying to tie a mask to her resisting schnauzer. He thought about his morning target, killed for not giving up his mask. Two Chinamen were on life-support after taking severe stompings because of the shape of their eyes. Cops were on lungs, doomed because they breathed public air.


    He pitched his wrappings into a garbage can, got behind the wheel, and crept the curbs to the Jank. He’d forgotten his mask, hanging around his neck. Pulling it on as he drove, he heard the dispatcher send a solo unit to a critical collapse, a man in a dumpster. She made it sound like a sexy and inviting adventure. He decided that enough was enough. After his shift, he’d sit down and have a talk with himself, get past the dreams of Djuna Brown and Montparnasse, maybe use the membership pass his daughter had given him, head down to the new art gallery and find himself a low-maintenance, Chardonnay-drinking divorcee who’d been to Paris.


    The slat blinds on the windows of the Four Ten-S briefing room were closed to daylight. Fluorescent lights eliminated any real shadows, making a grey world of boring indifference. Half of the three dozen hard plastic chairs were populated by single-dimension, yawning slumped creatures. Someone was snoring. Conditioned air chilled the room. The ceiling was absorbent cork and the floor was gleaming green sheet-run faux tile. It was very quiet and grim, as if to not disturb the array of three women whose photographs were set up on a row of easels. Each easel held a smiling portrait of a victim in life, and beside it was a colour morgue shot of the same woman, although you couldn’t be sure, because their faces had been taken apart and left un-reassembled. The colours evoked avocado and eggplant and ivory, Ray Tate thought, deflecting with artistic distraction.


    His ex-wife’s father had been an ident guy. He’d told Ray Tate he saw everything in a single dimension and pretended he was photographing a photograph. When he was first on the job, he said, on bad jobs he shot the pictures upside down to give the victims less human shape and perspective, but he got over that. His ex-wife’s father was a self-created tough guy who’d never pulled his gun but flashed it a lot under his jacket. He had a lot of imaginary cartoon adventures. Ray Tate marvelled that he’d once admired him. The old man’s mantra was a shrug and a comment that it was all pensionable time, so who gave a shit?


    Brian Comartin, the fat jogger who wrote poetry, was slumped in a middle row, rubbing his thumbs into his eyes. He saw Ray Tate slip in and pump soap from a dispenser, and waved him over. “Fuck, Picasso. Thirty feet from where we talked this morning, there was a girl under the ground. Thirty fucking feet. Now I’m wearing it because I was the senior guy on the detail. I’m fucking Traffic Flow. I’m not senior to nothing.”


    “That what this is about?” Ray Tate sat in the same row, a vacant seat between them. He heard people shuffling into the room behind him. A podium at the front waited.


    “Yeah. Chief’s special task force. They’re saying someone might be taking off women, might be the same guy, might be different guys.” Comartin shook his head. “Three fucking dead women and this is the first anyone hears about it. Now, for some reason it’s priority one to shut this down. Someone said they think it’s the Volunteers. Those women up there are all black.”


    “How’d the girl die, the one we stepped over.”


    “Well, she isn’t dead. Yet. In some kind of a coma. Some people off a boat found her. They thought she was a goner, she was all beat to shit. Then she got semi-conscious, then lapsed out.” He put his elbows on his knees and his face in his palms.


    “You okay, man?”


    Comartin looked down at his running shoes. “Fuck, how’d I miss her?” He looked at Ray Tate and exercised raw cop sympathy. “Poor little bitch.”


    Ray Tate felt for him. “She able to give up anything? Before she lapsed?”


    Comartin shook his head. “Naw, she said her dog or something saved her, then she yawned off to Nod.”


    A convoy of suits filed into the room and arrayed themselves at the podium.

  


  
    Chapter 6

    



    The city had taken a block of rooms at the Whistler Hotel in Stonetown. The lobby was frigid and none of the doormen or bellhops wore masks. The two women manning the check-in desk were clad in blue uniforms that resembled flight attendants’ outfits. They were chic and cheery and wore scarves knotted at the collars of their white blouses. Neither had masks. The check-in desk was three feet deep and the air conditioning had been set to send a strong sheet of arctic air laterally across the marble top. There was little activity in the lobby. Staff inspected each other’s tunics and brass buttons beside the antique wooden revolving doors.


    “Good afternoon,” Djuna Brown said softly to the nearest woman, showing her badge. “I’m Djuna Brown, with the State. They have a block?”


    “Welcome to the Whistler,” the woman said. Her name tag said “Front Desk. Gail.” She didn’t lean away, but she didn’t get too close, either. She was pleasant but seemed to be examining Djuna Brown with curiosity. “The city has several rooms and suites on reservation for the State.” She tapped into her computer. “Room, or suite? The suites, with mini-bars, full hotel facilities, are for, hmm, let me see … oh, Inspector or above.”


    “Oh, that’s me.” Djuna Brown made a confident smile. “I was told a suite. I’m an inspector.”


    “Certainly, Inspector. We have a suite on the twelfth floor with a view of Stonetown. Will that be all right?”


    “Perfect. How many of my people are here?”


    The woman made a humming sound and scrolled on the computer screen. “Just you, so far.” She continued tapping. “Will you need help with your bags?”


    Djuna Brown shook her head. She dug into her purse. “Do you need an imprint?”


    “No, Inspector. You’re a guest of the city. No credit card required. You’re all set.”


    “Yes.” Djuna Brown smiled brightly. “I am.”


    The suite had a sitting room of deep red paint that looked like it had been lacquered on repeatedly and then buffed flat. The ceilings and wainscotting were thick cream. The lights were in sconces and there was a chandelier in the centre of the ceiling. On the floor was a woven carpet of intricate Middle Eastern or Asian design, and Djuna Brown thought she saw some Native symbols in the gold border. The pale window curtains were pulled back and tied with thick red ribbons; they sagged and glowed with heavy sunlight.


    Bordello chic, Paris, 1920, she thought. “Not,” she said aloud, “that that’s a bad thing.”


    In the bedroom were framed reproductions of French paintings. The one above the bed was Whistler’s Mother. The bed was wide with a vast engraved headboard and a telephone console on each side. French doors faced out onto a tiny Rapunzel balcony overlooking Stonetown. Far away, toward Canada, the green river wended north. A basket of fruit that looked like it was waiting for Matisse to drop by was on the dresser with a card welcoming her, in script, to the Whistler.


    Djuna Brown felt excitement as though she was having a rendezvous in a country she’d never been to before. This could be Paris. She dumped her bag on the bed and went into the bathroom. There were gold fixtures, a frosted glass shower stall, a triangular-shaped tub with jets, another telephone, a space-age hair dryer, and a woven basket of several bars of fragrant soap and bottles of high-end shampoos and lotions. Two bleached-white bathrobes with WH entwined over the pocket hung from the back of the door.


    After she poured a bottle of bath salts into the tub and adjusted the jets, she unclipped her clamshell holster, stripped out of her travelling clothes, and went out naked into the living room. The mini-bar was in a faux Looie Katorz hutch. It was crammed. She selected two little bottles of Bombay gin, dumped them into a glass, and, ignoring the cans of tonic, added tap water. Halfway to the bathroom, she went back to the bar and added another bottle of Bombay. She carried the drink and her holster into the bathroom.


    In the tub, with her drink balancing on the edge, she drank and told the ceiling, “Raymundo, you don’t get away this time, not from me, bucko.” She cackled, but felt a stirring of uncertainty. She should have called him, found out what his scene was before she came down to the city. What if he’d hooked up with some tall, blonde, helmeted traffic chick, a vanilla motorcycle rider in bug goggles, jodhpurs, and boots, who rode him like a Harley in a headwind? What if some headquarters clerk with massive knockers had detected the beatnik artist hidden inside Ray Tate and played to it, oohing and ahhing over a killer cop who carried a paintbrush in his holster and acrylics in his handcuff case?


    Djuna Brown leaned out of the tub and picked up the phone.


    “Yes, Inspector. How may I help you?”


    “Is that Gail? Gail, is there a spa in the hotel?”


    “Yes, Inspector, the salon is on the second mezzanine. Shall I make you an appointment?”


    “Please. The whole nine yards, top to bottom. Say, in a half-hour?”


    After getting a genteel pounding and pulling in the massage suite, Djuna Brown sat beside Gail from the check-in desk, who was wearing street clothes in the salon. A masked Vietnamese stylist hummed softly as she buffed. The salon had windows that overlooked the park behind the hotel. The park was abandoned. The salon smelled of emollients and creams. Two women in glowing robes slipped past in slippers, talking in hushed tones. Djuna Brown had only been in a salon once since she left the city the year before, a trip down to Chicago to pick up a Native felon. Before scooping him up, she’d window-shopped at the boutiques along Oak Street, then headed to the Fairmont and had her hair re-spiked and a full body massage. The next morning, the felon, chained to the bar across the backseat, had asked her to crack a window in the truck, saying she smelled like a white woman.


    Gail the receptionist looked at the bulge in Djuna Brown’s robe pocket and asked, “Do you have to wear that everywhere?”


    “The gun? Yep. Regulations.”


    “Did, ah …” The woman seemed fascinated. Djuna Brown thought she was going to ask to see it, to hold it. But she didn’t. “Have you …”


    “Used it?” Djuna Brown lied: “No.” Gail seemed disappointed, so she said, “I’ve pulled it a couple of times.”


    “Could you? Use it? I mean …”


    “Well,” Djuna Brown smiled, “you never know until you need to know.” She resisted the impulse to put Gail on. “How’s it here? You guys busy?”


    Gail shook her head. “No. Usually there are five of us working on the desk. Two of them are … They started coughing? There’s the bug, so management transferred them to Minneapolis. You’ve heard about that? The bug?”


    “Yep. Some scary shit.”


    “And the other girl was … She died?”


    “The bug?”


    “No.” Gail looked around. “Some guy murdered her. She … He beat her … to … until she was …”


    Djuna Brown was going to make a quip, but saw the woman was becoming distraught. She had been going to say, Men, you can’t kill ’em and you can’t use their bones for soup. She wasn’t much of a cook, but she knew you could kill them. Ray Tate had said reassurance was one of the tools in the toolbox. She patted Gail’s hand. “It’ll be okay. He’ll get dropped.” To change the subject, she looked around and said, “You get to use this place much?”


    “We’re running about twenty percent, and those checked in are the guests who pre-paid.” She seemed on safer, more stable ground discussing concrete facts. “Management want us all to dress civilian and use the facilities, eat in the dining room, make the place look normal, busy.” Then she licked her lips and she leaned over and whispered. “Is that why you’re here? The bug? They say it’s a Chinese person, smuggled over from Canada, maybe.”


    “I don’t know about that. They said, head down to the city, help them carry the water.” She stood up when the manicurist finished her nails. They were perfect. In her arctic robe she was led down a hallway and ushered into to a quiet dark room. It reminded her of the sweat lodge. She wondered if the entire spa experience was based on Native healing culture, a rip-off of a sacred rite by a society that resold it as a frill for rich women at three hundred bucks a pop. Why not, she thought, we’ve taken every other fucking thing.


    After the silent attendant massaged oils into her face, adjusted the temperature, dimmed the lights, and set a small pot of potpourri on a heating pad, she closed the door, leaving Djuna Brown alone and naked to decide if she should feel guilty. She lay on the softest of beds wrapped in the thickest of towels in the faintest of wave sounds and wondered if she was wasting State money, dolling herself up like a ga-ga high-school student laying a trap for the football captain.


    Ray Tate had probably moved on, she decided. He was a keeper, if you could get past the crusted paint on his hands, his still angst about losing his wife, the absence of his travelling daughter, his bullet scars, and, of course, that he’d killed two black men and a dyke. She herself had never thought she could get past dead black men. They were good shoots, but the optics and the resulting riots had shaken the police brass and the mayor to their core. Ray Tate had been sidelined.


    Near the end of the X-men case, a jealous ex-cop dyke had put a few rounds into her Raymundo. “You made me a cop,” she’d told Ray Tate as she lay with him on his futon, careful of the tubes in his body. “Now I have to go back up there. They need policing, those folk. They need a gentle hand.”


    But the city did, too. Ray Tate loved his young cops, and feared for them operating in a police culture run by oily sharks, where experienced mentors had been retired off the streets early, leaving insurance adjusters with slide rules and spreadsheets to make life-and-death decisions for cops barely out of their teens.


    So she went and he stayed. Both did, separately, what they needed to do, she thought. Neither did, together, what they wanted to do.


    Back in her room she felt half her age. Boneless from the working-over she’d had, she lay on the bed, pulling half the duvet up over herself, cocooning. She would, she decided, have to be careful about how she approached Ray Tate. If he was into something with someone, she’d have to determine if their time the year before was a transient situation or something that had a life of its own. Worst case, she decided with a lack of enthusiasm or belief, was she’d snag some hot young charger, bang him stupid, and head back up north to Indian country where she knew love would wither dry like one of the arid pods the grim elders rattled at the hopeful sky.


    The phone purred as she was nodding off.

  


  
    Chapter 7

    



    The task force brainiacs filed in in their power suits, carrying folders and briefing sheets and wearing masks as if they were real cops who actually went out among the public. In the array of chairs only one cop, a tall string-bean black guy from the duty desk, wore his mask on his face. The others, under their chins, on the backs of their heads, over their hair. One guy had it hanging over his crotch like a jockstrap, with a happy face on it.


    Ray Tate heard feet shuffling behind him. Chairs squeaked as bodies dropped into them with exhaustion. Someone snored. Someone groaned. He smelled medicated soap and cheap drugstore colognes used to mask, or at least thin out, the sweat of double shifts in closed cars on surveillance jobs and gun-and-runs. As plastic lids were popped or ripped behind him, he smelled coffee. There, too, were girlish scents: emollients, shampoo, cheap perfumes. He felt a stirring and wished he’d gone up to the Projects, mauled the files of the overnight homicides, and found the girl cop with a clothespin on her cute nose. The thought of another night painting and drinking and smoking and waiting for morning depressed him.


    As the brainiacs huddled at the front of the room, someone a few rows in front of him expounded on night-vision scopes as a tool to stop the migrants. “We anchor some barges out in the river, put some dead-eye musketeers on them with HKs and night scopes. A snakehead comes over the river with a load of Chinamen, pliinkkkk, we cooks his rices for him.”


    “Nice, Tim. Except we don’t got night scopes. We don’t got HKs. We don’t got barges. We don’t got anchors.”


    Someone else said, “The loony mayor got us nice new bicycle lanes up and down Martyrs’ Hill, though. The loony mayor got us bicycle racks on front of the new buses. The loony mayor got us ...”


    A breathtaking blonde clerk in a short skirt swayed across the front of the podium and opened a brown envelope. She tacked a photo of the latest victim to an easel and there was instant silence. The clerk stared at the photograph for a moment, made a choked sound, then quickly walked away with her head down. The victim’s face was misshapen, her lips were ballooned, one eye was gone in a purple explosion above her left cheek. Her nose lay sideways on her right cheekbone. Ray Tate thought of nothing so much as the fractured mirror of a Picasso painting. Tubes ran from her nostrils and a thick piece of plastic was taped to the corner of her mouth.


    Beside him, Brian Comartin muttered, “Fuck, fuck, fuck, that poor little girl. Ah, Jesus Fucking Christ.” He took a shaky breath and seemed near tears. “I’m gonna kill this guy.”


    Ray Tate put a hand on his shoulder and wondered if he was looking at his own near future, a fat globe in upper middle age, not sure if he could carry the water any longer, living out a ghost life in the cavernous headquarters with a slide rule in his ankle holster.


    The chief of detectives took to the podium. Reluctantly, he slipped his mask down. He gazed over the slumping, yawning troops in their rumpled clothes and couldn’t keep the disdain off his face. “Okay, everybody wake up, have ears. We’re keeping this one shrink-wrapped, nothing outside this room. We’ve got three dead women and we’ve got this one found unconscious today. All were beaten. No sex assault, no robbery that we can figure out. Today’s survivor and one of the other dead three were found by the riverbank. The other two were at various locations downtown.


    “The highlights are, as I said, all young female African-Americans, all beaten to pulp, no weapon used that we can tell, no apparent robbery, no molestation. So, no apparent motive. Which means we might be looking at the racial aspect as the connector. We like the Volunteers for this. They’re out all over town in their stupid red caps, and down by the river. They’re very, very viable.


    “The current victim might be our breakout. She was found this morning when some boaters were walking along the river. Her prints aren’t on file. She’s not a missing.


    “So, today’s vic remains unidentified. She had no ID, just some house keys, locks unknown. The good news is she’s alive. Bad news, she’s comatose, possible severe brain injury, so when she wakes up she might give us something to go on, or she might start reciting Willie Nelson lyrics in Swahili.” He smirked, shrugging in a boys-to-boys grin, and when he saw he was facing grim rows of iron faces staring at the victim and not at him, he cleared his throat. “Okay, anyway, we can’t wait to find out. We’re going to take this one apart.” The Chief of Ds looked around the room. “The folks who found her said it sounded like she was asking about her dog, Harris, or something. If she was walking her dog on the banks, probably she lived in the area. If she doesn’t live in the area, she drove, so a team of cadets from the academy will start doing licence tags on the surrounding streets, looking for something that hasn’t moved in two days. Maybe look for abandoned bicycles. They’ll also work the vets and clinics in the area, talk to dog walkers. Someone knows her, someone knows the dog, Harris. With a little police work we should be able to put a house around her.


    “That’s new, that’s the fresh stuff. A Homicide team is setting up. We’ve got forensics down at the latest crime stage. The Volunteers were out last night patrolling for migrant boats and they left some beer bottles and other printable debris along the riverbank. That’s at the lab. We’re doing canvassing. Intelligence is doing workups on the main players in the Volunteers and you’ll be given targets first thing tomorrow. It’ll mean double shifts, hard luck, kids, but there’s nothing I can do about it. We’re all maxing out, we’re all beat, we suck it up. You guys are the enforcement arm of this thing. Don’t worry about the investigative side. Concentrate the eyeballs on the Volunteers.” He looked pleased with himself, a man in command. His cheeks were closely shaven, his eyes were clear, and he wore the power authority suit of the brass, a deep blue three-piece over a snowy shirt and solid blue tie that wouldn’t strobe in television lights. “Questions, suggestions, obs, so far?”


    A woman called, “We putting out a public notice? People should know there’s a public danger. Especially black women.”


    “We’re working around to it, Marty. We don’t want to spook the Volunteers before we take them down.” He looked around. “Anyone else? Got obs, ideas, questions?”


    “No, Chief. No, man.” The same woman called, again, sounding distraught. “We have to notify. We didn’t do it back in ’04 and that guy got more women before we got him. City’s still paying the lawsuit by the families of those victims.”


    “I know, Marty, I know. We’re working something out. Anyone else?”


    “Yeah, Chief, I got some obs.” A bow-legged, red-headed gunslinger from the robbery squad stood up. His Montreal Canadiens jacket was slung over the back of his chair, he wore a double brace of semi-automatics in a worn shoulder rig, and the handle of a compact revolver jutted from the back of his blue jeans. He wore his mask backwards on the back of his neck with OH FUCK OFF scrawled on it in grease pen. “I observe I’m fucking whipped. We been going around the clock, some of us, for more than a week with this understaffing bullshit and doing gun-and-runs and I further observe, Chief, that except for sleeping in my car, I haven’t slept at all. I observe, Chief, also that with the plague out there we’re down about forty percent street manpower and I further observe, with respect, this whole fucking thing is a dog’s breakfast and we’re the fucking dog.” The gunslinger wasn’t big but he was wiry and coiled with frustration and exhaustion. He’d put three roving French-Canadian bandits toes-up during a single bank robbery. The holdup squad up in Montreal had sent him the hockey jacket. Except for Ray Tate, who’d done a trifecta, although not all at one time, he was the only other gunman on the force who’d wiped three shadows off the wall.


    “Okay, Steve, okay. Noted.” The Chief of Ds looked around for raised hands. “Anybody else?”


    The ginger gunslinger remained standing and continued as if the Chief of Ds hadn’t said anything. “And I further observe, Chief, that you and that Chinaman police chief and that fucking mayor all showed up this morning on the TV looking pretty snappy, like you’d been at a restful spa for a week or two, napping flat out on your back like human beings, then getting all barbered up for the cameras. You tired, Chief? You get your beauty rest last fucking night when I was sitting in the Brickworks pissing in a paper cup? Observe me that one.”


    “Ah, ah, also noted.” The Chief of Ds licked his lips. He wasn’t going to tangle with a gunslinger with three notches on his gun butt. He looked around and focused on the tall masked black detective seconded from the duty desk. “Marcus, questions, obs?”


    The tall detective stood up and reluctantly slipped down his mask. “What are we supposed to do about OT? I got about a hundred overtime hours in and —”


    Someone yelled, “Sit down, you fucking ass meatball.”


    Someone called, “You do-dick motherfucker.”


    The tall detective turned, “Hey, I know it’s tough this girl’s in a coma, but, hey, I’m not, and my family’s gotta eat, right?”


    A woman’s voice from behind Ray Tate shouted, “Sit down, you fucking duty-desk hump-assed motherfucker.”


    There were hoots and hisses.


    Another woman charger yelled, “Yeah, have some fucking respect, you fucking double douche.”


    The black detective said to the Chief of Ds, “What the fuck was she doing, Chief, going out alone, down by the river? At night? How stupid was she?”


    “Yo,” a woman’s voice from the back of the room said. “Whoa the fuck up.”


    The tall black detective turned his head and looked into the rows behind him. “You think she’s bright, this one, Marty? The river? At night? She’s a dumb enough to be a kiddie cop.”


    A uniformed black woman from the Youth Services team launched herself through two rows of chairs, her shoulder taking him in the kidney, sacking him as if he were a daydreaming quarterback. Both went down. Chairs clattered and skittered across the tile floor. The Chief of Ds stepped away from the podium and pulled up his mask as though he didn’t want to be polluted by the scent of sudden cop violence.


    “Ten bucks on the chick, Picasso,” Comartin said to Ray Tate. “You think she likes iambic pentameter?”


    Ray Tate laughed. He watched the Chief of Ds and the task force leaders look at one another. The woman from Youth sat on the detective’s chest, her knees pinning his arms down, rocking it to him first-class with a measured metronome of thoughtful lefts and rights. It was bloody, there were teeth. It sounded like meat. “No bet.”


    Four buff heavies from the door squad casually stepped into it. It took three of them to move the youth officer off the duty-desk hump. She really didn’t want to leave the job unfinished. Ray Tate could tell the doormen just loved the black woman, they were talking softly to her, calling her Marty, patting her over to make sure she wasn’t injured. She was swearing and heaving. The fourth doorman slung the limp detective over his shoulder and headed for the door, whistling.


    The chairs were marshalled up; the room buzzed with laughter and comments. The Chief of Ds banged the side of his fist on the podium. “Not a fucking word of this gets out. I see any of this in the media, everybody in this fucking room is riding a pencil until you retire.” He shook his head. “Fuck sakes.”


    The chief hammer from Homicide whispered into the Chief of Ds’ ear. The hammer’s name was Bob Hogarth but he was called Hambone. A legend was that on his first murder, a hubby-on-wife bludgeoning with no weapon found and the husband bobbing and weaving pretty good, he’d tracked back a lengthy grocery list from two days previous and saw a frozen ham bought on sale. He got a warrant for the undisposed garbage and the contents of the house, detailing refrigerators, freezers, and other receptacles where frozen meat might be contained. After the search turned up the hambone in the garbage, he introduced himself to the husband. “Detective Robert Hogarth, of the … Hamicide Squad.” “Fuck,” the husband blurted, slumping.


    The Chief of Ds stepped back. Hambone Hogarth had a different kind of weight: his team was four for four on taking down cop killers dead. No one who’d ever killed a city cop on his watch was alive and doing time. He was smart and he knew cops: he had no mask, his suit was rumpled, he had bed-head, and he hadn’t shaved. He’d been seen in the streets, knocking doors, visiting victims’ families personally because he had a lot of manpower off sick. He lit off a whistle. “Okay, kids, the program’s over. Decision of the judges? Unanimous. Marty Frost gets the title, she goes to the welterweight finals.”


    Another round of applause and whistles and the task force began seating themselves.


    “Aw riiii,” Hogarth said, and the room quietened. “We’re getting some help. State’s sending us some bodies. We got some auxiliaries, some kids from the academy. There’ll be teams listed up on the board tomorrow. Everyone report here, seven a.m. We’ll have all the prints from the bottles back, and we’ll have a roster up, once we see how many bodies are getting borrowed to us. We’ll keep up Volunteers surveillance by day, catch them for anything, traffic, spitting on the sidewalk, public mopery. But we bring ’em in and sweat them for the murders.” He looked around. “If the girl wakes up and fingers the mayor as the guy, we can all go home, done the good job. Until then ...” He simpered, “We thuuuck it up.”


    There was scattered laughter. One charger in the back said, in a high-pitched voice and a lisp, “But what about the moneys ... The over-thime? ... I needs a Bra-thill-ian waxing, I gots ex-penthess.”


    Another said, “Keep the money, dude. Just pair me up with that cool chick over there behind Ray Tate. Where you from, honey?”


    And Djuna Brown said, “Paris, bongo. I be from beatnik life.”


    Ray Tate felt her light, fragrant hand on his shoulder and a soaring in his chest. But he made his face bland, twisted in his chair and looked at her deadpan.


    For a moment her heart dropped. He’d forgotten her, moved on.


    Then Comartin said, “Fuck, Picasso, that looks like the chick you sketched this morning.”


    Djuna Brown smiled.

  


  
    Chapter 8

    



    They stood with Brian Comartin and Martinique Frost in the parking lot. The youth officer used tissues and spit to get blood off her knuckles. She’d opened the skin pretty good. A broken bloody tooth fell from the cuff of her uniform tunic. They all looked down at it for a few moments.


    “Wow, that was ... Wow.” Comartin was in awe. “Ah, I’m Brian Comartin, half a traffic cop, maybe, but all poet. You, ah ... This is Ray Tate, and ...”


    Djuna Brown was a little in awe, too, of the stocky black cop. She’d seen violence but never delivered with such righteous determination. “Trooper Sergeant Brown? Djuna? Ah, with the State?” She spoke tentatively, as if she needed Marty Frost’s permission to be that.


    Marty Frost, blowing softly on her right-hand knuckles, shook hands all around, awkwardly using her left. “Pleased.” She looked pretty happy in the afterglow.


    Comartin said, “You, ah ... Wow.” He couldn’t take his eyes off her and kept glancing down at the bloody broken tooth.


    Ray Tate and Djuna Brown glanced at each other, amused. The fat policeman shuffled like a schoolboy. Marty Frost stared at him as though she’d never actually personally spoken to a stout white poet before. They were the about the same age and height, and about the same build, but Marty Frost had an easy muscular confidence in the way she stood. Even without the uniform, Ray Tate would have made her as a cop, would have recognized her as a charger even in silhouette. Her authority emanated.


    She waited, watching Comartin. She seemed amused, too.


    “You, ah, you like, like ... poetry?”


    When she spoke, her voice was flat as if dealing with a suspect in the night. “Po-et-tree.”


    “Ah, yeah. You know. Moon, June, spoon.”


    “I’m into rap. You into rap, Traffic man?”


    “Not so much. Yet?”


    “We’ll see. You married?”


    “No. Not anymore. Just to my poetry.”


    Marty Frost turned to Djuna Brown and shook her head. “Hustlers, the both of them. White boys looking to score off us dark sisters.”


    “Really?” Djuna Brown made a sad smile of perfect little white picket teeth. “I heard of guys like that. But I never actually, you know, met one before.” She looked up from under at Marty Frost. “We don’t have that kind of stuff up in Indian country.”


    While Marty Frost made a show of looking Comartin up and down, Ray Tate read her. In angry battle she’d looked heavier and had thickened fixtures infused with anger, her grey-tipped cornrows held flat by tiny intricate African-looking barrettes. But now, outside the task force briefing, deflated back to normal size and calm in the sunshine with the violence out of her system, she was pretty and relaxed. Ray Tate figured she was into her late forties, maybe fifty, and he computed where she was on the job twenty-five years earlier. Tough days, he thought, tough nights. Any female cop who came out of those days in one piece and stuck it out was a little tougher than he could handle. He felt bad for Brian Comartin. He was in for an interesting time. He was going to miss his traffic surveys.


    “Okay, Traffic man.” Marty Frost nodded. She knew she had him cold. “First date, we double date, okay? Nothing on the first date unless I say so. Don’t make me give you a beat down.”


    Brian Comartin looked insanely happy, as though a thorough beat down was all he’d ever wanted out of life. “I can get behind that.”


    “Yeah, we’ll see.” She turned to Djuna Brown and smirked triumphantly. “Two weeks, I bet, two weeks and I got him wearing gold chains and puffy Converses.” She handed around her business cards and said to call her for dinner. “We’ll go out and eat some food and we’ll figure out how to get some justice for those poor ladies.” She nodded at the geometric Jank Center behind them. “Those pinheads couldn’t catch their ass.”


    “Oh, let’s do dinner at my place.” Djuna Brown made a bright smile. “I’m at the Whistler. Great dining room. All in on the tab. Dinner’s on the state. Ah, ask for Inspector Brown, okay? They got confused when I checked in. Seven o’clock? In the dining room?” She nodded to herself. “Marty, if you want, come by at six before dinner for a spa session. I’ll book it. The state owes you a spa day. No charge, because your state government appreciates the contribution of municipal law enforcement in the maintenance of a safe and civil society.”


    Martinique Frost nodded. “It’s about fucking time.”


    Djuna Brown knew there’d been no harlot with big boobs and no goggled Harley harpy in Ray Tate’s immediate past. His need was unfulfilled. He had no new tricks, no new moves. He was a ga-ga schoolboy. In the Taurus racing to the Whistler he nearly cracked up a couple of times, glancing at her as if she might not still be there. In the elevator, the moment the doors swished shut, he had his hands on her; in the hallway he urged her along. The moment they walked into the bordello of the suite he was all over her. His breathing was heavy. The rough chintz of the loveseat rubbed on her but she hadn’t actually removed any clothing and it was a just matter of friction and noise. Her little bra ended up over a French lampshade, her Chicago panties around one ankle. She felt he wanted to devour her, and afterwards, as she lay on top of him, finally naked, she asked him about his habits.


    “Well,” he said languidly, “it’s been a while.... A couple of days, anyway. A chick in Records. Just physical. Nothing serious. You?”


    “A guy from the new sawmill. He couldn’t keep his hands to himself. I had to cuff him up, get the thing done.”


    “Fucking civilians.”


    “Fucking civilians. But, hey, when you got the need, you got it, right?” She looked down at him to make sure he knew she was kidding, that he was kidding. “Really? You have someone?”


    “You have a logger?” His hands were on her face, as if to confirm the brown little face was actually under the spiky hair and that she was this close to him.


    “No. No logger.”


    “Then, no, no chick in Records.”


    “Okay, okay, then.” She stretched luxuriously. “I could get used to this. Paris must be like this. You ever think about it, Paris, anymore? Running away?” She trailed her thumb over the bullet scar near his hip. “With me, I mean?”


    “Yeah, yeah, I do. At night, mostly, when I’m painting. But then, in the daytime …”


    “I want to see your new stuff, what you’ve been painting. After dinner tonight, let’s go to your place. You still in the apartment where she … Where you got shot?”


    “Yep. Gin in the fridge, water in the pipes.”


    “Gin and taps. I haven’t had one since the last time I had one with you. Well, except a triple-o when I checked in.” It had been a joke, a kind of inside joke between them back when they began seeing each other. One or both of them would have gin but neither ever had any mix, and if they did, they lied. A lime was heresy. They spent drunken soft nights sipping gin and tap water like fools and parsing their pensions for a lifetime in Paris. Djuna Brown thought of it as their beatnik dream.


    She put her head into his neck and muttered, “Beatnik,” and rolled over onto him.


    She mixed their drinks and they carried their guns and robes into the bathroom. While the tub filled she called the front desk and made an appointment for Martinique Frost, a guest of the state government, in the spa at six, and a reservation for four at seven o’clock in the dining room.


    Watching her standing naked, looking tiny and brown in front of his eyes, Ray Tate lay in the tub of bubbles and mentally engraved the moment for later at his easel, where he could conjure her presence, even in her absence. He had a mental catalogue of those gravure moments and they’d keep him painting and sketching for a lifetime in imaginary Paris. He was already becoming overwhelmed by the possibility of changing his life, of not being a cop but instead being something more internal.


    When the phone rang at seven o’clock, they were still in the tub enjoying long conversations about nothing amongst long periods of contented silence. There was nothing left they could do. It was as though the year apart had been a long blink. The bathroom was dim and the water, emptied and refilled hot a half-dozen times, was again tepid.


    She caught the phone on the fourth ring, standing at the wall phone, listening. The receptionist announced their guests were seated in the dining room. Djuna Brown, a dark shadow of form in a dark flat shadow, thanked the woman softly, although she wanted to scream abuse at her for bringing the real world of broken dead ladies into their Paris.

  


  
    Chapter 9

    



    Under the wide crystal chandelier in the dining room, Brian Comartin and Martinique Frost debated whether to order drinks or wait for Ray Tate and Djuna Brown. Comartin said if the state was picking up the tab, he was up for a bottle of Cliquot. He’d been researching wines, he told Marty Frost, in anticipation of moving to Europe, particularly Spain, living on his half of his pension and working on his poetry.


    “Get the champagne, poetry man,” Marty Frost told him. “They’re upstairs banging. I know it. They’re gonna be late or we might not see them at all, you ask me. You see how they looked at each other at the Jank? They’ve got history, those two. I bet they didn’t even get the car parked before they were all over each other.” Even though Ray Tate and Djuna Brown were only a half-dozen years younger than her and Comartin, she shook her head and smiled. “Kids.”


    She ran her eyes over his ill-fitting suit with amusement. She could tell he’d spent some time preparing: his hair was still damp, he was freshly shaven, and she smelled cologne. But his eye sockets still sagged, and he looked exhausted. Everybody on the job looked tired the last while. But at the same time he looked a little excited and shy and she felt a bit of it herself. No one had been interested in a long time.


    She wondered how to handle him. Before being sidelined to the youth squad, she’d been a Sector Four detective, periodically detached to Homicide on sex cases. She was in demand for tough jobs that needed a certain hand. Now she was a just another brick in the wall. Being a brick wasn’t bad, necessarily. It simply meant you were a nobody like all the other blue nobodies, competent maybe, but without the distinction or talent to stand out. You were interchangeable with all the other bricks, part of the average crowd, a blue grid of wallpaper. You’d never get ahead, you’d never fall behind. Not being noticed had become her status quo and she was confused about the shy interest from this fat white poet.


    Her investigative specialty was conversation, although she never got to exercise it much any longer on the surly youths that came through her office. She hated the term interrogation. It was oppressive. Even interviewing wasn’t what she did. Dialogue had been her specialty. For hours she could sit in a room with a murder suspect and chat the day away, never asking a direct relevant question, slowly bringing the conversation around to why they were really there. People found her likeable, and, before being handcuffed and led away, many seemed to want to hug her or shake her hand. She always closed. Now she tried to get children to explain why they were voids, why they murdered and beat and robbed and raped. But they had no vocal skills beyond yelling and threatening and whooping.


    Brian Comartin was intimidated, knowing he was a cop in name only. He could detail how many cars on an average Wednesday in winter went through the intersection of Erie Avenue and Stonetown Way in any direction and at what average speed. He could tell you the gradient of Harrison Hill. He knew the loony mayor had the lights through the downtown timed so motorists never caught a break, forced to stop at each intersection, idling and fuming, then gunning to the next corner, only to be caught by another red light. There were twenty-seven miles of bicycle lane across the city, used for ten months, maximum, by two hundred people, maximum. He wondered what he could talk about to a real cop over a glass of wine under a crystal chandelier.


    The sommelier came by and saved him, offering a thick wine list. Comartin, who had been to Champagne for two nights during a two-week vacation after his divorce, handed it back without opening it. “We’ll have Cliquot. Chill it a little longer than you want to. Flutes, please.”


    The sommelier bowed slightly and went away.


    “Flutes keep the bubbles longer, better bouquet,” Comartin said for the sake of something to say. “If you’d prefer, I can get you a coupe.”


    Marty Frost recognized a suspect filling silence with babbling bullshit and began having the first really good time she had, except for acing the headquarters hump that afternoon, in a year. She stared at him without blinking.


    “The coupe is the shallow glass.” Comartin rambled. “They say it was modelled on Marie Antoinette’s breast.”


    Marty Frost turned her head slightly to the left and raised an eyebrow.


    Comartin licked his lips. “The left breast.”


    Marty Frost smirked a little cynical smile to go with her raised eyebrow.


    “But, ah, it was actually invented before she was born.”


    Marty Frost watched him try to mine the arcane for a moment, then had pity on him. “Traffic man, slow down. You might got a shot.”


    Comartin felt a thrill. He had tales about how to uncork champagne, tales about the life and times of Widow Cliquot. His hold-back story of his adventures in the champagne world was when he beheaded a bottle with a long sabre, the only person on his tour to do so on the first attempt. It was a rare, almost accidental physical accomplishment and the wine company had given him a certificate.


    He decided to save that for when he knew her better, when he needed the edge.


    As the wine steward subtly twisted the cork from the champagne, Djuna Brown entered the dining room, alone. Her hair was spiked and glossy. She wore a pair of batik-brown harem trousers, a sleeveless batik-blue shirtwaist blouse, and her lucky red slippers with the little silver decorations. Turquoise good-fortune earrings that some children in Indian country had made to protect her from harm dangled from her earlobes. Her skin shone. Her gun hiked the loose batik blouse a little behind her right-hand hip, and she looked boneless, fluid. In anticipation of connecting with Ray Tate and possibly having to pry him off a city chippy she’d packed a short black skirt, a tight red silk blouse, a push-up bra, and high heels she’d picked up in Chicago. Where to keep her gun out of sight had been a problem, and she’d wished she’d looked into a garter holster. She was certain that her little silver automatic in a black garter when he ran his hand up there would put him through the roof. But clearly the skirt and push-up and garter hadn’t been needed. The tight red silk blouse action could be kept in reserve for when he flagged.


    She saw Martinique Frost and Brian Comartin staring at each other over the candles on the table under the sprawling chandelier. They looked like stiff kids on a date.


    As she slipped into a chair, she looked around and said, “Oh, Ray’s not here yet? Anybody seen him?” Her long cat’s eyes were wide and innocent.


    Martinique Frost made a cynical smile. “Gee, wonder where he could’ve got to. Sure you want to stick to that attitude? I’ve locked guys up who went with that. And I haven’t seen a hickey in a long time.”


    “Well,” Djuna Brown said, caught but fighting it out, her hand going to the light red mark on her throat, “probably he went home from headquarters to get a jacket or something? Caught in traffic. He lives up past the cemetery.” She added, “I think he said.”


    “Traffic man here is telling me they modelled a champagne glass on a woman’s boob. You ever had a guy hit on you like that? The boob in the glass shot?”


    Comartin, carefully dribbling Cliquot into a glass for Djuna Brown, murmured, “If he was going directly from the Jank to up past the cemetery he’d been here by now. Twelve lighted intersections. Even with the signals timed against him, rush hour, the traffic off the Eight runs to about two hundred cars per twenty minute cycle, average, north and south. I figure, conservative, twenty-two minutes, unless he went to siren and lights.”


    “Yep,” Martinique Frost said, nodding at Comartin. “A shower, ten minutes. Dry off, maybe five or six. Dress up for the dining room, five, maybe ten minutes. Drive back, the Eight is thin downtown-bound by then, well, I figure he’d’ve been here long time before us, ordering the champagne when we walked in. So, maybe not? Maybe he got into something else, didn’t go home at all, lost track of the time, until late?”


    Djuna Brown sipped the champagne, the bubbles tickling her nose. Happily, she looked from Martinique Frost to Brian Comartin. “Boy,” she said, “I have a feeling that these guys dropping the women have no fucking idea what they’re up against.”


    But she was pleased that her glow showed.


    Ray Tate crossed the dining room, tucking in his shirt under his jacket, and dropped into a chair. “Sorry ’bout that. Traffic.”


    Martinique Frost nodded. “Djuna here told us you had to run back to headquarters.”


    “Ah, yeah, I forgot some stuff.”


    She looked at Djuna Brown. “Amateur.”


    Throughout dinner they talked about the city and the job, getting to know about one another without making declarative statements about who they were. You couldn’t tell a story in which you were heroic or victimized.


    Martinique Frost told about receiving a birthday card that morning, even though it wasn’t her birthday. A sad tale of a man who killed his abusive girlfriend and, when he confessed, had wept and said he wished he’d had her for a girlfriend instead, but it was worth killing his girlfriend just so he’d meet her. So she didn’t die in, like, vain, right? It had been six years earlier and she’d broken him down by saying she was going to miss her birthday dinner; her kids were waiting for her. But I’ll stay with you, she told him as he cracked, because I know you’re a good person who made a mistake. That did him and he rushed his confession so she’d get home for the dinner birthday party. He still sent Marty Frost handmade birthday cards from the craft shop up at Craddock.


    Brian Comartin savaged the mayor for snarling traffic, ordering projections guaranteed to put more people on bicycles. When another guy in Comartin’s office suggested the city issue bicycle licences, the mayor had him shipped off to the morning court run. It was a weak story and Marty Frost gave a small shrug to Ray Tate.


    Ray Tate smiled and told about the cop ophidiophobia with who was able to respond to the py-py-pythons call because he’d overcome his arachnophobia.


    Djuna Brown told a sweet story about when she and one of her troopers were chasing a drunken but very fast Native burglar across an ice field one night. The trooper jumped in the cruiser and drove around the ice field to head off the fugitive. While Djuna Brown, awkward in her mukluks, was in pursuit, she slipped on the ice and fell hard with a grunt. The Native dropped his loot, skidded to a stop and ran back to help her up, apologizing, make sure she was all right. I’m sorry, Miss, he said, please. Djuna Brown was smiling, fondly remembering. “We gave him the charge but we didn’t beat him.”


    “Nice one, Djuna.” Martinique Frost recognized the sweet sadness on her face, that she was, by her choice of story, letting everyone know who and what she was about. That she loved policing and she loved the people she policed. “I thought that was a bad posting up there, Indian country. Where the State Police sent you, get you to quit. What do they call it? The Spout?”


    Djuna Brown nodded. “The Spout. Where they drop you in and they pour you out.” She gave them all a gay grin. “They think sending you someplace to police folks who really need help, that that’s punishment. That the work is punishment. You guys, when we get this thing down, with those poor dead women, you’re all coming up there. My treat. We’ll go fishing.”


    Marty Frost said, “Speaking of the poor dead ladies? I talked to a guy at Homicide.” She took a leather-bound police notebook from her purse, then dug out a pair of half-frame bifocals and set them over her flat ears and on her perfect nose and began reading. She glanced up over them at Comartin staring at her. “What?”


    Brian Comartin thought he was going to go into cardiac seizure.


    She recited: “Belinda Clarke was killed first but her body was found second. She was a prostitute. Five-foot-two, one ten, slender, crack addict, single mother, soliciting, soliciting, soliciting, unarmed robbery against person, possession, possession, and possession. Found fully clothed and pulverized on the riverbank where she trolled for lonely men living on the boats moored offshore. Cause of death, massive trauma to left side of body, massive head injuries. Body found partially covered in shallow depression ten feet from the river’s edge. A crack pipe and some rock and a hundred and forty bucks in small bills found in a hollow tree five feet from death site.” Martinique Frost looked up. “This is a good lady. Eight men living on boats, three of them still married, all kicked in for her funeral. All attended. One of them opened a bank account for her two children. All were cleared as suspects. This lady never pissed off anybody, not for this. She was just dealt the low cards when she was born. Everyone used the same two terms: gentle and conflicted. One guy said she had a sweet soul.” Martinique Frost kept her face in decided neutral. She didn’t know them well enough to expose any emotional substratum. “If it hadn’t been from the location and circumstances she was found in, the Homicide guy said it could’ve been a truck-on-pedestrian accident. She was punished.”


    It was work, now, no fun and games about breasts in coupe glasses or quirky little cop stories. They all gave Martinique Frost their attention. She demanded it. She was doing the good work.


    “Ms. Clarke died overnight June 9th and was found June 12th, after victim number two was found on the 11th. There was a lot of rain and there was nobody on the riverbank to find her. The Volunteers hadn’t gone public yet, that we knew of, they hadn’t started their patrols and shit. So, number one, Ms. Clarke, was found after number two, Ms. Smith, was killed.


    “Number two killed second, but found first, was Mariam Smith. June 11. Female, black, thirty, no criminal, no police interaction. Receptionist here at the Whistler, eight years. Married common-law to a hotel handyman, no kids. Ms. Smith is found in the alleyway between the rear of this hotel and that new complex of antique shops on Superior. Same COD. Massive left-hand body trauma, head injuries. No sex, no robbery. Her left-side torso bones had been pretty much powdered and her head jellied. Because victim one hadn’t been found yet, and number three hadn’t been killed yet, the hammers from Homicide went after the husband, your basic yawn theory. They work him up, sweat him a little, and then number one is found, Ms. Clarke, prostitute, cracker. And things get steered off that way.”


    Brian Comartin could tell there was more to what Martinique Frost was saying than a mere recitation of facts. She was spending something. He wished they were still alone in the dining room so he could ask, but all he could do was sit there and hope to understand it later.


    “Now, after Ms. Clarke and Ms. Smith, they’re thinking they’ve maybe got someone out there starting a run. And when number three, June Flowers, is found, June 19, they start to put them all together. Ms. Flowers, female black, single, twenty-two, waitress at the Stoney on Erie, night student in veterinary sciences at the university. She’s found off Harrison Hill, in a vacant lot she cut through to get to the rear entrance of her apartment building. Cause, injuries, circumstances, all the same as the first two, powdered and jellied. But then the bug hits and right off three hammers are off the Homicide roster. An analysis guy is recruited to put the three into a frame, but he gets the bug and becomes the first known non-Asian fatality.” She paused and tried to make a little smile. “Vagaries of life, right?”


    Ray Tate knew what was going on, where she was going. “Marty, we can finish this later, you know?” He knew her story. “Don’t go so hard.”


    “I’m okay, Ray. So, now, nothing happens. We’ve got the gang shooters up in Hauser dropping about one body every two days. We’ve got a run on domestics. We’ve got the contract killing of the State’s ombudsman’s wife. The Volunteers are running riot on the Asians. The bug is everywhere. Everything sucks energy and manpower from the ladies’ murders. And it sits there, until this lady this morning is found. Something off-stage happens, probably because word’s getting out that we’re under white-power siege and these are all black victims, and they put together this task force. Me, I think it has something to do with the election coming up, there’s some political agenda here. But, actually, I don’t care. We’re going to work for the poor ladies and this is going to be the good work.”


    Brian Comartin waited a beat. He saw Ray Tate and Djuna Brown glance at each other with sad knowledge. He was affected by the synopsis on some level, but couldn’t identify why. He didn’t have the ear.


    After a moment of silence, Martinique Frost looked up, her mood changed up. She cleared her throat, dry. “Traffic man, we need a nightcap.”


    Comartin instantly decided against champagne. It didn’t feel right. Champagne is for when we’re happy, he’d been told in Champagne. He felt a lot of things, looking at Martinique Frost, but happy wasn’t any longer one of them. Champagne was out of the question.


    Without asking anyone, he subtly flagged a waiter and ordered a round of cognac.


    The State paid for three rounds of cognac as well as the food and champagne. Djuna Brown signed the bill with an exaggerated flourish, adding a liberal twenty percent. The smallest of them all in body mass, she teetered a little. They trooped out of the dining room and across the lobby and out the revolving doors. The heat, even late at night, was heavy. Six Volunteers in their red baseball caps swaggered down the opposite sidewalk, looking wound up and deprived of someone to stomp.


    Djuna Brown yawned. “Glad I’m already home. You guys okay to drive?”


    Comartin said he was okay. “Genetics, I’m Irish. I can run these guys home. I’m Traffic man and anyway none of the guys is into doing road stops in case they inhale the bug.”


    Martinique Frost was tipply, but okay. “Traffic man and poet.” She batted her eyelashes at him. “All in one cool package.”


    Ray Tate said he could hack it. “We’ll all need cars in the morning anyway for the task force briefing. I’ll swing by, pick up Djuna on the way in. So fuck it. Brian, we’ll go in a convoy to the Eight, then make a run for it. You’ve got the crash car so you go first. Anybody red-lights us, you ram ’em while the rest of us scram. Every man for himself.”


    Comartin nodded solemnly. “Sounds like a plan.”


    They said goodnights and left Djuna Brown on the steps of the hotel. Ray Tate got into the Taurus, Marty Frost into one of the Chryslers, and Comartin into the traffic crash car. He led the way out of the driveway. Just before they hit the Eight, Ray Tate dropped back and circled back to the hotel, picked up Djuna Brown, and headed to his apartment.


    “I can’t believe you still live here, Ray.” She remembered their nights the year before, especially their final night when Ray Tate, freshly shot and recovering with tubes in his body, showed sadness that she was heading back up to Indian country. They’d expected to be fired and had planned to head to Paris with their buyouts, where he’d wear a beret on the Left Bank and lean on an easel while she posed on a duvet and learned to cook cassoulet. “I’d’ve thought you would have moved out of here.”


    “Too much hassle. The light’s great and I got a new ceiling, guy upstairs got a new patch of flooring.” In spite of the new paint and plaster the ceiling showed bullet gouges that had been ineptly and cheaply repaired. He wondered why he didn’t move out. But the apartment was the first place he’d ever lived alone. Before that it had been state orphan homes, the police academy dormitory, and the suburban house with his now ex-wife.


    Djuna Brown looked at the framed prints on the wall. She could tell it wasn’t Ray Tate’s work. The pictures were almost cartoonish but done with a knowledgeable hand and they all went together in a distinctive kind of way. Ray Tate tended toward a more traditional sad hand, dark in charcoal and grim acrylics and less celebratory of life, kind of 1920s Paris before the Crash sent everybody back to America. These looked cheerful and deep at the same time. “This guy looks like fun.”


    “Canadian. A guy named Tony Calzetta. I went up to Canada and over to Toronto, saw an opening. I got a deal, so I got the three of them.” He didn’t say that he’d driven up to Canada through Indian country and couldn’t make himself veer off the interstate to visit her. On the drive up he’d felt a thrill in his chest, tempting himself that he’d stop and see her and maybe never drive back to the city. Passing the feeder roads into Indian country he’d had a chest full of loss, almost of cowardice. But he pressed on, and in Toronto he’d visited a tiny gallery in Little Italy, fell in love with the prints, and dug for his wallet. He’d returned home, crossing at Buffalo, and suffered the cracked, broken highways across the bottom of the lakes, avoiding Indian country, avoiding temptation. He hung the three Calzettas for inspiration, to show different artists had different art, that there were places in life for colours and serious fun, far from the black moodiness of his charcoal.


    She took off her clamshell holster, put it on top of a bookcase, and found a bottle of gin in the fridge. “We got any mix?” She laughed and turned on the cold water and popped off her batik top, staggering a bit in her little sports bra. She whooped, with a dirty leer, “Party time, sailor.”


    They were too excited to sleep much into dawn and just dozed to absorb the minimum rest they needed. At five-thirty, when light only barely thinned the darkness in the corners of the room, he awoke to find her looking at him.


    “Ray? What do you think? Marty and her synopsis?”


    “How long you been awake?”


    “Little while. I was thinking about Marty, what she said. Poor ladies. Ms. this and Ms. that.”


    “I made a couple of quick calls. Martinique Frost is a very interesting lady. Comartin, who knows?”


    That meant Marty Frost had been worth gossiping about and Comartin not.


    “He’s okay, though,” she said. “He’s got a good heart. And I think he might be crazy about Marty.” She rolled onto him, more for convenience on the futon than for the carnality of it, but if it went dirty, what could she do? He was a bigger than her; she’d just have to ride it out. “What’s her story?”


    Ray Tate’s apartment was on a lower floor of the old, squat apartment building, but it faced northwest to the distant East Chinatown. There was more light in the sky over there than there should have been, impossibly yellow throbbing and glowing in the northern sky, where the sun never rose. Sirens were raging at a distance. His cellphone, in the pocket of the sports jacket tossed on the floor on top of his ankle holster, began beeping.

  


  
    Chapter 10

    



    In the rear-view mirror Brian Comartin saw the Taurus peel off and head back toward the Whistler, just before the three-car convoy hit the ramp-on to the Eight. He smiled. He liked Ray Tate and Djuna Brown. Some cops could tell and re-tell their days of combat, how they put down the bad guy in a heroic blaze of gunfire glory and lived to tell the tale. They were intimidating, challenging in a seemingly bluffing but truly serious kind of way. But Ray Tate never referred to it, never mentioned the shootings or himself getting shot. That Djuna Brown in her batiks and little sparkly slippers had taken out an armed maniac was almost impossible to comprehend. He hadn’t been in company of real cops for most of his career and usually felt a little intimidated. But these two were ditzy, it seemed, with thoughts of marathon banging in Paris. Brian Comartin’s dream was the streets of Barcelona and long thoughts chewing on a poet’s pencil. But it was the same dream.


    The black Chrysler was gone from his rear-view and he thought that he’d outrun Martinique Frost. But then she was up beside his driver’s door. She activated her inside light and pointed her finger ahead. He slowed and she pulled in front. They went past his exit at a steady speed. Well in time for the exit onto Huron, she activated her indicator and moved into the right-hand lane and onto the ramp-off. He followed, his mind a jumble of absent condoms, his overweight torso and body issues, and shortness of breath, having sex for the first time with a black woman. For a moment he felt like losing her accidentally on purpose.


    But he stayed nailed thirty feet off her bumper. For the first time his life felt like uncharted free-form poetry.


    Martinique Frost talked the night away in the kitchen of her duplex on the edge of Bricktown. He didn’t make a move; he didn’t know how and was waiting for an opening he knew he wouldn’t recognize. She didn’t call him poetry man or Traffic man. She was a little drunk and into herself enough to call him Brian. He was falling for her, she could see, and had a right to know, in case he wanted to pull back, give things a little thought. Ray Tate, she knew, would have done a casual workup on her if it looked like they’d be out and about together on the dead ladies case, but Comartin wouldn’t know what to ask and if he did he wouldn’t be able to parse the meaning out of the answers he’d get. Something as innocuous as someone saying, “She works hard; never missed a day off injured,” could sound like a compliment to a non-cop ear. But in reality it meant, Look out, she won’t get down in the blood and the mud and the beer, if it comes to that.


    For a full half-hour Comartin didn’t say a word. She spoke. He listened and tried to realize what his eyes were seeing across from him under the yellow light above the table that smudged sockets under her eyes. He’d had a wife a long time ago, a time of angry yells or depressive silence that had collapsed his marriage. He’d been uptight, frustrated, and only later realized he bore the blame because he never listened. Right out of high school he’d become a cop for the regularity of it, the constant paycheque, the protection of the union, early retirement. Not one day, he realized, had he actually liked being a cop. In spite of his square Irish body and red hair, his big freckled hands and his measured, lumbering cop walk, he’d felt there might be something else inside him. It was almost as though he became a cop because he looked like one.


    His wife couldn’t successfully contain a baby to term and he didn’t want to adopt. She deteriorated under his autocratic decision-making, under his constant depriving her of the life she wanted. Unlike the poet, or at least the poetry lover he later detected faintly within himself, he’d become a violent, loud bully and not slow to shove her around when he couldn’t articulate why his life was a failure. One day he went too far, and she filed from her hospital bed. On his divorce retreat, the trip to Europe where he’d gone to drink and unsuccessfully make love to slim young women, he discovered something hidden in himself when he found a book of poetry in English by Denise Levertov in the lobby of the Hotel Blu in Marseille. It was that easy. Picking up a book.


    It spoke something to him, and he took it to his room and read it slowly and was so amazed that he almost phoned his wife. Instead, he sat on the lumpy bed and stared at the staggered lines of words in the book his hands. Words weren’t only for threatening and browbeating and haranguing. He’d go home and remain a cop but he’d find a duty where he’d never have to put his angry hands on anyone. Administration. He’d learn to listen to both his own rhythms and the rhythms of others. Maybe, he thought, he’d find a poem of staggered lines inside himself.


    In the duplex kitchen, Martinique Frost said she wanted just to talk, and it was going to take a while. He listened, and understood the human value of that.


    She tried to keep her face as flat as her words. “You ever work Tin Town? Used to be there wasn’t a cop down there that hadn’t been battered or stabbed or shot. Not one. They’d send you out to direct traffic, you go with a partner, you both strap on the vest. You go for coffee fifty feet from the station, you strap on the vest, take a buddy. Guys down there carried shotguns, day or night. Everybody carried a bounce because when you get confronted you don’t worry about escalating to lethal force, you just went straight to it and threw down your bounce on the ground beside the guy. Self-defence. Every cop that came out of there was either a super-cop or a mindless behemoth.


    “Shitty people, shitty neighbourhood, but with some gentrification, which means tear them down, or burn them down, you could have nice condo towers, nice views of the river. So, in go the developers, the realtors. Buying land, buying up leases, out with old in with the profitable. Where there was a bail bondsman, now there’s a real estate office. The cheque-cashing place? A café. Antique shops where the laundromat was, and then bistros and high-end designer food. A wine shop. A cooking school.”


    Brian Comartin felt like he had to say something, to show he was paying attention. “Like, a new Stonetown?”


    She gave him that, but the Traffic man, she thought, didn’t know the interrogative values of silence. “Exactly. So, straw men secretly representing developers start buying up the houses. Tin Town had great houses. Tin roofs, old stained-glass windows above the doors. But what they didn’t have were firewalls. If one row house caught fire, well, up they all went. And they did. The bulldozers go in and some skyscrapers go up. Condos, mostly. A few rental buildings. Aimed at the downtown workers in their twenties who want to bicycle or hike to work, sit on their balconies over the quaint streets and the river, sip cappuccino after a hard day at the bank or the brokerage, whatever.


    “So, I’m working Tin through a lot of this. Detective in the Sector office. There are still a lot of shitheads, so I’m busy, but there’s an influx of yuppies into the condos. They form a neighbourhood coalition. When there’s a bunch of bicycle thefts, they’re down to the Sector, complaining. When a flasher jumps out at the women doing yoga in the new park, they’re down to the Sector, complaining. They’re paying all this tax money for an expensive apartment, they want the policing they’re paying for.


    “The lieutenant, when the first complainants come in, yawns and nods, uh huh, uh huh. They don’t like that, those coalition people, it isn’t articulate enough for them, and a week later there’s a new lieutenant. This guy listens. He forms a police-public coalition and they hold meetings in the party room at one of the condos. He calms them down.”


    For something to say, Brian Comartin said, “Community-based policing.”


    She let it go. “And one night after a meeting a twenty-year-old secretary is walking home and she gets jumped, beaten, and raped. We don’t know about it at the time. And two weeks later, same thing, this time a twenty-two-year-old who came to look at a vacancy, she’s jumped, beaten, and raped. She reports it, but a day later, at the Sector station where she was living then, up in Sector Two. And then another gets it. Some genius points out there might be a trend. We form a crew to work this guy. We don’t say anything out loud, we don’t want to spook him. We’ve got a lot of suspects, a lot of suspects, local area guys who are capable of this, and if they didn’t do it, it was only because someone else thought of it first. We work through them. While we’re working, bang, he goes off again. Nineteen-year-old student. We later learned there were three more unreported victims, they came forward much later, but hadn’t reported it at the time of occurrence.


    “By now we’re down to one of two guys. We’ve eliminated just about everyone else. They’re alibied. We’ve got two guys and one of them is named Adam Baxter Campbell. We like Campbell a lot. The other guy, well, maybe, but Addie Campbell is our first choice. He didn’t leave much behind, when he was doing the women. He wore a condom. He was smart enough not to bite or smooch them, no saliva on the neck or ears. He wore a watch cap, so no hairs left for us. Just, bang. A blitz. And he liked his work. He beat some of them after he was done raping them. Like he was wasting time before moving on to someplace else he had to be. He had a history. This was him, ninety-nine percent.


    “Word gets around. It always does. A woman in the coalition comes in to see the lieutenant. Hey, did we know there might be a serial rapist out there, operating in the condos? She wants to hold a community meeting, poster the area, alert everybody, start night patrols, self-defence classes, escort women from the bus stops to their front doors.


    “The lieutenant sends me down to cool her out. Addie Campbell is due to go off, soon. We’ve got surveillance on him and he’s getting wound up, scoping out women on the streets, following a few, making notes in a little book. A matter of time, and not much time, he’s going. In the act is best. We’ve just tightened surveillance. ‘Tell her we’re close, we’re dropping him in a day or two, the lieutenant tells me. Go cool her out.’


    “So, I say I will, but I didn’t feel right about it, I’d already said we should do a public notification and this might be the time. So, I’m gonna tell her, without actually telling her, to go public, scream her head off to the media. But just before I went to talk to her, one of the spin teams calls in. Addie Campbell just followed a woman from a coffee shop to an apartment building. So, the spinner snaps a photo of the woman. Then after she goes in, Addie goes up the stairs and watches through the lobby windows to see what floor she went to. He watches the elevator numbers and leaves and the spin team leaves with him. He goes to the factory he works at, goes in, comes out. One of the spinners goes in. Addie, the foreman said, came in and said he had a hot date, can’t work the night shift.”


    Brian Comartin realized he had nothing to say, and the best thing was to not say anything.


    “I go downstairs,” she said, “and I tell the woman from the coalition that we’re an inch from pinching this guy. I tell her we need him in the act, or close to being in the act. There’s no way he’ll beat it in court, if we catch him in the act. Easier on the victims, I said, if we get him dead to rights and he pleads out. She’s okay with it. Not happy, but okay. She trusts me, I’m a woman.


    “The spin team takes the photo of the woman Addie was working up to the superintendent of the building. The super looks at it and says, Molly Green, five-oh-two, back of the building. Single, a cat, a rental. Home most evenings, goes out Thursday after work to a Tai Chi class.


    “It’s Thursday. Nighttime comes. Molly Green comes out in workout clothes and heads to the community centre at the foot of Harrison Hill. We’re on her. We’re on Addie’s house. Addie likes the ten o’clock hour, thereabouts, home in time for the midnight movie. Addie stays home until nine-thirty, then he’s out, he’s in dark clothing, he’s prowling toward Harrison Hill. We’re up on him. We’re up on her. Night scopes, multi-spin teams, the works. Because we’ve got a fix on his next target, the guys get a little sloppy, they play him loose. Too loose, but I mean, hey, we’re on him. We’re up on the victim. No way we’re going to lose this guy. But of course, we do because he doesn’t head to the community centre that Molly Green was going to.


    “What we don’t know is that Addie thinks ahead, likes to have a couple of treats in the freezer for when the hunger comes over him and porn on TV doesn’t do it for him. Molly Green is for down the road, later, when something might not work out and he needs a quickie. She’s a frozen pizza for when he doesn’t feel like shopping.


    “That night, that Thursday, he’s got his eye on a Pilates instructor ten blocks away. And, because we think he’s going to the community centre where the Tai Chi classes are and where he can bag Molly Green on her way home and we can bag him, we’re sloppy, we play him loose because we’re such smart guys. And of course we lose him. The next morning the Pilates instructor is found wandering naked out of a parking lot off Hedge Way. They get Addie when he shows up to work, smiling.


    “There’s a hat in this thing, and they need a head to put it on. The lieutenant shrugs and says he interviewed the coalition woman and attended to her concerns and sent her up to Sector detectives, and that’s me.


    “There’s lawsuits. Big lawsuits. There’s headlines like you wouldn’t believe. These are yuppie folk, these are people who have access to the media and they’re willing to use it. The city settled with all the victims. The Pilates instructor also practised some kind of martial art and got some skin evidence off Addie. He takes a plea, gets life. I get shunted to kiddie crime. The Pilates instructor needs a new face. The other women need counselling.”


    She saw Brian Comartin was trying to parse and process all the information, looking for something to say. But there was nothing that he needed to say. His role, in her life at that time, was to simply be there. Martinique Frost was amazed at how few people knew what they should bring. There was a lot more she wanted to say, but she felt she’d said enough.


    “And I end up in my kitchen in the middle of the night with a red-headed Traffic man who writes poetry and tries the boob in the champagne glass line on me.” Martinique Frost looked up at his wide sad Irish mug. “You can stay over, no point in heading out, it’s late. But do you mind sleeping on the couch? If you’ve really got a need, I can deal with it. I think I like you, Brian, but tonight I’d rather not.”


    Comartin got up and rounded the table. He put his arm gently across her shoulders and touched his lips to the greying corn rows on her head. She’d spent something here, for him, he knew. In his chest he felt a swelling, the same swelling as when he’d discovered the Levertov book in the lobby at the Hotel Blu.


    He thought of the perfect and flawed Levertov. The beauty of deep lines dug into your cheeks …


    Sirens sounded in the distance and slowly grew closer.


    Ambulances whooped past outside Marty Frost’s duplex.


    Her cellphone rang.

  


  
    Chapter 11

    



    Djuna Brown didn’t have a raid jacket, so Ray Tate gave her his. She struggled into it as he drove. It hung like a long dress down over her knees and she had to fold the sleeves back several times to free her hands. With her baggy batik trousers and sparkly slippers, she looked like a girl dressed up in a genie’s clothes. Ray Tate looped his badge on the bead chain around his neck, activated the strobing Hello light on the dash, and swerved the Taurus up California Street. From there he sailed through the glowing gates of East Chinatown, keeping tight to the curb so that if ambulances and fire vehicles came up behind him they could get through. He parked half on the sidewalk.


    It was bedlam. The smoke was a ghostly grey. The ground floors of a row of four buildings, two restaurants and two cheapo gift shops, were ablaze. Smoke rolled out of the two floors of flophouses above them. Pumpers were farther up ahead in East Chinatown, working on fires burning two blocks away. Break-in alarms were blaring in rising and falling whoops. Wood crackled, windows blew out onto the road. People unseen were screaming for help. On the second floor over one of the shops, bleeding bare arms waved through jagged windows above the flames. Emergency lights strobed and throbbed, blue and red. The air smelled like searing meat and burning gasoline.


    “Ray?” Djuna Brown came around the front of the Taurus, yelling above the chaotic noise. “Ray. Kids.” She pointed at a woman and two children in the second floor above one of the restaurants. “I’m going in.”


    As she stepped away he grabbed her by the back of the yellow raid jacket. “Calm down, Djun’. Chill.”


    A high-rise unit with extra manpower hanging on the sides chuffed to a stop in front of the burning restaurant. A taxi screeched to a stop and a fire captain, half-dressed, tumbled from the front passenger seat.


    Ray Tate shouted, “Sparky.” He pointed. “Kids up.”


    The fire captain casually waved at him and yelled, “Okay, guys, we got kids in the sky, go get ’em.” He started deploying his men into the adjoining building. The high-rise ladder swung out and up; two firefighters jumped aboard and rode it up until it clanged up onto the window ledge where the woman and children were. A pumper backed up to the rear of the high-rise unit and the crew started rhythmically running hose while a big man in fire boots, a T-shirt, and track pants ran with a huge wrench to a hydrant. There were a lot of auxiliaries arriving. In spite of their hale, the buffed-out fire department had suffered to the bug and had put out an all-hands.


    Djuna Brown bit her lip, looking up into the smoke at the firefighters plucking the woman and children from the window. “Fuck, Ray, fuck.”


    “They’re on it. They got to do their job, we got to do ours. Right now, we’ve got to secure those hats and those bottles.” He pointed at several red baseball caps and intact bottles with scorched rags in their necks discarded on the opposite sidewalk. He took a tire iron from the trunk of the Taurus, crossed to a kitchen supply shop, and, with his left arm protecting his eyes, back-handed it into the window. The glass came down in sheets and an alarm sounded. A black Chrysler ghost car skidded into the curb and before it finished rocking four chargers bailed out, extending collapsible batons, leaving the doors open and moving on him in a wolf pack.


    “Job, job, job,” Ray Tate screamed, backing up and dropping the tire iron, putting his right hand in the air and holding out his badge with the left. “Job, job, okay, got it?”


    “Okay, I know this guy,” one charger said. “Tate. Tate, right?”


    “Yes, I’m cool. I need all those big bowls and pots out of that display and I need one each on top of those baseballs caps, and numbered. Get something too, towels, to cover the bottles. Number everything. This whole fucking block is a crime stage.”


    Three of the chargers started a relay of plastic and crock-pots and towels. The red baseball caps and the bottles were covered. The fourth charger took business cards from his wallet and began writing numbers on them, slipping them under the bowls and pots.


    There were no other recognizable ranks on the street. On the corner of California and Pike, three white men in T-shirts stood with their hands in their pockets, in a crowd of babbling, deranged, half-dressed Chinese, some of them running in circles. The three men were doing everything but whistling innocently and studying the fading morning stars overhead. An image came to Ray Tate, one he’d someday attack with charcoal: in the midst of the frantic residents, an elderly woman on her knees on the sidewalk with her head back, her mouth impossibly agape to show her broken teeth, pulling at her hair with her fists, silently screaming while one of the men in the white T-shirts stood behind her, laughing and pointing down at her with a heavily tattooed arm. He put that Edvard Munch image away.


    Ray Tate collared one of the chargers. “My stage. Absent rank, this is my stage. What’s your shop?”


    “Billy Stiles, patrol, Sector Eight.”


    “Okay, Billy, those three white guys, behind me, there off to my left shoulder, T-shirts? They go in. If you can take them hard and make them bleed some DNA on your clothes, perfect. If not, put them in separate cells, let ’em smoke, let ’em drink. But you seize their cigarette butts, cups, and tins, got it? Document each item to the guy. Number one, number one; number two, number two. Don’t lose track of what DNA belongs to who. We’re gonna need a chain of evidence, here.”


    “They did this?”


    “I’m thinking, yeah.” He looked at the old woman on her knees. “Billy, that guy, there, laughing? Mr. Tattoo? Him, hardest.”


    “No problem.” The charger turned his back to the corner and called his pals over into a huddle. “Those white assholes, T-shirts over my shoulder? We’re working. Pile on, take ’em rough. Special attention Mr. Tattoo.”


    One charger, a young guy, said, “We don’t got cause. What’s the authority?”


    “Him, Gerry, Ray Tate. He’s a sergeant, this is his hoedown.” He made a wide canine smile. “Okay, sack sack the quarterback. Hu-ah.”


    The men in the T-shirts saw them spread out and circle toward them, and tried to ease out of the crowd of frantic Chinese.


    The chargers were on them and there was blood.


    “Ray, Ray, hey.”


    Ray Tate turned. Martinique Frost and Brian Comartin were walking fast up the block, Comartin waving. Neither wore a raid jacket but both had their pieces visible in belt holsters, their handcuffs prominent and their badges swinging around their necks. White smoke from the soaked storefronts swirled around them. The infinitesimal water droplets in the air formed fine-meshed silver halos.


    “We’re running this. There’s no white shirts here, there’s no supervision. It’s fucking chaos.” Ray Tate looked at firefighters carrying limp bodies from the buildings, slapping oxygen masks on them and doing compressions and screaming for medics. Paramedics ran along the block with their bulky boxes, stopping, crouching and assessing. From deeper in East Chinatown, two ambulances sped down toward them, heading for the gates, and they jumped aside as a street-side open door of the ghost car was ripped off with a clang and sent spinning down the road.


    An auxiliary firefighter on his knees gave up on a young girl on the sidewalk. He pulled her nightgown modestly down over her legs to cover her, then sat back on his heels, folding forward to pound the sidewalk with his fists.


    “This is a murder stage. We have to get it right, until Homicide shows up and takes it over. Grab a charger or anyone else with any badge and assign him to a victim. They ask about authority, you tell them you’re the chief’s special task force and put ’em to work. Note their badge number. If there’s a confirmed dead, assign one cop to the victim. He stays on it from here to morgue.


    “Djuna, that fire guy over there, beating up the sidewalk? His victim is yours until you hand her off. Marty, Brian, you run it here, I’m going up the street.”


    A smoking body fell or jumped from the third floor above a restaurant and landed with the head making a dull thonk. “Brian, that’s yours.”


    Comartin stared. “Uh, uh.”


    “Brian, take it. It’s yours, man.”


    He didn’t move. Martinique Frost put her hand on his shoulder. “Brian, c’mon, look after her.”


    Comartin nodded. His eyes were wide and he was hyperventilating.


    “Brian, just go.” Marty Frost started him with a gentle shove. “Go, man.” He crossed to the smoking body and stood there, not knowing what to do.


    “Marty, keep an eye on him, okay? Get a uniform to take it off him soon as you can.” Sirens were building in the distance. He looked around. “When you guys get someone on all the victims, come on up the road. It looks worse up there.”


    A man in undershorts broke from the crowd across the street and toward a flaming restaurant, running over the shattered glass in his bare feet. A firefighter tried for him but the man darted around him and inside, screaming for someone. There was the creaking rumble of the ceiling coming down and the screams stopped.


    “Marty, we need perimeter right here. Grab who you can and do what you can about crowd control.”


    He wondered who the man was screaming for.


    It was worse up California Street. Four bodies lay in a line on the sidewalk in front of a karaoke bar. Two were burned past recognition of gender and looked like they’d been bubbled in boiling fat. The other two, young women, looked as if in peaceful sleep and seemed to be smiling up in fond remembrance at the reluctant yellow dawn. The smell of gasoline was sharp, the fire alarms had melted, and the block was quiet except for the rush and splash of dripping water out of the black maw of the building, the shouting of the workers, and the running of feet. The huge truck generators with their endless insect hum became part of his ears and he didn’t consciously hear them. Everyone who was going to get out alive was out. A pumper poured water into the first and second floors of the karaoke. An aerial was extended over the building, and a hatless fireman in baggy shorts, no shirt, and rubber boots poured water down with precision as though he were strafing a hostile jungle from a helicopter. In the rising sun there was a glimpse of a rainbow over the building as the aerial shooter caught the light just right.


    An auxiliary firefighter, a police cadet in his brown uniform shirt, and a security guard stood with two spectators and watched the arcing water make steam.


    Ray Tate came up on them. “What the fuck are you guys doing?”


    The cadet, who looked barely out of his teens, turned angrily. He was crying, snot running down his lip. “Fuck you. Fuck you, man.”


    “Sure. But fuck me later, okay? Right now you have to secure the evidence. Those bodies are the evidence. You don’t have to look at them, you don’t have to feel for them. But you have to be with them.” He touched the boy cadet on the shoulder urgently. “Don’t leave them alone, man, they’re gone, but don’t let them be gone alone, for nothing. Not here, like fucking garbage on the road. You have to protect them. I’ll get someone to take transfer of evidence for you soon as I can. If I can’t, when they go out of here make sure someone goes with them until the detectives get to the hospital or the morgue.” He felt a hundred years old. He’d killed two men and a woman in the line and it had all been for this, to stand in a street of fire comforting a kiddie cop. “What’s your name, cadet?”


    “Jimmy Stiles. I’m at the academy. We were having a stag in the karaoke. My brother’s on the job.”


    “Stiles? Yeah, Billy. Billy Stiles, right? In Sector Eight? A charger?”


    “You know him? You know Billy?”


    “Yeah, he’s up the road, doing the work. Can you do the work, too, Jimmy?” He waited a beat, then nodded as if Jimmy Stiles answered positive. “Good.” Above East Chinatown a helicopter appeared and hovered. “Anybody asks, you’re with the chief’s special task force. Take charge of this. These guys are your crew, you tell ’em what you want. Right now, you want one of these guys to go into those apartments across the road. You want him to get some sheets. You want to take them from him, shake them out as best you can, and you cover these souls. That’s media fuckers up there in the chopper, looking for breakfast.” Jimmy Stiles stood frozen. The other men watched. Ray Tate softly said, “Deploy them, Jimmy. Do what Billy would do.”


    Across from the karaoke fire a blocky Chinese man in a black suit, white shirt, and dark blue tie with a sparkling stickpin smoked a cigarette in a dim doorway, watching the wind-down of the fire.


    Ray Tate saw only the glow of the cigarette and the reflection of the white shirt. He took his gun from his ankle and crossed the street, peering into the shadows. “Mr. Wong?” The Mayor of Chinatown, the Wrong Wong, Mr. Presto. Every cop knew Willard Wong.


    “Sergeant Tate.” Willard Wong prided himself on being in the know about the cops. “Or is it Detective Tate?”


    “Same rank, different clothes. Same pay.” He holstered his gun. The doorway vibrated slightly from the rumbling of the engines of the big emergency vehicles.


    Willard Wong was known on wiretaps as Six Fingers. Three on each hand, straight up. W and W; no one had to say his name aloud. He carried a block of mayoralty votes in his pocket and ran the rackets. He’d come up in the X-men case but left no fingerprints behind.


    “You got another one of those?” Ray Tate’s nose was full of burnt meat and his mouth was arid and he kept dry-spitting. Before he could accept one of Willy Wong’s cigarettes, he turned, lurched away, and vomited champagne and cognac and bits of tenderloin against a wall. It all tasted like smoke. He pulled up his shirt-tail and dragged it across his mouth, and, as if nothing had happened, accepted the cigarette and stuck the tip into the flame from Willy Wong’s lighter. He French-inhaled smoke out of his mouth and up into his nose and back out his mouth. It helped.


    “It pains me, Sergeant, to see the sun come up on this. This tragedy.” Willard Wong shook his head slowly then made a sad smile. “But, did you see the rainbow?”


    “A lot of dead at the end of that rainbow, Mr. Wong.”


    “Yes, many I fear.”


    “Probably, Mr. Wong, if they weren’t sleeping eight to a room in a building without working alarms, there’d be a lot less. Are we going to be able to find families to notify? In China? We’re going to need a list.”


    Willy Wong made a little smile and patted Ray Tate on the forearm. “You should enjoy your cigarette, Sergeant. Everything will be taken care of. Have a rest break. Don’t work so hard. There’s always more work for a sergeant.” He chuckled. “Better a bad sergeant than a good general, eh? Sergeants carry the gun in one direction, generals carry the gold in the other.” He shrugged. “As it always is.”


    “And criminals carry the generals?”


    “Of course, but not criminals, not always. Maybe once, long ago, in wild youth mistakes were made. But now, facilitators, guiding hands of the community.” He softened his voice. “I heard you over there, speaking to that boy. The sheets. The souls. Why is it that in America they care more for the dead than for the living? If you passed them begging in the street or serving you in a restaurant, in life, you wouldn’t even notice them. Coolies. Now because they’re dead they get your compassion?” He stared at Ray Tate and asked, as if he really wanted to know, “If you weren’t getting paid, how much would you care?”


    Ray Tate knew there was nothing he could say to that. It was true and shameful.


    They smoked their cigarettes.


    Across the street order was being imposed on the stage. Detectives in suits and plainclothesmen in windbreakers were striding up the block and setting up perimeters. Chargers were directed to stretch yellow crime-stage tape. Men in shiny grey jackets with ARSON UNIT stencilled in yellow fluorescent on the back arrived and paced with clipboards and consulted with fire chiefs. The media helicopter noisily chopped up the pure blue sky. The fires were down but the firefighters stayed on the stage in case spot flare-ups broke out. The firefighter at the top of the aerial pressed his hand to the speaker on his ear, then swivelled his hose and aimed a hard flow of water. White smoke rose. Another brief rainbow. A dozen people wrapped in blankets or coats sat in a row on the curb across from the burnt-out karaoke, one of them a woman with wet hair holding a cat to her cheek and kissing it, another an old woman speaking to a framed picture of an older man. There was no breeze. Under the white sheets the bodies were motionless.


    Ray Tate turned to Willard Wong and thought for a wild second about pulling his piece and shooting him a couple of times in the stickpin, both for being what he was and for being right. “Maybe. Maybe, Mr. Wong. But you carry a lot of the weight for this. You could take your thumb off their windpipes, even for a second. Let them breathe.”


    “You do care,” Willard Wong chuckled. He took a tiny cellphone from his belt. “You care. What a crazy sergeant you are. I must tell a friend about you.”


    The morning sun was out and hot and it turned the puddles into low steam. Like someone walking through romantic mist, Martinique Frost came up the street, carefully avoiding puddles.


    Ray Tate thanked Willard Wong for the cigarette and said, “I hope you fucking die,” and stepped out of the doorway.


    Willard Wong made a small dismissive gesture with his hand. “You’ll get those who did this, Sergeant? It’s important, yes. Chinese people didn’t do this. Chinese people only died. As always.” He made his small smile and tilted his head a little to the right. “A sergeant should be an example to the generals.” He turned away, punching numbers into his cellphone. “I must tell my friend about you.”


    Brian Comartin was unlocking geometric gridlock at the gates of Chinatown, whistling sharply through his teeth and waving his hands to move ghosters and marked cruisers away from one another and out of the stage. Four coroner’s catering trucks were idling patiently in a line outside the gates, waiting to get at the bodies. Comartin looked like he was in his element with cars and angles instead of bodies and blood. When he saw Martinique Frost and Ray Tate coming down the block, he trotted heavily over, trying not to gasp with the effort. They met in the middle of the street, greeting each other as if they’d lost each other for a long time, had lost each other in the chaos of a battle.


    “Where’s Djuna?”


    Comartin pointed to a Chinese-American restaurant with its door open. “Some road sergeant came up and said to break it off, have some breakfast. He put his stick through the door window, opened it for business. The white shirts and the suits got the rest of it under control.”


    They walked across the road, Martinique Frost and Ray Tate a little ahead.


    Ray Tate murmured, “How’s Brian? He do okay?”


    She nodded. “He settled down. He was a little shaky. I don’t think he ever saw a body before. I’ll keep an eye on him.”


    “You guys arrived together. You good?”


    She gave him a smile. “I think you and Djuna did, too.”


    They stepped around the shattered glass on the doorstep. Inside the restaurant a television set showed live helicopter footage from above Chinatown. The road sergeant who had the beast’s back, 667, was behind a flat grill with a stogie screwed into his face. A white apron was tied around his waist and he was frying toast and busting eggs. It was unthinkable to sizzle bacon or ham or any meat with the smell of the air outside. In spite of his girth, the Road moved like a ballet dancer, pivoting en point in his boots, his T-shirt stretched over his paunch, his suspenders hanging loose. A dozen chargers and firefighters sat on stools at the counter and more were in the booths along the wall. Rovers crackled questions and instructions and periodically a charger would mutter back a response into his shoulder microphone.


    Djuna Brown sat with two young uniformed policewomen, chargettes, at the end of the counter, drinking coffee. She looked up when Ray Tate, Marty Frost, and Brian Comartin came in. By the look of soft relief on her face, Ray Tate could tell she’d been worried about him. He felt a little guilty: he hadn’t thought about her at all.


    As he approached, he heard her merrily say, “Yep, batiks and slippers. State Police issue. They’re giving us motor scooters next year, Italian ones with sidecars, so we can interact with the community, taken ’em for rides in the countryside.” Her little even teeth grinned when the chargettes laughed. “We’re learning to hug people, make them feel we’re on their side, that we care.” She stood up in the drapery of the raid jacket with the sleeves rolled back to the elbows. “Check this, let me show you, on, hmm, let’s say, this random bearded guy here.” She wrapped her arms around Ray Tate and put the top of her head under his chin and sagged a little. They stood for a moment, then she turned to the chargettes. “I don’t even know this guy. But he smells like a beatnik, you ask me.”


    The chargers in the booths hooted.


    He sat beside her on a vacant stool. “How’d you make out, Djuna?”


    “It was bad, Ray. We had six dead at our end so far. You?”


    “Six at least. There’s going to be more inside when they can go in.”


    The Road came down the counter with platters of egg sandwiches up his arm and dealt them out. “This’ll be a little better than the stuff at the Mex joint, Ray.” He turned to Djuna Brown. “He tell you guys about the guy we were at that got shot yesterday morning? I asked the guy, ‘Who shot you?’ And the guy said, ‘Depends what you mean by shot.’” He went back up the boards and came back with coffee cups and a pot and repeated, “Depends what you mean by shot. Lovin’ it.”


    Ray Tate nodded. “John Smith. Citizen. Connoisseur of the pork chop. Fuckhead.” He was ravenous. He felt Djuna Brown’s hand on his thigh. As he chewed, he nodded up the counter where Martinique Frost and Brian Comartin were sitting quietly. “How’d they do, those two?”


    “They’re cool, Ray. They’re okay. Brian was good until he looked at the woman who came off the third floor and landed on her head. He blew his dinner. But I think those two are working something out.” She moved her hand in a small circle. “Like us, huh?”


    Before he could answer, a charger in a wall booth called over. “Tate? Is a Tate here? Sergeant?”


    Ray Tate twisted on his stool. “Yo, here, Tate.”


    “Just got some voice out on the air, Sergeant. Hambone Hogarth from Homicide is at the gates, wants to see you. You want me to ten-four you? Or wink you off?” WNK. Whereabouts not known, a.k.a. a fugitive.


    “Yeah, show me rolling.” He gathered his sandwich on his palm and stood up and yawned and almost sat back down again. He told Djuna Brown he’d see her at the briefing.


    As he walked away he heard one of the chargettes say, “Is that the Ray Tate, the gunner? He looks pretty cool.”


    And he heard Djuna Brown answer proudly, “Yep, and you keep your horny city hands off my beatnik, city girl.”


    He felt pretty good about that.

  


  
    Chapter 12

    



    A Homicide crew was clustered just outside the gates to East Chinatown with their heads together and three chargers nearby to protect them from information pollution. They wouldn’t let anyone approach to talk to them. The hammers from Homicide wanted to know what was up there inside the gates, but they wanted to know for themselves. Ray Tate had seen it before at murder stages. They wanted to go onto the crime stage with a fresh mind, with no knowledge that might taint their observations. If they went in with, say, an obvious detail told to them, they might look to confirm the expectation and miss the importantly obscure. They wanted to work pristine, without assumptions, and count their own bodies, draw their own conclusions. Some teams worked that way. All they had to know was that they’d been rolled out because someone had maybe died bad; they’d take it from there.


    He went up to a protective charger. “Tate, Ray. They called me to see Hambone.”


    “Okay, be careful, don’t queer things for them, okay?” He called, “Inspector Hogarth? I got a Ray Tate?”


    Bob Hogarth detached himself from the group. He wore the same clothes he’d worn at the briefing the day before, when he pronounced Marty Frost the champ after she took out the headquarters hump, and he still hadn’t shaved. He held up his cellphone. “Ray, you got pals I never imagined.”


    “I don’t know nobody, Ham.” Ray Tate shrugged. “I’m just an asshole.”


    “Well, you done good, anyway, here. Somebody noticed. We got your three viables down at the local Sector, we got blood off each of them. We got bottles that bounced off the windows, we got six baseball caps with hair evidence. Nice, nice freeze on the stage, you did.” He shook his head. “Mutts. They thought they didn’t need to wear gloves because the bottles would melt. Of course that presupposes minimum competence in making sure the bottles didn’t bounce back off the window. And too stupid to take the red hats with them. Guess they thought it would help them blend in with all those Chinese folk not wearing red hats. What ever happened to the diabolical criminal mastermind? I really miss that bygone era.”


    “Bummer, Ham.” He yawned widely, tasting the vomit in his mouth. He wanted to book off sick and bang Djuna Brown into the Left Bank of the Seine. “So, I’m here.”


    “Who do you know? I just got a call that the chief’s task force is expanded to include this mess. Take out the Volunteers for the women and this too. And someone at the Jank wants you prominent on the team.”


    Ray Tate thought, That was fast. Six Fingers Wong and his theory of sergeants, having to tell a friend about him. Willy Wong to the police chief, Pious Man Chan; Pi Chan to the Chief of Ds, Chief of Ds to Hambone Hogarth. He wished he’d parked a couple in Willy Wong’s stickpin. He didn’t know how long Djuna Brown would be in the city and he wanted to squeeze every Parisian minute out of the time they had. “Can you get me a pass, Ham? I don’t need the profile. I got a life.”


    “Sorry, Ray. If they want you on this bus, then you get on this bus. Trust me, you don’t want to know where the other one goes. I’ll oversee it, if you want, but somebody wants your face above the crowd.”


    “Okay.” Ray Tate had an inspiration. “Okay, but I’ll need some people.”


    Hogarth shrugged. “Limitless budget on this. Pick who you want, out of what we got.”


    “That Statie, the little black chick, Brown. Comartin from Traffic. Marty Frost.”


    “I get the Statie, she’ll be a good decoy if we still go that way. Marty Frost, sure, you put her in the room with white Volunteers and she’ll have them slapping on black face and singing old Jolson tunes. Comartin? Why? You need valet parking?”


    “You got a better place for him?”


    “Good point.” He looked around to make sure no one was nearby. “Am I going to have trouble with you, Ray? No matter how this looks to outsiders and up at the Jank, I’m running this. We on the same page? You might have a good pal somewhere up the chain, but you’ve got a lot more enemies. You don’t need another one. My advice? We break this in two, work the overlaps together. There’s the dead women and there’s this mess. Fifteen dead, so far. I want this.”


    Ray Tate thought of the gallery of photographs of the ladies on easels in the briefing room, their faces fractured into some kind of a demented Picasso art project, how one of them in life had evoked Djuna Brown into his mind, minutes before he felt her hand on his shoulder and turned to find her magically there. “I’ll go at it from the women, then. I’m going to want to go at the guys in custody, first, see if they want to cop to anything on that. If they drop something about the fire, I call you.”


    Hogarth looked relieved. His crew had investigated all three of Ray Tate’s fatal shootings and on the iffy middle one that Ray Tate himself wasn’t sure of, they’d cut him slack. Hogarth didn’t want to deal that card. It was something that shouldn’t have to be said aloud, a debt never to be collected. It was enough, he knew, for Ray Tate to hear the echo.


    “You go at them for the women until we get the fingerprints back off the bottles matched to Chinatown. And then they’re ours. Don’t ask a word about what went on here, though. If they go that way, head ’em off. I need them clean for my guys. We got a deal?”


    There were media hordes in front of the Sector station. Marty Frost drove past and Ray Tate called inside on the cellphone. The duty sergeant directed them to the rear garage and told him to hold back. “If you don’t want to have to tell a fib later, Ray, give me a minute to move things around in there. We’ll put them in interview rooms. We’ll get your guys in interviews A to C.”


    Two Asian chargers were coming out of an interview room when Ray Tate and Marty Frost emerged from of the door to the garage, walking slowly. One of the chargers had a split lip and was licking blood and ragging out his partner with good humour. “You’re right-handed. I told you, stay on the right. I’m left-handed, I stay on the left. Nobody gets hurt except the guy getting the business. Police Fucking Brutality 101. Did you skip that class?”


    Ray Tate asked, “He went off on you?”


    The charger shook his head. “Naw. Bruce Lee here can’t figure out left from right. We’re getting basic bio-data off the guy in the garage, you know, chatting him up, and this hero here gets over on my left. In the middle of the interview his elbow takes me out on the back swing.” Handing Ray Tate a sheet of paper, he burlesqued peering around and raised his voice. “Guy’s not even Chinese. Fucking Filipino. They eat, like, dogs.” He called, “Bruce, you eat dogs.”


    “Yum,” the other charger said, “lunch on me.”


    “How are they, those three in the rooms? Anybody stand out real stupid?”


    “Well, it’s close. They’ve got one brain between them and I think they take turns thinking with it. Right now, I’d say the guy in the middle interview room has temporary custody.”


    They went down the hall bitching each other out.


    “This is your kind of thing, Marty. How do you want to do it?”


    “My kind of thing?” She smiled at him for a moment. “I figured you’d checked me out.”


    “The guy in B might have a clue, but the other two? Tweet tweet.”


    “Let’s fuck with heads a little, okay? What do we really care about?”


    “The dead ladies.” He told her what Hogarth had said, to stay off the Chinatown arson murders. “The minute this becomes viable for them, the hammers come in.”


    “So, we do A first, we bend his brain a little. He thinks he’s in here for the fires, right? He’s anticipating, thinking, ‘They’ll ask this, and I’ll say that. They’ll ask that, I’ll say this.’ We don’t have to be subtle. These guys are going for Chinatown anyway, we just want them to carry the dead ladies when they go. So, we go in and you work the preliminaries. You start out sitting, I’ll eye-line him. But when I sit down, you step back, you stand behind him, just out of his eye-line. Humming, maybe, clicking your tongue. But real soft. If my hands are folded on the table, you can’t talk, no matter how much you want to.”


    “What if I have to go to the bathroom?”


    She smiled. “Put your hand up like a good pupil.” She rubbed her face briskly for a few seconds. “Showtime.”


    A shirtless man with a shaven head was in A, slumped over the table, his right wrist manacled to a ring welded into the metal top. A fresh WPP, white people’s party, logo was engraved on his right chest. Mom Forever Always was tattooed in a red heart over his left breast. He had a black eye and fat lips and was having trouble breathing through his nose and was coughing and moaning softly.


    “Those fucking slope cops tuned me. I wanna lay a charge.” He turned his face up to the video camera mounted in the corner of the ceiling and shouted with exaggeration, “Bru-Tal-It-ee-I-want-to-lay-a-charge.” With his damaged nose he sounded like the guy in all the harelip jokes.


    Ray Tate sat opposite him and put the page of bio data on the table. Marty Frost remained standing, moving just out of the man’s eye-line, and folded her arms.


    “I’m Sergeant Ray Tate. In the room is Martinique Frost, city police. We’re conducting a multiple-death investigation.”


    “Fuck you. I want to lay a charge.”


    Ray Tate held up his hand. “We’ll get to that. We’ll get you a use-of-force complaint form, help you fill it out, if you want, okay? Let me read this over, correct me if I’m wrong, okay? I say something not right, you should help me keep the record straight. Before we start, do you need anything, a cold drink or coffee, or to use the bathroom?” He looked up at the guy as if having an afterthought. “Wait. That’s a question. Rules say, before I ask you any question, I have to read you your rights, just to be safe, okay?” He took the square card with the poem printed on it from his pocket and held it so the camera picked it up. He read slowly, stopping at the end of each numbered sentence. “You get all that? I can read it again, if you want, slower.”


    The man was silent.


    “You’ve got to nod for the camera, or say something. It’s the rules.”


    The man nodded.


    “So, you want a coffee? Use the bathroom? Anything?”


    The man shook his head.


    “Okay, let’s go through this. Your name is Peter van Meister. You’re thirty-one years old. Married, three kids. Work as a groundskeeper at the Riverview Golf and Country, nine years. No criminal record. We okay on this, so far? Peter? You have to speak or nod.”


    The man looked up at the camera and nodded.


    “Okay. That’s okay. I wouldn’t say much if I were you looking at multiple murder charges. The charges, I have to tell you, are capital. The needle in this state. It might take a few years to get you through the appeals, but at the end of it? The needle. I’m going to ask you some questions. You can answer or decline. Some guys like to use this time to figure out what we know or what we don’t know, to head us off later. Sometimes it works, sometimes not. Your choice. You can invoke at any time, just like I read you off the card. Like I said, I’d be careful. We good, man? Tell the camera.” He stopped talking when Martinique Frost unfolded her arms and eased into Peter van Meister’s eye-line and sat down. Ray Tate stood up, stretched, and moved slightly behind him. He very softly hummed the tune from Dragnet.


    “This is very serious, Peter,” she said, her hands folded primly. “If it was straight murder? You might dodge the needle. But multiples? With a hate crime add-on? Good luck with that. Very, very hard to justify to a jury, serial hate rape and murder. Juries, even in this town, can’t get their mind around racial rapes.”


    His head jumped. “What? Rapes?”


    “Relax, Peter. This might be the simplest part of your day. We know how you did the women, we know where you did them. But we don’t know why you did them. Or who with. Maybe you’ve got a motive we haven’t thought of yet. Maybe they asked for it. To start with, what were Belinda Clarke, Mariam Smith, and June Flowers to you, can you tell me?”


    “Who?” The man was startled. “Belinda what? What the fuck?”


    Ray Tate switched to the sound theme of Law & Order and softly shuffled his feet. He yawned and cracked his jaws but otherwise remained silent.


    “Clarke, Smith, Flowers, and a woman to be named later. Your last victim. Serial sex murder. With a hate added on.” She kept direct eye contact. Someone had once told her during an interview that she had beautiful eyes. You got great eyes, he’d said, I forgot you were a nigger. She’d thanked him very much, as it was the nicest thing anyone had ever said to her. “You got kids, Peter, any of them girls? Girls you want to beat to mush, Peter? Maybe do other stuff? How’s things with your wife? Does she go along with that, you and your daughters fooling around?”


    “Fuck. What are you talking about? I don’t touch my kids. Those dead ones were all Chinese. Burned. I saw it. I heard them screaming in there, like fucking rats.” He made a high-pitched singsong. “Fucking diseased rats.”


    “Peter, what are you talking about?” She spoke very softly as if she really wanted to know, to clear up her confusion. “All the victims were black females.”


    “No. In Chinatown. That’s why we’re here, right? The fires? Those diseased hordes that we burned up. Fuck ’em. I’m proud of what we did. As a white Aryan man I can hold my head up in my own country.” In his honking voice he began chanting up at the camera. “Sink the boats, feed the fish, sink the boats, feed the fish,” and pumping his fist in the air. “White power.”


    Martinique Frost leaned over the bio data sheet and pretended to read it. She picked it up and glanced at the back, as though she might have missed something. She folded her hands and shook her head, as if confused, and looked at the bio sheet.


    Ray Tate tried humming the theme from Hawaii Five-O.


    She looked up. “Peter, what the fuck are you talking about? There’s nothing on here about fires. We don’t do fires. Fires is some other department, the sparky squad. We do sex murder. Not fire murder. They bring us in for the real heavy on-hands stuff. The sick pervo shit.” She made her face into confusion. “Sex murders, you know what that is, right? That’s our game and we think you’re our player.”


    The man shook his head and tried to push away from the table, to get away from her. The chain was tight from his wrist to the table. “No, no.”


    “You like the dark, Peter? It’s okay. Even at my age, I get a lot of white dudes hitting me up. They can’t help it. A lot of you white power guys have got some underlying desire to be the plantation man, jump the dark bones. I get that, that’s biology. But why kill them all, after you got off? That’s some sick shit. What you did.”


    He sat silent and shook his head as though she was hopeless to try to talk to. He twisted his head to see Ray Tate. “What’s she talking about?”


    Marty Frost’s hands were folded. Ray Tate was out of TV themes so he moved to a slightly bouncy “Finiculì, Finiculà.”


    “Or maybe, maybe you’re denying your own self? Who you really are?” She leaned forward. She was going at him now and her voice was even softer, confidential, sympathetic. “You got that dark crinkly hair. You shave it off your head, but I see it in your eyebrows, on your arms. You’re pretty dark complected. Somebody there, in the woodpile. Is your family from down south? You ever do one of those ancestry searches, look for interesting relatives? You getting back some at big buck daddy?”


    “No darky in me, bitch.”


    “If you say so.” She shrugged and reached over to put her hand on his under the manacle. “My brother.”


    He snatched his hand away; the chain rattled.


    Martinique Frost sat back and stared at him, her hands unfolded.


    “Good motive, though, for the jury, if you want to go for it.” Ray Tate said, moving into his eye-line. “Your mother was raped by a black guy? Fuck, man, who needs that shit? You suffered for it. Rejected by your own people, had to head north to make a fresh life for yourself as a white man. I can dig it. So you joined the Volunteers, you’re just light-skinned enough, get some back for your mom. Who wouldn’t? Natural you’d want to kill all those women after you raped them so they couldn’t have any black sons to suffer like you. You’re gonna have to work on that part, the rapes, and those mommy issues you got.”


    “Leave my mother out of this.” Peter van Meister was getting wound up and confused. “I didn’t rape no darkies. I wouldn’t stick my dick in any of them. I didn’t kill no black broads. That Chinatown stuff, okay —”


    Ray Tate warned him, “Don’t say it, okay?”


    “Shut up about that Chinatown stuff, Peter,” Martinique Frost said. “Don’t go there.”


    “We don’t want you to talk about that,” Ray Tate said. “We’re the fuck-and-kill squad. Some other guys might want to talk to you about that. But we’re not those guys.”


    “Unless you banged the girls in Chinatown before you burned them.”


    “Then we got a game,” Ray Tate nodded positively. “Definitely a game.”


    “Peter, just focus on sex crimes. Focus, man.”


    They were piling on. Peter van Meister seemed to shrink


    Martinique Frost liked the rhythm and she folded her hands on the table. She’d found somewhere to go with him. His pride. “We don’t want to know about Chinatown. Just shut the fuck up about Chinamen. I been all night counting dead bodies in Chinatown. I just come from East Chinatown. I’ve had a fucking lifetime of Chinamen. That’s someone else’s case. They can have it.”


    “Yeah?” Peter van Meister seemed happily curious. “Yeah? You were there?”


    “Yep. All morning. You guys fucked my day. My day off, actually.” She glanced at Ray Tate and arched her eyebrows, then crept into his shit; she’d read his pride and was going to poke it a little. “Three dead. Big fucking deal. I’ve seen three dead in a collision on the Eight.”


    “Three? We only got three? Bullshit. A dozen at least.”


    Martinique Frost unlocked her fingers and glanced at Ray Tate.


    Ray Tate, out of his eye-line, glanced up at the camera. “Well, they’re still counting them up. Three so far. Maybe it goes to four, five. That’s your business, what happened in East Chinatown. My advice? If you’re going to go down for something, Peter, go for the women. That’s a man’s work, a son’s work. That’s at least fucking normal, how they raped your mom and all.”


    “Don’t talk about my mother.”


    Martinique Frost spoke to Ray Tate. “Except for the part, Ray, where he fucked them before killing them.” She shook her head. “That might work against him. Rape is tough to explain to the family the best of times.” She said to the man, “Do they know what happened to your mom?”


    Ray Tate came into eye-line and before he could answer, he said to Martinique Frost, “Maybe he didn’t know you weren’t supposed to fuck them first? But he got overwhelmed, realized on some level they were sisters and needed his action? They were all good looking black chicks. I looked at their pictures, the ones taken before he got at them, and I got to say, I’m a red-blooded guy and dig blonde chicks, usually, but I’d have a little trouble keeping it in my pants.”


    She said, nodding thoughtfully, “That might work. You get one man with a working dick on the jury, Peter, maybe you got a shot.”


    Peter van Meister rattled at his manacles energetically and shouted at the camera. “I didn’t do no dark. Those Chinese, they deserve what we gave them. Burn them rats out. Sink the boats, stop the plague. But I don’t fuck black chicks. I’m committed to my heritage.”


    “Okay, Peter, okay.” Martinique Frost patted her hands above the desk. “Calm down, man. We just go where it leads us, you know? They’re racial rapes, no question. So, if it wasn’t you, who among the committed might have betrayed the cause, the honest cause? You got an idea? One of the other guys we brought in with you? Likes the sisters, can’t help himself?”


    Peter van Meister was calmed that he wasn’t on the spot for racial rape. “No. Those guys? No. We don’t cross. We’d never cross.”


    She said, “We’re going public tomorrow morning, Peter. We’re going to put it on the Volunteers, all of it on all of you. Chinatown, the race rapes. And believe me, it’ll be the rapes that you guys get famous for. You can head this off, if you’ve got a clue, an avenue we can pursue, so we can stop the press conference that’ll make you guys look like perverts hiding behind the cause of true white America.”


    It didn’t work. Proudly, he recited, “I know my rights. I-want-a-lawyer.” He looked up at the camera. “Law Yer Now.”


    Ray Tate started laughing. “Get two, Peter. You’re gonna need ’em both.”


    They waited in the corridor until they finished laughing like dazed fools.


    Ray Tate shook his head in disbelief. “We’re putting it down. More than a dozen homicides and we did it by begging him not to confess.”


    “But not our ladies, Ray. That’s our mission.”


    “I know. But, you think about it, it’s pretty cool. We could gag these loons and they’d blink out confessions with their eyelids for the camera, Morse code.” He made his face straight, said, “Here goes,” and opened the door to Interview B.


    A muscular, shaven-headed man in a ripped T-shirt with blurry race and jailhouse tattoos on his arms and neck sprawled back in his chair and looked up at the camera with his arms folded and yawned. “Lawyer.”


    Clearly outclassed by a criminal genius, Ray Tate picked up the bio data sheet, and said, “Have a nice day,” and stepped out.


    “He shut me down.” Ray Tate looked over the biodata. “Name, Ansel Partridge.” He laughed. “Address: fuck you.”


    Martinique Frost said, “Been there, done that.”

  


  
    Chapter 13

    



    In Interview C a bare-chested blond man with the fresh WPP tattoo on his chest looked up when they entered. He had long muscles and a workingman’s tan up to his mid-bicep and down to the bottom of his throat. He clamped his mouth under a faint Hitler moustache.


    He didn’t say the magic words, so Ray Tate and Martinique Frost sat down facing each other at the far end of the long table, ignoring him for a few minutes. As if she had nothing better to do, she picked the sheet of bio data off the table and started reading. Ray Tate immediately got up and paced around as if his bones were stiff and stopped behind the man manacled to the table. He was afraid he was going to laugh from goofiness and exhaustion. They’d just solved a dozen homicides, but they weren’t the ones they wanted.


    When Martinique Frost looked at him, he shrugged and held his hands out, at a loss what to do.


    “This gentleman is Joseph Carr, Ray. Forty-two, married, no kids, former car wash, former meat cutter, former video store operator, currently a dent-puller down at Bravo’s.”


    “Who gives a shit?” Ray Tate yawned loudly. “I get my car fixed after-hours at the department impound. Twenty bucks and a bottle of Canadian Club at Christmas.”


    “You want to talk to him? None of us is leaving anytime soon. One of us should. I mean, he’s here, we’re here.”


    “Fuck no. That Peter, in the other room? Just yak-yak-yak. He’ll be writing all day. We got all we need. Two for the needle, one for life.” He moved out of Joseph Carr’s eye-line on the left and came out on his right. “We’re just going to hang out in here for a while, Joe. We’re hiding out. There’s bosses out there, looking for scalps because of what Peter said you guys did. He said you’re the ringleader, but me? I doubt it. I like old Ansel there, next door for this. Your pal, Peter in the other room, there, he drove us nuts. He’s got some serious issues, identity stuff. Too deep for me. Did you know his mother was raped by a black guy? Well, he said she was raped. Me, I’m not sure. And it turns out he’s banging his own daughters. What’s that all about? Anyway, he’s got that dark skin and crinkly hair thing going on. Racial confusion, maybe. He’s a watered down black guy, no question in my mind. What do you think?”


    The man opened his mouth.


    “Hang on, Joe.” Martinique Frost held up her hand to silence him. “Nothing, Joe. Not a fucking word. Don’t talk to us, man. You oughta get a lawyer, you’re going to need a lawyer. These are murders with a hate add-on and you’re in needle-land and we don’t want to fuck this up. Just sit there. We’ll sit here and do up our notes, okay? When the coast is clear, and the white shirts have fucked off back to the Jank, we’ll be out of your hair.” She put her notebook on the table and took a pen from her purse and looked at Ray Tate. “They should all be this easy. I’d be fucking inspector by now, get transferred out of sex crime.”


    “Sex? What?” Joe Carr rattled his manacles to get their attention. “I —”


    “Joe? Stop, okay?” Ray Tate said. “There’s a procedure. If I want to ask you a question, if I want to ask you if you were beaten during arrest, if you want to take a piss or if you want to eat a sandwich, those are questions and before I can ask you any questions I have to read this to you first.” He took the card from his pocket. “Okay, here goes.” He read the Miranda poem. “So, you want a sandwich, take a leak? Been beaten?”


    The man shook his head. “What’s he saying? Peter? What’s he saying?”


    “You’re going to bite it, for those women you raped and killed. Peter is going into a cell for life, when he finishes testifying, but you and your buddy there, Partridge with the Craddock tattoos? The strap-down and long needle. Rape-homicide. As bad as it gets.”


    “With the hate add-on,” Martinique Frost added. “Those black women you raped, Joe? The mess you left of them? You know they were pulverized, right? Half the bones in their bodies looked like they’d been hit by a car. You guys were out on the water that night, so, so long, Charlie.”


    Joseph Carr went, “Whoa, whoa, whoa. I didn’t bang no black broads. Didn’t kill no one. No one black, anyway. Chinks don’t count. What the fuck’s Peter been saying? He’s a fucking mental. I’ll go for the dead Chinks for the cause, but no way am I wearing banging some jig whore.” A strange chivalry came up, suddenly. “Sorry, Miss, but you know what I mean?”


    “Sure, I hear it all the time. Nothing personal.” Martinique Frost shrugged and put aside his chivalry for later. “If you want to talk, get out from under the black chicks, tell the camera up there you want to talk to us, or not.”


    Joseph Carr stood as well as he could and said precisely, as if swearing an allegiance, “As an American patriot, I understand my rights. I want to straighten out this bullshit rape thing.” He sat. “What’d Peter say?”


    Ray Tate took out his notebook, flapped the pages loudly, and winged it, pretending to be reading. “He said, ah, here we go, he said, he didn’t want to do the chicks, but it was, what he called, an action, proof of loyalty to the Volunteers? That you and your buddy, Partridge, there, next door, demanded it. Like an initiation. Peter said, ‘We’re gonna wreak havoc on all the lesser races, make a stand for the white nation. Tear down the walls, motherfucker.’ The usual. He’s in there now, writing up the details. How you beat them and beat them until their ribs powdered and their hearts were mush. How him and Ansel tried to stop you. I got to tell you, Joe, he’s convincing. Especially after what happened to his mom.”


    Joseph Carr shook his head. “No, that ain’t right.”


    “Well,” Martinique Frost said, “you want to write it down and sign it? That you didn’t do it? Get your position on the record? If you want, you can put in the stuff about Chinatown, how that was righteous action, but raping and killing women isn’t what you’re about.” She flipped over the page of bio data and gave him her pen. “You do a man’s work, now you get to defend it. I respect that, anyone would.”


    “Yeah, yeah, that’s fucked, that stuff on women.” Joseph Carr nodded. “I was raised Christian, you don’t violate a woman. Even a jig. Never.” He ducked his head. “Sorry, Miss.”


    Martinique Frost said, “Thank you for that, Joe. That’s refreshing for me to hear.”


    Ray Tate managed to contain his laughter. Two out of three down. The third one was going to wear his ass for a hat for East Chinatown. There were at least three others who dumped the red caps at the arson scene, but they weren’t his concern. He waited a couple of minutes until Joseph Carr had reached the bottom of the page, not wanting to put him off before he autographed it. Joseph Carr slowed down at the bottom of the page as if he might be receiving a clue that he might be stupid. Ray Tate leaned forward over his shoulder and diverted him. “You’ve got a neat penmanship, Joe. Look at this, Marty.”


    “Sign it and pass it over, Joe. Let’s see.” He signed and proudly presented her with the paper and pen. “Nice, nice cursive hand. You’ve been educated, Joe. Not a dummy like those other two. Where’d you go to school? You got high school, I can tell.”


    “And one year of state apprenticeship.” He looked proud but a little sad. “I was going to be a master mechanic like my dad.”


    “It shows, you’ve got schooling. That’ll look good, you go before the jury. Those other two? White trash. Losers. Trying to put you in. Don’t let them, man, you’ve got some potential. Your life doesn’t have to be over.”


    Ray Tate, with the money in the bank, picked up the statement and folded it and put it into his pocket. He could push a little. “If it wasn’t you, Joe, any ideas who in the group went for the dark? Someone who might be a race traitor? Whoever gives the guy up, he can cut a deal with the State’s Attorney. You got any idea? Someone with a thing for black chicks, on the down-low? Beats them to mush after?”


    “Dunno nobody like that.” He looked at Marty Frost and said earnestly, “If I did, Miss, I’d tell you.”


    Marty Frost said, “Because, Joe, if you did, you’d get first dibs on life with a chance instead of a needle with none. I’d like to see you get that chance, man. Turn your life around, get out from under that rape stuff. Anybody?”


    He shook his head.


    “Well, think about it, okay. If something comes to you, tell someone to contact me. Marty Frost. We can get together, chat. Make the best of this bad situation. Okay? Will you do that for me?”


    Ray Tate stood up. He could push a little more for the team. “Look, Joe, there’s some guys, Intelligence guys, they might want to talk to you. They got some stuff from Peter, but they think he might be making the whole thing up, that you’re the boss in this. You want to have a sandwich and coffee with them? Get all this stuff behind you, come clean, not make your wife ashamed when it hits the papers?”


    “My wife’s gonna know about this? You got to tell her it wasn’t us, did the nig —” He looked Martinique Frost. “I mean the black women.”


    She nodded. “We can try to keep all this between us, Joe. If you talk to the Intelligence guys, okay?”


    He nodded. “Okay.” He looked at her and then hung his head. “I’m sorry about the … those women you talked about.” He awkwardly put out his left, unshackled hand. “We just wanted to stop the Chinese plague. Protect the community.”


    “Well,” Martinique Frost said, taking his hand in hers and solemnly shaking it. “You guys made a good start.”


    Hambone Hogarth came into the coffee room with DVDs in evidence bags under his arm. He wore a vacant smile but his eyes were sparkling. “Fuck. This is down. Shut-the-Fuck-Up Paquin just arrived and he’s some pissed they didn’t invoke, wait for him to show up, earn his retainer. You guys. That was fucking beautiful. Can I take you home with me? You want to come for dinner next Christmas? Eighteen homicides in Chinatown now, they upped the count after the canvass of the stairways, eighteen homicides. They haven’t even started the autopsies and we’re going to lay charges.”


    Ray Tate rubbed his eyes. “You want to get some of those smart guys from Intelligence in there, clean Joe out before he gets too-late smart.”


    “Yeah, we’ve already heard from Sally Greaves’ spooks at Strategic Planning Analysis. The SPA wants to be copied on everything.”


    “But don’t forget us, Bob. Our needs, right? We need a workup on the hierarchy, who in the gang might be a race killer, masking it behind that white power shit. I don’t think it was the two mutts we talked to. They couldn’t bang their hand. Third guy, Ansel Partridge, he’s a strong viable. We gave you, now you have to give us.”


    “Done. We’ll tee up at the task force office. Grab a couple hours’ sleep, we’re back at it at seven tonight.” Bob Hogarth stood and turned to Martinique Frost. “I got to ask you, Marty, if I’m not outta line? All that nigger-this and jig-broad-that. That’s got to wear. Didn’t you just want to take him out?”


    She gave him an even stare. “I’ve been called worse,” she said, “by cops I’ve worked with, guys who didn’t shake my hand after.”


    Djuna Brown and Brian Comartin spent the rest of the morning interviewing residents and witnesses. Because of the heat, she’d dumped the raid jacket in the restaurant and worked in bare arms, baggy trousers, and slippers. They were assigned a dour, young Chinese officer to translate. He gave them a lecture about there being no Chinese language, that there were several and the one they wanted was Mandarin. He was, he said, from a Fujian household, so he could help with the illegal immigrants in their own dialect.


    In the middle of the fourth interview with a man who seemed to speak evasively in mutters and shrugs as if he didn’t understand the question, the translator began shouting and pushing at him. “You fucking people,” he said. “Send ’em back. Go home, go home.”


    Djuna Brown calmed him down and saw he had tears in his eyes. “It’s okay, man. No hurry. Take a break. Get a coffee. Get a tea. Get me one.”


    He nodded. He left the immigrant with them and walked up the street and didn’t return.


    The immigrant man was looking across the street, trying to screen himself from view behind Brian Comartin, peeping over his shoulder.


    Djuna Brown turned and saw a stocky, immaculate Chinese man in a dark suit and tie and a stickpin smoking a cigarette near the doorway to a vegetable shop, gazing at them pleasantly. Four men in open-neck white shirts and black suits stood a half-dozen yards away, doing nothing but idling. “Brian, I think those guys over there are making our witness shaky. You know Mr. Stickpin?”


    Brian Comartin looked. “Willard Wong. Big man in Chinatown. The mayor. He’s on the news sometimes. They say he’s into the rackets.”


    “I’ve heard of him,” she said. “He was in a case I worked, last time I was down here last year with Ray. I’m going to go make his acquaintance.” She crossed the street, careful of broken glass and puddles in her slippers. It appeared she was dancing a complex step, or was a graceful child playing hopscotch. When she reached the other side of the street, she put her right hand on the butt of the silver automatic under her batik top and pointed her left forefinger directly at Willard Wong’s face. “You, stand still.”


    Willard Wong watched her approach. Her dainty slippers seemed to amuse him. When she was close enough he examined the badge hanging around her neck. “Ah, State Police. Willard Wong at your service, Officer. I like the State Police very much.”


    She’d never seen him but remembered his name from a year earlier when she and Ray Tate had worked on the ecstasy and methamphetamine case. A warehouse tied to Willy Wong had been shot up, someone killed, and barrels of his precursor chemicals were hijacked. White badlands traffickers had wreaked havoc in his precious Chinatown, shooting and torturing his thugs. Willy Wong had almost lost his face because he didn’t react strongly by leaving bodies in the streets, but after the two ringleaders were shot by Djuna Brown and a State Police sniper, things returned to normal. She’d heard he put the word out that he’d used his police connections to get them assassinated.


    “I’m Sergeant Brown. I’ll need to see some identification.”


    “As I said, my name is Willard Wong. W-O-N-G.”


    “Identification, bud. This is a crime stage and you’re standing in it.” She casually tapped on the pistol on her hip. “Or I can drag you through the filthy water and broken glass, take you for a drive in the trunk of my car.”


    This amused him hugely. Running his hands over his pockets, he looked up the block at the four men and smiled. He called something in Mandarin. They all laughed, and one man approached with a slim wallet in his hand.


    “Mr. Wong’s identification.”


    “Give it to him.”


    Willard Wong took the wallet and unfolded it. “My tailor said I must carry a … man’s purse? Unseemly. Or make arrangements so my suits don’t dis-align. He’s in Hong Kong, what does he know of our American way? Fortunately, I have friends to assist.” He gave her his state health card and watched her study it. “But I don’t drive, either. I have friends for that. I have many friends for many things.”


    “You have a reason to be here, Willy?”


    “Willard. I’m a local entrepreneur and benefactor to this community.” He smiled modestly. “If I can be of assistance in this tragedy? I’m a friend of police.”


    “You can be gone, Willy, if you want to assist in this tragedy.”


    Willard Wong remained in place, smiling, confused.


    Djuna Brown caught sight of Brian Comartin come up on the edge of her vision. She stepped back two paces and pulled her gun and held it straight down her leg. “Brian, frisk this friend of Willy here. He’s got a lumpy suit. I fear for officer safety and the well-being of the community.”


    Brian Comartin told Willard Wong’s companion to put his hands on the wall. The man stretched lazily, keeping his balance.


    Comartin had to go to school.


    “You can step him back a little and go wider, Brian, reach him a little higher.”


    “Step back, spread, hands higher.” He seemed surprised that the man obeyed him and he got into it. He looked like he felt pretty good. “Don’t you move.” He thought that sounded weak. “Don’t you fucking move.”


    The other three men came down the sidewalk. Djuna Brown took two more long backwards steps to make a wide controlling arc and put her gun up on them. “Okay, everybody, shadows on the wall.”


    Willard Wong said it wasn’t necessary. “These men are all legally permitted to carry weapons in concealment. Signed by Pious Man Chan, the illustrious police chief. A personal friend.”


    “Well, Willy, I’m State. I don’t give a fuck about Pious Chan and the city. He’s just another Chinaman with an attitude, this city is just another shithole, you’re just another douche with a stickpin.”


    “I know you, Officer. You were involved in the … unpleasantness that hurt our community last year? You were on television for that. You shot a fat man. A bad fat man who tortured the children of Chinatown. A trafficker. I thank you. All of Chinatown thanks you.”


    “Just so you know, Willy,” she said, not looking at him. “I don’t just shoot fat white guys. I’m no racist. First come, first served.”


    “Yes, you worked with Sergeant Tate. Ray Tate. Last year. Those drug traffickers. Now Sergeant Ray Tate is solving this trouble in Chinatown for me.”


    Comartin took a gun from a waist holster off the man on the wall. He didn’t seem to know what to do with it.


    “Secure the firearm in your belt, Brian. When you’re done one, put him on his knees, hands behind the head, forehead on the wall. He’s mine, then, I got him, you don’t think about him. Concentrate and do the next one. ” She shifted back to allow her gun arc to encompass Willard Wong and the men.


    “Sergeant Ray Tate and I are friends. You should call him, Officer.”


    “Sergeant.”


    “Yes, Sergeant. You should call my friend, Sergeant Ray Tate.”


    “Sure, Willy, later, maybe. Right now we’re removing firearms and bad elements from Chinatown.”


    “But, but the paperwork? The licences?”


    “We’ll sort it out, down at the Sector. If it checks out, you come down and pick them up. For now, just relax, Willy. Chill.”


    Comartin put the next two guys through the routine, taking a gun from each of them. He was running out of belt to tuck them into.


    The last guy, spread up the wall like wings, cleared his sinuses loudly and casually horked on the ground, very vaguely in her direction.


    Willard Wong murmured a warning.


    “Oh-kay then.” Djuna Brown said with exaggerated vivacity. “This fellow we’ll do a little different, Brian. This guy is a bit more of a risk, with the health hazard, the horking and the like, in this time of medical crisis.” She told the guy to keep his hands on the wall. “Good, good. Now, Brian you’d like him to step back for you, step back … step back. Okay, perfect. You’re a natural. Now tell him to lean forward for you, put his forehead on the wall. Weight on his palms and forehead. Nice, nicely done. Now, you need him to take his hands off the wall, to clasp his hands behind his head for you, lace his fingers.” When the man was at a sharp angle, she said, “Brian, with your left hand gather his fingers, keep your arm straight, push, keep that forehead on the wall. Pat him down from the side. Now change hands on his fingers, go and do the other side. Very nice.”


    Comartin took a gun from the man’s shoulder holster. He put it into the back of his belt.


    “I observe he’s getting agitated, Brian.”


    The man was calm, impassive, and almost good- humoured. It was a form of insolence, she decided. Disrespect.


    “Brian? Scalp that guy.”


    “He’s co-operating. He’s okay.”


    “Brian, he’s going to make a move. Officer safety is paramount. Scalp him. Swing him wide, both feet.”


    “Djuna.”


    “Right now, Brian. He goes down hard.”


    Brian Comartin used his right foot to sweep both of the last man’s feet and at the same time let go of his fingers. The man’s hands, still finger-locked behind his head were useless to control his fall. He’d been wall-scalped before; it was clear when he turned his head to protect his face and only the right side smeared down the bricks, but it left a lot of skin and meat behind.


    Djuna Brown handed the wallet to Willard Wong. “Everything’s in order, Mr. Wong. Your companions can pick up their weapons at Sector Eight. Thank you for your co-operation in this stressful time, and have a nice day.” She smiled gaily at him.

  


  
    Chapter 14

    



    They walked the guns to the local Sector and gave them to the desk sergeant. “We got four pieces. Someone’ll have to punch it all into the system, serial numbers. Some Chinese guys’ll pick them up later. They said they worked for someone named Wong? Willy Wong?”


    “Fuck. You braced Willy’s boys? In Chinatown?”


    “Sure. Chinatown is still in America and only we get to beat people there at random. This isn’t Canada.”


    “I’m gonna hear about this, girl.”


    “Hey, they were acting suspicious. Intimidating our witnesses. Disrespecting.”


    “You know who he is? Willy Wong?”


    “Yep.” Djuna Brown nodded and said, “A local douchebag. How come your guys don’t scoop him up?”


    The desk sergeant stared at her. “You’re not from around here, are you, honey?”


    “Nope,” she said, giving him the white picket smile. “I be from Bohemia.” She had a thought. “You got a sergeant around here, Ray Tate? Hippie-looking dude?”


    “He’s in interviews.”


    “Marty Frost?”


    “Black chick? She’s with him, too. They’re gonna be a while.”


    They went outside of Chinatown for something American to eat and found a deli with a vacant table in the back. A waitress came down with menus, saw their badges, and said, keeping the menus in her hand, “Brisket today. Not too lean, not too fat. Or egg salad. Rye or kaiser?”


    They went for the egg salad. Meat was out of the question.


    “On light rye,” Djuna Brown said. “And a couple of Coors.”


    “I’ll have to ask about the beer.”


    Djuna Brown said, “We’ll pay.”


    The waitress shook her head. “Don’t be silly,” and went away.


    “Nice, nice work, there, Brian. You slimed that mutt pretty good.”


    “I’ve, ah, I haven’t done a … takedown? … in ten years.” He looked back at her. “I’m Traffic, you know.”


    “Well, man, you’re natural born cop.”


    He felt pretty good at that. “I guess you guys, you and Ray and Marty, do this all the time?”


    “Brian. Let me tell you how it is. How it is with me, anyway. Guys like Willy Wong get nothing. Absolutely nothing. So, fuck them. Parasites. That guy horking on the sidewalk near my slippers? That gives me licence. They eye-fuck you, they give you licence. So you humiliate them, every chance you get. Guys like the immigrant that wouldn’t talk to us? He gets every break we can cut. He’s a victim. If you got any heart, that’s where you spend it. With Willy Wong and guys like that, you do ’em hard, every chance.”


    “I thought, I wondered how it would be if Marty was there.”


    “You saw Marty at the chief’s task force? Taking out that idiot from headquarters yesterday? Well, today was Willy Wong’s lucky day.”


    “She’s pretty tough, Marty. She’s, ah …” He didn’t know what to say.


    “You’re digging Marty, eh, Brian? She’s a cool chick, no question. She’s cop.” She sat back, pleased with the romantic drama. When the waitress put two bottles of beer on the table, she held hers up to clink. “I think she digs you too.”


    Marty Frost said she wanted to get home to get a few hours’ sleep.


    Ray Tate said he’d see her at the task force briefing that night. “We did good work today, Marty, or at least you did. No closer on our poor ladies case, but Intell or Homicide should be able to get us a suspect list. We’ll go at them. One of them will break out. This is closing.”


    “I got to tell you, that wasn’t very challenging, but it was fun.” She frowned a little, harsh and painful but pretty. “In that room, with those guys? That was the real me. The girl driving around in the ghoster, playing kiddie cop? Not so much me. I can do that, but I just like to sit talking to people. You say the stupidest things, right off the wall, and it works, they relate. And they for some reason like talking to me. I don’t get that much on the job.”


    Ray Tate stood with her near the desk sergeant’s table. “Marty, I’m going to go off the wall here, okay? Tell me it’s okay and I’ll do it.”


    She gave him the same smile he imagined she had when she was in her teens. “Sure, Ray. Just remember, I got a gun.”


    “Comartin. You ask that desk sergeant for his cell number and he’ll call the duty desk and get it for you. Give yourself an afternoon. I’ll see you tonight.”


    He didn’t have Djuna Brown’s cell number. He called the Whistler and the woman on the reception desk said she’d check the room, then came back and said no one was answering.


    The desk sergeant had a ghoster take him back to East Chinatown to pick up his car. On the way, the wheelman said he worked East Chinatown and it was a mess.


    “Things are going to be weird down there for a long time.” He suddenly stopped on California Street in front of an old woman dragging a bundle of clothing around puddles. “Just be a second, Sarge.” He got out and helped the woman across the street to where a city bus was moving the homeless to a community centre. After helping her up the step and passing up her stuff, he reboarded the ghoster and looked at the wreckage of California Street through his windshield. “This makes me ashamed to be an American.”


    “How long you been working down here?”


    “Two years. Punishment detail. I slagged my desk sergeant up in Sector Two.” He pulled in behind the Taurus. “First six months? I was a hard-on. Pissed right off, how could they do this to me? Vegetable stalls impeding pedestrian passage? Hundred and twenty bucks, confiscate the cart, the bok choy, the whole shebang. Fuck you. Loiter on the sidewalk? Impede safe pedestrian passage, ninety bucks. Fuck you. I made a lot of fucking money for this city until I got trampled in a gambling raid and a kid pulled me out of the way of the exodus. That old lady, there, that I just helped? You know who she is, who I ticketed on my first day for a week’s wages of selling vegetables she hoed in her backyard? Mae. She’s the mother of a Hong Kong Homicide cop who put down the first no-body murder in the city’s history. Guy was a hero over there until they killed him.” He realized he was talking too much to someone he didn’t know well enough to talk too much to. “Sorry. Babbling. That’s your car, the Taurus?”


    “Hey, hey, you’re doing okay. You can show your heart.”


    “These poor fucking fuckers.” He bit his lip, looking around. “I hope they get the guys that did this.”


    “Don’t worry about that. As we speak they’re dressing for the arraignment ball.”


    In the Taurus, he drove to the Whistler. People slouched along in the blazing sunshine, cowering, barely dressed except for shorts and T-shirts. And, in spite of the CDC experts saying the plague was coming under control, the masks. They looked like furtive spacemen, having trouble with the new gravity.


    There was a perky receptionist at the hotel. It seemed she had no idea of the horror of Chinatown and, in spite of his wrecked street clothes, beamed at Ray Tate across the wide marble countertop in the freezing lobby. “Welcome to the Whistler, sir. May I help you?”


    He picked his badge up from his chest and showed it to her. “I’m meeting State Police Inspector Brown in her room.”


    “I’ll call up, sir.” She waited out the rings. “I’m sorry, Inspector Brown isn’t answering. You can wait in the lounge or the bar, sir.”


    “Get me house security, please.”


    She picked up the phone and spoke quietly.


    A big, beefy man in a tight suit, with an earpiece coiling out of his jacket, appeared at Ray Tate’s elbow. “Is there a problem, sir?” His tone suggested there’d better not be.


    “Ray Tate, sergeant, city police. I need to get into a room.”


    “You’re Ray Tate? Fuck, I knew your father-in-law when I was on the job. He was Ident, photography. Great guy. Almost a cop.”


    “We’re working the Chinatown fires. I’m teeing up with a State cop. I’m early and I’m fucking tired. Could use the shower.”


    “If Chinatown smells like you smell, man, the whole place needs a shower.” The security officer asked the receptionist, “What’s the room he needs?”


    When she came in he was in the tub, having mastered the technique of adding water using his toes. He’d dozed and gained some rest, awakening only to warm up the water as it chilled. He’d avoided the bed; stretching out flat with the billowy pillows under his head would send him off for hours. There was some satisfaction that he and Marty Frost had put it to the Volunteers for Chinatown. But it hadn’t moved the dead ladies case ahead except for maybe allowing Intelligence to drill into the group and maybe sight in on a good viable.


    Laying in the smooth tub with the late afternoon light glowing outside the window, and a triple gin and double tap in a water glass on the rim, he had a strange sense of unreality. It was brought on by the realization that the bathtub and water and lotions and bathrobes could possibly be in the same world as the pain gripping Chinatown. Was it like a smell, he thought, how pain thinned as it gained distance from the source, thinned and thinned and finally was gone?


    But it never was gone. Somewhere someone was being hurt. Somewhere someone’s life was changing, probably for the worse.


    Was it possible that only hours earlier he was in a world of smoke and burning flesh, thinking about shooting the tie pin of a Chinatown thug?


    Was it possible that three hours ago he was in a room with brain-dead killers and having a good time, teetering on the edge of giddiness?


    Was it possible that he hadn’t seen Djuna Brown in six hours?


    They’d love Paris, he knew. He’d paint and sketch and she’d find something for herself to do. When his ex-wife had bitched that she did nothing all day and night while he roamed his city with a gun on his ankle having adventures, he’d gone by the community college and picked up some schedules. None had attracted her interest. When he said they could take up something together, golf or tennis or a euchre club, she said no, you’re patronizing me. In the end he’d realized that some people were only happy in a life they could complain about.


    Djuna Brown might find herself to be a poet or a weaver or a memoirist or a photographer or a dancer in the dark. It was the possibilities of her, or them, that kept the dream alive. If only they could break away from their lives, turn their backs on the predatory burning cities that needed them.


    In his mind were images of his life’s work, most of it unpleasant but some of it not. Dim dawns with long streets of orderly garbage cans, of yellow square lights in windows above them. Men asleep on stoops, smiling dreamily in the dreamland of another place. Unlike his ex-father-in-law, he didn’t need the day-to-day slugfest of pain and suffering to engage him. He could paint a tree, he could charcoal sketch a sad car at dawn, up on blocks, the hood yawning up, forgotten.


    He could go blind and never see another image and the library of his mind would keep him busy forever, keep his knuckles black with charcoal, his shirt dripped with paint.


    In the tub, his beard soaked and his long hair sodden, he was suddenly overwhelmed by his life, wondering if he could carry it any longer. That young cop who carried an old woman’s bundles onto a bus and feared he’d revealed too much of who he was. The cadet cop unable to process what his eyes were seeing in East Chinatown, frozen in awe at the magnitude of what people could do to other people. The volunteer firefighter having failed to save a life, pounding his fists into the concrete. Marty Frost sagged in exhaustion outside the interview room, then rubbing something off her face with her brisk hands before they went in.


    But there was also the sprite-like Djuna Brown in the restaurant, putting the chargettes on about her batik clothing and sparkly slippers, rising from her stool and wrapping her arms around him, calling him a beatnik in relief, that sweetest of voices. Momentarily, she’d sagged against him as if he were a lifeline.


    And, on cue, the outside door of the suite opened and a soft voice called, “I detect a beatnik hipster in my house. Ooo, oui, oui.” He’d left his clothing on the bed, his boots by the door.


    He heard the mini-bar popping open, the twist of bottle caps, the gurgle of liquid, then the running of water from the spigot into glasses. There was quiet for a few seconds, or almost quiet, anyway: the silent slide of her clothing coming off, the thump of her holstered automatic on the thick carpeting.


    She came in naked, twirling, almost dancing, and put her holster on the toilet seat beside his. Without pause she stepped into the bathtub, balancing the glasses on her palm. She handed him both while she fitted herself into the tub, half beside him, half across him. He could tell she’d had an interesting day. Paris, he decided, as they shifted around. Somehow, sometime soon. If love felt like this in the chaos of the city, how great it could be in Paris. They’d have a room with a sloping ceiling at the top of a flight of steps, a place where they could close the world out.


    This square tiled room, right now, was perfect in the moment.


    They lazed in the tub. He told her about his run-up with Willy Wong, how he thought Willy had called the Jank and set him up to work the Chinatown homicides. “Don’t know why. I mean, like he gives a shit about Chinatown. Probably he wants to show some people that he’s got some control over the investigation.”


    “Yes, I met Willy today, too. Him and some thugs were standing around, intimidating witnesses me and Brian were trying to talk to. We braced them. I had to take some of his face, a little.” She laughed. “Literally, in the case of one of his goons.”


    “Good.”


    “Brian did good. He’s the one took out the henchman.”


    “What? He run over him?”


    “Nope. Scalp-and-smear. Old Brian can sure get into it when he wants to. What did you and Marty get up to?”


    “Not much. She solved the Chinatown murders. Like, eighteen of them. Got some of the guys anyway. They’re going.” He told her about the interviews, short and funny. “But she’s a little unhappy. She’s no further ahead on the dead ladies case, unless one of them cracks.”


    “Are we going to break it, Ray?”


    “Well,” he said, shifting her around a little, “not in the next ten minutes.”


    Martinique Frost called as Djuna Brown was in the bathroom re-spiking her hair.


    Ray Tate picked up the phone.


    “It’s Marty, Ray. I guess you had the same idea, huh? Drop by, see if Djuna need a ride to the briefing?”


    “Yeah, it was on my way from home to downtown.”


    “Not if you had to go through the Eight at Harrison, it wasn’t, buddy. Truck on truck fatality. Nice try, though.”


    “No, I saw the slowdown and ramped off early at Erie.”


    She laughed and said, away from the phone, “Told you.”


    “Jesus, Marty, there’s no wreck on the Eight, is there?”


    “I’ve locked up guys went for that one, Ray. Heavy, heavy guys, so don’t feel bad. Me and Traffic man, here, are heading in. We’re going to pick up sandwiches and stuff, get some beer on the way.”


    “You guys are, ah, together?”


    “Sure, Ray. That’s what adults do. When you shy kids graduate high school, you’ll see it’s a whole different scene.” She hung up, laughing, sounding young and carefree.


    Naked, Djuna Brown came out of the washroom with her holster in her hand and pawed through the closet. Ray Tate, in his undershorts, watched her. He hadn’t called in sick in ages, hadn’t missed time at work except for when he’d been gunned the previous year. He felt like maybe a cold was coming on. Maybe a toothache.


    “Marty and Brian are jammin’.” He felt a little smug. “No question.”


    She gave him a secret smile. “Yeah, so?”


    “Well,” he said, “that was quick.” He wandered toward her as she picked up his sweatshirt, smelling it. “They just met. Not like us.” He reached out for her.


    “Cool it, beatnik. I can get to my gun before you get to me.” She looked at his rumpled clothes. “Those things smell like today. Smoke. What are you, Ray? Large, extra-large?” She picked up the telephone and pressed a button.


    “Yes, Inspector.”


    “Yes, I need some things from the gift shop.”


    “I’ll put you through, Inspector.”


    When a polite woman answered, Djuna Brown asked if they had any sweats, large. “Grey, if you got ’em. To bring out his eyes.” She listened. “How about a light jacket? Sure, the hotel crest is okay, proud to show it off … Great, send them up and you can charge them to the State room account.”


    They cruised the long way to the Jank. There were no Volunteers on the streets. At the gates of Chinatown a memorial was being created. Incense, candles, photographs, flowers. Buddhist monks in saffron robes waved incense in the air. A young man with a shaven head slowly tapped at a drum. The flowers were huge and colourful: traditional yellow chrysanthemums and pink lilies. Off to side was a group of a dozen masked young Chinese youths in kung-fu school T-shirts being harangued by a man in a black leather jacket. There were fists in the air. A black family of six in dark Sunday suits and church-going dresses kneeled on the edge of the memorial, bibles in hand.


    “I can’t believe what happened here, Ray. In this day and age. It’s the equivalent of lynching.” Djuna Brown leaned past him to look at the growing memorial in awe.


    “They’re down, the fuckers who did this. Marty got ’em. They’re fucked.”


    “That won’t make this right, though.”


    “Nothing will make this right, except time.” He shrugged. “We have to concentrate on the poor dead ladies. Marty needs it. She has to close it.” He’d told Djuna Brown about Marty Frost wearing the hat for the fuck-up on the serial rape case back when she worked Tin Town. “I think she thinks if she gets justice for the dead ladies she’ll undo what she didn’t do, but should have done, with the serial rapist.”


    “Do you think the doer for the dead ladies is one of the Volunteers? One of the ones you guys got today?”


    “Maybe, but maybe they’re too stupid, the two guys that talked to us. They had no idea what we were talking about. But if it was a Volunteer, they probably know who did it, even if they don’t know they know.”

  


  
    Chapter 15

    



    The chief’s task force showed up dressed for night work. Men in dark grey windbreakers over T-shirts, baggy jeans or khakis, running shoes, and women in track clothing and flat shoes straggled across the parking lot behind Jank. Most were carrying plastic or paper bags. Some furtively carried bright red-and-white styro coolers and stashed them behind the front seats. Everyone had a mask around their throats.


    Marty Frost and Brian Comartin were leaning on the trunk of one of the ghosters. She wore a fresh beige pantsuit, but Comartin was in the same baggy stuff he’d worn all day. That told Ray Tate the story.


    Marty Frost had a small smile for them as they climbed out of the Taurus. She ran her eyes up and down Ray Tate in his promotional Whistler Hotel garb, and her little smile turned into a smirk. Djuna Brown was in a sleeveless dark blue sweatshirt, blue jeans, and her slippers.


    “What’s that?” Comartin pointed to a convoy of heavy black four-by-fours creeping into the lot, followed by five black crash cars, each with four chargers aboard. The vehicles stopped beside the fire doors and men and a few women in black head-to-toe fatigues disembarked. Most carried automatic rifles and duffle bags. Gas masks, helmets with visors, cord-cuffs, and other doo dads of police work hung from their utility belts. Their sidearms were strapped to their thighs. A few carried spare keys: long stainless steel battering rams with two handles on each.


    “Suppression teams,” Ray Tate said. “I think maybe those fools we took out of Chinatown gave up some intell.” He looked at Comartin cheerfully. “Hope everybody got a lot of rest. It’s gonna be a long night of knocks and locks.”


    In the briefing room, the chief of detectives and Hambone Hogarth were at the podium comparing notes. Five floor plans of residences were on the easels; the photographs of the dead ladies were gone. Nine photographs, most of them mugshots with numbers under the chins, of men with shaven heads and one woman were tacked to a corkboard, stacked like a pyramid.


    Protocol dictated that the Chief of Ds had to speak first. He didn’t have much that anybody with a radio or TV or Internet didn’t already know. “There have been a lot of developments today, not least is the arson murders in Chinatown. We’ve managed to turn two of the suspected participants. Both have given up intell. Tonight we’re going to act on it. The chief and the mayor are having a press conference at nine in the morning. They’ve got a lot to talk about. Three in custody charged with hate-murder by arson, times eighteen and more charges to come. We’re shorthanded, we’re all tired, but we have to close this tonight.” He stepped back. “Inspector.”


    Hambone Hogarth had changed his suit into something just as wrinkled. His tie flapped from his pocket. He’d shaved, but with patches. His hair was a mess and his voice was hoarse. “We’re breaking off the surveillance op. We know who we’re after. We’ll hold back on the decoys on the dead women … the dead ladies case. Tonight we’re hitting the homes of the main players in the Volunteers. We’ve got search warrants on their residences. This stuff is time-sensitive. We have to go, all at once.”


    Beside Ray Tate, Marty Frost stood up so quickly her folding chair flipped over. “What about the dead women, Inspector? What does this do for them? We got to put out a notification. What if the raids don’t get the guy that did them? What if he’s already out there and not at the addresses we’re hitting? What if he’s not a Volunteer? Who wears it, then, this time?” She pointed at the podium. “I want someone up there, right now, right here, to officially decline to notify.”


    The red-headed gunslinger from the holdup squad, with three notches on his grip, stood up two rows ahead. “Yeah, I’m with Marty on this one, Hambone. What’s it hurt? We put out a public alert, we go out and do the job, and if we get him, great. If not, you don’t have a bunch of citizens walking around like sheep and maybe he at least takes a break.”


    One of the Chief of Ds’ sycophants stood up at the back of the room. “Downside is, he leaves town, takes his act on the road. What if he pops up in Chicago?”


    The gunslinger barely turned his head. “Fuck Chicago. Chicago can kiss my red-headed ass. How about it, Ham, we going with an alert or what?”


    Hambone Hogarth knew he was being fitted for a hat in front of four dozen witnesses. He was respected, but with four dozen pairs of ears hearing him decline to notify the public, there was absolutely no hope for secrecy. Someone would rat. Someone owed a newspaper reporter some favour, somewhere. Someone was banging a television producer. And if there was another negligence enquiry you couldn’t expect dozens of people to put their hands on the black book and lie and risk their rank and job and pension. He stepped aside and turned to the Chief of Ds. “I’m operational, that’s policy. Chief?”


    The Chief of Ds gave him a simmering look but made a wide smile at the rows of faces. “Okay, we’re a little ahead of you on this one, Marty. Public affairs is working on the alert. It’ll be ready by tomorrow morning. If we get the guy tonight, it’ll be moot. If we don’t, then we’ll be ready to go, we’ll alert-out and go to decoys, show that we’re on top of it. Personally, I think it’s one of the dummies taken in this morning in Chinatown. If not them, then someone in the intell they provided.” He gave Martinique Frost a friendly smile. “Nice work on that one, by the way, Marty.”


    “If he goes again, Chief, you’re going to wear it. I’m gonna fuck you up.”


    “Okay, I know, Marty.” He was patronizing. “We’re all tired.”


    “Fuck you.” She picked up her chair and sat down, ignoring him.


    Hambone Hogarth stepped back to the podium. “Okay, we’re taking doors tonight. We have five target premises and we’re hitting them all at once. We have a warrant for each residence. Warrants include garages, sheds, doghouses, birdcages, everything. You’ll each have to read the warrant so you’ll know what you can and can’t do, what to take and what to leave. But you won’t be leaving much. Photograph everything before you take a room apart, then photograph it afterwards. Photograph every person in the residence. Everybody gets read their rights. We’re going hard on this, but we’re doing it right. Each raiding party will have a suppression team, with one officer designated as a bomb officer. The STs will breach, secure, capture, and remove occupants. They’ll be turned over to uniformed transport. Children’s welfare will have a male and female at each site in case there are minors on scene. Animal care services will have a team at each site. After the individuals are removed and sent to Sector Four, the STs will secure the perimeter and you guys go to work. Essentially,” he said, picking up a copy of a warrant and reading from it, “we’re looking for firearms and paraphernalia, explosive devices and materials, documentation of conspiracy, and this includes address books, computers and paraphernalia, manuals, right down to post-it notes on refrigerators. If it’s on paper and someone’s written something on it, we take it. Scorched earth. If you aren’t sure, the leader of your team will have a direct line to a State’s attorney. Don’t just think of things related to the firebombings in Chinatown and the murders of the women. Think what might be. What might be planned. We’re stepping into homegrown terrorism territory, so think dirty. When the federales get word of this they’re going to want in. We want it wrapped up and publicly announced, then they can come in.”


    Someone called, “What about vehicles?”


    “Vehicles are named in the warrants. We want any GPS or documentation regarding purchase of gasoline or on-road service. There’ll be a fleet of wreckers ready to hook them up and drag them away. If a vehicle listed is on the property, it goes. If it isn’t named in the warrant, it gets seized anyway as an attached or extended. If there’s a vehicle not listed or described in the warrant, say, parked on public roadway but possibly connected to the residence, not registered to a neighbour, the vehicle will be secured and the evidence officer will call the State’s attorney to amend the warrant. Questions, obs? Yeah, Ray?”


    Ray Tate stood up. “We don’t want to forget our dead ladies in this. I know this is a big deal, but the Volunteers are coming apart, no matter what. Nothing to do with the murders of the women goes into after-matter, the oh-yeah file, an afterthought.”


    “Noted, Ray. You guys, everybody, flag anything you find that Ray’s team can use. We’re doing the Chinatown fires and the women murders as a hate crime, one big conspiracy. If you’re talking to anyone stupid enough to talk without a lawyer, drop in a question about the women. Can’t hurt. Okay, Ray, does that do it?”


    Ray Tate sat down. Martinique Frost patted his leg. “Thanks, man.”


    “We dragged this whole thing in, we gotta get some slack. They’ll go, Marty.”


    The Chief of Ds stepped forward. “Just two notes. We wouldn’t have any of this without Marty Frost. She sweated and moved two of the Chinatown arsonists in record time today.” He raised his fist in the air and made a short punch toward her. “Kudos and daps, Marty. And, you guys, when you’re bringing your bodies into Sector Four and if you see some media there, don’t think you have to hurry them inside.” He looked smug. “I know on good authority the sally-port door is malfunctioning and won’t open, so the arrested individuals will have to be walked across the parking lot. So that means, cuff ’em in the back. Nobody gets to play shy.”


    The plan was to set up an hour before the coordinated raids. Ray Tate and Djuna Brown were in the Taurus, and Martinique Frost and Brian Comartin rode in a black Chrysler. They were parked dog-end, driver’s door to driver’s door two blocks away from their target. A pair of Intelligence guys in a gas-company van, with a rotating light on the top, were down the block with an eye on a brick bungalow with an old red immaculate Reliant in the driveway. The Reliant was in the warrants. One of the Intell guys broadcast, “Site three set up lights in house and individuals in motion inside, note doghouse visible at east side rear of building.”


    “I got it.” Martinique Frost called animal control on her cellphone and gave the address to a dispatcher. After a few seconds, she disconnected and went on the air. “Okay, all, pit bulls, two of them, noise and run-free complaints. The house is flagged as a hazard visit.”


    “Okay, thanks. First man in? Take a scattergun. Grind me up a couple of pounds, extra lean.”


    “Ten-four. No free bites.”


    “No free bites.”


    Marty Frost behind the wheel of the Chrysler reached behind the passenger seat and pulled up a shopping bag. “Mafia sandwiches. Sang-weed-ges, from The Boot. I got veal and peps, I got meat-a-balls, all on crusty, and I got, oh, I got a salad, no dressing. I guess that’s for my poetry man.” She gave Ray Tate, behind the wheel of the Taurus, a smirk and handed the salad and a plastic fork to Brian Comartin. “Next, the gold chains and the puffy Converses.”


    Djuna Brown said, “I dunno. You shoulda seen him take down one of Willy Wong’s boys today. He spackled that wall with Chinaman cheek. All cop. If I wasn’t stuck with the beatnik here, I’d give you a run.”


    “Keep your hands off my man, Statie.”


    Brian Comartin beamed.


    They sat comfortable, eating.


    Ray Tate said, “Brian, when you were in Europe, you dug it, right?”


    “Barcelona’s my place, but for you art types, Paris. City of Lights. You haven’t lived, Ray, until you’ve sat on the Boulevard St. Michel at dusk, drinking champagne like water and eating oysters like peanuts. We get justice for the ladies, I’m booking all my sick days and vacations and I’m, we’re, I think, over to Spain for two months.”


    “Think you can live on half a twenty-five pension? Not like a king, but maybe like an artist?”


    “No question. A bun and coffee for breakfast, a sandwich for lunch, and at night you go for broke. Beef stew, cassoulet, some duck confit. Lots of wine. You get the prix fixe. Then you sit at a café and watch the parade.” He looked at Ray Tate. “Ray, I’m not kidding. If you’ve got an artistic bone in your body, that place will spark it up. You thinking of going?”


    “Yeah, I think, after this. Another twenty-one months, I go three-quarters pension. Hopefully my ex will be remarried by then, stop claiming the alimony. How about women? Will I have trouble getting hooked up in Paris? I hate being, you know, lonely.”


    Djuna Brown said, “Asshole.”


    “Hustlers,” Martinique Frost laughed, “the both of them.”


    A few minutes before the appointed hour, they watched a taxi go past the front of the house and stop up the block. The brake lights flared three times and two men in raid jackets with shotguns exited the back seat. The gas-company van slid away and the taxi continued on. Immediately, a heavy-duty four-by-four pulled across the driveway, blocking in the Reliant, and four black-clad figures bailed out the four doors and raced up the steps, one of them with the spare key on his shoulder. From a block away Ray Tate, Djuna Brown, Martinique Frost, and Brian Comartin heard a voice scream, “Police warrant open up now.” And then immediately the door went in under the key and without pause there were two shotgun blasts, boom boom.


    Ray Tate said, “Dog food,” and put the Taurus in gear.


    The Taurus and the Chrysler sped up the block and screeched to a stop side-by-side behind the four-by-four. The two men from the taxi took up positions with a view to the east and west side of the house, with their shotguns to their shoulders.


    Comartin went to get out of the Chrysler. Ray Tate called, “Wait, just wait. Let them do a census.”


    They all pulled on evidence gloves and waited.


    A woman in black, her full utility belt swinging, ran from the house with a screaming child in her arms. She lit off a whistle in her teeth and a grey Dodge van marked Children’s Protective Services came up the block.


    Djuna Brown bailed and ran to the child. “You okay, honey? You’ll be okay.”


    The child, a beautiful blond boy with gaps in his teeth, screamed spittle into her face. “Black bitch.”


    The female resident of the bungalow had gone to the Sector, the male resident was absent, and the suppression team had the perimeter of the house secure. Children’s services had left; the animal control had removed the pit bulls’ bodies, leaving a pair of long wide smears in the entryway to the house. A police department wrecker had removed the Reliant. Neighbours were milling on their porches and lawns.


    A bomb guy came out and gave a thumbs-up. “The place is clear, attic, first floor, and basement.” He chuckled. “Probably.” He held up a digital camera. “We got pictures. Call me when you’re done and we’ll take after-shots. I’ll be a block away with my fingers in my ears.”


    They trooped up the steps. The front door opened to a long hallway that ended with a kitchen at the rear of the house. The floor was original wood, scuffed one-and-a-half hardwood that had been oiled and buffed. The walls were plaster, creamy, original, and lined with religious pictures, as well as pictures of a couple and the child who’d been carried out of the home, with two pit bulls in the foreground. To the left an arched doorway showed a living room with a widescreen television. On shelves were books. Juvenilia, history, biographies. Nothing political or violent. The windows were dressed with lacy curtains. To the right of the front hall was another arched doorway, this one into a family room with a worn but tidy couch that had dog- bite marks on the wooden legs. In the kitchen was an old-style table and matching chairs. The chrome legs had been persistently chewed. The pit bulls. Through two doors at the back of the kitchen, Ray Tate could see into side-by-side bedrooms. One was a child’s room with a crucifix on the wall, and under it a single bed with a lit lamp beside it. The other room contained a double bed with a larger crucifix on it and lit lamp on a low table.


    He told Marty Frost to take the living room, Comartin the family room, and Djuna Brown the kitchen. “Bring anything you find to the kitchen. Anything really stinky, call the guy with the camera before moving it. We’ll do the bedrooms, two by two, after.”


    The door to the basement, between a wall pantry and the refrigerator, was at the bottom of the basement stairs; the doorframe was splintered. A deadbolt was on the floor.


    “Djuna, I’m going downstairs. Call if you find something.”


    He descended slowly. The house had already been searched and secured but he felt unaccountably spooked and took his gun from his ankle. Half of the cops that came out of the police academy were, by mathematical certainty, in the bottom half of their graduating class. He appreciated the bomb guy’s dry sense of humour, but he didn’t know him at all and the man could actually be a moron.


    At the bottom he stepped over the door. The basement was low but long, with cement-block walls that showed no sign of leakage. A furnace was partitioned off by whitewashed particle board at the north end. A fuse box was mounted beside it. Washer and dryer facilities were on the east side beside a deep double sink. A workbench made of four-by-fours and one-inch plywood was on the left with a stool under it. Tin cans had been nailed to a sheet of plywood above the bench; they held an orderly array of screws, nails, nuts, and bolts. There were spools of wire, hinges, opened cans of paint, brushes in turps, and a full line of tools. The bare cement floor was swept immaculate.


    Trash was kept in a big green rubber bin with the house’s address neatly painted on the side with stencilled letters that read, HOUSEHOLD RENO WASTE, HEAVY, PLEASE RETURN BIN TO SIDE OF HOUSE, THANK YOU. Inside were elbows of wood, little cut-out pieces of half-inch-thick soundproof drywall sheets, empty packaging, carpet ends, a paintbrush crusted with light blue paint, and the detritus of a home project.


    It was a workingman’s home. A home handyman. A man with pride in his surroundings, in control of his environment.


    Over his head were the lines of wiring for the place, carefully run through perfectly round holes in the eight-by-fours.


    He could hear the rest of the crew moving around, banging drawers and doors, their feet sliding and thumping.


    Ray Tate poked around the various shelves and closets. Sandpaper in various grits, a drill set with the bits in a vinyl wallet, a set of screwdrivers with yellow plastic handles in descending order in another wallet. A heavy leather woodworker’s apron with deep pouches and splotches of light blue paint. Engraved in the leather was the lettering, DO IT RIGHT FOR AMERICA.


    Ray Tate, when he was married and living in the suburbs, had a basement just like it but not nearly as neat and clean. A refuge, a hideout from domestic life.


    There was nothing of the racist radical or the crackpot. He took a copy of the warrant from his pocket and made sure they had the right address.


    He went upstairs. Having seen the basement, he was surprised at how big the ground floor seemed. In his mind he eye-measured the two bedrooms, the living room, the family room, and the kitchen. He went back downstairs, then came up again. No way, he decided, would all the rooms fit in the dimensions of the basement. He went to the foot of the stairs and looked around until he felt the hair standing up on the back of his neck.


    Upstairs, he silently signalled the others, touching his finger to his lips and hooking his thumb at the front door. They tiptoed out and stood on the lawn while he told the suppression-team leader something was stinky. He punched in the chief’s squad coordinator and identified himself and gave the address. “We need a home wrecking crew at this crime stage, downstairs in the basement. Maybe up in the attic, too. Measure the place off. There’s a stash room down there, one end or the other. We gotta get it ripped up. I want the whole fucking house on the lawn. My people are out and someone could be having free-run in there. The suppression team is going to have to do it again by the numbers. And keep that idiot from the bomb squad on standby.”

  


  
    Chapter 16

    



    Waiting for the home wreckers, Ray Tate told the suppression-team leader they were going to drive around the neighbourhood and they’d be on the air.


    Parked in the Chrysler a block away, they cracked beers, limiting themselves to one each. He told them about the sheets of soundproof drywalling. “Someone’s been doing a reno. There were cut corners in the garbage, stud ends, blue paint. I didn’t see any sign in the house of soundproofing and nothing’s been painted blue. Those walls are beautiful, real old plaster. Nobody who cares about their home would hang sheets of soundproof. And this guy loves his house. Plus, the basement is too small. You don’t notice it until you look at the ground floor, then go back down again. Someone’s built a trap down there. He might be in it, hiding and waiting us out, or he’s stashing in there.”


    “Ray Tate,” Djuna Brown shook her head in mock wonder. “Ray Tate, beatnik detective.”


    “Naw. Ray Tate, former suburbanite and home handyman. You guys find anything?”


    She shook her head. “Nada, Dada.”


    Marty Frost said, “Zero, Nero.”


    Brian Comartin thought for a moment. “Fuck all, Paul.”


    Marty Frost patted him on the shoulder. “Nice try, guy.”


    They sat in comfortable small talk until the rover squawked.


    “We got the Homicide hammers on the way, Ray, although it looks like a classic suicide. Hanging. To my amateur eye the rope scrape on the neck is consistent with a body drop. His hands are tied in the back and he used a slipknot so if he changed his mind, he couldn’t, even if he wanted to. Tipped himself off a stool. Door was bolted from the inside. Goodbye and see you later. That’s all I saw before I backed my guys out. The body hanging. And the porn on the walls. And the stash of DVDs. He really liked Black Buxom Babes with Bodacious Butts. He had a blow-up of the DVD cover above the widescreen. A true fan. But me? I thought it was poorly lit, the dialogue forced, and the character development was inferior.” The squad leader of the suppression team shrugged. “I mean, I’m no critic, but …”


    “I guess he did it when we served the warrant.”


    “I think so, Ray. It all looked fresh.”


    “You see a note?”


    “Nope. But it could’ve been in his pocket, or out of sight.” The squad leader circled his fist over his head to gather his team to him. “Think this is your guy? Fuck, be nice to close the Chinatown case and your dead women, all in one day.”


    “Dunno. Our guy didn’t bang them, didn’t go for the bodacious butts. He just pulverized them.”


    “Maybe that’s how he got himself up. Kill one, then go home and whack off to the bodacious action.”


    “Yeah, I guess. Maybe. Too deep for me. We’ll see what the hammers find in there.”


    “Okay, we’re rolling. Ah, look, I’m sorry my guys went in and didn’t figure it out. It could’ve gone real bad for you guys if he’d jumped out with an Uzi and started strafing bodacious butts. We owe you one, okay? Somebody pisses you off in a bar or cuts you off in traffic, you just call, we’ll roll a team, lay waste.” He pulled off his leather glove and held his hand out. “We okay?”


    Ray Tate shook his hand. “No problem. Who knew?”


    “You guys hanging around? Want to go get a beer before we head out?”


    “Naw. We’re going to wait until the search team finishes scavenging.”


    He watched six cadets, led by a sergeant, gather at the foot of the stairs to the house. The sergeant stood on the top step. “We’re only doing floor one. The basement is a homicide scene, so don’t go wandering. I’ll assign you to rooms and you get every piece of paper, every notebook. If you see drugs or a firearm or a cellphone, call me. Don’t touch it. Put your fucking mitts in your pockets and sing out. You guys are lucky. You’re starting your career with the biggest mass murder in the city’s history. You all get a good jump up. But if you fuck up? Apply to the fire department. They need more meatheads to run into fires.”


    Three teams from Homicide pulled up at the curb: two unmarked sedans and an unmarked van. They stepped out and stood on the curb, staring at the house. They were in no hurry. One of the team consulted a diagram of the house, the doghouse, the fence line and the porch, then disappeared up the side of the bungalow. The other five waited, holding satchels.


    Ray Tate heard one of them say, “Bobby, you go in with the video camera. Call on the cell when you’re done. Take your time. It’s all time and a half.”


    Ray Tate wandered over. “Hey, Tate, Ray.”


    The hammer held up his hand. “Don’t tell us nothing, okay? We’re spooky that way.”


    “Not a problem.” He wrote his cell number on a business card. “Call if you need us. We’re cruising, or we’ll be at the Jank.” He stepped away, then turned back. “Hambone tell you how things are? What we’re looking for? On our thing?”


    “I got it. Now let us do our work, okay? We’ll call.”


    Martinique Frost and Brian Comartin casually said they were going to cruise up to the Projects, maybe get a bite to eat. They’d be on the rover and available. They didn’t invite Ray Tate or Djuna Brown to join them. They got into the black Chrysler and headed off the street. At the end of the block, without signalling, the Chrysler turned right, away from the Projects and toward Marty Frost’s apartment.


    Djuna Brown laughed. “I like those guys, Ray. Marty’s all cop and Brian’s just a teenager in love.”


    “She’s got him eating salad already. Funny, huh? Talk about a mismatch.”


    She smiled, “Yeah, funny.”


    They walked to the Taurus. “It’s going to be a long night,” he said. “We should stay out. Ride the radios.”


    He drove downtown, the radio melodious. As a cop, Ray Tate’s favourite time was the dead zone, when nothing was going on but something was going to happen. It had to. It was the nature of things. As a sergeant he could cruise relatively freely through the Sectors and cherry-pick calls to drop in on, notebooks to sign, share a coffee or a sandwich, collect gossip and funny tales. He loved the young cops out there, carrying the water, being faced with new situations that had to be parsed for them. There weren’t many cops in his age range. A few older guys who wouldn’t leave their streets and a lot of younger guys finding the tradition. He was, he felt, in the best of places, still learning subtleties from the old road sergeants and mentoring the kids.


    Djuna Brown kept her eyes on the sidewalks on his side of the car, and he scoped the passenger-side pedestrians. Occasionally, creeping the curbs, they glanced at each other and smiled. It was the perfect date. They’d miss this part, when they were living in Paris. No matter what, he decided, he couldn’t live another year like this past one.


    There was a voice-out for a sergeant to attend a high-dollar commercial burglary. There was a voice-out for a supervisor to attend a collision at the foot of Erie Street. Both were scooped up by Sector cars.


    There was a yawning voice-out from a lonely for a disturbance in Stonetown. “Desk. Urban Two lonely, I’m on view of a bar fight, several male individuals going hand-to-hand in front of the Stone on Drewry. I’m disembarking to referee.” Then: “Windows are going in.” Then, screaming: “Everybody.”


    The Sector cars dropped the burglary and the collision and responded.


    “We’re rolling that one, Djun’.” He swung a sharp U-turn and accelerated toward Stonetown while she responded, “Chief’s special plainclothes two on board with a shotgun we’ll take that one, Desk.”


    He slapped the Hello light on the roof.


    “Okay,” the dispatcher said, a busy waitress reading back a complex order for a party of twelve. “We got the chief’s special two with shotgun, we got Sector Four Adam lonely, Sector Four Bravo lonely, Scouts three, six, seven, eight, Sector Five visiting units Five Charley, Six Foxtrot lonely, Sergeant Four Niner lonely, and … Thank you … Mounted Units four and five on training closed band monitor only.”


    The Taurus shuddered as a chain of five Sector cars screamed past it, almost close enough to adjust the side mirror. Ray Tate got in line but dropped way back. He fishtailed into Stonetown, two blocks from Drewry. Two dozen Chinese teenagers in T-shirts were running the streets, throwing garbage receptacles through windows, jumping up and down on cars locked in traffic. A taxi driver revved ahead and a Chinese kid flew through the air, over the taxi, and was run over by a panel truck. Some motorists got out of their cars and went at it hand-to-hand with the youths. Ray Tate saw one of the rampagers go into a kung fu pose then launch himself into the air, swinging a graceful airborne kick at a balding middle-aged man wearing a sports shirt over a white T-shirt. He missed, and when he landed the man swung a tire iron and the kung fu artist went down with blood spouting from his head. The middle-aged man dropped to his knees, stripped off his own shirt, and immediately started staunching the wound. As Ray Tate stopped the Taurus mid-block beside the bleeding Chinese youth, he heard the middle-aged man say in a remarkably calm voice, “You’re okay, kid, you’re okay. We’re with you.” He said something in what sounded like singsong language. He looked up into the strobing red light on the Taurus, keeping strong pressure down on the head wound. “Ambulances, I’m from St. Frankies’ Heart, call them and say Bronstein in Emergency said, ‘Everybody Stat. Set a stage at Soldiers’ Park.’”


    Car alarms were screaming. Windows smashed in a regular cadence down the block, whomp smash whomp smash whomp smash. Entry alarms whooped in a building chorus. There was a gunshot, then a scream, and someone yelled, “Got you, fucker slant cocksucker,” in a thick Eastern European accent. Ray Tate got out to see if he could identify the shooting site.


    The dispatcher was talking steadily but breathy. He couldn’t make it all out, but it chilled him a little that she’d lost the edge of control in her voice, was a little overwhelmed.


    When there was a break in the air he passed on the request from the doctor and said, “Chief’s squad special, Tate, Sergeant. We need brass down here. We got gunshots.” A shotgun blast came from farther down the block. “More gunshots.”


    There were five evenly spaced pistol shots and glass from five streetlight bulbs tinkled on the roadway. Ray Tate moved away from the Taurus, peeking up over the hood of an abandoned courier car, trying to spot the gunner.


    Djuna Brown called out, “They’re calling everybody in. Spot riots outside the zone. Equipment Supply will be at the command post at the east end of Stonetown with riot gear.” The Taurus was door-locked on the passenger side by an abandoned pizza delivery car. She climbed out by scrambling across the seat and out the driver’s door. Her eyes were huge and beautiful in the stuttering lights and he loved her and saw she looked tiny.


    A young man in a T-shirt with characters printed on it ran screaming between rows of abandoned cars, swinging a set of nunchaku over his head. Djuna Brown turned, saw him, and pulled her gun in a smooth jerk from her hip and centred on him in stance. Her voice was in full rising panic when she yelled, “Stop stop stop stop,” and zoned in on him.


    The doctor called a phrase in a singsong language. The youth stopped in shock and Ray Tate stepped around Djuna Brown and kicked him in the groin. He went down and rolled under the Taurus.


    “Nice one, doc,” Ray Tate said. “You parlez vous the lingo?”


    “Ten years working medic in the camps in Asia.” He looked serene and professional, as though chaos was his milieu. “This is fuck-all, in the fullness of the universe.”


    “Yeah,” Ray Tate laughed, “but tonight it’s all we got. Djun’, you okay?”


    “Yeah. He spooked me is all.” She was frightened, but she laughed and was organized enough to have her gun pointing up. “Another nanosecond, that fucker was going to wear his ass for a hat.”


    “Get the scatter.” He handed her the key. “We’re writing off the car.”


    She holstered her automatic, stretched into the Taurus and unlocked the shotgun from under the dash.


    Ray Tate caught the doctor checking out her butt. He went on the air. “Chief’s special, we’re abandoning our vehicle and heading on foot east into the command post. We have the shotgun, we’re salt-and-pepper male female, plainclothes both.”


    “Units, be aware, chief’s special moving on foot, black and white female male plainclothes, shotgun visible approaching command vehicles from the west. Have consideration.”


    Fifty feet up the block they saw a pair of Chinese youths in white T-shirts throwing outdoor tables and chairs through the window of Gratteri’s Italian. Teens, black and white and Asian, were looting high-end clothing stores, running through the streets with armloads of designer goods. A car caught fire with a whoosh of heat. And another. There were chants and whoops. Two abandoned vehicles were flipped. There was more chanting. Sirens were circling Stonetown, tightening as the units gathered closer. More windows went.


    Djuna Brown started moving toward the group attacking the restaurant.


    “Whoa, Djun’, fuck that. We only go to work for people.” He took his gun from his ankle and kept it down beside his leg.


    A road sergeant, standing back and watching a car burn with a disinterested look on his face, glanced up and read them as cops right away. He pointed down Parson’s Lane. “Go around that way. You can’t get through up ahead.”


    Ten strides into the tight, winding cobblestoned lane, a young cop with a high-pitched voice, wild eyes, and a noticeably bouncing Adam’s apple above his collar threw down on them and screamed, “Halt.”


    They froze.


    “It’s cool.” Ray Tate said calmly. “We’re cops on the job.”


    “I’ll fucking shoot you. Drop the guns. I’ll fucking shoot you.”


    “Chief’s squad special. Listen to the air.”


    The young cop opened fire. In the endless flash of firing his face was a series of instant images, each one with a look of panicked wet dread, his mouth agape as though he were howling.


    Ray Tate heard Djuna Brown scream his name as she hit the ground, the shotgun clattering.


    He felt his heart crack and he dropped to both knees. Before the kid could round-out whatever was left in the Glock into him, Ray Tate shot him two-handed three times in the middle of the chest.


    Everything was still. The Lane was crowded with smoky humidity. The sounds of racing engines a block away, the wail of sirens, the shouts, even the erratic gunshots and smashing windows receded as if he were going deaf by the decibel.


    It was weird, firing into the uniform, feeling so calm he thought he himself had been shot and was ceasing to exist. His greatest pride after graduation had been putting on the blue, no longer being different but being part of something. Not a foster home, not a number on a state welfare charge account, not being on a rotating roster of household chores. Now he’d shot the blue.


    He watched the kid, suddenly on the cobblestones, twitching.


    He turned his head, slowly, as if his neck muscles were locked.


    Djuna Brown, wearing only one of her little slippers, was on her side, fetal, both hands on the right side of her head.


    He heard the clumping of boots and the road sergeant rounded the bend in the lane with his piece out and up. He heard the Road go on the air in the patented calm urgency only road sergeants had: “Ten thirty three Parson’s Lane shots officers down approach from the south.” As he spoke he kicked Ray Tate’s gun and the shotgun and the kid’s Glock to the rain gutter on the edge of the Lane. “Weapons secure.”


    Ray Tate said, “Tate, chief’s special, I’m okay. My partner.”


    “Gimme the outstandings.”


    “No outs. He shot her, I shot him. In the chest, I hope. I had to stop him. He flipped out.”


    The road sergeant went on the air. “No outstandings. Slow ’em down.” He walked over to the kid. “You’re one lucky fucker, kid.” He reached down and slid his hand under the Kevlar vest and probed. The kid moaned.


    Laying on her side, Djuna Brown giggled and sat up as though she’d awakened from a happy dream. Blood dripped from the bottom of her ear lobe, where only the twisted fastener that had held her magical turquoise earring remained.


    The road sergeant went on the air. “All in order. Don’t ask. It’ll sort.”


    At the command post they waited for riot gear. Martinique Frost and Brian Comartin came up the line and stood with them.


    Someone called, “Hey, back ’a the line, plainclothes. They ain’t startin’ the movie until we’re all in our seats.”


    Without looking back, Marty Frost hung the casual finger straight up and there was laughter.


    Djuna Brown was constantly touching her right ear where the blood was drying around the fastener. For the second time she said as if in a daze, “I saw it, Ray. It came out of the big light, heading straight for my face. It was spinning. I could hear it coming. Then at the last second it … it just veered and went for the earring. I saw it. It curved, like the earring was a magnet.” She giggled. She couldn’t stop giggling. Her head swung in giddy disbelief and the surviving earring shimmied.


    Marty Frost looked back and forth at them and said, “What?”


    Ray Tate told them what had happened in Parson’s Lane.


    “How’s the kid?”


    “Alive. That’s all he can ask for. Hurting like a motherfucker though.”


    At the front of the line Ray Tate handed over his shotgun, gave his badge number, and made sure the issuing officer entered it into his notebook. They were given helmets, vests, and belts containing a baton, twist-tie handcuffs, and pepper spray.


    The issuing officer looked at Djuna Brown’s ear and said, “Hey kid, you know you’re bleeding?”


    “I bleed,” she said, giggling again, “for my love.”


    “Cool, give me a call,” he said, holding out clipboard for her to sign. You could tell she’d charmed him. He leered. “Name and home phone number. If married, hubby’s work hours. If you want to wait for something that fits, we got Gap Kids sending over extra-petite vests.” He glanced down. “What’s with the slippers? We wake you up?”


    Ray Tate said, “You got any stores on board, buddy?”


    “Yeah, we got some pounders. Smallest’ll be too big but better than those cute things.” He called in through the open doors. “Boots, smallest, and better get a couple pair of socks.” A hand passed out a pair of black uniform boots and two pairs of socks. Djuna Brown sat on the truck bumper and took off her embroidered slippers, pulled on the socks and the boots. She laced them tight in neat double bows. Ray Tate took the slippers, balled them, and put them into his pocket.


    A gorgeous lieutenant in a white shirt was standing at the front of the supply truck, assigning troops according to a chalkboard mounted on the side. She had the black-framed glasses thing going on, with French-plaited blonde hair. Ray Tate remembered a lonesome breakfast spent gazing at her in the Jank cafeteria, mute at her beauty, wanting to cross the room and ask if she dug art. But she’d got up and left before he could, and she walked as if in her own pastel world of enduring beauty. She had no wedding ring on her ring finger, he noticed, but instead a twisted gold snake with a tiny ruby apple in its mouth.


    Djuna Brown saw it. “Wow. That’s nice. Where’d you get that? You get that made custom?”


    The lieutenant looked at the ring. “Yes. Nice, huh?” She gave Djuna Brown a mysterious smile. “A unique symbol of love, undying.” For a moment her face became sly.


    Before she could saddle them with a hump detail, Ray Tate fastened on his belt and said, “We’re chief’s special. We’re a four-man independent.”


    She nodded and made a mark on the edge of the chalkboard. The ruby flared in the electric light. “Okay, you’re Chief’s Special One. Roam. We don’t have enough rovers, so don’t worry about getting transport. Tie them up and leave ’em on the sidewalk, we’ll collect them up later.”


    The remainder of the night was fire and thumps and crackling shattered glass. Rather than diminish, the rioters fed on the violence. The roving bands of angry Chinese kids grew in size and numbers and were joined by the socialist youth secretariat, mangy white kids in drab prole clothes and construction boots, masked anarchists in black fatigues, and more gangbangers out for some deep discount shopping.


    Ray Tate led the way to the centre of Stonetown where they huddled up in a doorway. “Okay, rules of engagement. First, fuck property. Let them smash and burn, we hang back and keep moving, try to stay together. A cop gets in trouble, we go, all in. A civilian is in physical harm, we go to work. We go as a group. If any of us gets into the shit, we all pile on. No prisoners, then, no mercy. There’s gonna be mistakes, we’re all going to maybe see each other do stuff they shouldn’t do. Deal with it later. If we get real busy, fuck that twist-tie stuff. Use the baton to disable and keep moving. If they’re still on the street in the morning they’ll get swept up; if they get up before that, they aren’t going to do any more action.”


    Brian Comartin was licking his lips repeatedly, his head jerking in every direction.


    “Brian? Brian, you okay, man?”


    “Yeah, yeah, I’m okay.” He made a little nervous laugh. He held his baton awkwardly and said with a weak smile, “This ain’t traffic control.”


    “But it’s still control. We have to control them but we’re not here to cripple or kill them.” He tried to remember his training. “Keep your baton swings low. Short and choppy. Thighs, backs of knees, shins. The order is like this: push baton, low baton, the pepper spray, mid-level baton, high baton, and the gun, last resort. If we all do it right, there’ll be a lot of sore people in the cells in the morning but no one in long-term care with tubes up their noses.”


    They edged out of the doorway. A squad of riot cops came up the street in lockstep, three ranks of ten, fully decked out in insect gear, pounding their batons on their shields and grunting loudly. They went through the block like a slow black wall, pushing inexorably without pause, simply walking over the rioters who fell under their boots. Behind the riot squad a half-dozen uniformed and plainclothes chargers were on the victims with twist-ties and subtle knee drops. At the end of the block the riot squad wheeled west with the plainclothesmen following like bottom-feeders.


    Djuna Brown was jumpy in her loose helmet and swamping vest. Her face was tiny in shadow. She wore her utility belt bandolier-style, across her right shoulder to her left hip. Ray Tate took her helmet and adjusted the webbing. He adjusted the Velcro tabs until the vest was almost snug.


    Ray Tate took Marty Frost aside and murmured, “Marty, if you can, keep an eye on her, okay? She just dodged a bullet and might think she’s supergirl.”


    “Maybe she is. That curving bullet sounds pretty magical. Did it happen like that, like she said?”


    “Yeah.” He thought it was spooky. At that range with the kiddie cop firing multiple rounds, it seemed impossible he didn’t take someone out. “Yeah, but she’s down to one earring and it’s gonna be a long night.”


    The night was long on bedlam and his painterly eye saw stark charcoal scenes of brutality, blood and tears and debasement. He filed the images for a Paris easel and went to work.


    They attached themselves to undermanned squads and teams when they could, helping clear rioters from streets so ambulances and fire trucks could get through. Mostly they twist-cuffed and stacked arrestees or shored up holes in the lines. Without gas masks, when they smelled tear gas ahead, they moved away.


    As the night drew on, discipline wore thin. There was no supervision beyond what the cops found among themselves. No white shirts were seen in the streets. Sergeants and Roads spent most of their time in defensive mode. Their shouted instructions were ignored in the electricity of it. The rovers were shouted cackles no one could make out. There were cops with no radios at all. There were cops with no helmets or shields or batons. It was catch as catch-can. More than riot control, it was endless bouts of hand-to-hand combat. Suppress here, move there.


    Better nature retreated before confusion, fear, and exhaustion. Wildfire rumours spread that a cop had been shot. That two cops had been shot. That a cop had been set ablaze. That a cop had been tossed from a roof. That a cop had his baton shoved up his ass. That a cop had been set on fire, shot, and tossed from a roof with his baton shoved up his ass.


    Four rioters managed to isolate an old cop and they stomped him in chanting unison, trying to roll his body off his gun-side to get at his piece. They couldn’t, and in frustration they kicked his rimless glasses into his eyes. Eventually, they were piled on by chargers, who dragged them into an alleyway and, one-by-one, broke their arms and legs in a most businesslike way with their batons.


    A firefighter, carrying a heart-attack victim out of a shop, was swarmed by a pack and beaten, the heart-attack victim left to die gasping in the gutter. The firefighter reeled on the sidewalk, his eye out of its socket, cradled in his palm. A black-clad man in a ski mask ran off with the firefighter’s hat on his head.


    On one block a cut-off band of looters milled, kettled in by the riot squad on four sides with nowhere to go. Caught in the squeeze, they called for mercy. They were projects kids, laden with electronics boxes and clothing. Four plainclothes officers in headgear stood outside the kettle laughing at them. Then they threw their helmets on the ground, and took out their batons.


    One yelled, “Open the gate,” and riot cops swung open a hole.


    The plainclothesmen poured through into the kettle. The gate closed behind them, and they devoured the looters up like delicious crumbs off a cake plate.


    No one was immune to their own nature.


    With only one earring between her and death, Djuna Brown lost it entirely. She had a wild and brutal warrior side to her, tending to two-handed, high chopping swings and close-up shots of pepper spray. Her movements were wooden, stiff. Sometimes Ray Tate saw drool on her chin and she didn’t stop smiling. Shock, he thought, or maybe she was proving something to herself. In normal circumstances, after dodging a bullet, she would have been given time for reflection and counselling, the parsing of what might have been her final moment, the blessing of continued life and what to do with it. But there’d been no opportunity and she skidded. It didn’t matter who had tried to kill her, someone had, someone had no respect for her life, she was garbage to somebody.


    Twice he had to move into her arrests and cut off the tight twist-tie restraints she reefed on screaming youths. He saw her drop her face mask and powder a looter’s jaw with a lateral swing of her baton, then start into him with her new boots when he was down and unconscious, stomping him out. Ray Tate crowded her up against a wall with his body and pushed up the visor of her helmet. Her face was in gaping passion he’d only seen in their bed or in the bathtub. But on the street it was sick.


    “No,” he said. He grabbed her chin in his fingers and tilted her head back, hard until the back of her helmet touched the wall, and said, “I said, ‘No.’” But he wasn’t sure he’d got through to her.


    Brian Comartin was in terror and that made him dangerous. Under the layer of fat were the jumping adrenaline-soaked muscles of a young cop, under the refinement of champagne and fancy glasses was a frustrated middle-aged cop. He became all elbows and knees and chesty swagger as he recognized the results of his power. Once, he went up the alley with a gang of chargers dragging a gangbanger. When he came out he had blood on his baton and a satisfied smile on his face. When he got a young girl in army fatigues in a headlock and sprayed pepper directly into her face, Ray Tate stepped in and calmed him by appealing to his shrinking heart. “Stay with Marty, Brian. She needs backup. I’m worried about her.”


    Only Marty Frost maintained. Her personal nature was strong; she had command. She ordered perimeters to be set up, supervised arrests, gave directions that were instinctively obeyed by wild cops. When there were outrageous beatings, she moved in and stopped them, but without making the chargers feel they were being over-controlled, that she was against them. Brian Comartin stayed close to her, keeping her back. They became a team and he seemed relieved that he had someone to obey, to feel he was protecting, someone to show his better angel to. Marty Frost took out a lot of shin, bicep, and thigh, and never touched a head.


    They kept moving as a group. When they were alone, doing their own duty, they were mostly silent, breathing hard, moving through the lanes and alleyways, getting ahead of and cutting off groups of marauders. They found little groups of black-clad anarchists, veterans of street warfare, using the duck-and-jump. Hiding in doorways or under cars while police went by, then creeping out behind them and throwing bottles of gasoline or ball bearings or billiard balls. Ray Tate’s little crew did a duck-and-jump of their own and attacked, yelling, leaving the anarchists on the ground.


    It was a long night and, when the sky lightened imperceptibly, they made their way out of the grid of Stonetown streets.


    They wound up in the aftermath, in the blue-grey gauze of pre-dawn, on a hillock in Soldier’s Park, where the medical command post had broken down. There was the detritus of triage and urgent care: streamers of bloody bandages, ripped-off clothing, water bottles, eyeglasses, a wooden leg, a set of false teeth (uppers), a riot cop’s helmet smeared with blood, a combat boot, wrappers from medi-packs.


    But the air was sweet. It was sweet air up there, and on the softest breeze it came from the far-off lake to the north, carrying a morning smell and gulls silently scraping their backs against the bottom of the sky.


    Ray Tate led his ragged little band to the top of the hillock. They were wooden, stiff. They stripped off their gear, tossed it away onto the ground as if it didn’t have anything to do with them, and sat in a row like war survivors to look down at the smoke rising from the battlefield of Stonetown. The red and blue lights of emergency vehicles flashed in the low dawn in little flares. Lights from media cameras popped up white.


    Djuna Brown sat staring at her hands. “Ray? Ray, what did I do?” She was weeping and constantly blinking and shivering in shock. “I want to go home.” She had snot running down her nose. He thought she meant back up to Indian country, but she added, “I want to see my dad.”


    “Put it away for now, Djun’.”


    “Where, Ray? Tell me where to put it and I will.”


    Brian Comartin was staring at his hands, at the blood on his sleeves. “I’m no fucking poet.”


    Martinique Frost put her arm across his shoulder and said nothing.


    Ray Tate had nothing to say. It was what it was. He spotted a bloody package of Marlboros, got up and, hoping against hope, bent stiffly to pick it up. Six crushed and broken cigarettes and a stupidly bright disposable yellow lighter inside. Straightening out some long butts, he lit up and handed the pack around. Djuna Brown lit up with him but didn’t speak. Marty Frost and Brian Comartin had wandered off and stood with their backs to the smoky city, talking quietly.


    Blowing a long plume of cigarette smoke down at Stonetown, Ray Tate said to no one at all, “This used to be a pretty okay town.”


    They smoked or rested, and when they were done they picked up their gear and went down the hill into Stonetown, because there was nothing else they could imagine doing.


    By morning’s thin light, cars smouldered on the roads, the pavement was sparkled with long glass shards, and wreckers were righting flipped vehicles and dragging them away. Every business had been violated by rage or fire or both. There were four death sites, each bounded by yellow crime-stage tape. Cops were drinking bottled water, listlessly leaning on walls and sitting on cars, staring around in awe, looking at one another and going, “Fuuuuuck.” Prisoner transport vans were prowling the intersections, stopping to pick up youths sprawled face down, their hands twist-tied behind their backs, their ankles secured. They were taken hair-and-heels and tossed into the vans with audible thumps. It was business-like work, with no pleasure or sense of fun or freedom of anarchy.


    Ray Tate and his band wandered through the streets until they found the command post. They got at the back of the line, handed back their gear, and went looking for transport to the Jank to check on the results of the overnight raids on the Volunteers.

  


  
    Chapter 17

    



    There were no cars to take them to the Jank. A transport wagon was loading up and the driver said there was room with the cargo and they could make a stop. They climbed in. The cargo was four teenagers chain-cuffed together on a bench in the back. Ray Tate and his crew sat opposite them. They’d all suffered some kind of damage and they slumped, exhausted. All wore party clothes that smelled of tear gas and were soiled and ripped.


    A blonde girl with luminous eyes, a split lip, one high-heeled shoe, and a tuft of hair missing from the side of her head asked if they were cops. They didn’t answer because they weren’t sure any more.


    “We were just celebrating my birthday. We didn’t do anything. When the windows started breaking we ran out and they boxed us in and put those twist things on us all night in the gutter. We don’t even live down here.” She was overcome with anxiety and began crying. “We didn’t do anything.” She looked at Ray Tate. “I’m seventeen. It was my birthday party. Please.”


    He had to say something. “Calm down. You’ll be all right.”


    The slot to the driver’s compartment slid open. “All aboarrrrrdddd … for the night train …” The shotgun did a fair imitation of James Brown, “Atlanta, Joe-Jah, Mia-mee, Flo-Dahhh … and don’t fo’get New Aw-leens, home a da bloose … Yeaaaaaah …”


    Djuna Brown wouldn’t look at the girl. She said softly, “Ray?”


    Ray Tate called out, “Where are they processing this bunch?”


    “Sector Four’s fully booked. We’re going to Six. Home of the other blues. We can drop you guys first at Jank.”


    “I got to go to the Six. Drop my guys at Jank, I’ll ride on up with you.”


    The girl said, “Can you help us?”


    Ray Tate didn’t answer. He stared at Djuna Brown’s little fists balled up between her knees and down at her huge leather pounders with the double bow knots at the end of rolled up blue jeans. He took her little embroidered slippers from his pocket and handed them to her.


    At the Jank, when she climbed out silently with Marty Frost and Brian Comartin, she left the slippers on the floor of the transport wagon and he stared at them all the way to Sector Six. It was a bumpy ride with angular sharp turns and the slippers moved silently around in their own sparkly, airless dance.


    After the teenagers were led out, he picked the slippers up, folded them, and put them into his pocket.


    Intake was swamped. Chinese kids, anarchists, ’bangers, and collateral passerby pick-ups were sitting in a line inside the back of the garage. All were sitting bound in the front with twist-ties, most had their backs against the cement-block wall. Some were sleeping with their heads on their knees. The chargers were having no fun with this. This was a day-after with the adrenaline rinsed out. This was hangover. They were almost gentle as they moved up and down the line in their black leather gloves, cupping the backs of heads while pouring swallows of bottled water into open parched mouths. The four teenagers from the transport van were seated closest to the garage doors.


    The Road behind the beast, Road 667, was off to the side listening to a young, tough-looking black charger with muscles bulging out from under his uniform shirt. The charger’s shaven head was infused with dark veins of anger and his neck was swollen with cords.


    “This is fucked, Road. I didn’t fight my way out of Hauser Projects to go downtown and beat down kids. It was fucking bedlam. My neighbour’s fucking daughter had her front teeth clubbed out. She was heading home after shift at the Tower Mall. How do I fucking look him in the fucking eye over the back fence? Where was the supervision? Where the fuck were you, Road? Who’s gonna answer for this?”


    “I know, Carney.” He was sympathetic around the unlit stogie stub in his teeth. “It was bad. It’s been bad before. It’ll sort.”


    “Sort? Road, are you fucking kidding me? Look at this, this bunch here. What, a concentration camp? That kid there’s got to be twelve, thirteen.” The charger shoved the Road in the chest with two hands, pushing him back against the wall. The stogie flew out of the Road’s mouth. “They’ve fucking got piss and shit in their pants, you fucker.”


    Ray Tate took him down hard from behind, smothering his gun side, sliding the guy’s baton out of the ring and getting it up under his Adam’s apple, riding his back. It was like riding a bronco. The charger shifted his head to relieve the pressure on his throat and rose with slow ease. The Road knew there were no muscles for nose and shin, and he pulled his own stick and with mercy swung a low fluid lateral at the bottom of the charger’s shin. The charger went back down, rolling and balling up. Ray Tate got up and stepped back.


    “Fuck, Ray. I haven’t had a cop go after me in twenty years.” The Road stared at him, stunned, shocked, and suddenly old and afraid. This was a glimpse of the iron blue wall peeling like cheap wallpaper. “Twenty years, and that was because I banged his girlfriend. Not for work. Not in uniform.”


    “He’s not wrong, Road.” He thought of Djuna Brown, a brutal warrior, and the swaggering fat Traffic man going into an alley, and wondered where that came from out of them. That rage. That anger. That naked freedom. But this, too, rocked him. Since he’d joined the cops he’d had a vague idea, a hope, that whoever his father was, it was a fearless Road that gave him the blue genes. If not this one, then another. He felt shaken. He’d never seen a Road in fear. “This is fucked, all of it.”


    “I know.” The Road bent over the charger. “Carney. Carney, you’re right, man. But you don’t shove the blue in public. You know that. You okay, kid?”


    The charger sat, then got up using his hands and the wall. He hopped around on his good leg. The Road kept his baton down his leg, ready.


    “I’m okay, Road. I’m okay.” He tentatively put his hand on the Road’s shoulder, finding balance. “Yeah.” Shaking his head slowly, he limped past the prisoners and into the Sector.


    It was enough for the Road. He tried to get back on game. “So, Ray, what brings you up here? I heard you were out and about in all this. You shot into a cop’s vest? The fuck?”


    “Just three times, Road, to calm him down.” Keeping it light. Ray Tate nodded at the four prisoners he’d come up with in the transport van. “Those four, at the end? Can you do a discretionary diversion? They were in a club having a birthday party when the windows came in on them, so they ran out and right into it. Got caught up.”


    “Done. Get ’em gone.” He didn’t look as old anymore, but he didn’t have the joviality of his command, either. He might not ever really get back on his game, but he tried. “Fuck, Ray, you want them all? I can do you a wholesale package price, kid. Why pay retail?”


    “Thanks, Road. Tell the booking guy to skate them now, okay?”


    “Done, Ray.”


    He went to the vehicle compound and told the civilian clerk he needed a car for the Jank.


    “You got the requisition? Signed twice?”


    “Chief’s squad special.” He was too tired to fuck around with the guy. “Anything’ll do.”


    “Signed req, two sigs.”


    “I’m commandeering.”


    “You living in a Hollywood movie, or what?” But he put a set of keys on the counter and, turning away, said, “These might fit that blue Mercury up on the left. I didn’t see nothing. I’m taking a piss when you come in.”


    Ray Tate cruised in a circular route to his apartment, avoiding both Stonetown and Chinatown. His clothes were rancid with smoke and gas and sweat. His hair was stuck to his neck. His beard smelled like his bad breath. There was blood on his fingers where there should’ve been dried paint. He felt like he hadn’t seen his home in days and thought about heading to the Whistler, seeing if Djuna Brown had headed back there instead of the Jank, was curled up in the triangular bathtub instead of bailing out of the city and heading back to Indian country where life was just as hard but not as complicated. She might be gone, he knew. Maybe down to the capital to see her dad. But he didn’t feel like arming a key off Whistler security and anyway he needed clean clothes, needed to stand in his own room full of canvas and charcoal sketches. It was his anchor, that apartment. His daughter’s photographs from Asia on the wall, the Calzettas in their brightness, his small collection of art books in the bookshelf, his old uniform hanging in plastic in the closet.


    He thought about the night in a detached kind of way. In the night he’d gone through two dozen twist- ties; he hadn’t been particularly gentle, but he hadn’t left anyone in the road with bone injuries and swelling blue hands. Dreamily, he felt the gun in his hand when he fired into the cop’s vest. He made a small smile at the windshield. It had been genius and it would add to the oral history. The Road was right: it would sort, all of it. But maybe sorting wasn’t enough. Maybe he needed to be sorted. He was sick of his gun, of his handcuffs, of living the life of someone he might no longer be. Brian Comartin, appearing at the river, had called him Picasso. Yo, Picasso. You got a reason to be here, Pablo? And: I, ah, I write, ah, poetry? Ray Tate smiled but was a little sad at the rapid change the love-struck traffic cop had undergone. Are we only that far from the worst of our natures? He wasn’t worried about Marty. Marty was twice the cop of any cop. If she wasn’t female and black she’d be a day away from being a Road. She’d see Comartin right even if it took the promised beat down. It looked like the dead ladies case might be down, down by suicide, but down, and Marty would be okay, she could go back to Youth Services or move to Barcelona and sharpen Comartin’s pencils. There was that, anyway, the ladies might have their justice. You could retire with a good heart on that.


    There were few people in the streets around him and most went without masks, or wore them around their throats. With the night the city had endured, the plague suddenly wasn’t a plague. It was a bad cold. It was invisible, but the black coroner’s catering trucks doing remains removal, the scorched buildings, the impromptu memorials, the clusters of cops on the corners, they weren’t invisible. They were a new reality. The entire night would have been worth it if it meant the old was torn down and the city could start afresh, from scratch. But it would never be the same.


    At his building he parked in the back lot, went in the service door, and strode up the steps three at a time with anticipation. Home. Upstairs in his apartment, without pause he kicked off his boots in the entryway, stripped his jacket and sweatshirt off in the pass-through kitchen, hopped out of his pants crossing the living room, and went through the bathroom door. He took off his ankle holster and threw it into the sink and stepped into the shower, where he punched the cold on full and finally let himself feel free.


    He didn’t dress. Naked and dripping, he called Marty Frost on her cellphone.


    “Hey, hey, Ray. Where you at?”


    “Home. I need an hour. Jesus, I need a year.”


    “Take a couple of hours. They’re still processing stuff from the house. You know how they are, Hambone’s guys. They’re thinking this might be Mister Beatdown, did in our victims.” She could be light, she could be dispassionate, she could be distant to it all. She’d done what she wanted to do, put justice out there for her ladies, the ladies who were now simply part of the unfortunate subspecies: victims.


    “Where’s Djuna and Brian? They with you?”


    “They’re around. Brian had a really hard time of it. He can’t stop talking about it. We shouldn’t’ve taken him out. Not a lot of rhyming couplets in Stonetown last night. That was no place for a poet.”


    “Well, now he knows. Djuna, where’s she at?”


    “She’s okay. A guy from down in Missouri filed that his daughter living up here hasn’t checked in for a week and he’s worried. From what he said by description, Djuna thinks it might be the Jane Doe from the riverbank. He’s driving up, should be here in the morning.”


    He gave her his home phone in case Djuna Brown had forgotten it. “Tell her to call me, okay?”


    “You knew her before, hey, Ray? Before she came down for this?”


    “Last year. We did a drug task force last year.”


    “How was she, then? Stable?”


    “Well, she was weird with the slipper thing going on. She had white bleached hair. She had to take a guy out at the end of it. Weird, not crazy.”


    There was silence on the line. “Well, Ray, I’d be real careful until you get it straightened out. Not my business, I know, but she might be on the line of crazy right now.”


    He went to the acrylics and canvas. The charcoal sticks would snap under the tension of his fingers. He forgot to dress. When the north light of the room grew dim he turned on the light above his easel but couldn’t remember doing it. He smoked some stale cigarettes he didn’t remember finding or lighting and drank a couple bottles of beer he didn’t know he had. The late afternoon air was warm and soft through the window and it dried him, left his hair in knots and his beard a bushy, damp mess.


    It was almost full dark when the phone buzzed. He was so into what he was doing that he didn’t connect the buzz and the device and the physical action it demanded. The painting was a mess of chaos, like an orchestra tuning up. The painting had started as a disciplined homage of red and yellow bars to Mark Rothko, an exercise to calm himself down, find focus. He’d seen an exhibit of Rothko paintings in Chicago and had worked through that style for a month or two. But today, as his mind wandered and he strove for Rothko, his hand went free into anger and shame, he dissolved into a maniac Pollock. The insane obscuring the disciplined. Which one, he wondered, was honest to him?


    The phone buzzed and he located it. His mouth was dry in spite of the beer. With a rasp in his voice he answered the phone.


    She said, “I lost you.”


    “I had to go up to Sector Six. When I headed for the Jank, the car just came here.”


    “Those kids. That girl. What happened to them?”


    “They got kicked. They’re okay.” He listened to her breathe. “I got your slippers.”


    “Like Cinderella. I’m at the Whistler. Why don’t you come by and see if they fit, if you’re my Prince Charming?” She was trying to play light, to be seductive and gay. She was silent a moment. As he listened to the emptiness, he stared at the painting, seeing something there now, something original and of his own. He wondered: Which was she? Disciplined as Rothko or mad like Pollock? And what did the painting say about him?


    He heard her inhale shakily. She choked and spoke all at once in a wet, blubbering stream: “Ray why don’t you come here be with me I not me that the noise he shot me I saw it the bullet Ray and it just went sideways Ray I couldn’t die in front of you that’s not me I am —” She stopped and said, “I’m tired,” and the line went dead.


    He stood with the phone in his hand, looking at the painting he’d made. A painting that hadn’t existed before he’d applied the brush to the acrylic and the acrylic to the cheap canvas and opened himself up like a tin can, and went to a place.


    Who knew what you’d find when you opened that tin can? How did you know when to stop? When it was done?


    Who but himself could judge its value, its honesty? If it said what he’d meant to say, even if he didn’t consciously mean to say it, then it was successful, it had a value. There were mistakes, he could clearly see, where he’d layered too thick, thinned too much, shaken uncontrollably from inner tension when he should have been precise. But it was his, it was honest, and it was a step to somewhere. What more could you ask for?


    He realized he wasn’t thinking about the painting any longer, he was thinking about Djuna Brown, about himself.


    He dressed fast in a clean sweatshirt and jeans.


    There was, really, he knew, nothing else he could do.


    She didn’t answer when he knocked. He pressed his ear to the door. Nothing. He rode the elevator down to the lobby and had the receptionist call security. It was a different guy, a beefy barbered guy, and he had the mark of the fake cop. Ray Tate badged him and said he had to get into the suite.


    “You got a warrant?”


    “This is in-house stuff. Job stuff.”


    “Is there going to be something heavy in there?”


    “No. Naw. I think she’s just fallen asleep.” He read the guy as a wannabe. He had to be careful. Middle-aged wannabes took easy umbrage. “We were in Stonetown all last night. A lot of weird shit. You know how it is.” He shrugged and, as if told everything, he shook his head and said, “We need her at the Jank. She’s a Statie. Probably grabbing a nap.” Like: a Statie, what do you expect?


    In the elevator the security guy said he’d been caught in a riot when he worked private for a chemical company downstate. “If last night was anything like that … Man, you saw shit.”


    “Oh, yeah, there was shit to see, no question.”


    At the suite the security guy tapped at the door. He tapped harder, longer. “Maybe she went out?”


    “Dunno. Let’s take a peek.” He felt a deep dread.


    “Look, I’ll do the peeking, okay? We’ve got procedures, just like you guys.” He cracked the door. “Miss? Miss? House security. Anybody home?” He peeked inside and ducked his head back. “She’s in the shower. I hear the water.”


    “Staties. A little city riot and they fall apart.”


    The security guy, a pal in the rugged landscape of law enforcement, nodded wearily, “Tell me about it.”


    She didn’t open the shower curtain to his call. The room was full of steam. He went to the minibar and mixed himself a double gin and taps and carried it back into the washroom. She turned off the water but made no sound.


    He sat on the toilet seat and took his time. He thought back through time, looking for something she could relate to, something that was his, something he could give her.


    “After I got shot, Djun’, remember? You went and saw my kid, Alexis? She told me you guys met. A great kid, right? My kid? A gentle good kid. But how about this. When she was in the finals for the baseball team at school she came into home plate cleats first. She didn’t have to. Her coach was calling that it was okay, windmilling her in. The shortstop was still juggling the ball. But Ax just flew from third into home. She was fast, I remember that, she was flying. I felt good, seeing that. There was no way she wasn’t going to come in there and get the run. She could’ve hopped on one foot, and she was crossing. But for some reason, that catcher was in her way, in the way of what she wanted to do. So she came in in the dirt. And she took about a pound of meat out of that catcher’s calf. It was the winning run. I didn’t like what I saw, I didn’t like what she did. But it was her moment, she was in her moment, she was primitive. I talked to her about it, afterwards. She said she was lost in the sound of her own heartbeat, the screaming from the bleachers. She didn’t even think of mercy. It wasn’t about the run or the ball or anything. She had to take out the catcher because she, the catcher, was interfering with who she was, what she was going to do. She never went out for baseball again. She was ashamed of herself and I was more proud of her for that than the winning run.”


    “So, what, Ray? You proud of me, the things I did?”


    “No. Out there, in Stonetown, I don’t know what happened to you. I can’t imagine. It was a you I’d never seen, never imagined. But nobody died from anything we did, you or me or Marty or Brian. It was bad, but it was what it was. You’re going to have to wear what you did. Maybe baseball isn’t your game.”


    He sat for a while sipping.


    Her voice echoed in the silent room. “Ray? Ray? I’m so ashamed. I don’t do that. I didn’t think I was capable of that.” She pulled back the shower curtain. She was naked and her hair was flat to her skull. She was brown and beautiful and shivering from something other than cold. She wore the single dangly earring. She stepped out and sat back on the rim of the tub, her elbows on her knees, her face in her hands. “He shot me, Ray. That young cop. I thought … I thought I was nothing, I could have died, right there, killed by a kiddie cop. In front of you. We’re not supposed to die in front of each other. I almost lost everything. I saw you, there, in the flash, alone in Paris, without me. Is there a Paris for you if I’m not in it? If you saw me dead on the road? Could you paint?”


    He handed her the drink and watched her sip. He waited. It was her time.


    She said, “It’s so … it’s so thin, what is and what could be.” She looked into his eyes. “I’m not the same anymore, am I, to you?”


    “You have to take time. You have to go through what you did, those things, to those people.” He got up and sat beside her on the rim of the tub and took a swallow from the glass. “I’ve done the worst, Djuna. After the first guy I shot, I thought, that’s it. I’ve done it. I won’t have to do it again. I’ve crossed over. I know the answer: I can. But then, then there was the second guy. I’m not sure on that one, if I could have handled it differently. I’ve examined it every which way. I don’t know. I’ll never know if that guy died because he had to, or because I fucked it up and I couldn’t control him. So I shot him dead. You might never know what happened, what came out of you. But you’ll have to deal with it, you’ll have to try to resolve it.”


    “But not if I quit, right? If we go to Paris?”


    “You’ll still have to know.” He took her hand and stood her up. “I’ll have to know.”


    “Can we go to bed? Not do anything if you don’t want to. Just lie down for a while.”


    “Only,” he said, “only if these slippers I got fit your feet.”

  


  
    Chapter 18

    



    The chief’s squad strategic room on four contained two dozen workers from the Wallpaper, the secretive part of Sally Greaves’ Strategic Policy Analysis, the chief’s mildly named dirty tricks unit. From the back of the room, where Ray Tate and Djuna Brown stood, forbidden from seeing their faces full on, the Wallpaper was a broad civic mix: they were young and old, black and white, Asian and Hispanic in various blends. Two were in wheelchairs, one had one leg.


    By their posture, they all seemed pretty fresh and alert, as if the riots had happened in some faraway foreign land they never expected to visit but might have seen on television and might have found mildly interesting. Two were dressed in black, with hoodies up, wearing combat boots. Only those two looked tired, as if they’d been out running the streets in a riot. From the back of the room, Ray Tate and Djuna Brown could smell the tear gas off them. A young woman with a collapsed Mohawk turned to say something to her companion, an elderly woman with a collapsible walker. Ray Tate saw she had shrapnel in her face and a tattoo on the side of her neck. The old lady nodded and knitted with rhythmic clicks of her needles. It was as though the entire bland city had been brought to a conference to bore one another to death.


    A furtive-looking middle-aged woman with tiny round eyeglasses, a severe overbite, and a slumping shuffle came into the room and walked to the front. Everyone straightened up. The woman had tragically bad skin that she didn’t bother to cover with makeup, an artificially red patchy buzz cut, and she wore a man’s suit coat with wide lapels over a T-shirt. She was braless and droopy and stocky. It seemed there was no effort she wouldn’t undertake to display her unattractiveness; she’d given up or didn’t care to begin with or she was just internal. Waiting for the room to quiet, she dug the nail of her right-hand baby finger deeply into her mouth, probing between her molars. When she took her finger out, she examined something on the nail, then flicked it to the floor.


    Djuna Brown shivered. “Who’s that creature?”


    “The Graveyard. Sally Greaves. She runs SPA. Strategic Policy Analysis. Where Intelligence goes to die. Until it might be needed to fuck somebody up. She keeps the files for the Chief. Kind of nutty, but I like her.”


    Sally Greaves was the only person Pious Man Chan truly trusted, because she terrified everyone and wasn’t terrified of him. She went from traffic cop to the Jank in record time after she provided a roadside alibi for Willard Wong when a lot of people said he was killing two Vietnamese gangsters visiting from Toronto.


    Sally Greaves stared over the assembled heads at Ray Tate and Djuna Brown and made a small nod. “Okay, shut up, kids. At the back of the room we have … ah,” she consulted some writing on the back of her hand, “we have Ray Tate, the bearded one there, from the city, and that little thing, there, Djuna Brown, from the State. Don’t gaze your eyes upon them, lest they gaze theirs upon you.” Her voice was startlingly beautiful, deep but melodic, a little breathy; it was stunning dichotomy, like flushing a toilet and hearing a full symphony come up in acoustic perfection and wash over you in goosebumps and tingles. “And should they gaze upon you, children, your employment turns into a pillar of salt. You get fired and they get executed.” She allowed her buckteeth to show in a little smile at this morsel of Intelligence wit. “Okay, we’ve got the take from five rez knocks, we’ve got five streams of product. Each rez is linked to the Volunteers. We want to sew the Volunteers up into body bags for conspiracy, but those two at the back like one of the homeowners, now deceased, for some murders.” She smirked and shook her head disdainfully. “Murders.” She consulted some writing on her other hand. “Some black women were beaten to death. No molestation, no robbery. Just beat downs. The only connector is they were all black, they were all beaten. They think it’s about race. Does that about say it, dear?”


    Djuna Brown said, “Yes. One was found dead on the riverbank, one comatose, when the Volunteers were manning patrols to keep the immigrant boats from Canada out. We’re looking at race crime, hate crime. These were pulverizations of the victims. It was brutal.”


    Sally Greaves said, “If you say so, dear. So, kids, when you go through the boxes for conspiracy stuff, anything that might have to do with their case, put it aside, flag it. This is a favour for that Wishbone guy, Hambone, whatever, guy from Homicide. Any questions? And there better not be. Okay, go, next door, two to a take. We’re not looking just for evidence, we’re looking for intelligence. These two officers are going to hang around the building in case you turn something up. So, go ye forth and succeed.”


    The take from the raids had been separated onto five tables, most of it in clear-plastic stencilled evidence bags. Black markers noted the original bag number, the badge numbers of the cop who seized it, the location, the time of seizure, and the time of emptying. As the Graveyard’s minions slowly went through it, scraps of paper were separated and assigned smaller bags of their own. Beside each table was a green metal cart where the small evidence bags were collected.


    Ray Tate and Djuna Brown stood for a while, again at the back of the room where they wouldn’t penetrate the anonymity of the Wallpaper, watching the green cart numbered Three. It was their house. Home of the hanging handyman, Corey Garnett.


    They wandered over to the table, their hands carefully linked behind their backs, and looked over the searcher’s shoulder at the take. The girl with shrapnel in her nose put her hand over her face, looked up shyly, and glanced behind them at the door where Sally Greaves had disappeared. She went back to work.


    They could see six handguns and four scoped rifles had been tagged through the trigger guards, the tags reading FIREARMS COMPARISON. Some gaudy boxes of straight bodacious hetero porn, white on black, man on woman, were stacked in a bag. Hand-written labels on a half-dozen VHS boxes were a series: FUCK THEM WHITE, VOLUMES ONE THROUGH SIX. It was niche market porn. There were stapled tracts with swastikas stamped on them and thick red lettering calling white men to arms. There were maps, some hand-scrawled of the river, some of a compound with watchtowers on the corners showing lines of fire, escape routes, tunnels, fences. House-shaped symbols were marked HOME SCHOOL, CHAPEL OF WORSHIP, PANTRY, WORKSHOP, and DETENTION. Silhouette targets from a shooting range were perforated with bullet holes.


    If those belonged to Corey Garnett, Ray Tate thought, he was a fine marksman.


    “Too bad our guy didn’t shoot the ladies,” Ray Tate told Djuna Brown. “This guy’s got the deadeye. I’d definitely go for him, if they’d been sniped off.”


    “And he didn’t bang them, either. All this stuff.” Djuna Brown shook her head. “A sex nut, no doubt, but does this add up to anything for us?”


    “Here comes Hambone. We’ll find out if there’s anything else we can use from the interrogations if this washes.”


    They went down to the cafeteria. A metal grid screen was pulled down and locked over the service area. There were a dozen food and beverage machines beside it. Except for some maintenance workers eating sandwiches from bags, only Sally Greaves was there, sitting with a thermos, china cup, and a peeled banana in front of her. In spite of the cafeteria having long rows of empty tables, she sat only two away from the workers and was watching them surreptitiously. Occasionally, one of the workers, a thick potbellied Irishman with red hair, would look in her direction and make a comment to his colleagues. They snickered and she looked away shyly.


    Hambone Hogarth fed coins into a coffee machine, then stepped back to let them make their selections. “Look at Sally, there. Always working.” He had admiration on his face.


    Djuna Brown glanced over. “What? Eating a banana?” She stared past Hambone in fascination. Sally Greaves seemed to have no gender, or to be of both. She wondered what kind of time of it she’d had, how she endured her life without going homicidal or suicidal. Had she ever tried to pretty herself up, got her teeth fixed, got contact lenses, done something about her skin? Shopped for flattering clothing or taken up sports? And that voice. Where had that voice come from? Did she sing in the dark when she was alone and imagine she looked as perfect as she sounded? As she’d often felt while working among the sad and angry faces in Indian country, Djuna Brown knew she was blessed being born attractive, desired.


    “She’s reading their lips,” Hambone Hogarth said. “They’re dissing her and she’s getting most of it. They have absolutely no fucking idea who she is, what she can do to their lives. One of those guys, very, very soon, is going to be either fired for cause, or he’ll be bringing the contents of other people’s office waste buckets to her and thanking her for the opportunity to serve municipal law enforcement.” Hambone Hogarth shook his head. “One of those bigmouthed guys has no idea that his life, as he knows it, is over.”


    They carried their coffees over to Sally Greaves’s table. As if addressing a grand dame, Hambone stood back a little and politely asked if they could join her.


    “Please.” She waved her hand, her left hand, gently over the table. Even in the single word, Djuna Brown was entranced. If she’d been blind she would have fallen in love with the voice, male or female. It was full and seemed to go on for a long time, entering through her ear and reverberating pleasantly around her emotions. But it was the left hand, with the ring on it, that caught her attention. She glanced at Ray Tate.


    “Sit here, Hogarth, and you, Tate? Here. I like to have attractive men on each side of me.” She made her voice thespian and mocked a glare at the table of maintenance men. “Like my ruthless palace guard.”


    Djuna Brown sat directly opposite Sally Greaves, realizing this was the actual purpose of the arrangement. She knew a woman like Sally Greaves was always testing. Not judging so much as deciding. It would be very easy to look like Sally Greaves and pack a heart full of hatred and to lay waste in her wake.


    “I’ll bet your parents named you after Djuna Barnes.”


    Djuna Brown was surprised. Djuna Barnes was a relatively minor player in the Paris literary circles that had fascinated her dad, particularly the black Americans who travelled there to create, to live the bon vie away from an America that didn’t mean them well. Everyone knew Hemingway, the Fitzgeralds, Gertrude Stein, and Alice Toklas, even to a lesser extent A.J. Liebling and Waverley Root, but Djuna Barnes was mostly a footnote in books written about the bigger players. She nodded and made a small smile of appreciation, “Yes. My father. I’m glad he wasn’t a fan of Gertrude Stein.”


    Sally Greaves made a melodious laugh. She was a people person, perhaps by necessity, perhaps by trade. In any event, she drew Djuna Brown in. “These guys don’t know what we’re talking about, do you think? Except Hemingway. All the tough men know Hemingway.” She looked past Djuna Brown’s ear with the little crust of blood on the lobe. “My big strong Irish lover likes you. He’s saying he’d break you open like a shotgun and horse-fuck you. Verbatim. I haven’t heard, well, lip-read, actually, the word jigaboo since I was a youngster.” She looked at Hambone Hogarth. “Sometimes I really like my job.” She watched the maintenance workers get up and walk out, leaving their refuse in a mess on the table. They went out a stairway door. She blew a kiss in that direction and stared at it for several seconds.


    Djuna Brown caught Ray Tate’s eye and glanced down at Sally Greaves’s left hand. A gold snake was wrapped around her wedding finger, in its mouth a tiny ruby apple. The same custom-made ring, she remembered, as the gorgeous blonde lieutenant at the staging area had worn. Djuna Brown felt very good about this, but she didn’t know why. Ray Tate, she saw, looked confused. Ray, Ray, she thought, how can you be an artist when you miss the possibilities of life in front of you? She thought this might be profound in some way and noted to ask him that later. Someone for everyone, she thought, even brutal cops who forgot themselves.


    Hambone Hogarth missed it all. He told Sally Greaves they were going to discuss the dead women’s case. “If you’d like, we can sit somewhere else.”


    “No, it’s okay. This is the case you like the suicided Volunteer for?”


    “Well, with the white-on-black porn on the walls and the videotapes, yeah, we’re thinking.”


    “But these weren’t sex cases,” Djuna Brown said. “He just beat them and left them dead. We’re thinking a race killer.”


    “Maybe, maybe not.” Sally Greaves thought for a moment as if remembering something. “On one of the training courses at Quantico there was a lecture where they said some men beat one woman to get aroused, then go and find the victim they really want. Most of the time the second victim isn’t physically violated in an exterior way. Raped, sodomized, terrorized, but left in apparently normal outward physical condition, left alive so he can come by later and observe her in her afterlife. He uses the first attack, the fatal or sometimes near fatal one, as an aphrodisiac. Could this be that kind of case?”


    Djuna Brown nodded. She could listen to that voice all day. “It could be. It makes sense, you look at it like that. A pervert, ramping himself up.”


    “These white power guys, they see themselves as patriots, not criminals. I can’t see one of them going off without leaving a marking of some kind. A swastika carved on the victim, that kind of thing. A way to strike terror, send their message.” She turned to Hambone Hogarth. “Did anyone do a data drag to look for ancillary straightforward rapes at about the same time?”


    “Well, Sally, we were a little late getting onto this. We’re just getting into it now. Frankly, we wouldn’t be pushing it like we are, except someone high up put in a word for Ray, here, on the Chinatown arson and gave him magic powers. He’s using them where he can. So, he’s got some temporary weight and we have to move a little more aggressively.”


    She smiled. “Willard Wong.” She asked Ray Tate if he knew Willard Wong.


    “At the Chinatown fires. We spoke a little. He went on about generals and sergeants. I figure he, for some reason, reached into his bag of contacts and put in the word. I don’t know why. I just wanted to shoot him.”


    “Willard Wong is undergoing rehabilitation, self-rehabilitation. He’s getting older, more spiritual, closer to meeting his ancestors and having to answer some uncomfortable questions about his behaviour.” Sally Greaves spoke as if gossiping about a neighbour over the back fence. “We’re all over Willy.”


    “Well,” Ray Tate said, “for whatever reason, we got some weight, here. We did good work, or at least Marty Frost did, on the Volunteers who firebombed Chinatown. So I’m parlaying that goodwill, like Hambone said, into this case.”


    “Speaking of which.” Hambone Hogarth took a notebook from his pocket. “We got little or nothing from the guys you had picked up in Chinatown, Ray. They’re going for the arson murders, but on the dead women, nothing. After the raid on Corey Garnett’s house, one of my guys went back at them with the suicide and the white-on-black porno. Both of them were convincingly shocked, my guy said. Garnett was a straight shooter, never catted around, was focused solely on building a compound up north where there were no blacks or Chinese or democrats or anything not God-fearin’. Raising his family right. We talked to the wife. No hope there. She says we made it all up to protect the Chinese and blacks who have corrupted the city. So, if it was Garnett, he was keeping it on the real down-low when he was with the cadre or his family.”


    “But he isn’t ruled out, right?” Ray Tate asked. “The last lady, our survivor, was found on the riverbank the same night the Volunteers were out repelling boats from Canada. Maybe our guy hung around after the other boys left? An earlier victim was a black prostitute who worked the men on the boats. So there’s a connection there, to two of them anyway. All blacks, no motive.” He was desperate, reaching, and he knew it.


    Sally Greaves knew it too. She asked if anyone did workups on the other victims. “Maybe the other women had some connection to the river, to the men on the boats? In their backgrounds?”


    Hambone Hogarth shook his head. “Look, Sally, we fucked this one up. We’ve done it before and I’m sure we’ll do it again. We get stupider, not smarter, the more we’re in business. Reverse Darwinian. Another couple of decades and we’ll all be testifying on all fours.”


    Sally Greaves gave them all a protruding smile. “We can put it on him, if we want. We can do anything, especially if he’s dead. You want us to find something in his stuff, ties him in?”


    Hambone Hogarth mused for moment. “But if the guy, the real guy, goes off again, then what? I don’t mind charging a dead goof for this, but I’d hate to have to apologize to the goof’s family.”


    “I guess. Look, why don’t I put some of my kids into the files, see if anything comes up, might give you a point?” She looked at each of them, peering through the granny spectacles. “Give me a couple of days, get this Volunteer nonsense out of the way.”


    Ray Tate wanted to ask about the snake ring. He couldn’t find a way into it. In his imagination the image of Sally Greaves grappling with the blonde lieutenant was disturbing and intriguing, both. He wanted to know how the relationship came to pass. He sat mute, trying not to stare at the snake and ruby.


    Sally Greaves got up and gathered her remaining half-banana and her thermos and elegant china cup. “Let’s see what my little wizards come up with. Maybe there’s some stinko stuff from the other rezes.” She made a crowded, goofy smile. “Me, with what you’ve told me? I’d go to the pervert side of the menu.”


    Hambone Hogarth and Ray Tate rose to their feet, well-trained schoolboys. When Sally Greaves was gone, Hambone Hogarth remained standing. “You guys can hang in if you want. Or I’ll see you in the morning after Sally’s people get done. I’m gonna fly. We’re setting up a press conference tomorrow, announce the Volunteers’ conspiracy.”


    When Hogarth had left, Ray Tate and Djuna Brown sat in the vast cafeteria, looking at each other.


    “We okay to go home, Ray? The Whistler or your place.”


    “We’re okay, Djun’. We talked it out. We’ll put it away, both of us.” Idly, he put his hand on hers. “Nice pick-up, by the way, spotting the ring. I couldn’t have imagined that. I don’t know if it’s weird or not.”


    “I don’t know. I like it. Look at us. Who’d have thought, this, us? This is strong, I know that. What Sally and the blonde have, they must have gone through some stuff to make it work. Just like us.”


    He stood up. He’d left the painting from that day out in plain view. It disturbed him that she might see it before he could look at it with fresh eyes and maybe decide to destroy it. “The Whistler. Let the State pay for the gin.” He looked at his watch. “I should call Marty, tell her maybe it isn’t looking good for the Volunteers. We’re going to have to move out, wider.”


    “Let’s hold off. I’ve got that guy from down south, Missouri, coming in that thinks his missing daughter might be the survivor on the riverbank. Maybe he’ll give us a lead. Maybe Sally’s kids will come through with a connection between the Volunteers and the poor dead ladies. Let’s call Marty in the morning. You never know, right? Be nice to have a bit of good news for her.” She made a small grin. “I’ll bet anyway she’s having a quiet night of poetry reading.”


    The Irish maintenance man was pushing a mop along the tile hallway in the lobby. He leered at Djuna Brown. She gave him a sweet smile.


    They drank gin and taps in the tub, then they drank gin and taps in the bed. While he slipped asleep, she thought about the day. A bad time had confronted them, and they’d confronted it. A bigger problem, what to do when she was shipped back north, was looming. With the worst of the bug just about over, city cops would come back on the roster. The State wouldn’t leave her seconded forever. It was unimaginable that she abandon the Spout. But it was imaginable not to stay with Ray Tate. She let her mind roam through the day, but not the night before.


    She dozed dreamily and at dawn snapped awake and rolled onto him, and his hands moved over her body of their own volition. “Ray?”


    “Ah, look, give me ten minutes more, okay. You’re killing me. I got a gun.”


    “No, no, not that. How come Sally Greaves didn’t offer to go into the background of the Volunteers for us? Dig for pervo stuff? Somebody with a free-range hard-on? She’s been drilling into them for quite a while.” She folded her arms on his chest, put her chin on her forearms, and looked at him until his eyes opened. “Did you get the feeling Sally was trying to steer us off the Volunteers?”


    Ray Tate thought about it. “She and Hambone are friends, good friends. With a little help from Sally, he could just close the dead ladies case. That would be easier. Just close it between them, put it on the dead Volunteer, have a press conference. And if Sally wanted it done like that, well, she’s a good pal to have owing you a favour.”


    “Maybe,” she said, “maybe they’d close it dirty. Except we’re in there, right? Someone up the chain of command got a call, probably from your pal Willy Wong, to put you into play, and now they have to be careful. You’re not one of them. You have to be satisfied.”

  


  
    Chapter 19

    



    Samual-with-two-A’s Darius Evans looked like what he was. A scratch farmer who’d spent most of his life bent at the waist, putting in and pulling out. His hair was white and tight to his skull and his face was seamed. He wore the simplest of work shirts, tucked into clean but worn khakis, and a wide, old tie that was tied too short. His eyes were a little sunken after his all-night drive north. His hands were rough as bark, but his fingers were long and tapered like a pianist’s. When he shook Djuna Brown’s hand, the callouses against her palm were thick, but his long fingers gentle, wrapping softly and gently around hers. She read him as a man of huge personal strength and modesty. She saw a worn black bible, with pages edged in flaking gold leaf, in his coat pocket.


    “Djuna? Is that a freedom name? That your parents gave you, if you don’t mind my asking, Officer Brown?”


    Tiny beside him in her little slippers, she guided him across the Sector reception room and shook her head. Strange that she’d have the same conversation in two days. “No. My dad read about a woman in Paris named Djuna. He liked it and I got it.”


    Inside an interview room she let him sit where he wanted. There was no percentage in controlling the format. She instinctively knew this man could do no harm except in back-to-the-wall defence, and even then he’d only use the minimum strength required. He reminded her of her father, a cab driver who parked with his inside light on and devoured books of any kind. Solid men. Men busting themselves the life they could.


    She offered him coffee or a drink of any kind.


    He declined politely and she knew he didn’t want to inconvenience her.


    “I’m getting myself a root beer.”


    “Well,” he said. “They don’t make root beers like they used to. No roots, I guess. And beer’s a sin.” He chuckled. “But I’d appreciate it if it’s no trouble and I’m sure it’ll be fine as long as there’s no roots or beer in it.”


    He stood until she left the room, leaving the door open so officers passing would know he wasn’t a suspect, that there might be a victim or a victim’s bereaved family on site, to keep down the yelling and boisterousness.


    She was punching buttons on the beverage machine when Ray Tate came in. He showed her a digital image on his cellphone taken from an awkward angle to show enough of the victim’s face without revealing the full extent of the damage. It had been almost impossible. “He should be able to tell from this. If not, we’ll have to take him down there. You want to work him alone?” He wanted her to deal with policing that was the opposite of the Stonetown riots. “I think you should, Djuna. If he can do it. If you can do it.”


    “He can do it, if he has to, Ray. So can I. He’s got a strength to him. If that’s his kid on the tubes, I just found out why she survived.”


    They went down the corridor to the interview room. He put his hand on her arm. “This is the real work, Djun’. That other stuff, that was the anomaly.”


    She looked at him with sadness. “I know.”


    “I’m going to meet up with Marty and Brian, at the Bottomless. Call me when you’re done, come on over.”


    When she entered, Samual Evans stood and waited until she closed the door softly, put the cans of root beer on the table, and sat, then sat himself. He waited until she’d pulled the tab off her drink before doing his own. He waited until she’d sipped before he took a swallow. Ladies first.


    “Mr. Evans, I need to recap. You reported your daughter, Eve, missing the day before yesterday. Your report, forwarded from Jefferson City, Missouri, PD, indicates you always spoke to her at least a couple or three times a week, that when she didn’t call for more than a week, you went to the police station. You said Eve lived alone here in the city, that she was a documentarian filmmaker, that you didn’t know if she had a boyfriend. Jefferson City forwarded the report to our missing persons unit.” She looked at the follow-up, which was skimpy. A policewoman had gone to Eve Evans’s address, an apartment just on the dirty edge of Stonetown’s development where artists and students lived in rundown rented lofts, and confirmed she hadn’t been seen recently by either-side neighbours or the building’s superintendent. The section on the form suggesting follow-up actions had been left blank. It was minimalist policing.


    “Did you know, Officer Brown, the first two slaves off a slave ship were sometimes given the names Adam and Eve? I didn’t know that when I named her. The history to it. I named her Evening. Evening Evans. Because when her mother and I were young and we bought the patch we’d sit on kitchen chairs holding hands in front of the house looking at evening fall, each night. I thought it was the most beautiful thing, to sit on land you owned, well, maybe with the bank, but you had a stake in it, and you could watch evening come down as if you owned it. My baby would be that beautiful and I’d name her after those happy moments. I didn’t think how it would sound, when people shortened it to Eve. For a long time she got teased about being called Eve Evans, but she came to like it. She said it was a good name for filmmaker. For a long time she was Eve Evans, and then E.E., and when she did her first documentary about a cancer lady she brought it down to Jefferson City and they showed it at the film school and there on the screen was ‘An Evening Evans Project.’ I was so proud. Her mother had died the year before of cancer. At the end it was dedicated to the memory of her mother.”


    Djuna Brown recognized he was diverting. His all-night drive north must have been a babbling time in his mind. He’d do anything not to have to leave the interview room to find out if his daughter was one of the poor ladies. In his mind was a wispy cloud of hope that his Eve was off on a film expedition, maybe in Hollywood on a filmmaking course. You could live a long time in that trace of wispy cloud, even as it faded away. She wished Martinique Frost could meet this man. Marty could chat with him about all manner of various stuff and unearth from him what was needed to be known.


    She softly cleared her throat. “Mr. Evans, the simplest thing to do is for me to show you a picture of the … the lady in the hospital. If you say that it isn’t her, I’ll take you to our missing persons unit and they’ll do a more in-depth interview with you about your daughter. We’ll get them to prioritize it, we’ll get it in the media, on the Internet, on the film-industry related websites. We’ll get it out to veterinarians, dog walking services, everybody. Wherever she is, she’ll see she lost the rhythm for a bit and was a little careless and she’ll contact you or us. Can I show you the picture?”


    “Veterinarians? Dog walkers? No. She hated dogs, feared them.” He smiled at Djuna Brown, relief apparent. “Before I moved to Jefferson City, we had the patch down south, she saw a dog chase down a gopher and rip it up and it made her sick, what an animal could do to another animal. When she tried to save the gopher, the dog nipped her pretty good, here on the hand. Did this lady in the hospital have a dog? It isn’t Eve, then.” He sat back relaxed, his stoic attitude softening into relief although not pleasure. “I feel sorry, though, for the family whose daughter it is. I’ll pray for them.”


    Djuna Brown made a small happy smile. “Okay, then. It seems this girl was out walking her dog when she was attacked. She said the dog, Harris, saved her.”


    “Harris?” Samual Evans, his voice croaking, said, “Harris?”


    She felt the case curve on itself. “Harris, we think it was her dog. She said Harris saved her.”


    Samual Darius Evans’s shoulders sagged. “Could she have said Horace?”


    “Who’s Horace?”


    “I’d better look at that picture, Officer, please.”


    Djuna Brown opened Ray Tate’s cellphone and scrolled to the photograph of the survivor. She handed it to Samual Evans.


    “It’s Evening.” He was finally overcome and his voice cracked. “My baby.”


    Belted in, Djuna Brown drove to the hospital. Samual Evans sat in the shotgun seat, unbelted, but she didn’t comment on it as she did when Ray Tate was in the vehicle.


    “I got it for her when she moved up north to go to school. A dangerous place, up here. We named it Horace because Horace Smith was half of Smith & Wesson, the gun people. Down home everyone has a gun. She was a good shot. She knew guns and wasn’t afraid of them. I’m afraid I made her take it. She didn’t want to. Up north, she said, was people who used their brains instead of their guns. But I insisted. I wouldn’t give her my blessing unless she took Horace. I wouldn’t sleep. And she wouldn’t come up here without my blessing. So, she took it. When we spoke on the telephone, I’d ask, ‘You keeping Horace nearby? Keeping him fed?’ She’d say, ‘Yep, Dad. Me and Horace double-date all the time.’ She laughed. She was humouring an old man.” He slipped into a reverie, his lips moving in recall of past conversations, and Djuna Brown drove slowly to the hospital while he nodded to himself at the windshield.


    “Mr. Evans, I have to make a call, okay?” She dialled Marty Frost. “Hey, is Ray with you guys?”


    “Nope. Me and my poet are having a healthy breakfast. We’re hooking up with Ray later at the Bottomless on Ontario.”


    “I’m with Mr. Samual Evans, the father of the lady in the hospital? We’re just heading over there now. He said Harris is actually Horace, named after Horace Smith, Smith & Wesson? Horace is a gun. It wasn’t found at the scene, so probably the doer took it with him.”


    “Okay, good. Call us when you’re done, come over to the Bottomless.”


    Djuna Brown clicked off and swung into the parking lot at St. Francis’ Heart. Samual Evans saw some media crews set up at the Emergency entrance.


    “Is that for us? For Eve?”


    “No. You heard about the riots the other night? Those people.”


    Before getting out of the car, Samual Evans looked at her with huge sadness. “I made a mistake. I should never have let her come north. There are universities in the South.”


    She patted his huge hand with her little elegant one. “None of us is perfect. We’re just people, like everybody else. Don’t blame yourself.”


    At the nurses’ station a harried doctor wearing a white jacket over a bulging T-shirt was flipping charts while a world of activity broke around him, as though he were a rock in a river. He looked vaguely familiar. She thought: Bronstein.


    “Doctor Bronstein?” She showed him her badge. “You were out in the riot the other night? Chinatown?”


    “I was. You were with that bearded officer. Last time I saw you, you were running down the street with a shotgun. A permanent image. Beautiful woman, slippers, and a gun. When you were a little girl, did you imagine that? That image? You, with a shotgun running towards a riot?” He rubbed his hands over his face. “Sorry. I’m having those kinds of thoughts lately. The mind has no neutral, sometimes, so racing the engine becomes the status quo. It protects itself with wide cerebral thoughts so it can ignore little physical realities that confront you. When I was in med school in Boston did I see myself in Burma, removing a bullet with a chisel and a pair of manicure scissors? And when I was there, did I see myself in the middle of an American street taking a Chinese kid out with a tire iron? That kind of stuff.” He shrugged. “Are you here to lay some charges on my patients? Get in line.”


    “No, no. This is Mr. Samual Evans. His daughter came in a few days ago, she was found by the river? Head injuries? Massive body?”


    “Yeah, she’s one of mine.” He shook hands with Samual Evans and said he was pleased to meet him, regretting the circumstances. “I meant to call you people, Officer, but, well, you know it got really busy really fast. Miss Doe, Miss Evans, briefly regained consciousness yesterday. Very briefly. Then she lapsed out. Then she did it again, this morning, this time for a minute.” He said to Samual Evans, “I’m sorry what happened to your daughter, sir, but this is good news. She’s got a long road ahead, there’s some optical damage, there’s some brain injury we haven’t been able to fully evaluate. She’s got the strength. I wondered where she got it.”


    “From her mother.”


    “I’m sure.” Bronstein gave him a nod of appreciation at this. “Anyway, we’ve had to move people around. She’s up on Five. Give me two minutes and I’ll take you up there.” He stopped a passing nurse and handed her a stack of files. “These ones we lose. We don’t know where they are. They didn’t come in and if they did come in, they didn’t. Blame the filing system. Blame me.” He glanced at Djuna Brown, turned slightly away and told the nurse. “The cops don’t get these people.” He picked up a phone off the counter. “Five-o-seven. I’m going in there with family visitors in two minutes. Clean things up. Make the lady as presentable as you can.”


    Djuna Brown saw in his lined face an inexhaustible, tough compassion. A multi-tasker of the physical and the spiritual and the practical and the emotional. She wondered how the night in Stonetown would have gone for her if she’d had his qualities and Samual Evans’s strengths. She thought again about her father, down in the capital. She thought how much she was lacking as a person.


    Bronstein took the remaining files to a frazzled-looking nurse. “These, Mavis, in this order, please. There are two more patients coming over from Mercy in about twenty minutes.”


    “We have no room, you know that.” She shook her head, sternly. “We’re all filled up.”


    He pointed into the nursing station. “Get maintenance up here, move those two desks out, swing some gurneys in, get some screens. We got lots of space. We can play tennis in here, if we have to, and still have room to dance, you and me, after work.”


    The nurse laughed and shook her head. “Okay, Doctor, okay.”


    He led the way to the elevators.


    Djuna Brown asked, “What was that, about the cops not getting people?”


    He wasn’t evasive. “No record of them being here. They’re gone.” They boarded the elevator and he pressed 5 with his elbow. “Chinatown kids. Their addresses are in Chinatown, in the streets around the arsons. Students, restaurant workers. They were scooped up in Stonetown in the riots and pretty badly beaten. They paid a pretty heavy price for getting angry about their community being massacred. So, you don’t get ’em.”


    When they stepped out onto Five, he led the way down the corridor past a waiting room crammed with people. “You guys didn’t horse around.”


    She could say nothing to that.


    At 507 he stopped. “Mr. Evans, I need you to listen to me for a minute, okay, sir? It’s going to look bad. It’s going to look a lot worse that it really is. There’s damage you can see, there’s damage you can’t see. I need you to stay on the right-hand side of her. If you need to touch her, touch her on the right-hand side. Maybe her shoulder, maybe her hand. That’s it. Don’t touch her face, even on the bandages. You’ll want to. I would. She’s still a beautiful girl. But you can’t, sir, okay? She can’t move her head. If she awakens, you can move into her field of vision. Her eye won’t move much. But don’t get into the wires. Those wires are keeping her going.”


    Samual Evans nodded. He clamped his lips, took out his bible and clutched it in his hand.


    Bronstein steered Djuna Brown away a couple of feet. “I can’t stay. You’ve got five minutes before a nurse will come in. She’ll evaluate Miss Doe … Miss Evans. She’ll kick you out or she’ll give you more time. There’ll be some crushed ice in there, he can rub her lips with it if she wakens. He can come back any time he wants, never mind that visitors’ hours bullshit. Tell ’em at the nurses’ station Bronstein said it was okay. I’ll leave a note.”


    “Thank you.” She put her hand on his arm and looked up into his eyes. He’d been in the riots, at the beginning, and he was dealing. He looked like he’d been in a lot of faraway shit, and he was dealing. “You’re a good person, aren’t you? In spite of all this? Of where you find yourself?”


    “Not always, Officer.” His face darkened a shade for a split second. He was intuitive and recognized she was asking something else. “None of us is at all times, in every place. We have to live with it as best we can.”


    She watched him stride down the dingy corridor past a garbage container overflowing with newspapers and tin cans. He veered into the nurses’ station, took a plastic garbage bag from under the counter, and dumped the container into it, tying the bag with a flourish.


    She could hear him whistling, swinging the bag, as he leaned over to hit the down button with his elbow.


    If I’d gotten shot, she thought, if I’d gotten shot, boy.

  


  
    Chapter 20

    



    At breakfast in her apartment, Martinique Frost told Brian Comartin about Horace the gun. She made a show of relishing her buttered and jammed toast, sunnyside eggs, and crispy bacon, with endless mmms and yums. For fun, she poured extra cream into her coffee. Making his bran cereal with zero-percent milk last as long as possible, Brian Comartin watched her enjoyment morosely, but he was secretly pleased at this attention to his well-being. His coffee was black and sour. He had to get on top of his body issues. An advertisement for waffles came on the television in the kitchen. Brian Comartin groaned at the melting pat of butter, the pouring of syrup.


    Marty Frost was sympathetic. “Twenty-nine more days, Brian, and we go to IHOP, my treat.” She made a relaxed smile. “And, oh, three hundred and six days after that, I figure, we’ll be eating breakfast every morning in Barcelona. Hang in there, man.”


    “Bar-tha-lona. In Spanish they pronounced the C as a th. Bar-tha-lona.”


    They were watching the waffles being devoured by insanely voracious children when the telephone on the kitchen table buzzed. Marty Frost hit the mute on the television and picked up the phone. “Who wants to see me? Joe who? Don’t know him. Oh, wait, yeah, I know that guy. The firebomber, right? Okay, I’m gonna pick up my partner on the way in, we’ll go straight to the secure lockup. Give us an hour, let them know I’m coming.” She clicked off.


    Brian Comartin said, “An hour? It’s ten minutes, we take the Eight down to Huron, cut across the park, pop out a block from the lockup. Run a half-block the wrong way on the one-way and we’re in the back of the parking lot. Twelve minutes, max.”


    She nodded. “But that doesn’t allow for a detour in the shower, right? Diet without exercise is pointless.”


    He thought her greying cornrows and the grooves of life in her face were the most beautiful thing he’d seen. It was beyond sexy. There was a poetry there. He’d caught Ray Tate looking at Djuna Brown with what he imagined was the same feeling. There was life and possibility. Yesterday and today weren’t the only available future. He saw her on Las Ramblas, sipping sweet, thick coffee; he saw himself, slimmer, fit, maybe a little ex-cop tough, sitting opposite in a ten-cent shirt and long, baggy shorts and espadrilles, reading an El Periodico, referring occasionally to a Spanish-English dictionary. At night after they had a good late dinner together, he’d sit by a window overlooking a town square and write poetry.


    He had the perfect feeling that this part of his life was over.


    Joseph Carr wore a full-body baby blue jumpsuit with wide belt loops and a waist-chain running through it to steel handcuffs, then down to shackles on his ankles. The slippers on his feet shuffled across the floor, and the chains clinked. Someone had been at him: he had a blackened eye, but his fists were scabbed and bruised. He was maintaining, holding his ground. He looked glad to see her, the familiar face who’d aced him into fatal declarations of guilty knowledge.


    The custodian, specially trained in security of defendants in death penalty cases, sat him down, pushed Joseph Carr’s cheek down into the tabletop, neither gently nor aggressively, slipped the waist-chain to the back, unlocked it, then secured it to the back of the chair. He fastened the handcuffs to an iron ring driven deeply into the metal tabletop. He stepped back, then used a chain attached to the chair to secure Joseph Carr’s ankles to a ring in the floor. “He’s all yours, Miss. Nobody that secure can get at you.”


    “Harry Houdini.” Marty Frost smiled at him. As she always did, she tried to make a personal connection. “Harry Houdini. He’d get out of this. I saw it in a movie.”


    “Well, no. Harry didn’t have me locking him down. Trust me, if Harry had had me in there with him, I don’t care if he swallowed the key and puked it up, he’d still be trying to breathe through his ears.” He tapped Joseph Carr on the shoulder. “Okay, Joe? Stay in the chair. Okay, Miss? I’ll be behind that glass. I can see but not hear. The door lock is on a foot switch. I can be in here in literally two seconds. You just have to stand up, I’m in. Don’t stand up unless you need me. Adrenaline kills.”


    When the custodian was gone, she asked Joseph Carr how he was making out.


    “Okay. An awful lot of black people in here. I had a couple fights before they laid the charges and moved me to my own cell.”


    “Anybody I can call for you, Joe?”


    “Naw. I mean, no, my lawyer called my wife. She knows about the … those sex charges. That it wasn’t me. She’s standing by me on that. Chinatown, too. It had to be done. But she knows I wasn’t in on any sex stuff. I’ll go for Chinatown.”


    “Maybe, maybe, Joe, you’ve got some time in here, you might want to use that time to think things out? Maybe it isn’t so cut-and-dried? This black, white thing? Chinese? Maybe people are just people, trying to bust themselves a living? I’ve seen everyone, black, white, Asian, Mexicans, everyone do the most horrible things. It always broke my heart and I admit I cried, but it didn’t make me put it all on anyone.”


    She took a cigarette package from her pocket and held it up to the plexi-window where the custodian was watching. He shook his head sternly and pointed his finger at a No Smoking sign above her head. He wagged his finger at her, then closed his eyes for a moment and nodded. She lit two cigarettes with a plastic lighter and leaned across to put one into Joseph Carr’s lips. She didn’t smoke, much, but the companionship of it felt right. He took a deep drag, then bobbed his head down to his chained hands and took the cigarette from his mouth in his fingers. A second later he bobbed his head again to the cigarette, inhaling and exhaling. He seemed to have all the time in the world to think about what she’d said.


    “People are just people, Joe. Like us, you and me. We’re just people who need to make a human connection. Just like us, you and me. Are we race enemies, Joe? Do you hate me, want to beat me to death? I mean, you know me.”


    “No. I guess not. I dunno. No. I’m getting the needle for Chinatown, aren’t I?”


    “I don’t know, Joe. Depends on your lawyer.” He’d tell her, she figured, in his own time why he’d voiced out for her. “You can make some kind of a deal, I’m sure. If there’s anything you need me to do, well, I can’t promise. What you did was pretty outrageous. I’m not going to pretend it’s forgivable. It’ll take a lot of time for a lot of people, me included, to get past this, past what I saw you did in Chinatown. But maybe, maybe if you need something … Maybe.” She sat smoking the cigarette as if she had all day.


    “How come Ansel isn’t in here? I’m here, Peter’s here. I can’t talk to him, but I saw him going to the visitors’ room. I haven’t seen Ansel. My lawyer doesn’t know what I’m talking about, I ask.”


    “Who’s Ansel?”


    “The other guy, the one with the tattoos? Was picked up with us in Chinatown? He joined up about a month ago, Corey brought him in, said he was a righteous guy, a fugitive from Idaho. He’s the guy that got arrested with us in Chinatown. Ansel Partridge. He was always off doing missions, he said. He’d be gone for a few days, then back with us. It was his idea, the firebombs. He brought the gas and the bottles. Let’s make a strike for America. Burn ’em, burn ’em, burn ’em.”


    Martinique Frost felt a chill. “I don’t know, Joe. Maybe they’re holding him in federal lockup. The feds are hungry for this case. They aren’t into making deals, but maybe they need this Ansel for something else.”


    “Yeah. Yes, I guess.” He thought about that for moment. “So. They said Corey killed himself? In the raids?”


    “Yes. He hung himself in a room he had hidden in his house. He was into porn. Black porn. It was everywhere. He never mentioned that, to you guys?”


    “No. No, that’s sick, Miss. Any kind of pornography is a sin. Women are to be respected.” He bent to his hands and smoked at his cigarette until it was a stub. He looked around. She reached over and took it from his fingers and pinched it out. She pinched hers out, feeling a little nauseous.


    “I guess, Miss, he was a troubled soul, Corey. The Lord sure don’t make it easy.”


    “Joe, let me ask you one, okay? With what you know, this racist porn he had, the suicide, do you think Corey was capable of beating black women to death? Was he that hateful?”


    Joseph Carr thought about it. His face went through several changes and she believed what he was going to say would be the truth. Most liars operate off the face of confusion or innocence. One or the other; lying can get complicated, best to stick to a simple set of expressions. Joseph Carr was actually processing. “No. No, I don’t see it, but how do we know what’s in the hearts of others?” He nodded to himself as if he liked the phrase he’d come up with. “In the hearts of others.” He took a deep breath. “Look, can I talk to you about something? I don’t want Corey’s family hurt any more than already.”


    “I’ll listen, Joe, but I have to tell you, my entire focus right now is on getting justice for the poor ladies. That’s my mission, my duty. We’re thinking it was Corey, some twisted race thing. He went off. If what you tell me is going to get me there, I’m going to use it. If what you tell me doesn’t do that, then I have some leeway, what I do with it.”


    He nodded. “Ansel. After Corey brought Ansel around, they’d go out sometimes, just the two of them. That was weird. Corey was afraid of Ansel but Ansel was all chummy. Once, Ansel made some crack, like he was teasing. An inside joke, you know, how a guy says something that nobody else understands? And they laugh between themselves? Well, with Ansel, that time, it wasn’t for pals laughing. It was Ansel laughing and Corey getting all white in the face. He was terrified. But Ansel just went off on something else, another plan, another action.”


    “You remember what it was about, that Ansel put to him?”


    “It was nothing, really. Ansel was always trying to push us into buying some guns off him, guns he’d bought and needed the money back for. Corey said he didn’t ask Ansel to get any guns. Ansel said something like, ‘Well, we’re gonna need guns to tear it down, you guys agreed, and I went out and spent nine hundred bucks to get these things and you don’t want them? What am I gonna do with all these guns?’ And Corey said, he was a little pissed off and trying to stand up to Ansel, he said, ‘Take ’em up to the projects, sell ’em to the gangbangers.’ Ansel didn’t like that much, arming the enemy. He said, ‘Well, maybe I can take ’em down to Smoketown, I got a pal spends a lot of time down there, hunting up black cooz. Can’t remember the race traitors’ name but it’ll come to me.’ Next day Corey sold a snowmobile he had just bought last winter and we had a bunch of guns.”


    “You think Corey went beyond the porn? That he was into black women, sexually, like, physically? Down in Smoketown? And Ansel worked him off that?”


    “I don’t know, Miss. I’m just sayin’. If Corey had that … kind of stuff going on, there’s no way he’d kill them, after. Corey was no killer. And Ansel, well, if the women were killed and not … had things done … then maybe Ansel. But no way is he gonna … do stuff to them.”


    “Well, Joe, we weren’t exactly square with you. The black ladies were beaten to death, but there was no sexual assault. No rape. We made that up to move you. It had to be done, you know? It hurt me to lie, seeing what it did to you, to make you worry for your family. But I have to speak for those poor dead ladies. That’s my job, my calling. If you want, I can call your wife and explain it to her. So she doesn’t have bad thoughts about it. Women can take that kind of stuff hard.”


    “No, no, it’s all right. She knows me. She knows I’d never —” He went silent. Then, “I’m glad they didn’t suffer all that before they died. Those women.”


    It was time to move him again. He’d ramble all day with her to avoid going back inside the isolation cell. “So, you remove the rape part of the attacks on the ladies, what do you think? Ansel? Someone else in the group?”


    “Like I said, I don’t know what’s in other folks’ hearts. But if, like you said, the … women were killed and not … had stuff done on them, then maybe Ansel. Ansel could kill anyone. He told us stories about things he did. How he stone-cold capped asses, he called it, for America.”


    In her mind, she organized all that he’d said. She wanted to leave him, but she wanted to leave on good terms. “Okay, Joe. I was glad to hear from you, so I could come in and clear up that sex stuff. I was going to come in, see how you’re doing, but we got really busy. The people in Chinatown, I guess you heard, were pretty upset about what you guys did. They did a lot of damage over in Stonetown. That’s sorting out, but we still haven’t conclusively put the dead ladies on Corey or any of your people.” She leaned forward gently. “Anything else, before I head out.”


    “Yeah, yes, maybe. I was thinking. You said one of the … the ladies was killed by the river? The night we were patrolling?”


    “Yes. We don’t have a timeline, that last poor lady is still in a coma. She was just a girl, Joe, about as big as a kid. A girl out for a walk. He grabbed her up and just …” She shook her head as if she couldn’t comprehend it.


    “Well, Miss, I was thinking. We was out on the water, about ten o’clock to after midnight. Having a few beers. Nothing came over from Canada, so we packed it in. Just about midnight. There was me and Corey and Peter.”


    “No Ansel?”


    “No, not that night. He said he had another action to do, he’d hook up with us later. But we didn’t see him for a day or two.”


    He wanted to please her, to give her something. She wondered if, in his life, he’d had any exposure to black people, had had a coffee with one, or a meal, or even a chat on a street corner. Or with a Chinese person. Or any person unlike himself. Somehow his life had become ghettoized. He’d barricaded himself from the people of America, people who weren’t much different from himself. Frustrated sometimes. Happy sometimes. Exhausted and worrisome about their children and elderly parents and finances. He had access to all of America and he’d limited himself, or been limited to, a narrow, hateful slice. Cops did it too. They cut themselves off from their own human nature, made themselves separate and different. They barricaded themselves. The thought of Barcelona with her poet was becoming attractive, even urgent, for the survival of her sanity.


    “If that’s true, Joe, that means Peter, and especially Corey, aren’t who we’re looking for. You’re sure, right? This is the truth, just between us?”


    “Me, Peter, and Corey. We was on the water, we beached the boat on the shore, we went back to Corey’s.”


    She waited a minute. Her instinct was to lay back, but to give him something. She couldn’t give him approval. That would be too much, even for her. “Maybe, Joe, maybe you’re making up for all that other stuff, now with this. There might be some strange roundabout reason, man. If you hadn’t gone into Chinatown that night we wouldn’t have met. If we hadn’t have met, I wouldn’t be getting this information for the poor dead ladies.”


    He looked over her shoulder and seemed to be thinking about it. “Yeah. I’m gonna have to go to school on that. But maybe it sounds about right.” He mulled and nodded to himself. “Did this help? With those … poor dead ladies?”


    “I think so, Joe. If you and Peter and Corey were in the boat, then maybe Ansel is the guy. Did he ever mention any place? A restaurant? A bar? Where he worked? Girlfriend? A car or truck you might have seen him in?”


    “Nothing. He always showed up with Corey and he left with Corey. He never talked about nothing except actions. Actions, actions, actions.”


    “This is good. You’ve done well for me and I appreciate it.” She looked at her watch. “Joe I have to take off, follow this stuff up, find the justice.”


    Then he said why he really wanted her to visit. He’d rehearsed it to get it right, to let her know clearly, she could see. He spoke almost formally. “You know, Miss, if I had someone like you, black or white, in my family, talking like this together, I think I’d’a done okay, wouldn’t be in this mess.” He awkwardly half-stood, bent at the waist. “I just wanted you to know that.”


    Martinique Frost looked at the Plexiglas window, made a thumbs-up motion, and raised her eyebrows. The custodian nodded. Slowly she rose and came around the table and gave Joseph Carr, held hunched over in his restraints, an awkward hug. “Good luck to you, Joe.”


    “You’re a good person,” he said, “and I think I might’a been a good person too, if things was different.” He sat back down as the custodian came in, a tiny can of pepper spray subtly hidden in his hand. “Would you tell those Chinese folks I’m sorry? If they’d’a stayed over there we could’a been friends. I really like their food.”


    “I’ll tell them, Joe.”


    “Head down on the table, Joe. Relax.”


    He put his head down with the custodian’s hand on his head, but he kept his eyes cut up into hers. “If I see them in heaven, things’ll be different. I promise you.”


    She couldn’t think of anything to say to that and left him being re-shackled.

  


  
    Chapter 21

    



    Samual Darius Evans, with the worn black bible in his hand, sat silently with his daughter for the five minutes until the nurse came in. She checked the monitors, made some notes, and said they could have five minutes more.


    The moment she stepped out of the room, Samual Darius Evans excused himself to Djuna Brown. “I know when you’re a police officer, it’s hard to believe, with all you see, I know that. But I’d like to pray, here, with my girl. I don’t want to embarrass you, Miss, if you’d like to leave.”


    He was goodness. He was her father. He was what Ray Tate had in mind when he said to keep your heart for the victims. She said, “Even police pray. May I stay? And pray? With you, for her?”


    He laboriously got on his knees with a heavy sigh and the crackle of cartilage. She stood behind him, erect with her head bent, and folded her hands at her waist. Feeling like a bit of a fake, she was surprised to hear Evans’s voice in her ear: “Pretend to believe when you don’t believe, and you’ll be ready to believe when you do.” That was the essence of his faith.


    The room was quiet. Machines beeped. A car engine roared outside the window.


    She closed her eyes.


    And then there was a convergence inside her, a gathering. Maybe because she was exhausted and her posture allowed her to finally relax. Maybe it was some osmosis of the tensile strength of Bronstein or Samual Darius Evans, strong fathers both. But there was something happening. It wasn’t a vision of God, but it was a diverse confusion of elements, not unpleasant, not demanding to be calmed, but only to be recognized, endured. It was the smell of sweat-lodge smoke, the caw of a raven, it was the flash of Ray Tate’s face in the instant before she’d been handed the email calling for help down in the city, it was the sound of the curving bullet taking her earring off with a buzz and a clink.


    She was warmed, flushed, as she listened to the rhythm of Samual Darius Evans’s voice and while she couldn’t hear the words, she recognized the pacing of The Lord’s Prayer.


    There was a pause after he said a strong, loud, “Amen.”


    Then he starting singing what sounded like a lullaby.


    Then he stopped.


    Then he cried, “Evening.”


    Alarmed, Djuna Brown reached out to comfort him, to restrain him if necessary although she couldn’t imagine anyone with enough strength.


    Evening Evans’s uncovered eye was open, flickering toward the sound of his voice.


    Djuna Brown felt pretty good. Maybe her little portion of the praying had paid off in the God scheme of things. She left Samual Evans with his daughter, left the hospital to stand in the sunshine. She called Ray Tate.


    “She’s awake, Ray. We were … we were just in the room and Mr. Evans was praying and she just woke up. She can’t talk yet, but the doctor, Bronstein, remember him from Stonetown? Doctor Tire Iron? He’s her doctor. He said maybe later this evening we can take a really soft run at her. Simple yes or no stuff. Nothing too confusing.”


    “Great, good, that’s good news, Djun’.”


    “And that Harris thing? We thought was a dog? It was Horace, a gun, named after Horace Smith, Smith & Wesson. She had it with her. Looks like the doer took it. I told Marty.”


    “A mystery solved. What are you up to? Now?”


    “Nothing. You, ah, want to meet? At the Whistler? Have lunch?”


    “Marty and Brian are on their way here. They’ve got stuff. I’m at the Bottomless on Ontario Road. Why don’t you come over here? We can strategize, maybe ... ah, I dunno, head to the hotel after for lunch?”


    She didn’t have a car, and asked for directions. He said to take a cab, it was easier.


    But she didn’t. She asked a passerby for directions to the Bottomless on Ontario and in her little slippers started a twenty-five-block hike. Her path took her through Stonetown. It still reeked of smoke. There was a lot of damage. Every window had been shattered. Shopkeepers and restaurateurs consulted with insurance-claim adjusters waving clipboards, or listlessly swept the glass and debris from their storefronts into the gutter. Some buildings had been burned. She stopped and watched and bummed a cigarette from a passing woman.


    She smoked, remembering her wild night there. How she smelled on herself terror, how the burning gasoline burned at her eyes. This is the place where everything that was me evaporated, she thought. I got caught up and found myself to be a stranger to me. I was afraid and was almost killed in front of Ray, breaking his heart, and …


    And then in front of her in Stonetown there was a moment, a moment of validation she needed.


    A dozen Chinese youths in black kung fu pants, work boots, and white T-shirts came up the block, two by two, followed by two creeping car-loads of chargers. The Chinese teens wore work gloves. They stopped in front of a narrow bistro where a woman in a white chef’s jerkin, black-and-white checkered pants, and wooden clogs stood surveying the damage, shaking her head.


    One of the Chinese kids went up to speak to her. She hugged him and Djuna Brown heard her say, “I’m so, so very sorry.” And the crew moved into the restaurant. Four chargers in their black leather gloves disembarked their ghoster and followed them in.


    A battered U.S. mailbox was carried out by two Chinese kids and stood upright at the curb. One of the chargers moved to the broken window and, with his baton, scraped the shards of glass remaining in the frame. Two chargers came out carrying a newspaper box; they set it up near the mailbox. One kid came out with a broom and swept the patio meticulously. Two others carried out broken chairs and tables. The woman in her chef’s outfit set up four tables on her patio and went inside. She came out with a tray covered in foil and a case of beer.


    Snapping caps, she saw Djuna Brown smoking at the edge of the railing. “Are you okay? You’re crying.”


    “So are you.”


    “Sometimes, sometimes … this really is America.” The chef laughed and sniffed. “Go figure.”


    Djuna Brown moved on, thumbing at her eyes. Reconstruction efforts were everywhere. She saw Willard Wong in pressed blue jeans and a white buttoned-down shirt with a thin cardigan over his shoulders, like a cape, directing a crew of workers at a furniture store. He aristocratically smoked a cigarette, holding it near his mouth as he inhaled and exhaled. From inside came the rip of a power saw, the hammering of nails. As she passed, he spotted her and wagged his finger at her with a smile. She waved gaily and paused at the foot of Parson’s Lane. There’d be bullet pockmarks in the brick walls, a shattered earring on the ground, and there’d be the cobblestones where she’d curled up and was afraid to look at Ray Tate, fearing the bullets meant for him hadn’t curved in magic. Where, when she heard his voice talking to the old Road, she’d started giggling and proceeded to fall apart.


    She moved on, avoiding Parson’s Lane. She carried a melancholic feeling of hope with her. Not wanting to spoil it, she added five blocks to her trip to the Bottomless and avoided Chinatown, not wanting to push her luck. Chinatown would still be forensics teams and flower shrines.


    The blue Mercury and a black Chrysler were parked illegally in front of the Bottomless, curb-side wheels up on the sidewalk. Through the window she could see Marty Frost and Brian Comartin sitting close together at a wire metal table. They looked, she thought, like a middle-aged couple planning their day, maybe discussing going to a movie, maybe planning a late dinner. Ray Tate was at the serving counter. When she walked in he looked and gave her the old sly Ray Tate smile, and then told the barista to blow up another cappuccino, his simple sister was here, on leave from the asylum. The barista laughed aloud.


    When they were settled in around the table, Djuna Brown went first, relating the miraculous reviving of Evening Evans, leaving out her own effort at prayer. In barely concealed wonder, she spoke at length about Samual Darius Evans and his strength of character. She spent some time on Bronstein, his easy command of his staff, the collecting of the bag of garbage, the rearrangement of the nursing station into a hospital ward. She detailed her walk through Stonetown, told of the Chinese kids and the chargers working on the bistro, the owner weeping. “Amazing how in the light of day everybody’s humanity comes back, how we all recognize each other again,” she said, speaking of the neighbourhood and, maybe, about herself.


    Essentially, she added nothing to the dead ladies’ case, except that Harris was Horace and Horace was a gun, and Marty Frost and Brian Comartin looked at each other in amusement as if Djuna Brown were indeed a slightly simple-minded sister in her little spangled slippers.


    “Cool.” Ray Tate appreciated all of it. He could tell she was back. “Now, about last night at the Jank.” He told them about the suspicion he and Djuna Brown had that Sally Greaves, the head of the SPA, wasn’t being straight with them. “She seemed to be more interested in putting the hat for the ladies on a sex deviant. They want us to look elsewhere. We got the sense that the whole discussion was a set-up, maybe by her, maybe by her and Hambone Hogarth. They don’t want us jumping into the Volunteers’ shit. We didn’t know why, then.” He sipped his coffee and said, “But I think Marty might know why. Ansel Partridge. Marty?”


    Martinique Frost went over her conversation with Joseph Carr. He’d made alibis for himself, Corey Garnett, and Peter van Meister. “The only player we know wasn’t there is Ansel Partridge. Mystery man. He comes, he goes. Picked up with the firebombers in Chinatown but not in custody, not anywhere in the system. I checked.” She looked around at each of them. “Ansel Partridge. Cop or informant, living the cartoon life. And maybe, in his spare time, killer of the ladies.”


    “Not something Sally Greaves would want out there in the press.” Ray Tate nodded appreciatively. “Nicely done. We can use this. It answers a lot of questions. Sally Greaves wouldn’t want us uncovering that Ansel Partridge might be a rogue, working undercover on the Volunteers by day, killing innocent women by night. All on the city payroll. Hambone wouldn’t really care. At any time he can hang it on Corey Garnett, solve the whole thing without a messy trial. And he gets a favour from Sally, in case he needs it down the road. Neat. Sweet.”


    They figured Ansel Partridge wasn’t his name, but back at the Jank Martinique Frost put him through Google and several search engines. There were no hits. The media drag came up negative except for Ansel Adams, the photographer, and the Partridge Family. She did a search on the Aryan Nations and several other white power groups. “No hits for Partridge, Brian. But when in doubt, go to the chat rooms. People will say anything about anyone.”


    “Do you want me to do a driver’s licence on him? Put him through the computer for a criminal record?”


    “Nope. We hold off on that. Once we do that, we’re gonna hear about it, fast, if he’s a cop. If he’s on the job, or an agent for the job, there’ll be a red notify on his working name in case he got burned or someone is checking him out. Someone’ll come at us, asking why we put him in. We hold until we’re ready to tell them.” She peered at the screen then rubbed her eyes. “We get everything we can, then we make an official move.” She took her glasses from her purse and put them on.


    Brian Comartin stared, captivated. She looked real and beautiful and thoughtful.


    She said, “What? I’m old, okay?” She gave him a sad smile. “Brian, you’re not getting some twenty-year-old cadet, okay? Deal with it, amigo”


    His heart soared a little.


    She said, “Here we go. NARC-W. The National Anti-Racist Coordinating Workshop. ‘Beware of these agent provocateurs.’ Look at them all.” She shook her head, “Oh, I like this one, this is a great site. I wouldn’t trust any of them.” Then she laughed. “I bet this is one of Sally Greaves’s operations. She runs pictures of actual revolutionaries as cops, gets the black marble thrown on them, puts ’em out of commission. Diabolical.”


    There was nothing on any of the sites. A lot of the men had the shaven head and tattoos, but none were Ansel Partridge.


    Billy Stiles, in civvies, was in the parking lot at Sector Four doing start of shift. He was yanking his duty bag out of the trunk of his personal car when Ray Tate creeped the Mercury up off his bumper. “Hey, Stiles. Billy Stiles, right? Ray Tate. We met at the Chinatown fires.”


    Billy Stiles dropped the bag and put out his hand. “My brother, Jimmy, told me about some fucking hippie cop that helped him out. The kid said he froze, you woke him up.”


    “A good kid. He did the job. How’s he doing?” Ray Tate got out of the Mercury. “He saw some shit that night.”


    “Good, good. I ’preciate you looking out for him.”


    “Not a problem. He’ll do good.”


    Djuna Brown got out of the car and Billy Stiles looked her over. Ray Tate introduced them. “We’re following up on those three bozos you guys took in from the fires? Joe Carr, Peter van Meister, Ansel Partridge?”


    “Well, we separated them right away, took their shirts, or in the case of the tattooed guy, a piece of it. And boy, did we have to negotiate with both hands and a stick. A scrapper. We called for transport but we only got a car for van Meister. Too bad for him it was a couple of Chinese chargers, and they were some pissed. I can tell you about Joe Carr; I took him in. He cried all the way. Oh, what did we do, oh, what did we do? The Chinese guys took van Meister. Gerry Martin took the tattooed guy. That would be this Partridge, I guess?”


    “I guess. Where can I find Gerry Martin? He on shift?”


    “Naw. He hit the jackpot. Transferred out yesterday to Admin Fraud. Straight days, Monday to Friday. I didn’t even know he’d applied. His wife just dropped a frog and I guess he wants to be around for her and the kid.” He shrugged. “Some guys aren’t made for the street.”


    “Okay, we’ll find him down at the Jank.”


    “Not this month. They don’t need him on shift until next month so he’s taking his time-in now, now that the plague’s let up a little and guys are coming back. He’s got a place down in Delray Beach. Next time we see him he’ll be tanned and happy, chewing on a pencil, wearing a suit from Bummy’s.”


    “Did he say anything? About Partridge, about the transport?”


    “Nope.” Billy Stiles slung his duty bag over his shoulder. “I want to say again, thanks for that with Jimmy. You ever get caught drunk driving in Sector Four, have ’em call me.” He nodded to Djuna Brown. “You’re the girl that got her ear shot off by the cop, right?”


    “Yep, I be that very girl.” She made a dreamy smile. “Magical stuff. Woo.”


    “You see the bullet curve, it was coming at you? Did you go, ‘Fuck, how did it miss me?’”


    She was startled and gave him a suspicious look. “How’d you know that?”


    “I had a guy throw down on me, open up. Five feet away. Bang bang bang bang. I saw it too. One bullet came spinning right at my fucking eye, then at the last minute veered and got me here.” He pulled his polo shirt collar down and showed a shallow groove like a burn mark. “Nothing. Took out a bit of flesh is all. I don’t remember moving. I’m sure I didn’t.”


    “It took my earring off. Amazing, huh?”


    “Not so much. I wasn’t wearing my earrings that night, but I’d just met my wife the night before and knew we were going to get married. Love makes you lucky, she says, I’m lucky for you.” He stared at her, looking a little embarrassed. “I, ah, think about that a lot.”


    “Thanks for that.” Djuna Brown put her little hand on his thick arm. “I needed that.”


    “No problem.” He stepped away, then turned back to Ray Tate. “You know, on Gerry Martin? That took the tattooed guy in? Last thing he said to me when he cleared out his locker, was, ‘I never thought I’d want to blow a guy with that many tattoos unless I was in Craddock, starved for love.’ Funny, huh?”


    Ray Tate made a thin smile. “Not so much, maybe.”


    They went inside Sector Four to the intake desk and gave the body snatcher the date and approximate time the three Volunteers were brought in from Chinatown. “Three guys,” Ray Tate said, “Carr, Joseph; van Meister, Peter; and Partridge, Ansel. Came in by Stiles, Martin, and two Chinese chargers.”


    The body snatcher was a hump who looked for every reason not to do something. He sat like a lump, vacant, vapid. He was expert. “You got their badge numbers? I can’t do a search without badge numbers.”


    “Just go over the chronology of intake that night.” Ray Tate smiled, trying to reach into the guy, who looked vaguely familiar. “Three Anglo guys you got that came in that night together, that don’t have Chinese names. They’ll do.”


    “We took a lot of people through that night. That’s a lot of names. If you have a badge number?”


    Ray Tate stared at him. “One second.” He went to the sergeant’s table and asked for Billy Stiles’s badge number. The young sergeant tapped at his computer and wrote it on a piece of paper. “You get any duty out of that old hump motherfucker over there, let me know. I’ll get you a combat citation.”


    Ray Tate gave the number to the body snatcher. The hump stared at the piece of paper for a few minutes, as if the five digits were a code he needed to break, but not too quickly. “Is that a five or an eight? It looks like it could be either.”


    Ray Tate looked at the paper. “Eight. That’s an eight.”


    “Okay, if you say so. But you better be right. I don’t like to do things twice. It lowers my overall productivity and could jeopardize my chance for advancement. And if it turns out to be a five ’stead’a a eight, you’re going to get a whole different guy’s name popping up. I don’t know if I’ll have the time to do it over again.”


    While the hump figured out which keys to press on his keyboard, Ray Tate looked at Djuna Brown and shook his head, smiling in appreciation of a master. It took a while for the hump to coordinate his fingers. He warmed them up like a pianist, readied himself, sighed deeply, and began the ordeal of tapping in the five digits. Ray Tate looked around. He loved the sameness of Sector stations. The smell, the noise, the lighting. Even humps like the body snatcher, they were good for stories. They were artists, masters of the do-dick. Ray Tate remained patiently good-natured about it. It was a process. It had to be endured.


    “Okay. You’re right. That’s Stiles’s number. William F. Stiles. That would be Billy, right? Short for William, I guess. It was an eight. I was sure it was a five. But you’re right. It’s an eight. You look at it a certain way, it’s a crapshoot, five or eight. But, when you’re right, you’re right.” The hump waited.


    “Terrific.” Ray Tate resisted laughing, “And what did we find?”


    “You were right again. He brought in a guy named Carp.”


    “Carr.”


    “If you say so.” He signed out of the screen. “Anything else I can do for you today?”


    “Yeah, we already know about Carr. We want one of the other guys that was booked in with him.”


    “You got a badge number?” He sat back, triumphant, and folded his hands over his belly. “We took in a lot of people that night, you know.”


    Ray Tate was dizzy. Djuna Brown laughed. They stood in the smoking area on the side of Sector Four, sharing a cigarette, trying to decide what to do next. The hump had eventually said there was no third arrest. Just Joe Carr and Peter van Meister. When they left he was examining the mid-air between the ceiling and the floor as if looking for clues to the miracle of existence.


    “We know, Ray, he came in. You saw him, right? In the interview room?”


    “Well, they say not. Someone, I think, is scrubbing him. Gerry Martin going to Admin Fraud is a fix. Sally Greaves. The Graveyard.”


    “We should head to the hotel, Bongo, and talk about it. In the bathtub.”


    The hump came out the door, lighting a cigarette. He was rotund and had a skin condition on the back of his neck that he rubbed at absent-mindedly. He saw them, then wandered over to the garbage receptacle and tossed in a rumpled paper bag. “You handled that pretty good. Most guys I can make pig-biting mad in about thirty seconds. You’re Ray Tate, right? The gunner.” He held out his hand. “George Meyers. Hump and do-dick extraordinaire.” He nodded pleasantly at Djuna Brown. He was an entirely different person. The look of vapid, mean stupidity was gone from his face and he almost beamed upon Djuna Brown. “Don’t know you, Miss.” They shook hands.


    Ray Tate knew who he was. Everybody knew who George Meyers was. George Meyers was a legend. “Meyers. I met you with my father-in-law, ex-father-in-law, anyway, Harry Cane, back when I came on. He took me to a retirement whip-around. For, ah, a Road that pulled the pin. You came out of a cake in garters and fishnets.”


    “Well,” George Meyers said, simpering, “I was a lot slimmer then.” He ran his hands over his hips and addressed Djuna Brown confidentially. “I eventually had to accept the fact that I inherited my mother’s thighs.”


    “Sorry, man,” Ray Tate said. “I didn’t recognize you.”


    “’S’ah’ri’. Most days I don’t recognize me.” He glanced at the door to the Sector. “So, what you want: They came in, some college kids from SPA. Evaporate Ansel Partridge, they said, he was never part of your life, they said. Or your pension’ll be gone like he’s gonna be, if he isn’t, they said.” He shrugged. “What do I give a fuck? One less hump.”


    “But he was here, right? And Sally Greaves’s crew came and disappeared him?” Ray Tate bit his lip “Nothing left lying around, notes, meal slips, anything? Scrap of T-shirt?”


    “Nope. And Gerry Martin, well he’s on the way to a white shirt at the Jank. Good luck finding his notebook for that night. I’m no swami but I predict he’s going to have a garage fire, where he keeps his notebooks. I thought there was more to that kid. Billy Stiles was bringing him along.” He looked over their heads where surveillance cameras panned the parking lot. “I bet they’re watching us right now. The cameras see everything. The hallways, most of the garage, interview rooms, the booking table. If someone wanted to vanish someone, they’d have to get all the tapes, well, the disks, they use now, I guess. Just like those SPA kids did. Not just the tapes up there and in the interview room and the booking tapes. They’d probably get them, too. Then they’d have to get the tapes of the cars entering the property at the gate. The brass installed them for the summer because off-duty guys were going to the pumps out back, loading up on free city gas on their way for a weekend in the country. Those tapes, probably, the kiddie cops from SPA didn’t know about, didn’t ask for when they went up to a decorated officer and treated him like a fucking douchebag.”


    Ray Tate put it together. “I guess I should look in the garbage bin?”


    “I would. And you oughta know, after you left, the guy on the desk with the big mouth made a call on his cellphone. He said, ‘They’re here,’ and hung up. But this isn’t a freebie. I need you to do something for me.”


    “Name it, George. It’s done.”


    “When you get this guy, find out where he was on September nine, nineteen ninety-four.”

  


  
    Chapter 22

    



    Djuna Brown called Marty Frost and arranged for a meeting at the Whistler in two hours. Ray Tate said, “Tell her to make sure they didn’t do a records or motor vehicles on Partridge. We’re not ready yet.”


    Djuna Brown passed it on, glanced at Ray Tate and shook her head. “Okay, Marty, in a couple of hours have the front desk buzz up that you’re there. We’ll do in that mini-bar.”


    After she clicked off, Ray Tate said two hours was a long time. “How we gonna fill it? You got pay-per-view?”


    She smiled. “Asshole.” She read the streets and spoke without looking at him. “You notice, Ray, almost nobody’s wearing the mask? Plague alert is winding down. That means they’re gonna send me home. How are we going to handle that?” She put her hand on his thigh. “I can’t handle another year, like this last one. I …” She looked out the windshield. “I see why you love these streets, Ray. I can’t ask you to leave them. But I think I’m afraid of them. You know? What happened to me, what I did?”


    “Maybe we should find something down here, something to keep us both working but off the streets for a while until we sort us out, get another year of pensionable time. You could get assigned to the State headquarters, down in the capital. Hour and a half commute.” He cruised in the direction of the Whistler and picked up speed. “Maybe we need a vacation. But where to go? Disneyland? You down with the Mouse?”


    “You’re an asshole, ma cherie.”


    In the suite they resisted the bathtub until they ran the surveillance video through her laptop. There he was, a three-quarter face, a little blurred but recognizable, in the back of a police car, his mouth open, talking.


    “Beautiful,” Ray Tate said. “Now we just need a printout.”


    “But after, though, Ray, huh? I need a long bath. Why don’t you have a nap while I soak? I’ll wake you up when Marty and Brian get here. You rest, buddy. You had a long day.”


    He smiled into her sly cat smile. “Asshole.”


    They took their guns into the washroom and dumped them in the sink. They had time to waste while the tub filled and they wasted it. They climbed in and arranged themselves and then got stupid again.


    “George Meyers was on Homicide,” Ray Tate told Djuna Brown when they’d calmed down. There was water on the floor. There was water on the walls. She was brown and boneless on top of him. I am, he thought, getting good at this bathtub stuff. He felt dreamy. Could skin possibly be so smooth? She was a cool chick. She made him bigger than his job. He never felt white before, he never felt any colour, not before he put his hand on her skin.


    “He was an ace detective. I know people say that about a lot of Homicide guys. Pure cop. Sherlock blood. That kind of bullshit. But George Meyers actually was one. Maybe the only one in my lifetime, the only one I ever met. You know the motto, We Speak for the Dead? With George it wasn’t a motto. He actually felt he did. Out of forty-one homicides, he cleared forty. The twenty-first broke his heart. Broke him. Simple case, really. Four-year-old girl goes missing. Gets found dead. Raped. Little black girl. Fuck, it shames me I can’t remember her name. I was one of the blue suits doing the canvass, doing the dog’s work. He works a suspect list, works it down to one really good viable. This takes him a couple of years. He stays in the rotation, takes fresh cases as they come. Solves them. Moves on. But all the time he’s focused on this one, the little girl, poor little black girl.”


    “Sounds like Marty. Obsessive. Her ladies. Obsessive, but good obsessive.”


    “Yeah. The cop gene. So, anyway, every time I saw him around the Jank, he was a little smaller. It was like some joker snuck into his house and kept replacing his suits, each time leaving a suit a size larger. He works his viable. He’s married, no kids, and so he rents a room in the neighbourhood where the little girl lived. He moves the case file in there, sets up his own command post. Copies of everything. Photos, reports, arrest reports, suspect files, you name it. Then he starts sleeping in there. Two years he’s got this secret life. The wife leaves him, he’s never home. He doesn’t notice. All he thinks about is the girl. The girl, the girl, the girl. If you picked up a perv, anywhere in the city? Next day there’s George on the phone. ‘See what he was doing on September nine, nineteen ninety-four. See if he’s got an alibi.’ ‘Alibi for what, George? This guy was wagging his wiener at a dog.’ ‘September nine, nineteen ninety-four. Get back to me.’ And if you didn’t get back to him in due time, there he was at your desk when you came in one morning. ‘That pervo, kid, what’s up with him?’ People got so when they saw him coming, they just went, ‘Oh fuuuuuck.’ Relentless.”


    “Looking at him, you’d never know. He was really like that? Mr. Go Fuck Yourself?”


    “Yep. George Meyers. Hump and do-dick.” Ray Tate asked if it was a smoking room.


    “We’re cops, Ray, we go armed. We can smoke anywhere.”


    He stood naked and climbed out of the tub. In his jacket he found some stale cigarettes from a Native reserve. Da Rez. The Reservation. He lit two and took them back into the bathroom. He’d always been a little shy about being naked. The personal residue of living in foster homes with no privacy. You slept in your clothes. Not anymore.


    He got back into the tub and lay down beside her. “So, he, George, has his good viable. But he can’t move the guy. He harasses him. The guy loses his job. The guy loses his wife. The guy tries to commit suicide, he’s going to jump off a ledge. George shows up at the scene, tells the fire guys to catch him in the pancake, no matter what. ‘I need him alive. Kill him later if you want, but right now, get that fucking mutt down here in one piece. I got questions.’


    “This goes on and on. Finally, he breaks. Perfect homicide record, except for one. You know how many guys have that record? Exactly none, ever. Except George.


    “So, he breaks. Neighbours at the rooming house hear screaming one night and call the cops, somebody being murdered in there. Door team goes in. There’s George, sitting on the bed, slumped. There’s his viable hanging upside down on the closet door. All fucked up. Teeth on the floor under him, blood. The viable gets a big whack of dough, a settlement. George goes into the void, they rinse his head, park him in dreamland. Which is where we found him today.”


    Djuna Brown saw the sadness on his face. “But, Ray, he came through, right? For us. He dollared up.”


    “Yeah, yeah, but except for that murder that got under his skin, ruined him, made him care too much? He’d have Hambone Hogarth’s job. And this SPA bullshit wouldn’t be going on. We wouldn’t be doing this at all. He’d never let them protect a killer. He’d burn the fucking house down around them.” He shifted and she put her head under his chin. He said, “George spoke for the dead. And he spoke really loud.”


    It was coming together in fragments.


    Ray Tate called Brian Comartin and told him what they had. Comartin gave him his private email address and said to send the file over. He’d drop by his place, make some prints and bring them to the hotel. Ray Tate asked him to crop the prints in various ways, some tight so they didn’t look like they were taken by the gate camera.


    He stared at Ansel Partridge as he sent the email on Djuna Brown’s laptop. Ansel Partridge definitely looked like trouble. From the shaven head, the solid muscles, and the gallery of tattoos, he was the quintessential ex-con. Even in the shadows, filmed through the window of the ghost car, his eyes glittered. Crank, Ray Tate decided, or crack. Commander Freebase. He wondered how tight Partridge’s handlers were, if they even had a handle on him at all. “This is our guy, Djun’, I feel it. This mutt’s a killer.”


    When the front desk called up to say they had guests, they were drinking gin and taps from water glasses, sprawled in towels in leather chairs in front of the window, imagining the Left Bank was out there, waiting.


    Ray Tate held the phone in his hand, his palm across the receiver. “We could get them to wait in the bar, fuck our brains out for another half-hour. Who knows when we’ll get the chance again?”


    Brian Comartin looked around the room and said it reminded him of Marseilles. Martinique Frost asked if she could move in and sleep on the couch.


    Djuna Brown picked up the phone and asked the front desk if there were any more rooms available in the State block. There were; hers was the only one in use. She reserved one for Inspector M. Frost, State Police Barracks Six. “She’s going to stay down here for a few days. Thanks. Four-oh-nine. Got it. Can you arrange for her to pick up a key card at the concierge? Thanks. Is that Gail? Thanks, Gail.” She hung up and told Marty Frost, “Four-oh-nine. Key at the desk. Just sign any name you want. Except mine. Maybe Sally Greaves. That’s a good State inspector’s name. Use Sally.”


    Brian Comartin spread out a half-dozen prints of Ansel Partridge. Some were loose, showing Gerry Martin behind the wheel, Partridge in the back seat. Some were cropped tightly of just Partridge’s face. Those ones could have be taken anywhere by any surveillance camera.


    Djuna Brown went to the mini-bar and fished out little bottles. She sang out, “State-Police Bar is open for business. May I take your drink orders?”


    Martinique Frost went for Heineken, with a Coors Lite for Brian Comartin. Ray Tate went for gin and taps. Djuna Brown mixed drinks at the little bar table and took out bags of mixed nuts and some Toblerones. She laid everything out on a tray on the bed. The hostess.


    They sat and drank and nibbled, feeling pretty pleased with themselves. Justice for the dead ladies was possible.


    Martinique Frost finished off some beer. “Okay, we’ve got a good suspect. We’ve got pictures. How do we want to play it? How we gonna make them break cover? I say a media leak, leave it at that. Once Sally Greaves sees it on the front page, she’ll have to bring him out, just so they can have a press conference to say they’ve ruled him out. Or we do a little blogging ourselves, put it out anonymously. Watch out for this guy. Anybody seen him?”


    “I’m not crazy about that,” Ray Tate said. “If by some longshot he’s a cop, we’re basically burning him. We don’t know if he’s drilled into other covert operations. If we’re somehow wrong about him, I don’t think we want to wear it. I say we go to Homicide and request an alert. Once they see that every cop in the state is looking for Partridge, they’ll put a stop to it, come around asking us questions, try to cool us out, maybe bring him out to us. Open a dialogue. We’re told someone at Sector Four called down to the Jank and gave them the heads up we’re onto him.”


    Brian Comartin said, “Or we could just do a records search on Partridge, maybe just put him through motor vehicles. If he’s flagged with that red notice thing, they’ll come to us, show themselves.” He shrugged. “Simple. That still leaves us with alternatives if we need them.”


    Martinique Frost shook her head in wonder. “Brian Comartin. Poet detective.”


    Ray Tate was appreciative. “I like it. We start a paper trail on this guy. Make them come to us. But we’ll need a badge number, an innocent party, from out in left field. ‘Fuck,’ they’ll go, ‘what’s this all about? Another cop looking at Ansel?’ They’ve got a clue now that we’re drilling into them and if they see one of our numbers pop up, they might lay back, try to wait it out. But, me, I think they’re going to move on us, as more people get involved.”


    George Meyers said Billy Stiles was assigned to Sector Four, Area Two, due for a meal break in six minutes. “You find your guy? Where was he September nine, nineteen ninety-four?”


    “We’re still looking for him.” Ray Tate smiled at Djuna Brown and shook his head. “You got a cell number for Stiles?”


    “You got his badge number? Can’t check without a badge number.” But he laughed and read it off his computer screen. “I’m off shift in an hour. I’m gonna give you my home phone, just in case your guy looks good for my girl. September nine, nineteen ninety-four, don’t forget.”


    “I’m on it.” Ray Tate wrote down the number.


    He called Billy Stiles. “Hey, it’s Ray Tate. You’re going for a meal break?”


    “Yep. Cosmo’s, down in The Boot. Lasagna tonight, little salad on the side. Cosmo emails the menu to the night shift Sector sergeant. Why, you get caught boozin’ and cruisin’ already?”


    “No, naw, we’re just doing a thing, thought maybe you could help out.”


    “You were talking to George, I saw you. Did he ask where you were on September nine, nineteen ninety-four?”


    “Nope.”


    “Well, he asked me to find out where you were. ‘That Tate character. Nice guy, father-in-law’s a cop, but, look, Billy, if you bump into him again? If you can without arousing suspicion, ask him where he was that day.’”


    “He ask where you were?”


    “Oh, yeah. High school. Detention. He actually checked and ruled me out.” Billy Stiles laughed. “So, you wanna meet up? Cosmo’s?”


    “There’s four of us. Good lasagna?”


    “You leave a buck each on the table. How bad can it be?”


    Billy Stiles was rolling lonely. He sat alone in his big vest at the back of the Italian restaurant, with a white napkin tucked into his tunic, a plate of lasagna, a glass of red wine, and a basket of garlic bread in front of him. His shoulder mike was in his epaulet, making sounds only he could understand.


    Ray Tate and his crew walked through the thin evening-dining crowd. The cashier read them right off and shouted into the kitchen, “Four specials.”


    When they approached the back table, Billy Stiles rose to his feet and shook hands all around. He waited until Djuna Brown and Martinique Frost were seated, then sat himself, the host. Djuna Brown and Marty Frost gave him sweet smiles. He blushed a little.


    “Dunno you,” he said to Brian Comartin, “but you’re rolling with the right crew. But you, I know. Marty Frost. I was transport on a guy you sweet-talked about killing his wife and had her head in a bowling-ball bag. I remember, we was taking him to the lockup and he said, ‘That black woman with the beautiful eyes? Think she’ll wait for me, while I serve my time?’”


    “Jerzy Markovic.” Martinique Frost laughed. “Old Jerzy made a mess of his wife’s face. I remember you. You were a boy.”


    “Still a boy.” He turned to Brian Comartin. “I’m gonna ask you one, okay. You don’t want to answer, you want a lawyer, okay. But I’m askin’. Where were you on September nine, nineteen ninety-four?”


    Brian Comartin said, “What the hell?”


    “Don’t worry about it, Brian,” Ray Tate said. “Figure it out, let him know. Important stuff.”


    Billy Stiles shrugged. “Unless you don’t want to say.” He leered up an eyebrow. “For some reason?”


    A dour, heavy waitress wearing a black skirt and long-sleeved thin black sweater dealt out four plates of lasagna, salad, another basket of garlic bread, and poured some red wine into water glasses. Billy Stiles thanked her politely but she didn’t say anything. As she walked away, Billy Stiles watched her. He was the host and had to have something, a story, an observation, gossip. “Her family are Calabrese, were farmers down at the toe of Italy. There were nine children in her family, eight boys and her. Her old man churned out a boy a year until they had a girl and he retired his dick. So she’s the youngest. When she was eleven there was some kind of long-standing feud with a neighbour came to a head. Over a goat or a fence or something. One night the guys from the neighbours decided enough was enough and came by and there was a gun battle. Dad, died. All the brothers, died. All of them. Shotguns. Traditional weapon for faida. Feuds. Three male cousins in the next village got whacked and they killed a baby boy sleeping beside the mother. They killed all the males in the family, to head off revenge down the road. Boom, boom, boom, boom. The grandmother, mother, and daughter all moved here, never go back. This is a great restaurant, but you don’t want to be in here on the anniversary of the murders.”


    It was a pretty good one. Billy Stiles was a good host. They sat in appreciative silence for a few moments, thinking their thoughts, making mental pictures. Ray Tate thought about the charger who’d driven him to his car in Chinatown, after the riots. Pointing out the old bent lady with her bundle of rescued possessions, the widow of the cop that solved the first no-body homicide in Hong Kong, then was whacked. One day, he knew, he’d be cruising that Sector with someone and he’d see her. He’d say, “See that old lady there, shuffling along, looking like nothing? Well, back in Hong Kong …” It was the way. The city was built on layers of stories, each story a citizen or a cop or a crook. It was oral history, it was human context. If you didn’t love it, or at least recognize it, it would crush down on you.


    They started into their lasagna, and Djuna Brown was eating fast with her face over the bowl and her mouth full, cheese strings down her chin. “This, man, I needed this. They make this here?”


    “Yep. She starts it every morning after church. Every morning. Lasagna al forno. You see al forno on a menu it means it was baked in an oven.”


    They were finessed. Billy Stiles was the perfect host.


    “So, you guys come down here for an Italian cuisine lesson, or…?”


    “Well, not really, although it’s the usual first-rate night out in Sector Four.” Ray Tate drank some of the wine. “You know what we’re up to, right? Finding this mutt, Ansel Partridge that got disappeared. Reason we want him is we like him for some murders, some black ladies that got beat to death. Might be an undercover cop.”


    “And the job’s protecting him?” He thought about it. “No. Naw, no way for that.”


    Ray Tate thought he was being naïve. “Billy, c’mon, you know and I know there’s cops and there’s cops.”


    “Oh, jeez, Ray, I don’t mean a cop wouldn’t do something like that. Just, if it was a cop, there’d be no body to find. A cop’d know the body’s the best piece of evidence, he’d scram it where you wouldn’t find it.” He leaned confidentially toward Martinique Frost. “I got this hole, can’t tell you where, but I dug it deep. When the wife goes too far some night …” He smiled. “That’s how a cop thinks. This guy dumping bodies? No, not a cop. You sure he’s not an asset of some kind? Freelance asshole for Intelligence, SPA? I could see that, they get some sketchy guy, turn him loose, don’t check him too good.”


    “Well, he could be. Makes sense. Anyway, we got his name, for sure a cover name, and we got his picture. We want to drill into him, but the moment we do, it’s going to be raining Sally Greaves on everybody. We want to make them come to us, shake ’em up a bit, make them panic a little that more people are onto this guy. Maybe bring him out to chat.”


    “Well, that works.” Billy Stiles mopped up his tomato sauce with a piece of bread and popped it into his mouth. “That’s why you’re here. You want to put him through, right? Maybe a bogus traffic stop. Tap his name into the on-board computer. But then the bells go off at the Jank and they come wondering why the guy was put in, then some poor fucking ground pounder is wearing the what-the-fuck.” He smiled at Marty Frost. “You guys want me to be that poor fucking ground pounder.”


    “Well, we could do it ourselves, but they might be watching for that. One of our badge numbers comes up on the on-board, they go, ‘Oh those smart guys from the chief’s special, trying to draw us out.’ And they stay away, bury him deeper, assign us all to the morning court bus.”


    “Not bad. Your way doesn’t leave much cover for the ground pounder wearing the brown helmet, though, when they come around.”


    The sad lady in black came and cleared their dishes silently. Billy Stiles slipped his chair back an inch, respectful, and nodded thanks. He ordered five espressos. When she was gone he said, “How about this. I’m sitting in my ghoster and some plainclothes comes up and badges me. Says he needs to put a name through. I make him sign it in my notebook, that he requested access on my unit. He puts the guy through. SPA or whoever comes to me and I say I was parked when one of you guys came up asked to use my on-board, your rover battery is dead, or something. Well, why wouldn’t I? So, I do. That’s all I know, here’s my notebook, this is the plainclothes badge number, he signed the act. Leave me the fuck alone. What do I know? I’m an asshole working a night shift. They come at me, you come at them. I can get behind that. Then, you got them out in the open, you can tail them home or you can brace them, you know who you’re up against.”


    Ray Tate looked around the table. Everyone nodded. It got the job done without jeopardizing Billy Stiles.


    The woman in black dealt around five tiny cups of espresso in saucers with little spoons. Djuna Brown looked at the surrounding tables for sugar.


    Billy Stiles said, “Sugar? No. They already put the sugar in the cup before the hot coffee goes in. It caramelizes it. Gives it a deep body.” He sat back, pleased, and swallowed his coffee in one shot. It was his table, no question. He was the host.


    Ray Tate decided Billy Stiles was going to make a great Road someday, if they didn’t get him fired.


    They did it for real. Billy Stiles put himself in front of the bank on Shirley, a well-lit spot that would let the surveillance cameras pick up the action. Ray Tate walked up to the car, showed his badge, and spoke through the window, asking Billy Stiles to run a name, his rover was flat. Billy Stiles wrote Ray Tate’s badge number and request in his notebook, handed it out, and Ray Tate signed it. Then Billy Stiles swivelled the on-board computer to the window and Ray Tate leaned in. A few seconds later, he walked away. Billy Stiles drove off, slowly, and stopped farther up Shirley.


    Martinique Frost and Brian Comartin parked the Chrysler three blocks ahead with the ghoster in their review mirror. Ray Tate parked two blocks back. “No point in all of us sitting here like lazy cops. Anything you want to do, Djun’?”


    “Maybe check on Evening Evans.” Djuna Brown used Ray Tate’s cellphone to call St. Frankie’s Heart. She got Bronstein and asked about Evening Evans. Could she come in, maybe ask a question or two? Bronstein said she was mostly awake, praying with her father, badly wanting a cigarette, so come on by, but no cigarettes.


    “I’m gonna go, okay, Ray? You guys got this? I’m going to take a photograph of Partridge. Maybe she got a look at him, maybe checking her out, earlier.”


    “If she puts it on him, call me right away, okay? That would be good to know when we get into it with Sally’s people. If we got an eyeball from a victim, she’s going to have to play it straight with us, let him go for the murders, ride out the aftermath.”


    She got out and flagged a taxi.


    Ray Tate called Marty Frost in the Chrysler on the cellphone, advising he was riding lonely.

  


  
    Chapter 23

    



    Doctor Bronstein was on the telephone headset in the nursing station. He waved cheerfully as Djuna Brown passed, and she noticed that he was wearing the same T-shirt as earlier in the day. He was unshaven but showed no other signs of the length of his day. In fact, she thought, he seemed energized, his hands in motion as if illustrating some complex procedure.


    Samual Darius Evans was in the corridor outside his daughter’s room.


    “They’re just doing … some stuff. Hygiene, they said.”


    “How’s she doing, sir?”


    “Better, they say. To me she still looks pretty bad, but they say better.” He clutched the bible in his hand and closed his eyes briefly. “So I thank the Lord for that. And you for your prayers.”


    “The doctor said she’s talking. Wanting a cigarette? That’s a good sign.”


    “I always bothered her about that. The smoking. She liked to tease me, say she was down to three packages a day. Even when she was bad, she was sweet.” He made a fond smile. “If the man who did this knew her, even a little bit, he’d never have done this.”


    The door opened and a nurse came out. “You can go in. But not long, all right? And no cigarettes. She said if I got her a package of Kool menthols she’d give me a hundred dollars.” She shrugged. “Going rate on the ward is two hundred. We’re negotiating.”


    Evening Evans was barely visible under the bandages. The machines beeped rhythmically. Her eye moved when the door swished open and she lifted her hand slightly when she saw her father. He sat beside her and held her hand, still clutching the bible to his heart in the other.


    Djuna Brown introduced herself.


    “Eve, I’m looking for the guy that did this. I have some questions. I want to show you a photograph. Are you up to it? If not, no problem, I can come back tomorrow.”


    Evening Evans’s voice was soft. “I fine. Dad here. I fine now.”


    “Okay. I’ll try to keep my questions to yes or no answers as much as I can. First, can you tell me if you’ve ever seen this man before?” She held the photograph of Ansel Partridge in front of her face, moving it in and out to be sure the single eye focused.


    “That man?”


    “We don’t know. Is he familiar to you?”


    Eve Evans shook her head slightly.


    “Did you see the man that night? Or maybe before the attack, on the street, anywhere?”


    Eve Evans shook her head slightly.


    “Did he say anything?


    “Dog. Call me dog.”


    “Before or during? Wait. Let’s do it the quiet way. Before?”


    Evan Evans shook her head.


    “During?”


    She nodded.


    “Did you get any sense of how big he was?”


    Evening Evans nodded and licked her lips. Her father gently rubbed an ice cube across them. She spoke. “Pick me up neck held me one hand. Big man.”


    Djuna Brown waited while Samual Darius rubbed another ice cube on his daughter’s mouth.


    “Did you have a purse, to carry Horace in? Or your ID.”


    “Just Horace pocket. Key. Just quick walk. Purse home.”


    “Did you see anything on the river?”


    She nodded. “Vol’teers think. Lights water.”


    “Now, I need longer answers to some of the questions. If you can, good. If not, like I said, another time.”


    “’Kay.”


    “Why were you down there that night?”


    “Film.”


    “Did you have a camera? Did he take that?”


    “No ’quipment. Look see. Scout. Out.”


    “What were you doing when he … got you?”


    “Noth’.” She paused. “Stop lit cig’rette. He came.”


    “Is there any chance, any chance at all, that it was someone you knew? Who knew you? Might have followed you?”


    Evening Evans shook her head.


    “Boyfriend? Old boyfriend? Anyone who might have targeted you?”


    “Not.”


    Djuna Brown couldn’t think of anything else to ask.


    The nurse came in quietly and checked the monitors. “How you doing, Eve? You want some privacy? Some rest? Just say so.”


    “Fine. Dad here.” The hole in the bandages where her mouth was made a small smile. “Two hundred. One pack. Kool menth’. And lighter.” She inclined her eye slightly to Djuna Brown. “Find my luck lighter?”


    “I’ll check, Eve. I’m going now. I’ll come back, soon, maybe with good news.”


    It didn’t take long to come over the rover.


    “Sector Four, Two, come up.”


    “Sector Four, Two.”


    “Your ten-twenty?”


    “In front of the bank, Shirley Street, north of Manitoba. Idle and available.”


    “Maintain and hold, Four, Two.”


    “Ten-four.”


    Five minutes after Ray Tate heard the maintain-and-hold on his under-dash radio, they came up Shirley in a black Volkswagen Jetta, slowed at Billy Stiles’s ghoster, then continued on. Two minutes later they came the other way, slowed again, passed by.


    Ray Tate, slumped in the Mercury, called Billy Stiles’s cellphone. “That might be them.”


    “Well, they do that again to me, I’m interacting. That’s creepy. You want me to stop ’em if they don’t stop next time?”


    “Well, Billy, officer safety is always a foremost concern. Find your comfort level.” He clicked off and called Marty Frost. “I think that’s them in the Jetta. I’m afraid Billy’s gonna act up here.”


    “Okay. I like this guy.” She laughed. “That was pretty great lasagna. He’s a great host.”


    Five minutes later the Jetta came up the block and stopped with its headlights on, twenty-five feet off the front of Billy Stiles’s ghoster. No one disembarked.


    On the rover, Ray Tate heard him broadcast. “Desk, Sector Four Area Two solo unit immediate backup Shirley north of Manitoba suspicious auto black Jetta possible officer jeopardy I’m out interacting at gunpoint.”


    Billy Stiles activated his overhead rack lights and, with his shotgun, was out of the ghoster, around to the trunk side, with his flashlight up on the windshield of the Jetta and the short shotgun up, one-handed to his shoulder.


    The rover was crowded with responses. Lonelys, the Sector sergeant, a transport van diverting from a night-court run. Cars from the surrounding areas and one from Sector Eight.


    Ray Tate began laughing. It would have been better to follow the SPA people back to Sally Greaves and have the upper hand, some control, but this was okay. This was creative anarchy. He stopped laughing when the Jetta started rolling slowly forward and Billy Stiles parked a sparky load of pellets into the front-left wheel and grill, about a second before he yelled, “Halt.”


    The driver’s door opened.


    Billy Stiles yelled, “Stay in the vehicle shut off engine do it now hands on your head do it now.”


    Ray Tate went on the cellphone to Marty Frost. “You guys seeing this?”


    “Yeah. I’m really liking this guy. I guess we ain’t followin’ no one nowhere tonight. And … here come the troops.”


    Sirens running, three unmarked ghost cars fishtailed onto the block, wedging themselves around the Jetta to block escape. Behind them came a sergeant’s marked car that hit the turn too heavy. It crashed square into the back of the Jetta, jumping it forward. Two people in the Jetta jacked forward into the dashboard and the air bags blew up. Car alarms went off.


    Billy Stiles went around to his dash radio. He was very calm, almost indifferent. “Desk, we got at least three injured in departmental traffic event, one an on-duty sergeant and two civilian suspects and we have shot fired by one on-duty, ambulances and fire requested this stage asap and supervisor. All calm this scene.”


    Hambone Hogarth and Sally Greaves sat opposite Ray Tate in a conference room in the Intelligence offices at the Jank. The shooting and takedown had gone out on the radio, that two of Sally Greaves’s amateurs had almost got aced by a real cop. Rumours were wildfire that the bosses were trying to shut down a serial killer investigation because a cop might be involved. The chief might be involved. The temporary mayor might be involved. The media centre had already received a dozen enquiries. It was suddenly going public and damage control was going to kick in.


    Sally Greaves looked depressed, sucking at her bucked teeth, frantically rubbing the fingertips of both hands into her scalp as though she had a rash. “Hambone, I don’t know where to start with this guy. This guy’s a … fucking … fucking menace.” She glanced down at the flakes of dandruff she’d snowed onto the table, and looked up at Ray Tate. “You’re a fucking menace.”


    Ray Tate felt sorry for her. She was still a cop. She was ugly and tragic and she’d just had an example of how she wasn’t all-powerful, didn’t control the world around her, not the real cops out on the real streets. And, he thought, she’s scored herself some primo blonde lieutenant action. There must be something more to her than that voice.


    “Look,” he said, “you guys came up with the Volunteer angle to the ladies murders. You set up the task force. Hang it on them, you said. So we looked around in there. And we find Ansel Partridge but then he disappears. None of the other goofs we’ve come up with has it in them to just kill women. And then you try to steer us away from the Volunteers with some sex-perv Quantico bullshit.” He shrugged. “All I did was put through a suspect in multiple homicides. That’s my job. Ansel Partridge.” He had a buff envelope on the table in front of him. “This guy.” He slipped a photo out, a tight three-quarters of Partridge, with no references to suggest the location it was taken.


    Sally Greaves looked at it. “Where’d you get that?”


    “It was taken by a surveillance camera near the scene of one of the murders, just before.”


    She shook her head. “No, that’s impossible.”


    Ray Tate told Hambone Hogarth he wanted to conduct an interview with Sally Greaves and Ansel Partridge. “We can go off the record, if you want, with Sally. I don’t give a shit if he organized the Volunteers and caused that mess in Chinatown. But I’ve got dead ladies and she’s hiding my viable.”


    “You know, Ray, the chief’s gonna shut you down first thing tomorrow. Willy Wong or no Willy Wong. You’re fucking with in-house stuff, now.”


    “I don’t care, Ham. I got tonight. What more can any of us ask? If Sally co-operates we can have three homicides down by dawn. This thing is going public, I promise you. Other people on my team are willing to leak this to the press and wear it, take early retirement.” He looked at their faces. “What you don’t understand, living up here in Jank, is there’s cops on the street who give a shit for victims.”


    “You’ve got to put a stop to it, Ray. What do you want? A bump? Station sergeant? Done. Your team? Whatever they want. Let’s just hang the dead women on that lunatic Volunteer. Corey Garnett. If there’s someone else involved, we’ll take care of it. You got my word.”


    “What fucking happened to you, Ham?” Ray Tate felt a rush of anger. “What happened to fucking you? Nobody walks on murder. Not even in this town.”


    Sally Greaves said, “He isn’t a cop. Ansel. Ansel’s an operator.” She looked for a few seconds at Hambone Hogarth and licked her lips and then asked Ray Tate, “What do you want? End of the day, what makes the happy you? Not the crazy you.”


    “An interview with Partridge. Maybe strap him to the truth machine. I don’t know. What I do know is I’ve been given this thing, and even though it turned into a steaming piece of shit, it’s mine.”


    “I want to be there, Sergeant. He won’t lawyer up, but I need to be in the room. Does that work for you?”


    “Time, place, up to you. You want to sit in, sit. I’ll have someone from my guys there. She’ll want to work this. She cares. Imagine that.”


    “Two hours,” Sally Greaves said. “In the conference room. Best light on this, I guess, is you’ll have him ruled out and you can go look for the real killer.”


    “More like, Ray,” Hambone Hogarth said, jovially, “you’ll be driving a prisoners’ bus, in the wee dawn hours, picking weevils out of your beard with tweezers. This was your chance back, man, out of the wilderness. Somebody was pulling for you in the chief’s office. But now? Now you’ve gone nuts. Fuck, Ray. Cops shooting at cops? Cops crashing into cops? I know you were the ringmaster behind that little circus on Shirley. Man, you are so fucking fucked.”


    Sally Greaves shook her head. “Let him run it out, Ham. He’s right. We forgot something. We’ll do some back and fill, after, once he gets off Partridge as a viable.”

  


  
    Chapter 24

    



    Just after midnight Ray Tate and Djuna Brown met up with Martinique Frost and Brian Comartin at China-Mex, an all-night bucket of blood where the outskirts of Chinatown was being squeezed by Little Juarez. The place was almost empty; what was there were dregs who recognized the Chrysler crash car and the Mercury and the cops and choreographed a not-so-subtle moonwalk out the rear door. Two women slept at tables with their heads on their arms. The guy behind the hot table was black and looked pretty miserable about it. An espresso machine was set up beside a percolator holding a glass pot with sticky-looking sludge at the bottom.


    Djuna Brown went up to the counter. “Espresso. Double.” She looked at the others. “Everybody?” They nodded. “Make four.”


    The black guy took some little paper cups from a shelf and started jerking a lever.


    “Whoa, there, my brother.” Martinique Frost leaned on the counter, friendly, ready to pass on global cuisine wisdom. “In Italy they put the sugar in the cup, then shoot in the coffee. It caramelizes it.”


    “Yeah,” the guy said. “But this ain’t It-aly, I ain’t no wop. And you ain’t Mario Ba-fuckin-tali. This is Mur’rer City. Here you put your own sugar in. I ain’t paid that rate, do no special orders. So, you want four ax-pressos or not?”


    They sat at a booth in the front window watching their cars. Cop shotguns were a prime item on the street. Not worth going hand-to-hand with chargers for, but an empty cop car was an enticement and might be worth the risk. If you lost a scattergun it was bad. If that scattergun was used to take out a cop, you’d be wanting to apply to a teachers’ college out of state under another name.


    The guy behind the counter called, “Yo, you ax-pressos are ready for pickup.” He loomed massive and leaning against the counter behind him and waited. “You wanna eat?”


    Djuna Brown said, “You got any forno?”


    “Girl, I got hor-no and I got por-no but none of that for-no.”


    “Then we’re okay.”


    “You gonna pay? If you ain’t gonna pay, I won’t ring it in.”


    Brian Comartin got up and gave him a ten. “Keep the change.”


    The black guy didn’t ring it in anyway and put the ten into his pocket. “This time of night, it’s all change.”


    Around the table they chatted for a while about the night. About Sally Greaves’s little minions being pulled out the van through the windows, one of them visibly pissing his pants. Billy Stiles becoming the hero of the Sector when it was learned he’d braced two SPA goofs from the Jank, opened up on them, made ’em eat an airbag and shit their pants.


    “Man, Billy.” Martinique Frost said, “If Billy Stiles had already killed his wife, and if he could speak Spanish and write poetry like Traffic man here, well I dunno. If he was this cute, I mean, as my poet. That boy is on wheels.”


    Djuna Brown, who’d heard the story from Ray Tate, said she wished she’d been there. “Yeah, Billy Stiles is fab. So, Ray, what’s the deal?”


    Ray Tate shot back his espresso and made a face. But it was coffee. He called, “Yo, another round. This time we don’t pay, so fuck you.”


    Martinique Frost called, “Don’t you be spittin’ in there, my brother. I got my eye on your ass.” She was only partly kidding and watched him work.


    “So,” Ray Tate said. “They know we’ve got a picture of Ansel Partridge. I told them it was a surveillance photo from near one of the body dumps. Sally didn’t like that much. She’s been around long enough to know that there’s never one picture of anything. She says he’s one of hers, an operator, but he isn’t viable for our poor ladies. Word’s getting out. They’ve been getting press calls about a serial killer cover-up. They’re clamming, but she’s bringing Partridge into the Jank at one o’clock. We can go at him, but she wants to be there, in the room. I said okay.”


    “Are we all going to do him?” Marty Frost asked. “All at once? I don’t like that. That tells him we think he’s so smart it takes a bunch of our brains to keep up with one of his. That won’t work.”


    Ray Tate shook his head. He went to the counter and got the espressos. After he sat and poured a bag of sugar into his, he said, “I figure that, and if you guys have a problem with this say so, that Marty and I’ll take him first. Mostly Marty after I do the prelims, set the scene for him. Then, if we don’t go anywhere, after we take a break, Marty stays and Brian goes in. He looms in the background in and out of the guy’s eye-line. Marty, you can give him some pointers on the eye-line thing. Last resort? Djuna goes in. She’s the same colour and body type as the victims. Maybe she sets him off.” He looked around. “I’ve got to tell you, I told Hambone and Sally we’re dedicated to our ladies. We’re ready to go all-in, go public, take early retirement, rather than let it go. Was I out of line?”


    They all shook their heads.


    “Okay, that’s that then. Djuna? Anything from the victim, Eva? Evans?”


    “Eve. For Evening. The most beautiful time of day.” She took out her notebook. “Down and dirty. Evening Evans was out walking on the river, close to midnight, looking over sites for a film about the Chinese migrants on the boats from Canada. She’s a filmmaker. She sees something, she thinks are Volunteers on the river, waits, and when they’re gone she goes to light a cigarette and he gets her. Holds her up by the throat against a tree and just goes to work on her with the other hand, his right, I guess. Calls her a dog. After that, she doesn’t remember nothing. She had no purse, just the gun, her house keys, her smokes, and her lighter. He’s away with the gun. Presumably the smokes and lighter, too. When I left she was offering the nurse two hundred bucks for a pack of Kool menths.”


    Ray Tate asked if anyone had anything to add. “Okay? We go. We’re only going to have one kick at this fuck. After that, we lose him and Sally sends him back under.”


    They went to the Jank in two cars so everyone would have flexibility when the Ansel Partridge interview was completed. Only two of them would have to stay to book him over to a body snatcher. Ray Tate pulled in at an all-night mom and pops to get some Kool menthols. When he came out he stood on the sidewalk and lit one. He made a face, but kept smoking it. He thought his way through the case. Something itched him. When the cigarette was half gone, he pitched it, tried to spit away the minty taste, and got in behind the wheel.


    “What, Ray? You were off in space-land there. Maybe we should put off Partridge until tomorrow, go at him fresh.”


    “Naw, no I’m okay. Just something rubbing me the wrong way.”


    Martinique Frost and Brian Comartin were leaning on the Chrysler in front of the Jank. “He just went in,” Brian Comartin said. “This is one scary-looking dude.”


    “Who took him in? Was he chained up?”


    “Nope. Hambone from Homicide and a little woman, ugly. Scratching at her head. They were just going in when we pulled up.”


    “Sally Greaves.”


    A red Porsche Carrera came up around the Chrysler and slid expertly into the duty sergeant’s vacant slot. A woman got out and trotted in flat slapping heels up the handicap ramp into the Jank. It took Ray Tate a minute to recognize her. The beautiful blonde lieutenant with the glasses and the dreamy smile, but without the glasses or the smile. Half of an impossible love story that illustrated the possibilities of life. Of anyone’s life, of everyone’s life. It would be great, he thought, to know her and Sally Greaves well enough to be able to have a thoughtful conversation with her about their hearts’ processes. Through the glass doors he saw her flap her badge at the night desk team, then rush through the security arch. Moral support for Sally.


    “Okay, let’s head up, get this guy in chains.” He thought for a few moments, getting off the blonde and onto the dead ladies. He had to get his mind right. “When we go in upstairs, I go first. I’m gonna go hard, set the tone. Brian, you’ve got a shotgun in your vehicle? Get it.”


    When Brian Comartin returned, Ray Tate led the way up the ramp. Inside the doors he badged the security team.


    “You can’t bring that in here,” one guard said, staring at Brian Comartin’s shotgun. “Not naked. You’ll have to bag it.”


    “Chief’s special squad,” Ray Tate said. He felt himself getting wound up. “Our motto is, Fuck You. How many guys you got on tonight?”


    “Six, usually, but we still got guys out. We’re four tonight. We got one guy racking out.”


    “Wake him up, get him out. I’ll need one of you. You pick.”


    “What’s going on? A lot of heavy hitters through here tonight.”


    “I need a guy to come up to Intelligence, let the people in the conference room see him, then stand outside the door. Light duty.”


    “I’ll take it.” He came around the counter, yawning. “Sounds almost like police work.”


    The door to the conference room was ajar. Inside, sitting at the top of the table, Ray Tate could see Ansel Partridge, sipping at a cup of coffee, relaxed back in his leather armchair as if he were sitting in his living room with buddies, planning some radical social engineering. He looked like the inflated essence of brutal. Pounding a little woman to jelly would be his standard pick-up line. Yellow foolscap notebooks were stacked in the centre of the table with a scattering of yellow pencils.


    Ray Tate told Marty Frost to pull her piece but keep it down her leg and Djuna Brown to stay out of sight. “If we need you to spark him off later, better if you come as a surprise, okay?”


    She gave him a wan smile. “But when we beat him later, I get to help out?”


    “You got dibs.” He made a fond smile. “Here goes.”


    As he came through the door, Ray Tate heard Ansel Partridge laugh at something. Sally Greaves and Hambone Hogarth were seated side-by-side to his left, mid-table.


    He took the shotgun from Brian Comartin, shouldered up and walked quickly down the room. He stopped ten feet from Partridge, took stance, racked the shotgun and put it up into his face. “You. Up. Turn around. Hands on your head.”


    The front desk officer said, “Holy fuck.”


    “Go outside, secure the door. We need you, we’ll call you.”


    Ansel Partridge looked at him dreamily, glanced with good humour at Sally Greaves, and slowly rose. He clasped his hands at the back of his neck and turned to face the wall.


    Sally Greaves stood up. “Hambone …”


    Hambone Hogarth said, “Ray, Jesus …” But he was smiling, and sat back in his chair as if watching a complex routine by his favourite hilarious comedians.


    “This is a murder suspect unsecured,” Ray Tate said. “I fear for officer safety and the security of this building. Brian, search him and chain him in back. Marty, you take the top chair at the top of the table, inside the door. You’re the writer.”


    “Don’t you fucking move.” Brian Comartin went through his lessons. He didn’t cross the shotgun. He put Ansel Partridge through, backing him off the wall with his forehead touching, told him to put his hands down behind his back, one at a time, then chained him up, and patted him down hard. He put him back in his chair with a thump and glanced down the room at Marty Frost; she batted her eyelashes in admiration, holstered her gun, and took out her notebook.


    Ray Tate cleared the shotgun sleeve onto the table, left it racked open, and picked up the shell and pocketed it. He sat down, smiling pleasantly at Sally Greaves and Hambone Hogarth. “Marty, in the room we’ve got me, Brian, you, Ansel Partridge —”


    “Wait,” Sally Greaves said. “Wait. Not in a notebook. You can take notes on paper, but nothing on the numbered pages. Once this foolishness is over and Ansel walks, you give me the notes. If you decide to charge him, we’ll sign them off and staple them in the book.”


    Marty Frost said, “Ray?”


    “Okay. Do it that way.”


    She picked up a yellow pad from the table and sat back down at the long end, opposite Ansel Partridge. He stared down at her and licked his lips.


    “Okay, me, Comartin, you, Sally Greaves, and Robert Hogarth. Ansel Partridge.” He turned to Partridge. “I’m going to read you something, your rights. Don’t stop me, even if you’ve heard them before. Humour me.” He read the poem. “You got it all? Want to hear it again?”


    “Nope. I’m hip.”


    “Okay. I’m Sergeant Ray Tate, chief’s special squad. The short strokes are, we’re investigating the murders of three black women, and the attempted murder of a fourth. We believe you may have involvement in those events. Do you understand what I’m saying? That we’re investigating you as a suspect in three murders? The victims were black. You’re a racist. If this is a deemed a hate crime there’ll be enhancement add-on that will make you eligible for the death penalty. Do you want to reconsider exercising your right to a lawyer?”


    “I’m sure,” Ansel Partridge said, nodding, “the victims will be missed by loved ones back in Africoon.”


    “I’m saying again, you’re aware this might lead to a death penalty resolution if you’re found guilty.”


    “Yep. The needle.”


    “Right on that one. The long yawn.” Ray Tate folded his hands on the table. “First, what’s your name? Your birth name?”


    Ansel Partridge glanced at Sally Greaves, then said, “Ansel Skineard.”


    “Related to Lynyrd Skynyrd? You play music?”


    “Only on people.” He smiled in appreciation of himself.


    Sally Greaves said, “Ansel.”


    “You want to spell it for the record, Ansel? And give me your date of birth? Home address.”


    Ansel Partridge spelled his name. He was thirty-two years old. He had no fixed address that he wanted to talk about.


    Ray Tate nodded at Marty Frost. She made a note and handed it out the door to Djuna Brown, who stayed out of sight.


    “Are you a racist, Ansel? Belong to any groups?”


    “American. I’m a proud American. A proud, white American male. I’m not a racist. I love, embrace, and believe in the white race.”


    “Criminal record?”


    “Nothing heavy. Some actions, you know? You’ll have of file on me in there for some assaults, a gun a couple of times.”


    “You pull any time? Serious time?”


    “Nope. Few days here, few days there.”


    “Those look like long-term prison tattoos to me, you got the yard muscles thing going on.”


    “My cover.”


    “We’ll get to that.”


    “No,” Sally Greaves said. “We won’t.”


    “Well, let’s wait and see, okay? You have a job, Ansel?” He almost said, “You a workingman?” He got that itchy feeling again. Like déjà vu. “What’s your trade?”


    “Patriotic American white male. Full time.” He smiled with a glitter. “I do a lot of overtime.”


    “You work nights on that job? Around town, down by the river?”


    “Well, Oh-Bah-Ma Hu-Sane’s America needs help all the time, everywhere.”


    “Good man.” Ray Tate took some three-by-five photographs of the murder victims in life and in death from his pocket. “You know any of these women? Bumped into them, maybe, when you’re out defending the flag?” He separated the living images from the others and arrayed them on the table. “Beat them to death, that kind of thing?”


    Ansel Partridge glanced at them indifferently. “All look the same to me.”


    “Those are the before pictures.” He tapped the remaining photos, but kept them face down. “These after ones are a little different.”


    “Can I have a peek? Just in case, you know …” He made a beatific grin. “Well, you know. For later.”


    “Later, maybe, if you’re good.” He boxed the edges of the photographs into one stack and left them face down on the table. He looked over Ansel Partridge’s torso. “You still working out? You do any boxing, anything like that? The guys that took you out of Chinatown the other night, they said you were a scrapper.”


    “Yeah, yeah, I boxed a little. Back in the day. But they only wanted blacks from shacks, not whites with rights.”


    There was a timid tap at the door. Marty Frost leaned to open it, then nodded to Ray Tate. He said, “One minute,” and went out. Djuna Brown showed him her notes. “Assault, assault, gun, gun, possession meth, we got a rape, two weeks ago, no disposition.”


    “Can we put a car under him?”


    “Driver’s licence, no plate attached to his name.”


    “Okay. Get the badge number of the arresting officer on the rape. Get his off-duty phone number from downstairs and give him a call. Get what you can, particularly the date. If Ansel used the beat-down to get it up, like Sally says our killer might’ve done, we’re close to getting him. And we need the race of the victim and the general circumstances.”


    “Okay. How’s it going? He going for it?”


    “We haven’t done alibis yet. We’ll take him in there, let him wander around, see how he lies.” He stepped back into the conference room, closing the door. He sat and took out the Kool menthols. “I got the shotgun, I declare this a smoking facility.” He offered the package around. Hambone Hogarth and Sally Greaves didn’t respond. “Ansel? Light up?”


    “Don’t smoke,” Ansel Partridge said. “Respect the body as you respect the nation.”


    “Except the meth, right?” He lit up and blew some cool smoke at Ansel Partridge. “The all-American white trash ride? How much are you shooting. Like, each hour?”


    “You found out about that, huh? Bogus. I was working an op when —”


    “Ansel, stop.” Sally Greaves said, “Ray, he was working a drug conspiracy. He got scooped up and was charged. We let the charge stand, for now. We have to keep him dirty in case we have to pull his bail and put him back in the jail, do some operating on the conspirators. Open case ongoing. Off limits.”


    “Like the Volunteers?” Ray Tate laughed. “He’s pretty dirty on that. That was nice.”


    “You agreed, Ham, we’re not here for that op. That op is off limits, too, pending. We’re here for murders.”


    “Yeah, c’mon, Ray, get on focus.”


    “Sure.” He smoked his cigarette as though he was enjoying it. Ansel Partridge didn’t react. “That rape, that was an op, too, I guess.”


    Ansel Partridge shrugged. “She’ll recant. They always do.”


    “Ansel?” Sally Greaves had a tone in her voice. She wasn’t warning him to shut up; she was genuinely surprised. She said to Ray Tate, “That didn’t show up when we vetted him. That must have been after. I didn’t know about that.”


    “Must be really recent, then, Sally. How about that? Guy’s a fucking drug addict and a rapist. Nice white trash specimen you got here. We’re looking right now, and if the victim there was black and beaten … Well, you said it yourself before, our killer might use the beatings to get his dick hard for doing the rape victim.” He needed a few minutes to figure out how to steer Ansel Partridge around. It was more difficult than it seemed, to run an interview with natural flow. He wondered if it was time to let Marty Frost do her thing. “Kids, I need a health break. We’re gonna get some coffee. Marty, you want to babysit Ansel here?”


    Sally Greaves shook her head. “If Officer Frost is staying, then I’m staying.”


    “Sally, she isn’t going to talk to him. Promise. Marty, not one word, okay? Not even small talk. Don’t ask if he needs to piss, have a nap, or wants to beat you to death to get his dick hard. Just sit. We come back, you can go out, get coffee or personal maintenance, whatever.” He picked up the shotgun but left the photos stacked on the table. “Don’t fuck this up, Marty. We’re close.”


    Ansel Partridge said, “Bullshit, close.”


    “I want it in her notes,” Sally Greave said. “And she notes that, too, that I requested it. She writes ‘interview in abeyance’ and notes the time. Then we all sign it and we can step out, taking the notes with us.”


    When Marty Frost finished the notation, Ray Tate, Brian Comartin, Hambone Hogarth, and Sally Greaves signed the ruled line under the last notation. Everyone left the room, Sally Greaves taking the foolscap pad, leaving Martinique Frost and Ansel Partridge at opposite ends of the long table.


    Sally Greaves was pleased to see Djuna Brown standing in the anteroom.


    “Sergeant Brown,” she said, “a pleasure to see you again.”


    “And you, Miss Greaves.” She made a hesitant smile. “I hope this isn’t too stressful for you. If it wasn’t so many murders.”


    Ray Tate, passing behind them on his way to the washroom with Hambone Hogarth and Brian Comartin, gave her a definite nod and tapped the wedding finger of his left hand. He mouthed, “Go.” Aloud, he said, “Coffee on the way.”


    When they were alone, Sally Greaves said, “I looked into your background, Sergeant Brown. I hope you don’t mind. A habit. I’ve put my mailman through, my dry cleaner, the owner of the local bistro. You never know.”


    “No. No, I don’t mind. Was it interesting for you?”


    “That lesbian thing? That you pretended to be gay so you could work and be left alone by the men? Pretty creative. But you weren’t gay, and now you’re hooked up with Ray Tate. That must be a chore, for you. He’s killed two men, black men. Doesn’t it concern you, that he might be a racist? Aren’t you a little concerned?”


    Djuna Brown made a disappointed little smile. “You don’t have to come at me this way. Ray’s okay. I think you know that, already.” She gave Sally Greaves a sad look. “You don’t have to try to do me like this. I know what I know about Ray, same as you know what you know about the blonde lieutenant.” She saw the look of surprise on Sally Greaves’s face. “The rings. The gold snake and the ruby apple. You want to hide it from other people, but not deny it from yourself or each other.”


    They sat side by side on a leather couch.


    “You’re very observant. Very … keen.” Sally Greaves was almost disarmed. She stared at Djuna Brown as if at a canny creature she thought she might have to be careful around. “So, you know.”


    “I don’t care. Can I be frank? Okay. You are what you are, and you look like what you look like. You accept it and you demand that everyone else accepts it, too, whether through fairness or fear. I can tell because you don’t try to hide it. You enhance it. Fine. I look like I do and I try to enhance it, too. Men and women? For some reason I attract them both. I have to accept that. And I have to be very careful. I can’t make a mistake with anyone, send conflicting signals. With Ray I know I’m on the right path for me. I look at you and I see an unattractive woman, but a woman in love. But you must have something. You’ve attracted love. Did you ever imagine?”


    Sally Greaves looked at her closely with a hint of bitter suspicion. “I saw, from the corner of my eye, he, Tate, made a signal at you a moment ago. What was that? To work me?”


    “Yep. Ray mouthed it to me. ‘Go,’ he said. But he knows I won’t. I can’t. That’s not my style. That would be like surrendering who I am to a State paycheque. A welfare case in a round hat and a uniform. That’s not me.” She liked Sally Greaves and felt it was important for her to know she wasn’t being worked. She felt sorry for her, but she liked that she was willing to confront others and that was admirable. “I’m going to talk, here, and let you know how things are with me. I don’t want you to say anything, okay? When I’m done, we’ll sit here and wait for the coffee. I won’t ask you a question about this case. I can’t stand that you think what you think I’m doing. Someone more secure than me wouldn’t care, I guess. But I’ve made some mistakes. I’ve been shaken. Ray saw me make those mistakes. He looks at me different than before. I think he’s okay, now, but you know what? He can’t ignore what he knows, what he’s seen. He’ll love me, he can’t help that, but he’ll never look at me the way he looked at me before I shamed myself.”


    “What did you do?” Sally Greaves made her face into concern and patted her hand. “Would it help to talk about it?” But her heart wasn’t really into it.


    Djuna Brown laughed. “Nice try.” She took a deep breath. “I spent the last year after I left Ray down here up in Indian country. You think being a dyke is a tough go in the city? Try being the only black up north with knuckle-draggers, crazy Christians, and poor Natives with nothing left to lose. And being a sergeant where the troops have to do what you tell ’em. So, I got nobody to take my back. I’ve been beaten shitless while those fuckers working for me drove in the other direction and yawned. At least you’ve got the gorgeous lieutenant you can go home to. I made a mistake going back up there, I know that now. I went home alone every night. It was good, I think, for the people I police, that I was there for them, but every night I cried.” She looked into Sally Greaves’s eyes. “I was lonely. I … withered.”


    Sally Greaves stared at her. “You look like you’re going to cry. You’re not much of a cop, are you?”


    “Nope.” She dried her eyes on her sleeve and made a small laugh. “Right now, I’m barely a cop. We’re quitting, Ray and I, after we put this case down and each get a little more time in, bump up the pensions or the buyouts. We’re too good for this. I can’t give any more, and I won’t let him. He’s a painter, you know. We’re moving to Paris.” She made a little laugh. “That’s in France.” It was an inside joke on herself. One of the first comments she’d made to a task force sniper after she’d downed a fat drug dealer the year before. She’d said she and her city cop, Ray, were moving to Paris. “That’s in France.” But now it was a year later and here she was, back in Murder City, working a case too big for her skillset because she’d been lonely.


    Sally Greaves got up and walked to the window. She stared out into the darkness and down onto the parking lot below for a long time. She turned as Ray Tate, Hambone Hogarth, and Brian Comartin came into the room with coffee. “Ham, I need the room.”


    “Sally, be careful, now.” Hambone Hogarth looked suspiciously at Djuna Brown sitting on the couch. “Take some time, think about it, Sally.”


    “Ham?” Sally Greaves stared at him. “Just go, all right?”


    Djuna Brown nodded at Ray Tate. Without saying a word, he put the coffee cups down on the table and left with Hogarth and Comartin.

  


  
    Chapter 25

    



    In the conference room Ansel Partridge and Martinique Frost ignored each other. Marty Frost could listen to her own heart beat all day, could imagine she heard her eyelashes moving. What mattered was putting down the poor ladies’ case and heading to Spain with the traffic poet. She knew the face couldn’t truly hide the mind, so she thought pleasant romantic thoughts to give Ansel Partridge something to get wound up about. She’d done some research on Spain. Much bigger than she thought. Diverse in every way. Barcelona, which her poet pronounced with a th, seemed infinitely more interesting than the places to the south. Marty Frost liked food. One of the food articles she read described Spain as the new France and Barcelona as the new Paris. Cooking had always been of interest to her, but being alone for so long she’d stuck with take-away and a lot of frozen trays of meat and potatoes with a giant, healthy, white lumberjack on the packaging. The wildest she’d ever gone out of a recipe book was a spaghetti carbonara and it had been a gummy tragedy. As things developed with Brian Comartin, she hoped she wouldn’t have to try to cook him a meal before they pulled their pins and flew away.


    “What are you smiling at?”


    And then Marty Frost had his number. If he’d sat in brooding silence, she would have started making small disturbing observations, drilling into his reticence. But Ansel Partridge wasn’t used to not talking. She could see him in his op life and in his actual life, verbalizing the entirety of himself. His beliefs, his exploits, his possessions, his connections, his dick and his fists and his tongue. Probably he could sit in a room for hours without speaking, but only if there were no one there with him and he could think up cool things to say when they arrived. It was ego-shattering to him if he was present and wasn’t talking or being talked to or being talked about.


    She looked up as though she’d forgotten he was in the room. “Sorry?”


    “You’re smiling down there. I’m in handcuffs up here. What’s so fucking funny?”


    She had nothing for him. He was like the big muscular stupid kids she dealt with in the youth unit. Soon a thing of the past. That assignment had shaken her faith in the turnaround ability of any living soul. Giving up on kids was hard. But there were some people who were voids, and you had to avoid spending yourself on them, wasting yourself. No reason to be circumspect, make them want to marry her, tell her she had beautiful eyes, for a black person. Ansel Partridge was nothing to her. He’d go for the murders of the ladies or the Chinese.


    She winged it. “I’m thinking, and I don’t know, so I’m guessing, that it takes a few minutes, the needle. Not when it goes in and they start piping in the drugs. At that point there’s no hope, no prayer. But leading up to that. The formalities.” She laughed, nasty. “You’ll have to let me know, after.”


    “I ain’t getting no needle.”


    She spoke as if he hadn’t spoken. “You got some buff muscles going on there. Nice big snaky veins. I heard they sometimes have trouble with those veins and all that muscle work, the needle breaks off, they have to put things on hold for a half-hour while they fish it out with a pair of tweezers, go find a new needle, start the procedure all over again. All while you’re strapped to a gurney, waiting. I’m not thinking about the time after the needle finally does the job. That half-hour, waiting, that’s what I’m wondering about.”


    “Fuck you, bitch.”


    “Fine.” She relaxed her face and thought about paella. In an article she read about it, paella sounded pretty good, easy. Rice and seafood, some saffron. Even she couldn’t fuck that up, she’d thought. But then there was a detailed note in a sidebar article about the type of pan needed, the degree of heat, and the creation of something called sofrito. That didn’t sound like simply opening a can of tomato soup, that sofrito action. Brian Comartin had been to Spain. He’d know if the sofrito was done right. Maybe he could cook.


    “You fucking people don’t know who you’re dealing with. This is an SPA op. This is way above your pay grade. You’re all going down, when this is done. Your lives are over.”


    “I’m sure.” She kept her face right. Lots of shrimp in paella. She’d always eaten shrimp without checking that someone had removed the black thread, the guts, down along the back. The shit sac, it sounded like. She wondered how many she might have eaten in her life, without knowing it, before reading the paella recipe. Shrimp shit. That sounded bad, worse than fucking up that sofrito stuff. What if she made paella with shrimps and he started running his knife down the back, stripping out the shit sack. Even by candlelight on the terrace of their little apartment overlooking a square, not romantic. She smiled.


    “You want to ask me something. That’s why they left you here. What? Ask me. I can tell you stories, curl your hair.” He laughed. “But you already got that conky hair going on.”


    She gave him a small smile. “You want to answer my questions? Even though Sally told you to shut the fuck up and you don’t want a lawyer? You must be pretty stupid, An-Sell. Just sit there and wait, okay? I’m just the secretary on this case. Taking notes. No coffee for me. I don’t get any credit when they charge you, I don’t get any crap if they don’t. They don’t make muscles for the kind of shit I have to put up with, okay? Not from you, from them. But it’s all pensionable time so leave me the fuck alone.”


    “Pension. Fuck that. What you make, last year? Overtime, all in?” He waited and she saw the opening. It was the comparison game. How much more valuable he was than she was, how much more he made, how free he was, unrestrained by rules and regs. But she waited until he said, “What, thirty-six grand. Then taxes. Then union dues. Credit union. Then fuck-knows what else?”


    She knew where he was going, another comparison of value. She said, “Forty-one-six. Overtime. What do you care? You made, what, a fast five grand from Sally? Another couple grand for testifying? Except whatever you got, you don’t get to spend because of that pesky needle.” She wanted to wind him up. It was unusual for her. Usually, she was the mother. The good wife. The achieving daughter. Someone you could relate to. “When I’m spending my pension in Spain, your toenails and hair will be growing inside a casket.”


    “No way. No fucking way.” He looked a little off- balanced by the image. It was a good one, she had to admit. The specificity of it. “I made forty-one grand the last four months. Tax free. A white man’s wage, before you people started sucking off the welfare money, leaving the cities in debt. Fuck you, you fucking bitch.”


    “White man bullshit.” She pretended to be outraged at what he’d said. “No way Sally gave you that kind of dough. More like, she got you for a case of Bud, a TV with rabbit ears, and a bag of crank. You fucking trash asshole. White nigger. She’ll go on banging her hot chick and you’ll be forgotten. Ansel Who? Oh, that guy that killed all the women, tried to make it look like an action, but he just liked to do the dark because no decent white woman would have him.”


    He glared at her. Before her eyes, he seemed to inflate. She feared the handcuffs would pop, that he’d come howling down the tabletop like a storm. She wondered if Brian Comartin had cinched the cuffs tight enough. Casually, she put her hand near her gun. She felt a little anxious. She hadn’t known Brian Comartin long enough to know if he did it right. “Calm down, An-Sell. Just chill. They’ll be back in a minute.”


    “You wish, you hope. I saw that. I got to you. You’re fucking afraid. The white man. You people recognize it. Like a dog seeing the whip and pissing himself. I fucking got you.” He was satisfied.


    He had, a little, but she had to try to work it. “Well, you’re a scary guy, An-Sell. You’re a fucking nut. I seen what you did with those women there,” she nodded at the stack of photos, “and I see whoever did that is a fucking animal. You should be put down, what you did.” As she spoke, she felt her fear blossom in to real anger. She casually put her hand on her gun. “You know what, Ansel? I hope you walk out of here tonight. I don’t give a shit whether you did it or not. I want you out on the parking lot. I’m going to save the state the cost of a needle.”


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He was still happy. “But check this, Jemima. What if I didn’t do them? And if I didn’t do them, then somebody else did, right? And when you find out it maybe weren’t me, maybe, you’re gonna realize that even if you get the real guy that did it? There’s still me and guys like me out there. Makes no difference. Maybe if you go back to A-free-ca you’ll be okay. But here? No. Your black ass will never be safe in my America.”


    “You’ll go. Guys like you always go. America’s going to get you. We’ll get you in the courtroom or we’ll get you in the streets. Down, down like dogs.” She got her game back and laughed. “Think about this, An-Sell. Your pal Sally, there, she’s got a job, she’s got a chick, she’s got a pension. She going to give it all up so you can get in a courtroom and start telling your lies? I guarantee you, I guaran-fucking-tee you, you die before this gets to trial. This, or the Chinatown fire murders. You’re a fucking menace to a lot of people. Sally won’t want you anywhere in her life.”


    It had the wrong effect. She saw that. Something she’d said.


    He sat back against his handcuffs. “Old Sally, that old dyke? Not a problem. Fuck her pension and her job.” He laughed aloud. “You ever see that ring she wears? The snake and the apple?” He made a satisfied smile and stopped talking. “Make sure your phone’s on. Anytime now.”


    Martinique Frost didn’t know what he was talking about but she felt something had just been busted and that was enough. He’d mentioned Sally could lose the job and the pension, but not the love. She wondered what he knew about the love.


    And what was that about the ring?


    Ray Tate, Hambone Hogarth, and Brian Comartin went back down to the cafeteria and punched out some coffee. The crew of maintenance guys were at a table, thumbing through a skin magazine and passing it around with vocal relish. The Irish guy was the loudest, saying what he’d do to what part.


    Hambone Hogarth looked at him and said, “Dead man walking. Nice to know one guy’s getting it, anyway.”


    Ray Tate said, “You okay, Ham? You covered in all this? When Sally’s thing comes crashing down?”


    “I’m square, Ray. You have no fucking idea how square my ass is, this thing ends.”


    They sat for a few minutes in the anteroom. The security desk guy was yawning uncontrollably, repeatedly. Djuna Brown asked him to go yawn in the hallway for a while.


    “Sure, dear. Sing out if you girls need me.”


    Sally Greaves told Djuna Brown, “I hired him because of Monica. We were out one night and ran into him. They’re cousins. Ansel had had some trouble, but was trying to get straight, he’d been running with a bad crowd. Into racist stuff. Knew the druggie players. Gunrunners. Monica was very big on family. If I could find work for him. He looked the part. He acted the part. But he had a good heart, she said, he’d seen the light. So, I had some ops on the go and we could use a guy like him. We can always use a guy like him. We paid him a thousand a week against a bonus for the bodies he set up. He scooped up a lot more money, I’m sure, running action on the side. Meth, hydroponics, whatever. Guns. He delivered the goods, so his little sideline was overlooked.


    “We saw the Volunteers were getting pretty active. With the plague coming on, we thought there’s going to be trouble. But we’ve got Ansel. We fire Ansel in there, he gets them active before they’re ready, and when they go we got them before they can get the idea themselves. Right off, he spotted that Corey Garnett had some weird sex action going on. Down to the bars in Smoketown, hiring black hookers. Ansel turns that back on him, but like a buddy. Says he knows, but he doesn’t care. Forget that separatist stuff, the compound up the Badlands. Ansel wants them to take all of America back and Corey’s a natural leader. Textbook stuff. Frighten, then reassure, belittle, then praise. Tear down, then support. Now, he’s drilled in to the Volunteers, especially Corey. They’re all afraid of him and he works that. They start buying up guns, they start training. Before, they’re just white power goofs, talking big and planning their own dream city up in the Badlands. Marginal, but they could go off, if the right cause comes along. And the backlash against the Asians could be that flashpoint. If they’ve got it in their hearts to go, then we want to choose the time and place. So, Ansel gets in there. Ansel’s what you might call a catalyst for change.”


    Djuna Brown wished Ray Tate or Martinique Frost were there, sitting in. She didn’t know what to ask. Sally Greaves was open for the taking. She was waiting for questions, she was waiting to justify or confess. Djuna Brown went with what always worked for her. Honesty. “Ah, look, Sally, I don’t know about these ops things. I don’t know if there’s something going on with them that isn’t right. I hope you covered yourself. The money and stuff. I think you probably know how to protect yourself. I hope so. Really, I do. That’s not my kind of policing. But the women, the dead ladies. And Ansel. Do you think he’s capable of doing that?”


    Sally Greaves sat in thought. “At first, no. When I met him he was strange, but charming. No racist talk, no swearing. He came around with Monica for dinner and … he was trying to turn his life around, like she’d told me. Now, now after the charge he’s got, I think he’s capable. I think he’s maybe viable.” She took a shuddering breath. “If I’m responsible for him doing …”


    “Don’t say anything to me about that, okay?” Her cellphone rang. She answered and listened for a few seconds. “The victim, is she black? We’re looking at him for some black ladies … When did she come forward? ... Is the other one laying charges? Anything tying them together? Any good M.O.? That’s creative … I need the dates. Got it. No, no, we’re looking at him for murders. Okay, thanks for or getting back to us.” She clicked off and then punched a number. From inside the conference room she heard Marty Frost’s cellphone emit. “Marty, ah, you guys getting along?”


    “Me and An-sell, we’re buds. We’re going to change the world together.”


    “Well, good, let me know if I can help out with that. Look, I just got a call back from the guy investigating that rape, that old Ansel is charged with. There’s actually two victims, both white. After the first one heard the second one had reported, she came forward.”


    Marty Frost spoke away from the phone, “An-sell, you’ve been a very bad boy. Very, very bad.” Back into the phone she said, “The dates? Do they fit … ah … with our thing? That maybe he used our ladies to get himself ramped up?”


    “No. They’re off, happened earlier. One was a year old.”


    “Maybe practice runs? How’d he … You know.”


    “Both were taken from a skating rink. He slammed into them, came back and helped them up, took them for a drink, calmed them down. Put rohip in their drinks and the next thing they know, they’re face down alone in the bathtub at home. He put both through a thorough cleaning, inside and out. Just letting you know, in case, you know …”


    “Nice to know, nice to know.” She clicked off.


    Djuna Brown stood up. Sally Greaves looked pale. “Sally? You okay? We should get the other guys back in there, let them get back to Ansel. And you might want to talk to Ray. You can trust him. All he cares about is the poor dead ladies.”


    “I’m going to sit for a while.” Something had changed. Sally Greaves seemed defeated, suddenly. Her overbite gnawed at her lip. “I’m going to sit, okay?”


    “No problem. You want another coffee?”


    “No. Just to sit.” She looked into Djuna Brown’s eyes. “Thank you. For this.”


    Djuna Brown went out into the hallway. The duty desk officer was asleep, standing up against the wall.


    “Hey, snoozy. Wake up, man. Go back in there, secure the conference room door. Nobody in, not even the lady, until we get our team back up here. Stay awake.”


    “You know who she is, right, the dyke? SPA. She outranks me by about six.”


    “Yeah, but this is chief’s special business. You want Pious Man Chan to explain the chain of command to you?”


    She went down to the cafeteria. The maintenance crew saw her come through the door and stared, all of them turning in unison as she passed. There were sounds, little lip noises so subtle she thought she might have not heard them at all. It was people like this, she thought, that made people like Sally Greaves have to hide, made them targets for opportunists and driven into lives of secrecy where they could be preyed upon with impunity. For a second she thought of throwing down on them all, put their shadows on the wall, scalp herself some stupid night-shift face. But instead she smiled and gave them a pleasant look as she sat down with Ray Tate, Hambone Hogarth, and Brian Comartin.


    “What was that all about, Djun’, up there, you and Sally? Sisterhood stuff?”


    “Ray, Ray, Ray.” She felt pretty okay. The end of it all might be near. Paris was around the corner. She’d done good by being good. “Dream them dreams, bucko.”


    Hambone Hogarth said, “Did Sally say anything stupid?”


    “Nope. But she doesn’t have any problem, now, I don’t think, if we want to hack old Ansel’s nuts off. She thinks he might’ve done it, is viable for the women. She overheard me getting the lowdown on Ansel’s rapes. There were two of them, the first reported after the second. Rohypnol, both times, same M.O., took them out of a skating rink, home for a boning and a bath. I got the duty security guy on the conference room door. Nobody in, nobody out, until we get back up there.”


    Ray Tate said, “Is Marty still in there?”


    “Oh, yeah.” She laughed. “Oh, yeah, I heard them through the door. They’re talking up a storm. A little tense, it sounded, but they’re good buddies by now, I think.”


    Hambone Hogarth said, “Whoa, whoa, whoa. No talk. You told her not to talk to him, Ray. You made a deal.”


    Ray Tate stood up. “Yeah, you’re right, Ham. I’m going to have to sit Marty down after this. No fibbing, I’ll tell her, and make her stay after school. Chicks, what are you going to do?”


    “You know, Ray, this doesn’t have to go farther. Corey Garnett is still viable. Ansel goes to trial and a lot of dirty stuff’s going to come out.”


    “We’ll be in Paris,” Djuna Brown said. “Write us and let us know how it sorts.”

  


  
    Chapter 26

    



    When the elevator doors opened they could smell the gun smoke. The duty desk security officer was sitting on the floor in the anteroom beside the door, his legs splayed, painfully gasping, “Holy fuck holy fuck,” looking down where his vest had four evenly spaced tears. His gun was in his hand and he stared at it with deep curiosity as if it was an exotic food, as though he was wondering why he’d be holding an eggplant. The door to the conference room was closed and there was no sound from inside.


    Ray Tate came up on his right side and secured the gun away. He told the guy to relax, the vest had absorbed it. “Who did what? Who’s outstanding?”


    The duty desk guy had trouble speaking. “She outranks me, by about six. She said she was going in. I said no. She pulled her piece and got me, point- blank.”


    “Buck up, how many outs?”


    “Nobody outstanding. Her, I guess. I dunno. I went out for a second, couldn’t breathe. She could’a left.”


    “How many shots, inside?”


    “Dunno dunno dunno. Some. Fuck.”


    “Ham,” Ray Tate said, “roll the gun trucks. This could still be live.”


    “Easy, Ray, easy. We don’t need tacticals here yet. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”


    “This isn’t going to sort, Ham. This is major fuckup incident.” He called out, “Marty, Marty, you okay? Sing out for me.”


    The conference room was silent.


    Djuna Brown moved toward the door, her gun out. “Marty?” She sounded panicky. “Marty, please.”


    Behind her, Brian Comartin stood frozen.


    The duty desk officer moaned loudly. Djuna Brown told him the shut the fuck up. “Four in the vest, suck it up, man. I’ll give you one in the ear, we can compare. Button it, Alice.” She cocked an ear to the conference room door. She shook her head.


    Brian Comartin was a slow processor. But when he figured things out he went for the door, shouting, “Marty? Marty?”


    “Chill, Brian. Take it easy, man.” He didn’t stop and Ray Tate took him around the waist. Brian Comartin still had chops like a young cop. He kept moving like a ship, dragging Ray Tate in his wake.


    Ray Tate yelled, “Ham.”


    Hambone Hogarth took a collapsible baton from his back belt and pressed the button to extend it. He took Brian Comartin across the shin with a back-handed whip and he went down, Ray Tate wrapped around him. “Cool it, Brian. Don’t make this worse, okay? You cool?”


    Brian Comartin rolled, clutching his shin. “Okay, yeah, no. No, Ray, we gotta go in. She could be bleeding out.”


    “Chill. Let’s see.”


    The conference room was quiet. In the anteroom the duty desk guy was breathing hoarsely. Brian Comartin was clutching his shin, moaning. Djuna Brown was constantly licking her lips.


    Ray Tate and Hambone Hogarth looked at each other.


    “What the fuck, Ray?”


    Ray Tate took his cellphone from his pocket and punched a number. Inside they could hear a cellphone emitting.


    Then it stopped. “Officer Frost.”


    “Marty. Marty, Ray, what’s up, hon’?”


    “He’s dead.” Her voice was flat.


    “Are you hurt, Marty? Can you get to the door, come out and see us? Let us see you’re okay?”


    “I can, Ray, but you know what? I’m just too tired. Come on in, it’s okay.”


    “Marty? Any unsecured guns in there? How many people down? Is Sally still in there, with you? You need ambulances?”


    “No. I know a dead man when I see one. An-Sell bit the big one, trust me.”


    “Come out. Brian’s out here, he’s worried about you.”


    “Tell him I’m okay.”


    “I’m sending him in, unarmed. Is that okay? Should I worry about him? About Brian coming in there, unarmed?”


    “Brian’s okay. Send him in.” She sobbed. “I’d never let Brian get hurt.” She laughed. “Brian. How about that? Me and a poet.”


    “One second, Marty. He’ll just be a second.” He told Brian Comartin to take off his jacket. He yanked at the Velcro to free the duty desk guy’s vest, then put it on Brian Comartin and secured it. “Brian, I don’t know what’s going on in there, if Sally’s holed up with her. I told her you’re unarmed, but I want you to put a piece down the back of your pants, okay?” He stuffed the security desk guy’s Glock behind Brian Comartin’s belt. He put his face close to his. “She said she loves you, man. You’re a lucky guy.” He thought for a moment, wanting to get it right. “But if things go to shit, use the piece. I mean it. At the end of the day, you go home and cry.”


    “She said that? She loves me?”


    “Yep. Crazy about you.” He tried to read Brian Comartin’s eyes. “We can wait. The guys on the gun trucks can do it.”


    “Okay, Picasso. Okay. I’m going in.” He seemed dazed. “You guys should move back a little, just in case Ansel’s got a gun. When it’s clear, I’ll sing out.”


    “She said he’s dead. But he could be making her say it, to get us in there. Or Sally.”


    “Marty wouldn’t do that to us.” He got angry. “What’s the matter with you, Ray?”


    “Okay. But, Brian? End of the day, you go home. That’s number one. Use your training. Do what you have to do. End of the day, you go home.”


    Hambone Hogarth said softly, “He’s shaky, Ray, maybe you’re right. Let’s back off and get the boys with toys.”


    “Yeah. Yeah, this is bad.” He held up his hand. “Brian, hold, we’re getting the gun trucks.”


    Brian Comartin turned and took the gun from the back of his pants. He loosely held it in Ray Tate’s direction. His eyes were shining.


    “No, Brian,” Djuna Brown said. “Not Ray.”


    Hambone Hogarth moved in front of her, completely blocking Brian Comartin’s view. He held his right palm up, then slowly moved his hand to the skirt of his jacket. “Go on in, Brian, okay? Slow, though, okay, man? I’m going for my phone, okay, she might be hurt in there and we need some help for her, all right, man, just going for my phone, if you want me to stop moving say so, okay, I’ll stop, we’ll talk about it, look slowly, slowly.” He took his phone from his belt, keeping his eye on Brian Comartin and the gun. From behind him he heard Djuna Brown’s automatic slip from the leather holster. She held it flat against his back; he could hear her breathing through her nose. “Let me make the call, Brian, get some help for her up here. Okay, they’re picking up … Hogarth, Homicide. We have a red incident. Roll the gun trucks and ambulances, a couple at least. Seal the building, man the elevators. No one to this floor unless they’re in full combat, including tactical paramedics.” He paused a moment, glancing sharply at Ray Tate. “Yes, I got it. I’ll deal with that later.”


    Brian Comartin wiggled the gun. “Back, Ray, you too, and hang up.” He waited until they’d moved well away from the door. He stood with his hand on the knob, then let go and stripped off the vest and threw it on the floor. He tossed the gun onto it.


    He opened the door and the strong smell of gun smoke came out. He limped inside, a thick fat man with red hair and a hope of poetry.


    He called out, “Marty?” as if he were yelling hopefully down a well.


    At the top of the room, Ansel Partridge was face forward over the conference table, his face in the array of photographs of the poor dead ladies. Slightly on his left side, his hands were secured behind his back.


    Brian Comartin didn’t know so much blood came out of a gunshot to the head. There was a lot of it. On the wall behind Ansel Partridge at about head height there was spatter of unrecognizable stuff. It amazed him, in a detached kind of way, what a vast carrying vessel a skull was. He’d once taken a wineskin about the same size full of red to a bullfight near Seville and, holding it up and squeezing it, he thought it held an impossible amount. Spain, he thought, it won’t be like this there.


    Marty Frost was sitting in a chair midway down the conference table, her cellphone and her gun in front of her.


    Otherwise the room was empty.


    “Marty? I’m going to let them in, okay? Ray and Djuna are worried. They think you might … you know.” He made a laugh. “You might shoot me.”


    “You better take the gun, Brian. Secure it.”


    “No. No, you keep it there.” He sat down opposite her. “I’m gonna sing out, okay? Let them know we’re okay, we’re okay.”


    “Yeah. Djuna sounded pretty freaked out. Sensitive girl. A Statie, you know?” She shook her head. “That girl and her beatnik.”


    Comartin called out, “Ray, hey, we’re okay. Ansel’s dead. Sally’s gone. We’re just taking a break, okay? A minute or two, then you can come in.”


    “Okay. Ah, Brian … ah, what’s my name. The other morning on the river? Tell me something.”


    “Picasso.” He thought for a second. “‘Hey, Picasso, you got a reason for being here?’”


    “Okay, Brian. But I’m gonna open the door. Just gonna push it open a little, okay, we won’t come in, but we have to see.”


    “Okay.”


    Martinique Frost gave him a wan smile. There were pinches of white in the brackets around her lips. She nodded at the gun on the table. “That’s not professional, Brian, leaving a weapon around. Bad policing.”


    “Yes, well, we don’t do that stuff anymore.”


    Hambone Hogarth moved to the edge of the door and quickly ducked his head around. Then he did it again, memorizing the scene. “They’re sitting at the table, she’s on the far side, he’s on this side. There’s a gun out on the table.” He ducked his head again. “They’re holding hands. Fuck’s that all about?” He ducked around again. “Partridge is down and out. Three serial homicides cleared. Two rapes. Eighteen mass murder. What a fucking week.”


    “Let’s give them another minute, Ham.” He turned to Djuna Brown. “Djun’, holster your piece. When the droids on ’roids come in here in their tin hats they’re not gonna want to see anyone with a gun out.”


    Hambone Hogarth held up his cellphone. “Ray, they told me downstairs, outside in the parking lot there’s a Porsche with a dead woman inside. A blonde. In the duty sergeant’s slot. The guys ran out when they heard the shots and they took Sally into custody. Fuck man. What a fucking mess.”


    “The blonde, I don’t know her name, but she’s, was, the hottie with the black-rimmed glasses. Lieutenant Somebody. She and Sally were … together?”


    “The one with the slow walk?” Hambone Hogarth said, “Well, there lies a busted dream.”


    Djuna Brown walked softly to the door. “Brian? Can I come in? I really want to see Marty’s okay, man. Just for a sec. I’ll leave my gun out here with Ray. Brian? Please, Brian.” She looked around the door. “They’re getting up. They’re coming out. There’s a gun on the table, they left it. She looks okay, Ray, she isn’t shot.”


    When they came out, Djuna Brown tried to hug both of them. “You guys, you guys.”


    Out in the hallway there was a rattle of equipment. A gun barrel with a mirror attached to it peeked around the open door.


    “You all cops in there?”


    Ray Tate called out, “Yeah. We’re good.”


    “We’ll be the judge of that. Any unsecured firearms in there?”


    “We’re armed and there’s a handgun unsecured on the table in the conference room. Police weapon.”


    Hambone Hogarth identified himself. “This is a homicide stage. Come in careful.”


    “Don’t think so, Ham. We’re shy. We want you to come out to play with us. And today we’re playing the Simon Says walk backwards on your knees with your hands on your head game or get shot.” The mirror moved around. “That guy on the floor, the officer, what’s his story?”


    “Took a bunch in the vest.”


    “Been there, done that. If he’s bleeding, we’ll come in and get him, but otherwise he gets to go last.” The mirror moved again over them. “Eenie meenie minie moe.” The mirror stopped. “The little lady there, I spy with my little eye a telltale bulge, so the jacket comes off and she comes out first.” He laughed. “Didn’t know there were children present. Somebody call child welfare, we got a waif in her sleepy slippers.”


    Behind him someone laughed and said something.


    The voice behind the mirror said, “Okay, Miss in the magic slippers, stop me if you’ve heard this before but …” It was an old joke, it sounded like from the laughter outside, among the droids on ’roids. “… First you get on your knees …”


    It took a while. The tactical guys were humorous throughout but patient and very specific. Everyone, even Hambone Hogarth, came out on their knees backwards and had their faces held to the floor while they were frisked, relieved of their weapons, and made to sit under a machinegun.


    Once they were all out, a two-man sweep team went through the anteroom and past the duty desk guy still looking at his vest, seemingly amazed at the great strides in Kevlar technology. The sweepers did the peek and duck at the conference room door, then went in. A moment later, one lit off a whistle; two tactical paramedics in combat garb scooted into the anteroom and started on the duty desk guy. They lit off a whistle of their own, and two guys in ambulance outfits and vests came in and ran the duty desker out on a gurney.


    “We got to separate you guys,” the man with the voice behind the mirror told Ray Tate. He looked very young and had acne under his helmet. “Big brass balls are on the way and they’re calling the shots.” He made a smile. “But, you know, we’re just out to kill people, not tell them what to do.”


    He gathered his guys and they trooped out.


    Ray Tate said, “Marty, you okay? Brian? What happened?”


    Marty Frost rotated her neck as if she had a cramp. “I heard gunshots outside, in the waiting room, then right away the door came in and Sally had a gun. I could’ve shot her, but how do you shoot a cop? She was screaming something. By the time I figured it out and went for my gun, she’d unloaded a bunch into Ansel and ran out. Why’d she do that, Djuna?”


    “Ansel’s her lover’s cousin. I think the two of them whipsawed her, got a bunch of city money, used her up. She was sad. She thought a goddess loved her and that made her as beautiful as her voice.”


    “Okay, kids,” Hambone Hogarth said. “We shouldn’t say nothing to contaminate the interviews.”


    Ray Tate said, “Fuck you, Ham. Kiss my fucking white ass.” He asked Brian Comartin if he was okay.


    Brian Comartin didn’t say anything to him. He put his arms and around Marty Frost and said, “I thought you’d killed him.”


    She leaned back and gave him a smile. “If I’d’a shot him, amigo, I’d’a shot his fucking cojones off.”


    “You speak Spanish?”


    “Just the good dirty stuff.” She ran her hand over his face. “We’re done, right, with this business? We going to Barcelona?”


    “Marty,” Brian Comartin said. “Bar-tha-lona. Jesus.”


    He looked insanely happy to be hooked up with such a dolt.


    Hambone Hogarth’s team showed up after the tacticals had left. Ray Tate, Djuna Brown, Brian Comartin, and Martinique Frost collected their guns and were escorted out by teams of Sector detectives to separate locations.


    Through the open door, Ansel Partridge was still visible, sprawled on the table. Blood from his head wounds had soaked the stack of photos of the poor dead ladies and audibly dripped off onto the floor. It looked like he was examining the photos close up and taking his time about it.


    Hambone Hogarth gathered the Homicide team. “Okay, guys, here’s what we got —”


    The detective-sergeant leading the team said, “Ham. No. Don’t dirty us up. Let us go to work.”


    “This investigation is going to fly high, Tommy. You gotta know —”


    “We don’t care. We don’t wanna hear about it. Let us go to work. You know the drill. Go downstairs and bug the guys doing the dead one in the Porsche, let them tell you to fuck off. Just make yourself available for interviews, okay?”


    “Tommy, this guy in there —”


    The lead detective put his hands over his ears and chanted. “I can’t hear you, I can’t hear you … Danny, take Inspector Hogarth down for a coffee.” He paused a beat. “You heeled, Ham? Where’s your piece?”


    “Fuck, I dunno. The tacticals put us through and took it. Probably it’s down at Peter’s Pawn and Loan by now.”


    “Goodbye, Ham. See you in about an hour.”


    Ray Tate told the interviewing officer they were working a serial killer case. Ansel Partridge had emerged as the prime viable. He was an agent for Sally Greaves, and had been drilled into the Volunteers. “We told Sally we wanted to talk to him, that he was viable, and she brought him here, upstairs, for an interview. She thought he didn’t do it.”


    “In the middle of the night? You want to re-think that?”


    “Nope. One a.m. Privacy, I guess. So, we went at him a little, then took a break. I went downstairs with Hambone and Brian. I left my partner with Sally in the anteroom. I left Marty in there with the suspect. Sergeant Brown, my partner, came down to the cafeteria and told us Sally was on side, that she’d moved off her position. Ansel was viable. We could go at him raw and dirty. We all came up together and walked into what we walked into.”


    “Some guys are going to come at you harder than this, Ray.”


    “I could give a fuck. We got the guy killed some poor ladies.”


    Djuna Brown was so forlorn that the interviewer felt bad for her.


    “It’s okay, it’s okay,” the interviewer said. “Just formalities, you know? Why don’t you give me a rundown, tell it as you like it. We’ll get to questions afterwards, okay?”


    Djuna Brown went through the structure of the case. The poor dead ladies. The Volunteers. How Ansel emerged as a viable, how Sally Greaves was running him, how an after-hours interview was set up. “Ansel Partridge had gone wild. I think Sally came to know that.”


    “She could have shot him anytime. Do you know why she waited? Why she picked that time? And not before she brought him in for the interview? Or at the first chance, here?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe she wanted no witnesses.”


    The interviewer stared at her for a moment, then added, “An officer was in the room when she did it.”


    “All that matters to me is he was a serial killer, a racist creep, and she smoked him. Good job, too. I don’t care why. The fucker wore his ass for a hat. We all wanted to put him down.” She looked up at the interviewer. “I mean, what good was he?”


    “You don’t get to decide that.”


    “Yes, really? Who does?”


    Marty Frost told the interviewer about how she was working Ansel Partridge up, when she heard voices out in the anteroom. Then gunshots. Then screaming Sally Greaves with a gun in her hand came through the door and put three directly into Ansel Partridge’s face.“That’s all she wrote.”


    “You were armed, Officer. Why didn’t you take her out? You were guarding the suspect, the suspect was your responsibility.”


    “Too fast. It happened too fucking fast.”


    “The suspect was in your care and control. You let him get wasted.”


    “My bad.” She shrugged. “He can sue me.”


    Brian Comartin didn’t know anything. He was upstairs, he was downstairs. If Marty Frost said anything, he didn’t hear it. He didn’t care about anything. Marty was okay. Fuck you.


    “You’ve got to give me something, man. I can’t go out of here with an empty notebook.”


    “Well,” Brian Comartin said, “those speed bumps that loony mayor put on the side streets, to slow down traffic, piss off the motorists? Bad idea. What do you think happens when a cop car or a fire truck hits them, on the way to an emergency?”


    “That’s not going to cut it. We got dead cops here.”


    “And too many bicycle lanes. Not enough cyclists, and what about in winter when the Express comes down outta Canada, drifting snow to the roofline? Who’s riding a bicycle then? Nobody, that’s who.”


    Hambone Hogarth waited in front of the building. By rank he was allowed to look into the Porsche. The blonde lieutenant behind the steering wheel had no remaining face, it was all blood and bone and stuff and an eye on her cheek. Sally must have reloaded on the way down in the elevator, he thought. No face. Not so beautiful now, he thought. He said, “Not so beautiful now.”


    One of his Homicide hammers said, “That’s what the dyke said, when the duty desk boys chained her up.” He looked into the Porsche. “Looks okay to me, except for that fucked-up face. A hockey mask and we’re good to go.”


    It was noon before the preliminary interviews were finished. As each of them signed off their statements and were told to keep available, they headed down to the cafeteria. The day-shifters and white shirts watched them crossing the room like a lost patrol, sitting in the table farthest away from the sunlight. They were ragged. They looked at one another. No one said anything except, “Wow,” or “Fuck.” Djuna Brown watched the doorway.


    When Ray Tate, the last one out of the interviews, came in and sat down, he immediately stood up and said loudly, “I’m going. I’ve had enough of cops and cop bullshit.”


    Brian Comartin said, “I’m outta here, too. I’m stopping at Personnel.”


    “Me too, poetry man.” Marty Frost nodded. “Can’t take another year of this shit. Just pay me off. See you guys back at the hotel? We still got a suite there?”


    “Seven for dinner, the dining room.” Djuna Brown smiled. “We might be late, so wait for us.” She linked her arm through Ray Tate’s. “We’re banging, you know.”


    The front of the Jank was jammed with media vehicles, camera crews, and reporters thumbing iPods. The Porsche Carrera was covered with a yellow sheet, a wide area of the parking lot marked off with crime-stage tape. Ray Tate’s Mercury was inside the stage.


    The sunlight hurt their eyes. It was the light of another world. Ray Tate linked his arm tighter with Djuna Brown and they went along the west wall of headquarters, looking for transport. Two chargers were inspecting their ghoster for damage from a previous shift before signing it out, one of them consulting a clipboard.


    “Yo, taxi.”


    The wheelman looked up. “Ray Tate. And a little friend.” He held out his hand and introduced himself. “Quite a night you guys had.”


    “Yeah. And our car’s inside the stage. You guys want to cruise the Whistler, look for miscreants?”


    “We got a run up the other way. Sorry.”


    “Chief’s squad special.” Ray Tate put his hand on the guy’s shoulder. “We’re commandeering.”


    “Well, you put it like that, hop aboard. Who the fuck am I?”

  


  
    Chapter 27

    



    They went into the shower and did nothing but shower. They yawned and shook their heads at each other.


    “Does this mean we’re getting old, Ray?”


    “Tell you what. We dry off and get into bed. If one of us is still awake in five minutes, then we’ll see.”


    “I’m asleep now, Bongo.” Wrapped in a hotel bathrobe, she sat on the bed and called the desk.


    “Yes, Inspector Brown.”


    “No calls to up here until five o’clock, okay?”


    “Yes, Inspector.”


    “Is that Gail? How are you?”


    “Fine, yes it’s me. I saw on the news you got him. The one who killed Mariam?”


    “Sorry, who?”


    “Mariam Smith. She worked here? I mentioned her in the spa, that day. And the other women? You said you’d get him.”


    “Oh, yes, I’m sorry. We got him. He’s dead.”


    “I’m glad. You won’t be disturbed.”


    Djuna Brown hung up and lay back on the bed and fell asleep in the middle of a vast yawn. Ray Tate came out of the washroom in a towel. He looked at her, then stared at the print of Whistler’s Mother above the bed.


    I can do that, he thought, closing the thick drapes. And I’m going to.


    The staff in the lobby knew who they were. The concierge thanked them. The woman on the desk said Mariam could rest in peace. In the dining room the maître d’ showed them to a sparkling table beneath a crystal and silver spider chandelier.


    “Please be our guests for dinner this evening,” he said. “The Cliquot is on the way. Miss Mariam was a very good person.”


    Brian Comartin looked fresh and scrubbed. He had a suit and tie on and was closely shaven. Marty Frost sat beside him in a gay blue dress of white polka dots. She was made up carefully and there seemed to be less grey in her cornrows.


    They all sat, pleased with themselves and one another. The wine steward brought and poured the champagne into flutes.


    “Well,” Brian Comartin said, “I guess we should toast something.”


    Martinique Frost said, “The poor ladies.”


    They gestured with their glasses, not clinking, and drank.


    Brian Comartin raised his glass, “Retirement.”


    After they drank, Martinique Frost said, “China-town.” And then she said, “Stonetown.”


    Djuna Brown sipped and held up her glass. “Poor Sally.”


    The looked at her, but they knew she was a little different. They toasted.


    Hambone Hogarth called in at seven the next morning, waking them up.


    “Brown.” She put her hand on Ray Tate’s shoulder. He was still dressed. She was still dressed. They’d collapsed after dinner. She’d been dreaming that Ansel Partridge had done the shooting and he’d taken out Ray. The bullets came out of the gun, destined to miss, but they curved toward him in slow motion, homing in on him as he dodged. It was taking them a very long time. She was glad to be awake. “What is it?”


    “Hogarth. I need you to come in. Homicide offices at Jank. Sally wants to talk to you. She’s exercising her rights, but if she gets to talk to you, she’ll talk to us.”


    “Not my case. My case is down. You’ve got all you need. You got a witness, you got a gun. What else do you want her to give you? I’m tired, man, I’ve had it. I’m checking out today and going someplace else where they eat snails and drink champagne for breakfast. Au ’voir.”


    “An hour. Give me an hour. I’ll have a car waiting down front in fifteen minutes. Bring you in, drop you back.”


    She thought about him, in the anteroom where he’d shielded her from Brian’s gun with his body. Casual heroics, instinctive. Cop. “Okay. Okay, but I’m not taking a statement from her. I’m not softening her up for you guys. I just listen.”


    “Anything you want. Just talk to her, maybe that’ll move her.”


    “Gee.” Djuna Brown sat up. “I hope not.”


    She quietly dressed in clean batiks and her slippers. Before she went out the door, she shook Ray Tate’s shoulder. “Raymundo, they need me down at the Jank for a bit. Okay?”


    He rolled over. “What for? What time is it?”


    “Sally. She won’t talk unless it’s with me first.”


    “Fuck it, Djun’. That’s not our case. Our case is down. We should be pricing tickets to Paris.”


    “We’ll make it, Bongo. I’ll be back in time for breakfast.”


    When she arrived at the Homicide office, Hambone Hogarth walked with her to the interview room and said Sally Greaves was on suicide watch, chained waist and wrists and legs. “You talk to her, then we’ll put some guys in. They’re taking her to arraignment and then, I think, a mental lockup. How’d you guys do, last night? Get much sleep?”


    Djuna Brown felt like she was floating in her slippers down the fluorescent corridor. A headquarters security guy was standing in front of the interview room.


    “If you’re taping us,” Djuna Brown said to Hambone Hogarth, “I’m not reading her her rights.”


    “No problem. They’ll get me when you’re done.”


    When Djuna Brown came in, she saw that Sally Greaves was too small for her jumpsuit. The sleeves and the cuffs were rolled. Sally Greaves was staring at her hands, twisting the gold-and-ruby ring around and around.


    “Can’t get it off. My knuckles are swollen. It won’t come off and I really want it gone. It’s strangling me.”


    “One sec’.” Djuna Brown opened the door. Hambone Hogarth was talking to the security guy. “Ham, I need a bar of soap, a bottle of water, and some paper towels.”


    Hambone Hogarth said to the security guy, “Do it.”


    While they waited, he said past Djuna Brown’s shoulder, “Sally? Coffee? Anything?”


    “I’m fine, Ham. Sorry about all this.”


    “No worries, Sal’. It’ll straighten.”


    The security guy brought the soap, water, and paper towels. Djuna Brown took them into the room and closed the door. She lathered her hands and took Sally Greaves’ ring finger in her palms and worked it. She felt Sally Greaves staring at her face. The ring, with a little more work, slipped off.


    “There you go.” She put the ring on the table and dried her hands. “I’ll voucher it for you.”


    “No, I don’t want it. Can you take it with you? Get rid of it. Make sure no one ever wears it, promise.”


    “Done.”


    “They’re taking me to arraignment, so I’ll be fast. Ham’s guys want a run at me. I made a deal. If I talked to you, then I’d talk to them.”


    “Fuck them, Sally. Let me read to you, invoke.”


    “No, I want this behind me. My life’s over, I know that. But you said something, upstairs, there, before … it happened. About being loved. Let me tell you about that.”


    At eight a.m. the phone in Martinique Frost’s suite rang. She forgot who she was supposed to be and just said hello.


    “Ford, down at the lockup? You know Joseph Carr? He wants to see you.”


    “That’s not my case.”


    “Whatever. He said it’s important. About the Riverbank?”


    “Okay.” She hung up and shook Brian Comartin. “I got to go in, Joe Carr wants to talk.”


    “I’ll go with you.”


    “You don’t have to. Sleep.”


    “Five minutes.”


    They took a cab. The driver wanted to talk about the shootings at the Jank. They ignored him. At the lockup, Brian Comartin sat on a bench in the morning sun while she went and signed in. She surrendered her weapon.


    Inside the interview room, Joseph Carr was already seated, chained hands to the table and feet to the legs of his chair. A face was framed in the window of the door.


    “I hear-ed Ansel is dead. That true?”


    “Killed last night, Joe. He was a police informant. At least he can’t testify against you, right?”


    He shook his head. “Guess not. But I’m going to tell them what they want to know. I want to plead guilty. I’m responsible for those people in Chinatown. I’ll stand before God.”


    “It’s good that you feel that way, Joe.” She waited a few seconds. “I had a couple of tough days. What’s up?”


    He was off in thought, his forehead knotted. “I been thinking a lot, a lot about that night? On the river? When we was ending our patrol, the night you said that … that lady of yours got beat? Well, I heard, like, a gun shoot. It weren’t loud, like a varmint gun. And I hear-ed a noise, a pinging, like piiiing, you know? When I was a boy my father taught me to shoot an old twenty-two rifle. I missed the target and the bullet skipped off the bumper of his truck. It was an old truck, with a metal bumper? I thought he was going to whip me, but he just laughed.” He shook his head. “I’m glad my dad’s dead. He didn’t like the blacks, but he’d be ashamed, what I did.” He seemed very sad, thinking about disappointing his dad. He shook himself and came back. “So, anyway, that night, the river, I hear-ed a gunshot up the hill and I think that shot hit something, I think it hit that metal sign was up there. No Fishing? No Swimming? The same sound.” He looked sheepish. “I don’t know, important or not.”


    “Joe, thanks for this.”


    “There maybe was someone yelling, running? But it might’a been another night. It sounded like a man, and your lady was … Well, beat, right? And not shot, right?” He looked into her eyes. “If I remember more, maybe next time you can stay, longer? Talk some?”


    “I’ll try.” She stood and put her hand on his shoulder. “I’ll do my best for you.”


    He looked at her. He was crying. “My dad didn’t like the blacks, it was down south. But I think he’d like you.”


    Sally Greaves said at first she was sure Ansel Partridge wasn’t their serial killer. “Not until I heard you on the phone. In the anteroom, about how he got his victims. The rink? The bump? That’s how I met Monica. I was at the skating rink, up on Marlborough one night. I love skating. Went every night. When you’re going really fast, no one looks at you too closely, they can’t see if you’re … you know. Ugly? Different? You’re a graceful blur. One night I was up there and this guy went past, so fast he ran me into the boards. Kept going. I didn’t even see him. Monica skated up. I recognized her from the job, I was like all those guys I see in the cafeteria, in the hallways, lusting. I felt as hopeless as they looked.” She laughed. “Men, women, we’re all the same, we all want the same things, but to a different degree.” Her eyes were away, out of the room for a moment, then they came back. “You’ve seen her, right? Monica? Before I … before she died?”


    Djuna Brown said, “Just the one time. Two actually, just for second. She was doing assignments during the Stonetown riots. That’s when I saw the ring. I saw her arrive that night, at the Jank. In the red Porsche. She was a beautiful girl.”


    “I bought that for her. I stole the money for ghost informants. Stupid. Jewellery. A sports car. She was half my age.”


    “We can all fall in love with the wrong person, Sally. Although sometimes it turns out to be the right person. You don’t know. You never know until you know.”


    Sally Greaves smiled. “You mean you falling in love with Tate?”


    “No. I mean him falling in love with me.”


    “You have to get past that, whatever you think you did wrong.” Sally Greaves nodded. “So. I heard you on the phone in the anteroom, how Ansel got his victims out of the skating rink. And then raping them on the rohip and the cleaning up of the victims. I told him how to do that. He came by one night for dinner with Monica and I and I had too much wine, talked about cases, one of them a case where the doer drugged his victims, cleaned them up afterwards to get rid of evidence. I gave him his M.O.”


    “You were a victim, too, Sally. They used you. They set you up and they whipsawed you.”


    “I guess, I guess. But I’m not going to hide behind them. I killed them —”


    “Sally, no. I haven’t given you your rights. Tell it to Hambone’s guys after they read to you. They’re waiting. My case was the poor dead ladies. And it’s down.”


    “I was thinking. You never got to the alibis, did you? Where Ansel was at the time of the murders.”


    “Doesn’t matter now, Sally. You’ve got more important stuff to deal with.”


    “Do you know the dates?”


    Djuna Brown didn’t, offhand. She had a vague timeline. “Ah, I’d have to check. June, first week or ten days, that was for two of them. I don’t remember the other one.” She thought for a moment. “June ninth was one. My father’s birthday. Another one, a few days later.”


    “Then there might be a problem. I got a call from the Maricopa County sheriff’s office that they were holding Ansel down there on a gun charge. He told them he was doing undercover work for us, he was operating. I confirmed it, but I had no idea he’d left town, was out there. I think it was around that week. You should call Arizona, check the dates they had him.”


    “I’ll give them a call, Sally.”


    “Or not. I’m not telling anyone.”


    “That won’t work for Marty Frost. She wants the right guy.”


    “However you like. You do what you want with Arizona.” She gave Djuna Brown a beautiful bucktoothed smile. “If I’d met you, well … If you were that way, I mean, my way. I don’t get to meet a lot of humanists.”


    Djuna Brown stood up and knocked on the door. “You can’t be all things to all people, Sally. But …” She gave Sally Greaves a small sweet smile, “sometimes you get to be what you are.”


    In the hallway Hambone Hogarth asked if Sally Greaves gave it up.


    He got a small sweet smile, too.


    When Martinique Frost left the lockup she found Brian Comartin sitting on his bench, looking like the retiree he was destined to become, soaking up sunshine. She thought, starve some of the extra weight off him, reduce the jowls, grow out a Hemingway beard. She sat on the bench beside him. It would be good not to have to move until they needed paella. “Traffic man, we need wheels. We have to do some cleanup. There might be a problem with Ansel.”


    “I’m retired soon as I sign the final papers. I don’t have problems. I make problems.” But he got up. “Let’s walk over to Sector Four. They got a ton of cars there, and nobody to drive them.”


    They strolled down the streets like a long-time married couple. There were few masks being worn. People bustled. They stopped to look into windows. At Sector Four they went to the lot.


    Brian Comartin whistled up a clerk. “We need a car.”


    “You got a req? You need a req. Two signatures.”


    “Chief’s special squad.”


    “Chief’s. I guess, then, you’re commandeering?”


    “How’d you know?”


    “There’s a black Chrysler over by the fence. Keys in. Abandoned traffic car. That do?”


    “Perfect.”


    “But I didn’t see nothin’. I was taking a piss when you took it.”


    They found the car and boarded, and Brian Comartin rolled out of the parking lot. “Did he have something? Joe Carr? Or was he just lonely?”


    As the car went past the lockup she glanced back with a little sadness at the pattern of tiny cell windows in the brick wall of the back of the building. She wondered if it made her a bad cop, to care about the victims and to care about the doers. She felt Joseph Carr was a victim of something, and that made all those dead Chinese people victims of something, too, something beyond him. The Chinese people were dead and without hope of change; Joseph Carr was alive and change was a possibility available to him, although he’d never walk free again.


    Change was all around, some of it generated internally, some of it imposed externally. You had to deal. Djuna Brown had almost lost it in the dark streets of Stonetown, Marty Frost knew, not so much because she was afraid, but because she’d almost become a victim. Cops aren’t supposed to be victims. As much as there was sympathy and caring for an injured or even dead cop, there was an underlying feeling that he’d failed. Djuna Brown had got off light with an earring shot off the side of her head, but she was young and had an imagination and she had Ray Tate. A couple of inches to the left. Dead in the street. Her lover watching her bleed out. Poor girl, they’d say with harsh sorrow, how’d she fuck that one up?


    “Marty?”


    “Ah, yeah. Sorry. Off on a little voyage.” She turned down the radio. Unlike Ray Tate, she wasn’t a radio rider. Ray Tate liked to find action, to check on the young cops, to find scenes in progress. She preferred to go from A to B, do her job, then wait for the next one. Do her little piece of a case. She liked to be in the aftermath when things were less crazy and the human element emerged, not the wild, spitting anger that preceded it. “So, our man Joe. Joe was out on the river the night Evening Evans was attacked. He heard a gunshot. He told me he heard what might have been a bullet hitting a sign along the river, a man yelling.”


    Brian Comartin turned the Chrysler into the entry to the Riverwalk. They cruised slowly; Marty Frost got out a couple of times to examine the signage. On the fourth stop she returned to the car and told Brian Comartin to park it, they’d found the place.


    “We got a No Swimming sign with what might be a bullet skip off it. There’s a bit of blood on it, I think. Ground’s all churned up. We’ll need some guys down here to do a scrape.”


    She called the Homicide Squad and told one of Hambone Hogarth’s minions where she was, that she needed a vampire to do some blood work on Riverwalk, and gave the location of the sign.


    “They’re pretty busy, Officer.”


    “Chief’s special squad. You tell it to Hambone.”

  


  
    Chapter 28

    



    They saw Ray Tate slumped on the terrace drinking coffee. Even from a distance his eyes were shot. Brian Comartin parked the Chrysler in the driveway. The valet came down the steps; Marty Frost showed him her palm and he nodded and backed away.


    “Ray, you look like you had a bad night dancing with that slut, Widow Cliquot.”


    “That stuff, Brian. Goes down good, comes out pretty raw through the nose.”


    “Oysters, you need oysters for breakfast.” Brian Comartin was jovial. He held a chair for Martinique Frost and got a sweet smile, then sat. “Djuna still out of it?”


    “She got called to the Jank. Where you guys been?”


    “Detecting.” Marty Frost put her cellphone on the table, and poured coffee for herself and Brian Comartin from a carafe. “Just cleaning up.” She told him about Joseph Carr wanting to see her and what he’d said. “So we went down by the Riverwalk. Found the sign. Found what looks like blood spatter.”


    Ray Tate thought for a moment. “Oh, oh.” He pointed to her phone. “Gimme.” He squinted at the number pad and punched in the Homicide number. “Ham? Ray Tate. Djuna leave there, yet? Well, look, are they done with Partridge down at the abattoir? I need to know if he had any gunshot wounds, other than what Sally parked in him. Okay.” He asked Marty Frost the cellphone’s number and passed it on to Hambone Hogarth. “We’ll stand by.” He clicked off.


    “So, maybe Sally was right. Ansel Partridge might not be good for our ladies, if he has no wounds and Eve Evans got one into the guy that jumped her.” He poured more coffee. “Fuck, two good viable heads and no one with the right hat size. This is the case that wouldn’t die.”


    A taxi pulled into the roundabout and Djuna Brown got out. Ray Tate lit off a whistle and she skipped up onto the terrace. “Bongo, you look like you been shot at and missed, and shit at and hit.” She gave him a sympathetic kiss, sat, and greeted Marty Frost and Brian Comartin with a smile. “A city guy. I’m going to own his ass in Paris.” She poured herself a cup of coffee. “So, we might maybe got a problem.”


    “Huh.” Martinique Frost said, “Tell me about it.”


    “Why, what’s up?”


    “You first. We’re waiting for a call from Hambone about something.”


    “Well, our old pal Ansel might have an alibi after all. We didn’t get to alibis before Sally shot him. But if we had we might’ve found out he wasn’t in town for at least one of the poor ladies. Sally says he was behind the pipes in Arizona. Gun charge. I’m going to call the Maricopa County sheriff. But she was pretty sure.”


    Marty Frost’s cellphone buzzed. She answered.


    “Hey, Marty,” Hambone Hogarth seemed happy to hear her voice. “My guys tell me you’re down on the Riverwalk, want a blood scrape? We got a vampire heading down there now. What’s it about? Your case is down.”


    “Well, maybe, maybe not, Ham. The last victim, the survivor, might have put a round into the guy as he was beating her. That’s the blood on the sign. Ansel have anything like that?”


    “Nope. Three .38 loads in the face. That’s it.”


    “They did it right, right? Armpits, body hair? She only had a little .22.”


    “They gave him the full service massage. Nothing but Sally’s rounds.” Hambone Hogarth made a bitter laugh. “You guys just can’t be satisfied. Each time you get a viable, he dies, so you clear him. Just pick one, we’ll make it fit him, and we’ll go out and get a beer.”


    “And it gets worse. Ansel might have an alibi for one or more of the murders.”


    “Goodbye, Marty.”


    “A good official alibi.”


    “Been nice, chatting, Marty. Glad you chief’s special guys took this case and not us. Goodbye. Good luck. Write if you get work.” He laughed and hung up.


    “So,” Djuna Brown said, “we wait on the blood work, we check Arizona. Anything else we can do? They got a good pool here, let’s get some bathing suits in the gift shop, go for a swim.”


    Martinique Frost looked depressed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuckity-fuck-fuck. Where did we go wrong? What did we miss?”


    “Maybe it was one of the other Volunteers?” Brian Comartin bit his lip. He wanted to help but all he had were maybes, no fresh ideas. He was glad he wasn’t going to be a cop much longer. “Maybe it was just random nut after all.”


    A black Buick with a lot of gleaming chrome wheeled into the roundabout. A woman got out of the passenger seat and opened the rear door. She took a garment bag out, started to head to the revolving doors, then turned back.


    When the driver powered down the window and leaned across the passenger seat to speak to the woman, Ray Tate had a holy-fuck moment, the cop version of satori.


    “Djun’, who’s that? The Buick?”


    She leaned to look. “Gail the receptionist. Coming on shift, I guess.”


    “The guy?”


    “Don’t know. She said she’d started seeing somebody. Him, I guess.”


    “I know that guy. Marty? Brian?”


    They looked. The man lifted his hand and waved goodbye to the receptionist, sat up and powered up the window. He rolled to the edge of the sidewalk, pausing to let people pass.


    Neither Marty nor Brian had seen him before.


    “Brian, grab the plate, okay? Djun’, see if you can catch Gail on her way in, chitchat, girl stuff, maybe ask about the dude in the Buick. Casual, like.”


    Djuna Brown headed for the lobby door and Marty Frost asked what was going on. “Is he a Volunteer?”


    “Dunno. Dunno, but I know I know him. From someplace. He’s a wrongo.” He sat, thinking, running things though his mind. Through the door he could see Djuna Brown and Gail gabbing, Gail doing all the talking. Laughing. “Run the plate, Brian, see what comes back.”


    Brian Comartin called in, gave his badge number and put the plate through. He dug out a pen and they waited. It took a while. “Yep, still here. I’m ready to write … Really? I never met one before … Got it.” He hung up and said, “I never met an actual John Smith before. I met a Joe Doakes and a John Hancock, but never a John Smith. Anyway, that’s who he is. Middle name Harold. Fifty-five-fifty Harrison Hill. DOB February 14, 1970, born on Valentine’s Day, six-foot-two, two-thirty-five, blond and blue. No unpaid moving traffic or parking citations. One parking violation, not paid, but still in the discretionary grace period. He’s got to get it in today.”


    “Okay. Okay. We’re working.” Ray Tate felt his heart racing a little. “We need some stuff. Marty, put him through for nation-wide criminal. Brian, we need the photo off his driver’s licence and we need it sent here. Can you access email off your phone? Do it that way. And we need to know when and where he picked up all his parking tickets, rolling stops, whatever.” While Brian Comartin was on the phone loading it in to Records, he added, “And his previous addies, every place he’s ever lived.”


    “Who ever lived?” Djuna Brown was at his shoulder. She sat down. “What I miss?”


    “Maybe a viable. Maybe not. I think so, though. John Smith. Guy that dropped Gail off.”


    “Yeah, Johnny. Gabby Gail’s beau. Real love going on there, Bongo. I should be so lucky.”


    “Tell us what you got from her. About John.”


    “Well, it started in tragedy. John’s wife, Mariam, was killed, she was actually the second poor lady killed. She worked here, with Gail on the desk. Killed up that alley around back, heading to her car after work.”


    “So what else did she say?”


    “She said Johnny and Mariam were married. They’d met here. He did some contracting, plumbing, they had a lot of trouble with the sauna, the showers, the swimming pool. So Johnny’s around and he hooks up with Mariam. And they get married. Mariam, when they met, was doing rooms and linens. With Johnny she blossomed. Took night courses in hotel management, moved eventually to the desk. Started dressing better. She was in line for middle management when she was killed. No kids. They lived in an apartment on Harrison Hill. Gail was really distraught after the funeral and had to take some time. Mariam was her only real friend at work. She was an example. Gail admits she has some self-effacement issues, but, she said, if Mariam could do it, then so could she. With Johnny’s love and support.”


    “How’d Gail hook up with Johnny?”


    “They saw each other at the funeral. She said the usual, you know, if you need to talk to someone, to call her. So he did. They talked. Hambone’s guys were still all over him. See, the first poor lady hadn’t been found yet, so Mariam looked like a one-off domestic, maybe. He got fired from here. Then they found the second. And then the third. So he moved off viable. And then the plague hit and everyone had newer fresher cases. Meanwhile, Johnny and Gail took things real slow. He does odd jobs, now. He’d worked in a slaughterhouse but quit. She was real happy when he didn’t come home stinking of hog shit. They kept themselves on the down-low until just recently, but they’re going slow, just breaking cover a little, now.” She looked around, brightly. “So, what I miss?”


    Ray Tate took out his cellphone and scrolled through the images. He passed the phone around. “That’s him, right? I’m not nuts? That’s the guy doing the poor ladies and I’m a fucking asshole.”


    They looked at the image on the screen of the fella who’d been shot in the shoulder, ducking away from the cellphone, the fella who wondered if he could be a weatherman, even if he didn’t have the big head action going on, the fella smoking Kool menths, careful of his ash.


    They took over the table on the terrace into the lunch hour.


    It came fast. The motor vehicle licence photo was the same John Smith. He came back from criminal with an of-interest flag attached to his name, put up by Homicide when he was still viable in his wife’s murder, to notify them of any incidents or contacts. A couple of paired drunk-assaults, bar fights, it seemed. That was it.


    His parking tickets were all around the city. Overtime parking. Fail to pay meter. They mapped the locations on a napkin and crossed them with what they knew of the poor dead ladies. There was a hit. June Flowers, victim number three, waitress at Stoney’s on Erie, killed cutting through a vacant lot on her way home to her apartment on Harrison Hill. John Smith had an overtime parking the same night, two blocks away.


    His employment record from the State showed several plumbing jobs: he was unlicenced, he had no union membership, he’d worked in a car wash, a restaurant kitchen, a lumberyard, and at Bradshaw’s animal processing plant.


    They were winding it down when Hambone Hogarth called on Martinique Frost’s cellphone. She handed it to Ray Tate.


    “Ray, a heads-up. We’re doing a press briefing at four this afternoon. On the shootings at headquarters and an update on the Volunteers conspiracy, tying the serial murders into it, hooking it on Ansel.”


    “I’d hold off on that, Ham, if I were you. We got a viable.”


    “Bullshit. Who?”


    “We got a good guy and we’re working it.”


    “Gimme something, Ray. I gotta call the chief’s office.”


    “A guy you guys had, Ham. And you let him go. You let the case go.” He didn’t say he himself had let the killer go.


    “Ray …”


    Ray Tate hung up.


    Brian Comartin and Martinique Frost went to the plumbing contractors that had employed Johnny Smith to talk to bosses and workers. Only one worker, at a small firm on the outskirts of town, remembered him.


    “Pussy hound. He’d’a fucked a U-joint if we let him. Mr. Lube, he called himself. Really liked a black chick that used to work in payroll. He said black chicks always had issues, needed some guidance from Mr. Plantation Man. One day he showed up with rips down his face, the boss came out and told him the black chick was more useful to the company than him. Fired his weird ass.”


    At the carwash where Johnny Smith used to work, the owner said he was a loon. “Most of the time he was okay. Always reading on his break. Those books. How to build your self-esteem. Be the person you can be. I said to him, one day, you trying to better yourself? Give the fucking windshields an extra wipe. He said he didn’t need to improve, but a lot of people did, especially chicks, and he wanted to help them. I fired him when an NFL player’s wife said he asked her about where she saw herself going in life, as a black woman. Her husband’s a fucking quarterback and she’s getting sacked every night by ten million bucks. Where’s she gonna wanna go?”


    Ray Tate and Djuna Brown went to the local Sector and muscled a car. Chief’s special, Fuck You. In a new fleet Ford 500 they headed out to Bradshaw’s.


    Aaron Bradshaw was a predator. He preyed on the new immigrant, the down-and-outer, the guy needing a job for bail or probation or parole. He worked them like dogs. It was said he turned the better-looking young females over to a cousin who ran a chain of massage parlours. If anyone complained about anything, Bradshaw dropped a dime and the worker was back in Mexico or the clink or on his ass on the street in record time. Ray Tate had run into Bradshaw several times over the years.


    Bradshaw’s Pork was just outside town. It was a huge facility of metal huts and loading docks with picnic tables scattered around the property. Bradshaw processed a lot of pigs and nothing went to waste. A rendering house was away to the edge of the property.


    When they pulled up in front of the offices, the air smelled like a fresh and bloody crime stage.


    Inside, Aaron Bradshaw was consulting with a secretary. He was big with a huge pot belly that held his trousers down near his crotch. His hairpiece was bright red with grey sideburns down into his jowls. The secretary had big breasts, looked Central American, and was biting her lip and shaking her head as he whispered into her ear, his hand moving on her shoulder.


    “Bradshaw.” Ray Tate moved quickly to the desk. “Back off her.”


    “Warrant? No? Then get out.”


    “I’ll get a squad of Homeland guys in here, shut you down.”


    “And in a fucking hour I’ll have full roster, at a quarter of a buck an hour cheaper each. Do me a favour.” He leered at Djuna Brown. “You looking for a job, dear? Big pay, short hours. Overnight shift.”


    Djuna Brown gave him a saucy smile. “Another time, maybe. Looks like a cool place to work. You actually get anything done here besides boning?”


    Bradshaw laughed. “That’s more like it. This guy? No sense of humour. Ready to believe the worst lies about anyone.”


    “Well, he’s a city guy, right? Me, I’m State. To me, all people come fresh.”


    “What can I do for you? You looking for a wetback did a robbery? How many you want? I got a bunch.”


    “No. We’re interested in John Smith.”


    “Johnny?” Bradshaw’s mode changed. He licked his lips. He became cautious. “I had a guy with that name. Long time ago, month or maybe two. He came, he went.”


    “He have any friends here? Guys he hung with?”


    “Well, no. Not I can recall. What’s he done?”


    “Can’t say. We’re just looking around at his shit.”


    Aaron Bradshaw looked at Ray Tate, then back at Djuna Brown. “I’ll talk, but not in front of both of you.”


    Ray Tate went to the door. “Stay in the window where I can see you both. Djuna, if you have to plug him, plug him. In the nuts.”


    “Fuck you.”


    “Soon, Bradshaw, you fucking deviate.”


    “Get the fuck out, the both of you.”


    “C’mon.” Djuna Brown patted the air. “C’mon. Ray, go the fuck outside, man. Let us talk.”


    Ray Tate went out. He stood on the walkway looking in the window.


    Ray Tate was pissed off and Djuna Brown insisted on driving. She made sure his seatbelt was fastened. “You know, Ray, in this down economy more people eat pork than anything except pasta and chicken? And macaroni and bird get old, real fast. The worse things get, the better it is for Bradshaw. Busier it gets, he said, the more poor migrants he can help make new, prosperous lives in America, giving them work, feeding their families. He’s a humanitarian; guys like you just don’t see the big picture.”


    “That’s always been my drawback, why I’m stuck at sergeant. I just don’t dig it. But you did, right?”


    “Sure. Perfect economic sense, once you have a pro explaining to you. He provides jobs, he provides nutritious food. A good guy, that guy. Unless, of course, you’re a victim. Then, maybe not so good. We didn’t get into that part.”


    “So, Johnny Smith.”


    “Interesting, our Johnny. In the pens he was the guy who got ’em out, sent them on to the next step. The butchering, the rending. Easy job, white man’s job. He kept on top of the pens, made sure everything was okay. He did the separating. No dirty bloody jobs for Johnny, that stuff was for the beaners. Did a good job. Great employee.”


    “So, why’d he let him go?”


    “Great employee, except for one teenie weenie habit. He’d get a young pig, string it up by the neck, and have some fun with it.”


    “He fucked them?” Ray Tate looked at her, amazed. This was choice. “He’s a pig fucker? Holy shit, Djuna, I’ve heard of that but never met one of those guys before. Banging a pig. That’s a little odd, even in this town. I once busted a sheep shanker, funny story. This guy —”


    “Some other time, Ray.” She was happy he’d calmed down and was having fun. “No, he didn’t jam them. He hung them up and went to work on them with his fists. Just demolished them. How long it went on, Bradshaw didn’t know. But he caught him at it when one of the inside guys refused to work with Johnny. How come, Bradshaw asked, how come you’re risking going back to Guatemala in handcuffs? Because, the guy said, he beats the poor animals.”


    “Fuck.”


    “Yep. He just hung ’em up and pulverized them. Bradshaw caught him, booted him.”


    “The hogs. Eve Evans said he called her a dog. Maybe he said hog.”


    “I like this guy, Ray.”


    “Djun’, I love this fucking guy.” He sat back, watching the streets. “You know, he wants to be a TV weatherman.”


    “He got a big head?”


    Marty Frost loved John Smith, too. He was viable. She listened to Djuna Brown tell about the interview with Aaron Bradshaw.


    “How you want to handle it, Marty?” Ray Tate signalled a waitress. “It’s all of ours’ case, but the poor dead ladies are your weight.”


    They sat at a corner table in the hotel bar, drinking cold beers. Each round, the waitress said, “Compliments of the house.”


    Martinique Frost thought about it. “First, we should confirm he’s got a gunshot wound. Then we get the vampires to do a quick blood type, his and the stuff off the sign at the Riverwalk. DNA will take a while. Djuna, can you work that Gail girl a little, somehow find out if he’s wounded, hurting?”


    “Lemme think on that. She might be off shift by now.” She got up and went into the lobby area.


    Brian Comartin said he had an idea. “Stroke of midnight, the discretionary period passes on the last parking violation. We can take him.”


    “For traffic?” Marty Frost stared at him. “Brian? We want him for multiple murders.”


    “And failure to attach seatbelt. I noticed he drove off unsecured this morning. Maybe he’s got a bad habit.”


    Ray Tate said, “That’s heavy, heavy shit. Unsecured. Yikes.”


    Djuna Brown came back into the bar. “She’s just going off shift, he’s picking her up. I got her chatting, said me and my man here want to go bowling, did she know a place? She said up on Chester. I said, ‘Hey, you want to come with us?’ She said she dug bowling, but her beau got hurt at work the other day, his arm was fucked up.”


    “Okay,” Ray Tate said, “okay, that’ll do it.”

  


  
    Chapter 29

    



    When Gail the receptionist got into the Buick and pulled out of the roundabout, Brian Comartin and Martinique Frost, in the Chrysler, and Ray Tate and Djuna Brown, in the 500, played them loose. The Buick went directly to the Eight and headed north.


    Brian Comartin went on the air. “Eight to Park, west to Harrison Hill, his place. Eleven minutes, traffic flow and road conditions.”


    The dispatcher came on. “Rambling units out there, identify.”


    Ray Tate went on the radio. “Desk, we’re chief’s specials running an op. Two vehicles, four officers. Assign a band, please.”


    “Ten-four, chief’s special. Dial over to channel nineteen. It’s all yours.”


    “Ten-four, Desk. Official time check?”


    “Nine-forty-two at the twin tones.” She waited until random units came on with various ding-dongs. “Thank you, children.”


    They dialled over and came up to make sure both units were in sync.


    “Brian, put him through again, make sure he didn’t go pay the ticket today.”


    “’Kay, Ray.” He came back a moment later. “Still open.” There was a moment of silence. “You know, when he got in, I’m pretty sure he didn’t secure his safety belt. If we don’t want to wait until midnight.”


    “Can you roll up on him, take a peek? Wait for a pod of traffic and get inside it?”


    Ahead, Ray Tate saw the Chrysler change lanes into a cluster of cars. It went up beside the Buick, held the same speed for a few seconds, then dropped back. “Unsecured, Ray. Moving violation. Ejection of a motorist through the windshield in event of collision? Public hazard.”


    The Buick was four exits from the Park Avenue exit.


    “Okay, we let him take the ramp. Remember there’s a gun outstanding. Eve Evans’s twenty-two. We’ll get in front. At the top of the ramp, Brian, you put the sunrise in his mirrors. When he’s over to the side, we’ll roll back, hold him. You bumper him up.” He dialled over the Desk. “Desk, chief’s special, we’re doing a traffic stop at the top of the Park eastbound ramp off the Eight.” He read off the descriptors of the Buick. “Monitor the band, please.”


    “Channel is being monitored by a supervisor.”


    Ray Tate went back to channel nineteen. Two lonelys came on and said they were in the vicinity of Harrison Hill and might drop by.


    “Be aware there might be firearm onboard.”


    The monitoring sergeant came on. “Chief’s special? Cause to stop?”


    “Seatbelt violation. Vehicle operator observed unsecured while in motion.”


    “Got it.”


    “Marty, Brian. I’m going up front, you guys put the sunrise in his mirrors. When he rolls to a stop, I’ll reverse to block him tight.”


    “Yes,” Marty Frost said. “Ray, if we find Eve’s gun …”


    Ray Tate swung out and passed the Chrysler and then the Buick. Djuna Brown obscuring her face, sat sideways as if talking to Ray Tate. He got into the exit lane, watching the Buick’s lights in the rear-view mirror. It swayed over the broken white line without signalling.


    “Fail to indicate a change of lanes on marked roadway,” Brian Comartin said. “Hundred bucks and demerits. This guy’s a crime wave.”


    Ray Tate led the way up the ramp. The traffic signal at the top was red and there was minimal traffic. The Buick stopped behind him, indicating a right hand turn. In the rearview, he could see John Smith and Gail laughing. The Chrysler came up behind the Buick. He went on the air. “This is perfect right here, Brian. You light ’em up and Marty you sweet-talk them out. Put them on the road.” He undid his seat belt and took his gun from his ankle. He wished the 500 was equipped with a shotgun. A good shotgun was a mood-setter. “Arm up, Djun’, showtime. We get out, you go wide. Watch for crossfire with Marty and Brian.”


    She pulled her little automatic and put her hand on the door latch.


    He saw she was wearing only one earring, the dangly one, in her left ear. He smiled. She was weird.


    The grill lights on the Chrysler began flashing. Brian Comartin gave the Buick a shot of roof music, then crept right up on the bumper. Martinique Frost got out with a microphone on a long curly cord and stayed behind her door. She told Brian to rotate around the back of the car and watch the passenger’s hands. When he was in position, she announced over the loudspeaker, “Driver of the black Buick, put your vehicle in park and shut off the ignition. Good, now, throw the keys out onto the roadway. Good, now, driver and passenger put both hands out the window and wait. Keep those hands out. You don’t want me to not see both hands. Very good, people.”


    Ray Tate climbed out, with his gun up on the Buick. “Djuna, tell Marty to get them out, driver first, onto the road, knees then face. You chain him up.”


    Through the windshield he saw John Smith looking at him. His mouth moved and he smiled.


    Over the loudspeaker, Marty Frost called, “I’m missing a driver’s hand.”


    John Smith stretched his hand out, as if to touch Gail’s face.


    There was a snap of noise and a flash of light off his fingertips.


    Ray Tate saw her slump against the passenger door.


    There was another flash and snap and John Smith’s head jerked back against the headrest.


    After the Homicide detectives were done with them, they were each sent to wait in Hambone Hogarth’s office. When they were all gathered, he took them across the street to a greasy spoon. They sat at a round table in the back. The cook brought down a carafe of coffee and left them.


    “Well, it looks like you guys got the right guy this time. Took you a while, a bit of a body count, but Smith looks good for all the women. The twenty-two belonged to the surviving victim. Blood type on the sign matches with Smith, DNA pending. He had a gunshot through and through in his shoulder. With the murder in the car, that’s four up and four down. But I sent some guys to do some prelim work. Seems Smith wanted to off his wife, hide her in a crowd of dead black women. She was too uppity, he told a guy at the local bar. He spent all his time building her up, getting her to go to night school, being supportive. And then she starts to outclass him. She’s on the rocket to management in the hotel chain, he’s beating pigs to death and laying plumbing. He told the bar guy he created her and she forgot that it was him that carried her, that made her what she was. He was going back to white chicks who appreciated him. We wouldn’t have looked at him too hard at all if the first body had been found first. As it was, when the third popped up it looked like a nut on a run. We were off him.” He shrugged. “It’s all been done before, but we would have circled back on him eventually.”


    “That’s it?” Marty Frost sipped her black coffee and shook her head. “That’s it? A domestic? He was just an asshole?”


    “Yep. No race killer. No right-wing crackpots. Just a guy with a wife that pissed him off.”


    Djuna Brown said, “But why kill Gail? She was crazy about him.”


    “We went through her apartment. There were new clothes in there, still with the tags on them. Business suits, new shoes. There were brochures from the university with some courses, hotel management, public speaking, that kind of stuff, circled. She was improving herself to death.”


    “Gail was good people,” Djuna Brown looked sad.


    Brian Comartin patted her hand.


    Martinique Frost was still dazed. “A fucking domestic.”


    “C’mon, Marty.” Brian Comartin said they had to go pack. “We leave tomorrow, we’re so outta here.” He stood up and said to Ray Tate, “This is no place for people like us.”


    Ray Tate wondered who he meant.

  


  
    Epilogue

    



    The Center for Disease Control people isolated Patient Zero, an elderly woman who’d come across the river from Canada. She was dead when they found her, long-dead in a rooming house owned by one of Willard Wong’s front men. By then most of the plague had evaporated from the city. Willard Wong paid for a traditional funeral for Patient Zero and had her ashes shipped home to Fujian Province. He built a shrine on California Street at the gates of East Chinatown and every day he stopped and lit incense.


    Joseph Carr sent long letters to Martinique Frost. No one told him she’d retired and moved to Barcelona. But he wrote the letters to her daily, care of the Jank, and never realized he was actually writing to himself.


    Sally Greaves entered a plea of insanity. It was accepted by the judge, who had an older brother with bad habits involving teenaged girls and party drugs.


    Hambone Hogarth had a search team and locksmith with a blowtorch in Sally Greaves’s home within hours of her arrest. When the detectives doing the follow-up investigation went to gather evidence for the case file the following week, they found a hidden compartment in the back of the closet had been burned open with an acetylene torch. Pious Man Chan appointed Hogarth deputy chief in charge of SPA, Sally Greaves’s vacant job.


    Evening Evans only went home with her father long enough to undergo rehabilitation at a clinic. After eight months of rehab she headed back to the city and began her project on the illegal migrants, getting used to her eye patch and her cane, which she thought made her look daring and mysterious. “I am,” she said to a colleague, “truly a camera on a tripod.”


    Cops slowly drifted back onto the duty roster. Administration staff were gradually taken from the streets and put back on their asses behind their desks. They had stories to tell. They’d seen shit and didn’t mind if they didn’t see it anymore in their current lifetime.


    Ray Tate received in the mail a folded menu from a Barcelona restaurant. On the back of the menu, written down the middle of the page, was a ragged poem, written in pencil. The title was “This Is No Place for People Like Us.”


    The poem reminded him of a recent call from George Meyers. “Kid,” he had said, “that fat guy, the traffic guy you was with? Comartin, right? You ever find out where he was, September nine, nineteen ninety-four?”


    Ray Tate booked his accrued vacation.


    The State Police wanted their lone volunteer, the midget black sergeant from Indian country, back. She couldn’t be located. When the bills from the Whistler hit State accounting someone noticed two inspectors, which the State cops hadn’t sent, had gone deluxe.


    When, in the following month, hotel bills from the Elysees Mermoz Hotel in Paris came in, the all-in State card was cancelled.


    In the taxi to Charles de Gaulle to catch their flight to Chicago, Djuna Brown looked out the window at the cafés and intersections and people dressed in cool chic clothing, at the deliverymen hauling goods from vans, the shopkeepers hosing down their sidewalks, and the waiters setting up tables on patios.


    She caught a glimpse of the Seine, of the bridges they’d crossed daily, their arms around the other’s waist, losing themselves in the romantic warrens of streets and alleyways, in the galleries and restaurants of the Left Bank.


    She put her hand on Ray Tate’s leg. “I really like this place, Bongo. When we get out of prison, let’s come back.”

  


  
    
      
    
  


  Presto Variations


  
    


    Prelude

  


  
    It was perfect. It was cold. There was no moon. There were no lovers in parked cars rocking the shocks, no homeless camped along the river, no cops catching naps.


    The rocks on the river’s edge were crusted with ice and pockets of snow. Football-sized chunks periodically broke away from the rocks and swirled away in the currents. There was a small beach of pebbles littered with tin cans, soda bottles, cigarette packages, and condoms.


    America, on the other side, was close, maybe two hundred yards. The lights above a parking lot near a warehouse seemed to beckon.


    It was wider, the river, at the pebble beach, but it was the preferred site because it was between two elbows of riverbank that blocked sightlines from the east and west. Upriver the span bridge was out of sight except for the very top of its suspension. Downriver, around the elbow, was a boats’ landing with a long jutting pier. Only the very tip of the pier was visible.


    Between the bends of the river there were several currents of varying strengths and angles, foaming a little in laces of white where they clashed with each other and battled it out. One of the currents was a noticeably bright green, even without a moon; fluorescent effluent from the chemical mill up river on the American side.


    The schizo wind was moody, stiff at times, placid at others.


    You couldn’t do anything about the wind or currents or homeless folks or banging lovers but you could calculate the lack of moonlight and choose the hour.


    The pig train huddled on the Canadian shoreline. It consisted of one older man who never spoke, two women of middle age, and a female child. The girl belonged to no one. She was on her way to meet an older brother who’d gone to America ten years earlier, crossing this river at this time of year. The girl had never seen her brother.


    One of the women, who spoke with a harsh Fujianese accent, took care of the girl, making sure her cheap Canada Goose knockoff was zipped to her throat, that she kept her toque on and down over her ears. She had ensured that the girl got enough food on the boat trip from China to Vancouver and the truck trip from Vancouver to Toronto, and wasn’t molested by the transporters.


    The pig train had been brought to the pebble beach in an unmarked, windowless van. They were accustomed to the lack of windows, of view, of context, of place. They’d been among hundreds in the ships’ holds for weeks, on one boat from eastern China to southern Thailand and another, the mothership, from southern Thailand across the open ocean to an island off Vancouver. Small fast boats met the mothership at sea and the migrants scrambled down webbing into the control of screaming boatmen who rode the heaving waves like deranged surfers. Speedboats took them to a rocky point where they were off-loaded, identified, counted, and divided into groups of fifteen. The telephone numbers of immigration lawyers were written indelibly on their forearms.


    Each group was crammed into a cube truck and taken down on a long drive to Vancouver, where they were warehoused in a Chinatown hotel until several pig trains were merged and reorganized by destination, and then they were all loaded into transport trucks. Some trucks went south, crossing at Bellingham; others went east.


    The pig train on the bank of the river had been driven non-stop across the country. They lived in the dark on donuts that constipated them and tea that made them urinate frequently.


    They were nervous. Tales had been told of trucks being opened by the authorities and the occupants found dead, suffocated by neglect or indifference, their fingernails in the walls and doors. Tales of migrants mistaking their urine bottles for their water bottles. Tales of rape and murder.


    But the lucky made it to this bank of this river at this time of night in this season. It took determination and hope. And hope alone won’t cook the rice.


    Their jockey, the man who shepherded them from Toronto to the river, had silently held his palm up, Wait, and left them on the riverbank while he drove three athletic young men to the span bridge where they believed they could crawl across undetected on the struts under the roadway.


    The pig train waited now for Mr. Presto.


    The old man remained silent, grim, as if anticipating what was to come. He’d eaten from the bitter harvest all his life and why should now be different?


    One of the middle-aged women muttered in a deranged fashion about devilish portents and vengeful gods and the bad weather of the soul. She repeatedly made intricate superstitious finger signs at the river, at the wind, at the invisible moon.


    The other woman spoke chidingly but with affection to the child because she’d left her mittens behind in the Chinatown hotel in Toronto. The caring woman took off her plastic boots, removed one of her pairs of socks, and rolled them up the child’s hands and wrists to keep her warm.


    The girl, with a bright yellow knapsack like a hunch on her back, sat with her socked hands under her armpits, her knees up so she could lean her chin on them, and she stared intently at the lights of the parking lot of America.


    A van bumped over the hill from the bridge end of the river, curving down the unlit road, its headlights wonky and cross-eyed. Once the driver had the shape of the road ahead and had spotted the huddled migrants he turned off the headlights and continued down, stopping a dozen yards away.


    A stocky young Asian man energetically disembarked from the driver’s seat, rounded the van, and opened the rear double doors. The passenger, a slim white man with swept-back blond hair and a goatee and moustache, joined him. Both wore dark blue parkas, construction boots, and toques. The Asian man dragged a black and dark blue uninflated inflatable dinghy from the van. The price tag was still dangling from a handle: fifty-nine-ninety-nine, SALE. The goateed man paused to vomit in the weeds, then set up a compressor and attached a long hose to the nozzle on the raft. There was a loud insect sound and the raft inflated as if inhaling.


    While the goateed man tested the pressure of the dinghy, the Asian man crossed to the migrants. In halting Mandarin with a strong Vietnamese accent, he greeted them. “Your journey is nearly finished,” he said, talking softly to calm them. He pointed across the river to the lights of the parking lot. “Two vehicles will be there. Taxis. You know taxis? Yellow and black, with checkerboards on the doors. You, two and two, in each taxi, and then you go. The drivers will not stop until you reach the city. If you require personal maintenance, use those bushes now. Remember, the drivers will not stop.”


    The migrants nodded but none of them went to the bushes.


    The goateed man dragged the dinghy to the shoreline. He went to the van and took two paddles from the back. He brought the paddles to the dinghy and looked at the pig train, then he went back to the van, opened the passenger-side door, and rummaged through a bag in the footwell. He returned with four whistles on string and four Oh Henry! chocolate bars. With a friendly smile, he distributed the whistles and chocolate bars, one each to each.


    The Asian man said, “The Oh Henry is a very America delicacy. Welcome, welcome. The whistles, you put like this.” He crouched and wrapped the string tightly around the right wrist of the man. They all looked from the whistles to the Asian man’s face and back again. He smiled, and affixed a whistle to each wrist. “If you feel danger, or you fall out, blow mighty the whistle. We will come and find you.” He glanced up at the goateed white man sadly, and then turned back to the migrants and lied: “We have another boat nearby, so don’t worry. Just blow mighty the whistle.”


    The goateed man stared at his feet. He swayed.


    “I will position you in the boat, two strongest at back, the weightiest.” He pointed to the silent man and the superstitious woman. “You two. The child and the other woman in front.” He straightened. “The difficult part is done. If you weren’t to see the Gold Mountain, you would have perished before now, you see?”


    The goateed white man undid the neck of his parka and took off his scarf. Careful not to breathe into her face, he wrapped it around the girl’s neck, tucked it, and rezipped her coat. Her cheeks were greasy with spray from the river. He checked the straps of her yellow knapsack and smiled at the socks on her hands.


    He positioned the forward third of the dinghy in the river and the migrants, clutching their chocolate bars, boarded as told. He passed the paddles to the two in the rear.


    The Asian man tried to explain the currents, “When the water comes from this …” he pointed to the right, “… only one will do this …” and he mimed digging in on the left. “From this …” he pointed to the left, “… then only one will do this.” He dug in on the right. “Watch the lights. You must land as close to the lights as you can. Push the craft into the water behind.”


    The young Asian man and the blond man bent and pushed the dinghy further into the water, careful of the sharp stones on the pebble beach.


    When the dinghy was fully on the river and five yards out, the goateed man called, “Zai jian.” Again see, but also, Goodbye.


    The superstitious woman twisted around and looked at him in alarm at the language from the white devil, her mouth open. This must be a portent, a yellow-haired devil speaking the language. Surely a trap; she was being sent into the maw.


    She dropped her paddle over the side and tried to scramble to get out of the dinghy, back to land. She got one leg into the water, overbalanced, fell in, and was gone. And then the river had the dinghy and the rest of them, spinning, the girl and the kind woman screaming, the silent man silent, his portent confirmed.


    Only the yellow knapsack in the dark was visible from the Canadian side when the whistles began blowing.


    The goateed man went for the river’s edge. He ran in the water to his knees before the Asian man grabbed him from behind. “Bobby, no.”


    Downriver yellow knapsack hung in sight for a moment, then it was gone.


    Bobby Preston struggled and went again for the river and dragged the Asian man further into the water before he was overpowered by a chokehold and muscled back, onto the bank. They lay collapsed side by side. Preston, the fabled Mr. Presto, wept inside a stranglehold.


    “Bobby, it is as it is.”


    The whistles stopped their mighty blowing and there was only the indifferent sound of the river running, doing what rivers do, making its own finality of silence.


    

  


  
    


    PART ONE

  


  
    


    Chapter 1

    



    It was perfect. It was hot. The sun bore down on the access to the span bridge. Traffic into Canada was heavy, people with cottages or friends on the other side, people heading to Canadian casinos.


    At noon a mint-condition, black 1984 Cadillac Seville headed out of the city toward the span bridge. The fat driver kept the seat racked fully back and drove with his short arms almost straight and his tiny hands at ten-and-two as he mounted the access to the bridge, the tires of the Caddy thrumming over the iron grating. On the river below sailboats hung in the irons; there was no breeze but they rocked severely as power boats pulling foam ran up into the lake.


    The man in the Seville, Abner Hussey, thought about the river a lot. There was a summer-end regatta coming up and he thought about that too. Hundreds of boats, all kinds of boats, on the water, running from the Canadian side over to the city and back. One more boat in there wouldn’t be noticed. It could be carrying anything, and a lot of it.


    He could see the cluster of flags, the Canadian red leaf and the stars-and-bars, an eighth of a mile ahead at the border crossing. He slowed as he tried to figure which groove of cones to enter. Once in he was committed, he was in federal territory where the jail time was crushing.


    The sun was glaring and he squinted, but he left his sunglasses on the dash. He believed he had innocent blue eyes and that sunglasses might make him look sinister.


    In his mind he grabbed up his nuts and decided to go for it, the far right aisle.


    Just short of committing himself, his rear-view mirror lit up with strobing lights. There was a shot of siren, roof music the cops called it. He pulled to the right and waited for it to pass. But it stopped behind him. It was a black Chrysler with a crash bar on the front bumper. A rotating red-and-blue light was mounted on the dash and smaller ones winked through the grill and on the side-view mirrors.


    In the rear-view Hussey could see a bearded white man in sunglasses behind the wheel and a black woman with spiked hair on the passenger side. He knew what they were, and he began to sweat.


    He felt very unhappy. Aloud, he said, “Ah fuck, ah fuck, ah fuck.”


    In the black Chrysler the detectives sat in the air conditioning for a few minutes.


    “Let him wait,” Ray Tate said. In spite of the heat he wore a short hacked-out brown leather jacket over a bright untucked Hawaiian shirt of avian motif that covered his handcuffs. His gun was in his right ankle boot under his jeans’ cuff. A bead chain hung around his neck, dragged to the left side where his city badge was in his shirt pocket. He had a short satanic grey-shot beard; the tip of his left ear was gone. “He must be one soaking unit by now, old Abbie.”


    “But we’ve got to make him ours before he hits federal land,” Djuna Brown said, running her hands through her spiked hair. “He gets up there and he’s a federale prize. We don’t get dick, dig it?” She wore a red T-shirt from the Pompidou in Paris and khaki hiking shorts. Her legs were slim and brown. Her gun, a little silver automatic, was in plain view in an open holster on her right hip; her handcuffs were at her spine; the outline of her State Police sergeant’s badge, hanging on a necklace, was visible between her breasts under the shirt. On her feet were bright red slippers, threaded with little silver spangles and bangles. “Let’s do this guy quick and have the rest of the day to ourselves.” She made sloe eyes at him and started humming an upbeat Edith Piaf “La Vie en Rose.”


    Abner Hussey wasn’t in the files as violent, but he was rolling dirty and had a lot to lose. Ray Tate pushed his sunglasses up into his long straggly hair, flipped his badge from his shirt pocket, and slid his gun from his ankle holster. He checked traffic and got out of the driver’s seat, holding the gun down his leg. Djuna Brown stepped out in her little slippers and didn’t pull her gun, just kept her hand on it.


    “Misssss-tah Hussey,” Ray Tate said, as he eased up to the door of the Seville, staying just on the edge of Abner Hussey’s eye line. He remembered a TV advertisement for hominy grits and created an accent. “I will need yew to shut off the vee-hick-ull. Good man. Now I will need yew to toss the keys on the passenger seat of the vee-hick-ull. Good. Now I will need yew to disembark the vee-hick-ull, but for your safety and that of passing motorists, Misssss-tah Hussey, I need yew first to put both your hands out the win-der. You don’t want to move sudden, suh. My partner there, behind you, she’s got the deadeye on.”


    He used his left hand to secure Abner Hussey’s left wrist and tugged a little. “Okay, Djun’, mine.”


    Djuna Brown opened the passenger door and leaned in to pick up the keys. She drew her gun and held it down her leg. “Okay, Ray, mine.”


    Ray Tate put his gun into his boot holster and secured Hussey’s wrists with handcuffs.


    “Fuck’s this?”


    “Abner, Abner, Abner. Don’t give us a hard time, okay, mon ami? Just relax and enjoy it.”


    Ray Tate let go the chain and stepped back out of Hussey’s periphery. “Pull your hands back in, Ab’.” He opened the door and eased Hussey out by the arm, tugging just enough to keep him off balance. He remembered a late-night Jimmy Cagney movie. “You heeled, pal? You packin’ a roscoe?”


    “Me? A gun?” Hussey sounded insulted. “Fuck, no.”


    “Okay, we’re going back to our car.” He gave Hussey a quick pat-down, then looked at the gleaming Seville. “Wow, this is a boss ride. You had it original, Ab’?”


    “Yeah.” Hussey cracked a reluctant proud smile. “Dealership serviced, GM all the way. Indoors, all winter.” He stared with pride and his smile became sad. “I got this car new the day I got married, took it on my honeymoon. All the way to New Orleans. It’s cherry.”


    “Well, maybe. Right now it’s proceeds of crime,” Djuna Brown said. “You want to say goodbye to it?”


    Hussey was short and his body was huge, inflated, but he had noticeably small skull with a fringe of dyed red hair, grey sideburns, and a skinny neck and tiny feet. He wore a lightweight Haspel suit that had seen better days, and an open-collared white shirt showing a fringe of grey chest hair. His feet were miniature in slip-on loafers. Taking him by his elbow, Ray Tate led him to the Chrysler and ushered him into the back seat. Unlocking one handcuff, he secured it to a long chrome bar across the back of the front seat and fastened Hussey’s seatbelt.


    Djuna Brown got into the passenger seat, took the freddy from its rack, and said, “Project office, Asset Four with our target in custody at span bridge.”


    “Ten-four, Four.”


    “Individual is known mutt Abner Hussey, white male, approximately fifty years, five-five, brown and balding dyed red, seven hundred pounds.” She paused. “Pinhead.”


    Ray Tate laughed.


    “Seven hundred pound ginger pinhead,” the radio operator said. “That’s a ten-four, Four. You need backup?”


    “Negatories. Can we get a departmental wrecker to hook up a 1984 Cadillac Seville, black in colour, to the span bridge, just before the cones about an eighth mile from the booths? Impound relocate to the office.”


    “Ten-four on the tow truck, Four.”


    She put the freddy in the rack and spoke over the backseat to Hussey. “Talk to us, Abbie. You know we’re not like all the others.”


    “What’s this about? I gotta get someplace. Who you guys? What? I didn’t signal a lane change? What?”


    Ray Tate looked at him in the rear view and shook his head. “Ohhhh-kay. We’re with the criminal asset recovery project. We have reason to believe you’re carrying contraband in the form of the proceeds of crime. Either that or you’re legally a pinhead. We will now proceed to our laboratory where our trained phrenologists will calibrate your skull.”


    Djuna Brown snickered and checked to make sure everybody was strapped in, then fastened her belt. “Sit back, Abster. You don’t want to obscure the rear-view mirror, okay?”


    “Yeah.” Hussey seemed resigned to a day of shit. “Whatever.”


    “You know, Abbie, that drives me nuts. ‘Whatever.’ And the shrug. That means the same thing: ‘Go fuck yourself.’ My nephew does it and I go mental. You don’t want to say that to me, okay, Absteroni? Because really soon you and me are going to be in a private situation. I don’t want to reveal who’ll be doing what to who, but one of us is going to be naked and I’m going to be taking pictures of him.”


    Hussey was silent.


    Ray Tate laughed.


    “Let’s take the expressway, Ray, okay? Abbie wants to get home.”


    Ray Tate yawned and shrugged. “Whaaaaatevs.”


    In an office at the Asset Recovery Project, after emptying Abner Hussey’s pockets, Ray Tate removed the handcuffs and said, “You want us to strike up the house music, Abbo, or you just want to give us a bump and grind?”


    “I see …” Djuna Brown intoned, closing her eyes and humming an eerie wooing graveyard tune, “… I see … Wait a minute, Abbinsky, I’m having a vision. I see … Red gauchies and a whole lot of dough.”


    The office was cramped, windowless, and furnished with a desk and two chairs. A tiny closed circuit recorder with a winking light was mounted in the corner of the ceiling.


    Abner Hussey sighed and took off his suit coat, then his shirt. Bulging white business envelopes were duct-taped to his pasty chest, ribcage, stomach, and lower back. He dropped his pants. Envelopes were affixed to the insides of his thighs and on his shins. He wore droopy black socks and bright red bikini underwear.


    “Told you, Ray, red gauchies.” She fussed with a digital camera. “Smile pretty, Abbomatic.” She aimed the camera at Hussey and took a full-length picture. “Turn around, bud.” She took another picture of the envelopes on his back, and then a head-and-shoulders portrait. She took a laptop from a desk drawer, powered it up, attached the camera into it, and started keying.


    Hussey began peeling away the duct tape, sucking air as his body hair came off with it, looping it with the envelopes attached and coiling it onto the desk. “That’s it.” He looked disgusted.


    “Abbie, Abbie, Abbie,” Ray Tate said. “Man, we could have been pricks. We could have called the feds, let you hit the booths to Canada with all this undeclared cash, and that’s all she wrote. That’s federal shit —”


    “Heavy, heavy fed action, that,” Djuna Brown said mournfully. “Yikes.”


    “But we said, ‘No, the Ab-Man is our pal. No way do the greedy fuckers get our buddy, take the money, and waste it on bureaucrats. We’ll stop him before he goes into their territory, keep him here, let him hook up with his pals.’”


    “Them’s us, them pals.” Djuna Brown said happily. “You know, Ab, if you wanted to chat with us about the source of these funds, we could arrange that some of this money comes back to you, a reward.” She got no response.


    Ray Tate began unpeeling the envelopes from the tape. “I have to open one of them, make sure you’re not carrying something else, something nasty.” He slit one envelope and took out a thick wad of bills and ruffled it, making sure the camera picked up his hands. “Whoever you’re working for is desperate, man. He didn’t even boil it all down into decent hundreds. Look at this shit. Tens, twenties.”


    “I’m having a moment, here, Ray, like another hot flash,” Djuna Brown said, closing her eyes and humming. “I see, ah, I see a two, and I see a zero, and I see another two.” She gave Hussey a sweet smile. “Two oh two, Ab. My guess? There’s two hundred and two grand there.”


    Hussey said nothing.


    Keeping his hands in view of the surveillance camera, Ray Tate took a clear plastic bag from a desk drawer and put the envelopes inside. He ripped a strip of self-adhesive from the opening of the bag, sealed it shut, and wrote his name and badge number across it in grease pencil. “Estimated two-hundred-and-two thousand, variegated U.S. currency, pending audit.” He pushed a claim form across the desk. “Take it home and fill ’er out, Abbo, and you can apply to get your money back. No law against Abbie having cash, right?”


    “Absolutely, Ray. This ain’t communist Canada or nothing.”


    “Well, not yet, anyway,” Ray Tate said. He started his spiel, first making sure the video camera didn’t record his mouth. “So, Abbo, here’s how it plays. We didn’t have any probable cause to stop you, so this is probably an illegal arrest and seizure. Our bad. So we’ve seen the error in our ways and we’re cutting you loose. But we’re keeping the dough. You can fight for it in court. Nobody’s tried that yet, though, I got to tell you. Mostly because they don’t want to get in the box with their hand on the black book and tell the judge where they got the dough they were packing.”


    “And, Ray, how come they got it taped on their bodies?”


    “Yep. Then, Ab, there’s those pesky IRS folks come sniffing around wondering how an out-of-work landscaper like you claiming fifteen grand income last year accumulated this little nest egg. And they do a net worth, look at his assets, his house, his car, and go, ‘Whoa, where’d all the money for this shit come from? Where’s our end, taxes paid? What’s up with that?’”


    Djuna Brown gaily piled on. “And we do residue and fingerprints on the bills to see who’s been handling them, if there might have been, oh, I don’t know, cocaine? Cocaine in the vicinity?” She frowned. “You think, Ab, this might be dope money?”


    “What money?” Hussey dressed quickly, his suit hanging from his thin body, his sleeves obscuring his hands, his belt twisted into a knot. He stared at a calendar on the wall showing a Parisian street scene, a happy young couple sitting at a bistro table under a Pernod umbrella. “Where’s my keys?”


    “Well,” Ray Tate said, thinking about Hussey’s pride of ownership, that he got married in the Cadillac, that the dealer serviced it for almost thirty years. “The car. I dunno how we’re gonna play that, yet. Sometimes the ride gets seized as an instrument used in the commission of, sometimes not. This new state’s attorney is moody. One day this, one day that. Let me go check, okay? And I gotta make sure we have updated bio data in the files.” He picked up Hussey’s wallet, took out a wad of bills, counted them, and handed them back. “Eighty-six bucks back to you.”


    “Okay, Ray, go,” Djuna Brown said. “Me and Ab are going to chat a little.”


    As Ray Tate went out the door he heard Djuna Brown cheerfully ask Abner Hussey if he’d ever been to Paris.


    He went down the corridor to the Green Squad bullpen and gave a thumbs-up to a grey-haired man sitting in a glass office with his feet on his desk reading a motorcycle magazine. The man waved him in. Lettering on the door said Commander James Cash; on the desk was an engraved sign that said The Cashman, the S a dollar sign.


    “How much did he have, Ray?”


    “Looks like two oh two, pending, boss. As advertised.”


    “Nice, very nice.” The Cashman stretched luxuriously and glanced at a schematic of a deconstructed Vincent Black Shadow on the wall. “They should all be this easy.” He laughed. “Actually, they are.”


    “Whoever’s tipping us off knows a lot, boss, right down to the time, the route, the red bikini underwear, the amount. Three times so far he’s been right on the money. It would be nice to find out who this tipster is, focus him a little. He probably knows a lot we’d like to know. Especially about the source of funds.”


    “Any chance Hussey might want to help us out with that?”


    “You’d think so. We as much as told him someone ratted him out, right down to the amount of dough and the red banana hammock he’s wearing. He didn’t bite. Djuna’s in there now, talking to him about Paris.”


    “Don’t start with fucking Paris, okay? Forget Paris. Paris is why you’re working here. Anyway, move him if you can. There’s more dough where that came from.”


    Ray Tate went to his desk and turned on his computer and waited for it to come up. A printout of Hussey’s rap sheet was beside the keyboard. Fraud, fraud, and fraud. Possession of fraudulent monetary instruments, possession of counterfeit U.S. currency, impersonation. A paper crook.


    In Hussey’s wallet was a black-and-white photograph of a younger Abner with a full head of red hair in a baby-blue tuxedo with a tall thin woman with a blond bouffant, wearing a tight white miniskirt, holding a clutch of posy. The couple were arm-in-arm, laughing at the camera, leaning on the Cadillac. A wedding bouquet was mounted on the hood. Ray Tate stared at the photograph for a few minutes, wondering if the woman might be a pressure point. He computed her rough age and loaded her, last-name-only, into the database. A moment later she came back. Jane Hussey, traffic drunk, traffic drunk, traffic drunk. A year-old failure to remain at scene, without resolution. He picked up the telephone and called Traffic Services.


    “Hey. Any smash-and-dash guys do a Jane Hussey, about a year ago? Undisposed-without?”


    “Yeah, I know it. Fail-to-remain Jane. Great lady, everybody liked her, even the people she crashed into. She couldn’t keep off the bottle. Married to a mutt, a scammer. Tragic case, but the bright side was anybody who wanted an easy overtime in court, just park outside her house and wait for her to come out and get in her car and run it into something.”


    “There’s no disposition, there, in the system, on the last one, the hit-and-split. We might want to put the arm on her husband, maybe deal her charge away.”


    “Too late. Suicide. Pills and booze, ah, six months ago? Something like that.”


    Ray Tate went back to the glass office. “Boss, we offered Abner some dough, but he declined. We said we might have to put the grab on his car, beauty old Cadillac, and seize it as transport and carriage in commission of. It looked like we broke his heart. He got married in that car. I want to deal it back to him, see if that moves him.”


    “Screw the car. We were illegal stopping him, we were illegal seizing the money, we were illegal seizing the car. We’re keeping the money by default, but the car? Let it walk.”


    Ray Tate held up Hussey’s wallet. “He loves that car. Look in your wallet. What pictures you got, that makes you hard?”


    “My first knuckle-head Harley.”


    “I got me and Djuna sipping champagne at the Brasserie Lipp. But Abner’s got his wedding picture, him and the bride and the car. Still got the same car, wife died, suicide, six months ago. There’s some sentimental value here.” Ray Tate stared at the wedding photograph. “I’m going to work it.”


    “Well, work it if you think it’ll get more dough for us.”


    Djuna Brown was chatting with Abner Hussey as if they were old chums. Ray Tate slipped into the room and put the wallet on the desk.


    “I never thought I’d eat raw meat, Ab,” Djuna Brown was saying. “What’s up with that? Beef tartare. But they do it okay. They put in the spices and stuff, you eat it off a little piece of toast, raw eggs, some onions. Glass of champagne, man, heaven. You gotta go, Ab. There’s a whole world out there.” She looked up. “Right, Ray? Paris?”


    “Yep. Ab, you know why they call it beef tartare? This is good. In the old days when meat was really tough, the Tar Tars, or something, Genghis Khan’s guys, used to put a piece of tough meat under their saddles, ride around plundering and stuff all day, to tenderize it. Then eat it raw, no cooking fire in case someone’s after them, sees the smoke. That’s what they say, anyway. Beef tartare.”


    “I didn’t know that part, Ab, when I first ate it. Sounds kind of gross. I mean you wouldn’t eat a raw hamburger, right, that got plastered to a sweaty horse all day?” She looked at him intently as if she really wanted to know. She could do this all day. “Anyway, don’t get me started on snails.”


    “So, Ab, the news.” Ray Tate sat down. “They’re seizing the car. Transport and carriage. State’s attorney says crack down on you guys, you drug money guys, the facilitators. Hit ’em where it hurts. If you want to fight for the car in court, you’ll probably win. In fact, I know you’ll win because they don’t want it. They just don’t want you to have it. But until then?” He shrugged. “A year, maybe. I’ll ask the impound guys to throw a tarp over it, park it inside, but I can’t guarantee it.”


    “But the pound gets filled up, Ab’,” Djuna Brown said, “and sometimes they gotta move stuff outside.”


    “Or the drug squad needs wheels for a couple of days, they go down and give the impound guy a bottle of Canadian Club, get the keys, take ’er out on a surveillance or a takedown. Can’t help that. That’s policing in a time of budget restraints.” He stood and shrugged. “You’re an okay guy, Ab. I mean this, I feel bad about it. That car, well … Sorry, man. Myself, I’m not into cars, I’m a from A to B guy, but I know quality, I know art. That’s a masterpiece.”


    Hussey blinked rapidly. He bit his lip.


    Djuna Brown looked at Ray Tate and raised her eyebrows. “Can we do anything, Ray? For Abbie? That beauty car will just die in custody. That ain’t right, Ray. Rust, pigeon shit, winter salt, vice squad drunks banging hookers in the back seat.”


    Hussey knew he was being fed into the grinder. He was bitter. “How much? How much do you want? There’s a lot of dough around. I know those guys. I can tell you when a guy’s moving something.”


    “What we’d really like to know,” Ray Tate said, sitting down, “is whose dough it is. Some back-end guy we grab his stash, stir some fuck into his life.”
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    In a white condo in Stonetown, Jerry Kelly watched as Marko Markowitz snapped his cellphone shut and screamed at the ceiling. “Fuuuuuuuck.” He pounded his fists on his head and walked in a circle. “They just grabbed Abner at the bridge. Two hundred G. Cockfuckingsucker.”


    With a smirk Jerry Kelly wondered if Markowitz was going to jump out the window. He waited calmly. He was a placid-looking, sandy-haired man, twenty years younger than Markowitz and average in every way. He deliberately fashioned himself as a mid-level schoolteacher at a mid-level school, with a mid-level split containing a nagging wife and frustrating children with middling grades. His mouth was curved up into a perpetual smile of sad disappointment. He cultivated a resignation as though life had done so much to him that another kick in the head wouldn’t make him blink. Marko’s rant amused him. Marko being haunted by nightmares of Colombian midgets twirling chainsaws. The legendary necktie, the throat slit and the tongue flapping out through it.


    When he spoke his voice was at odds with the innocuous appearance. It was deep and rough and toneless. “We should have used skanks, Marko. Skanks with big tits get through. But Abner told me: no question, Jer’, I got the face on, it’s as good as in Canada.” He burped loudly and scratched at his stomach through his plain white dress shirt. “That’s three-sixty-nine we lost, between ripoffs and seizures. At this rate we’re going to each crash the border with a roll of quarters, offer ’em to Pavo for a line each before he takes us to the biology lab. I told you, Marko, we gotta get your legendary pal Preston, and put his variations to work, or the dwarf Colombian is going to come up here and do chainsaw wheelies inside our chest cavity.”


    “Forget Bobby. He knows what kind of dough it is.”


    Bobby Preston was a master smuggler. A truckload of cheap chickens on one side of the border, and presto!, he’d come with a variation to move it across. Booze, smokes, anything. Anything except anything to do with dope.


    Markowitz felt a creepy unease at hearing Jerry Kelly talking about Bobby Preston. “He lost a bunch of Chinks in the river last winter. It broke him, he’s finished. He’s out.”


    “He lost, what? Four Chinamen?” Jerry Kelly shook his head. “Man, we did in more than four people last year that pissed us off. Bummer for poor old Presto, it was a fucking tragedy I’m sure, but four Chinamen, man, is only a little bit interesting in only a limited way to very few people. You know how many fucking people there are in China? Relative, man, it’s all relative. We got to get Presto on our bus.”


    “Won’t happen, Jerry.” Markowitz was firm. “Presto’s out of it. We need something else. And fast. How much went through today?”


    Jerry Kelly sneaked a glance at his watch. His shirtsleeves were rolled halfway up revealing tattoos: 13 printed on the left, above his watchstrap, M on the right wrist under a gold chain. Both meant marijuana, good old tats from good old times. On the inside of his left wrist was a faded tattoo of a motorcycle shooting flame, a gargoyle astride it wearing goggles and a Nazi helmet. FTW was bannered beneath it. Fuck the World. He had long jagged rips in his left forearm and he had other stuff going on under his shirt, including a wide blur of flesh across his upper back where a tattoo of his biker colours had been removed with a cheese grater.


    “Between Rosie and Pat and Georgio and Juke, we got one-point-six ems out. But all the dough’s in little bills. Pavo wants big stuff, fifties, hundreds, money orders, to his cousin in Toronto. He’s getting pissed at what we’re sending up there, so he’s discounting the count by ten percent for boiling it down into something he can move. That broke-ass Canadian buck is fluctuating, so that’s okay, it averages out par, what we lose on the swings we make on the merry-go-round. But with what’s still coming in from retail product and what the cops are grabbing off us, we’re fucked.” He shook his head. “Marko, we gotta stop selling until we get this thing fixed. We’re drowning in dough.”


    Markowitz brooded. “Fucking rats, ratting us out. On top of everyfuckingthing else we got after us.” He slumped in a deep leather chair, looking dazed. His count house had recently burned to the ground. His prime money boiler had been kidnapped and beaten senseless. His summer Mercedes had been shot up. Colombian foreplay. His last long-shot hope, Bobby Preston, had fallen apart on a riverbank. Preston had been his last hope. Marko could cash in their history as kids and teenaged bandits, he could invoke Presto’s ex-wife, Julia, and their kid, Zoe. They both loved Marko, the bad-boy uncle and friend. It might have been enough, maybe, to move Preston. But that faint hope was gone. “Pavo. That fucking stunted Bogota midget.”


    “Marko, Marko, Marko, c’mon. I don’t like what he’s doing, or what he’s going to do, but he isn’t wrong. He sent you powder on consignment, you took it, you sold it. But you didn’t sell it right. You should’ve just turned it over to the next guy in the line, let it go in five or ten-kilo lots, and doubled or tripled your money, paid off Pavo, then bought more. Let other folks make some money down the supply chain. Create a robust economy. But, nope. You had to step and wholesale and step and retail yourself, double and double and double. Womb to tomb, cradle to grave. The womb was fun, but now it’s time for the grave.”


    Markowitz looked sheepish. “I know, I know.”


    “And, you got all that dough in cash and you just let it stack up because you were so busy dealing fucking spoons and lines, you didn’t do any boiling. You got fives, tens, twenties, probably you got buckets of quarters and dimes. And that’s what’s drowning us. You got sloppy. You didn’t boil the dough down for shipment out to Pavo, you just let it sit there, wherever you’ve stashed it. So, Pavo presents the bill, he wants his dough. I mean, fuck, Marko, it’s his fucking dough. That’s business.”


    “I was fucking sure the Mexicans were going to get him. The guys in Laredo said they’d send a crew to Bogota and take him out. Fucking Miguel, that fucking beaner. Murder capital of the world and he can’t even whack a fucking midget.”


    “Marko?” Jerry Kelly was playful, chiding. “You wanted all the dough for yourself. Admit it. You wanted The Mig’s guys to take Pavo out, then you end up with the dough and you get new supply from the Mexicans.” Jerry Kelly tried not to look satisfied or to reveal his hatred of Markowitz. “Now where are we? Forsaken, that’s where. God hath forsaken us, man. We’re forsooked. In fucking spades.”


    Markowitz hung his head, hangdog. “I took the shot, that’s all a guy can do, right? Take his shot.” He made a guilty smile and started laughing. “Okay, okay, I’m an asshole.”


    Jerry Kelly didn’t mind kicking a sick cat. He piled it on. “Plus, we just lost another eighty. That guy Petey that said he had a pipeline to get the dough out? Do a test run with eighty grand? He just fucked right off.” Jerry Kelly’s blank blue eyes studied Markowitz gnawing at his lip. “I’ll fix that.”


    Markowitz was distracted. “What? Eighty? Fuck it. The squirrels at the stash probably ate eighty this morning for breakfast. Eighty, I write it off. Breakage.”


    “We can’t have this, Marko. Petey gets the slap in the back.” He studied Markowitz. “What’s the matter with you? You never heard of anarchy?”


    “Ah, fuck. Whatever.” Markowitz brooded, his stocky body leaning forward, his elbows on his knees. He felt old, defeated. Somewhere, maybe pulling time in the joint, somewhere, somehow, he figured, he sat too much and ate too much starch. His eyes were pouchy, his hair was chasing back from the front and forward from the back, and his ass had dropped and was taking a plum shaped aspect. He sagged like an old man. He felt Jerry Kelly’s eyes on him, waiting. “Okay, okay. Fuck it. Who we got ready to head out?”


    Jerry Kelly looked at him in amazement: “Marko, we got nobody. We’re froze. Guys aren’t returning calls. If they do, they get caught like old Abner or, like Petey, they put the dough in their pocket and take the fuck-you hike. Between ripoffs, and there are going to be more the longer this goes on, and the Green Squad, we’re getting knocked down. People are starting to talk. If the word goes out, wide, we’re gonna have probs with a lot of ruthless people, come to take our dough,” Jerry Kelly shrugged and went to work. “We gotta get your pal, the king of the variations, old Presto, to do one big push for us, cross it all over at once, or we’re both going to wind up in the Colombian clown factory. I know he was your bestest pal from when you was kids, and I don’t like the guy, I admit it. But he’s all we got.”


    Marko evaluated his options and shook his head. “Bobby ain’t going to do anything for us.” He shook his head in disgust. “Presto. The honest crook.”


    “Except when he leaves a bunch of Chinamen bobbing in the river.” Jerry Kelly smiled, an action that suddenly made his face canine and predatory, erasing any trace of the bland schoolteacher. “Offer him a bonus. Tell him we’ll leave his feet on. He’ll like that.”


    “He won’t care what we offer.”


    “He’s got to have a soft spot, some way we can twist his nuts, get him back into the game, into our game. Think now, Marko. What? What about that ex-wife of his that got beat up? That used to move our money? Maybe she can help us out, maybe she’s ready to go back to work?”


    “Forget Julia. She’s barely recovered from Spicetown.”


    “A fucking horror show from what I understand.” Jerry Kelly made his face sympathetic. “Five days they had her, Marko. Five fucking days.” He sighed. “Poor Julia. What they must have done to her.”


    Markowitz didn’t want to talk about what happened to Julia Gurr, his teenaged true love. He’d lost her. She’d married Bobby Preston while Marko was spending three bucks at Craddock. By the time Marko got paroled, Preston and Julia Gurr had had a daughter. Preston had ended up with everything Marko had ever wanted. Julia and a great kid. And then he’d fucked it up on a shit winter night on the river. “Something else.”


    “A fucking cat? Something we can use?” Jerry Kelly mimed receiving a sudden idea. “Hey, they had a kid, didn’t they? Presto and Julia? Where’s that kid at? Maybe she can help us out, we give her the squeeze.”


    “Zoe? Fuck, no. She’s straight, a square John. She’s practically my niece. No way we give her the squeeze.”


    “Marko, Marko, we don’t have to actually give her the squeeze. We just have to make it look like we will if we have to, if Presto doesn’t come aboard. And if he comes aboard, we’ll need the dough boiled down into hundreds, right? Well, Julia’s got to help out, it’s family. And she’s the best at it, got a good strong network of money guys. After Spicetown, maybe the work’ll do her good. Get her mind off what happened.”


    “No, Jerry.” Markowitz felt himself wavering, then he steeled himself. “Jerry, no.”


    “Think it out. We pretend to tie the kid to the railway tracks and make funny choo choo noises. If Presto don’t go for it, fine, we shrug our shoulders like we were kidding, wait for Pavo to come knocking, and we watch each other gargle our testicles.”


    “Forget it, Jerry. Even if we put the hammer on Presto by threatening Zoe and he runs the dough out for us, when he’s done he’s going to come looking.”


    “Well, let’s not rule it out, right?” Yawning, casual, he asked, “So, where’s she at, the kid, Zoe?”


    “Out of reach. Down in Mexico doing some humanitarian stuff.”


    “Nobody’s out of reach, Marko, especially down there.” Jerry Kelly pretended let a fresh riff form in his mind. “Hey, how about this: we get her picked up for dope. Presto finds out she’s in trouble down there and he calls you, because you have business interests in the region, and you say you’ll help him out with her problem if he helps you out with ours. Presto! We got Presto and the variations.” He could see Markowitz evaluating the possibility of it, but not liking it at all. Eat it, Marko, he thought, clean your plate like a good little retard.


    Markowitz wavered. “Ah, fuck no. There’s not enough time and …”


    Jerry Kelly studied him. He let a gleam come into his eyes. Marko on the ropes. Nightmares of bloody stumps. Empty eye sockets. Not the career arc old Marko had chosen for himself. He sneaked a covert look at his watch at the exact minute Markowitz felt his telephone vibrating at his belt.


    “Fuck, Jerry,” he said. “This better be good fucking news.” He stood and squinted at the display, frowned and shrugged, then punched in and put it to his ear and instantly pulled it away. “Fuck. Shit.”


    Jerry Kelly got up lithely. All traces of the schoolteacher were gone. His legs had the slightly bowed aspect of a cowboy and he led with his shoulders like a boxer who didn’t care if he took a punch or six. He moved, all shoulders, like a bull.


    Markowitz held the telephone to Jerry Kelly’s ear. They listened to the roar and rev of a chainsaw. A heavily accented Spanish voice screamed laughter, “Aaaaribbbba,” and a thickly accented voice said, “Five fock-kink days, mang …” and again the rev of engine. “I take jore cojone …”


    Markowitz folded the phone and went to the window and stared down onto Stonetown Road. “Fuck, Jerry.”


    “We got to make a move, Marko. We’re in the fucking furnace, now. We have to be ruthless.”


    “We came up together, me and Presto and Julia. Fuck-fuck-fuck.” He put his hands on the windowsill; his shoulders sagged. He turned to the sad-eyed Jerry Kelly. He sighed. He glanced at the phone and licked his lips. “All right, this is too fucking much. Do what you got to do, okay? Make it work for us. But if Zoe or Julia gets hurt in this, it’s your ass.”


    “You telling me to do it? You gotta be clear. I don’t want recriminations later, that I misunderstood.” He was pleased at Markowitz’s anxiety. Fucking goof. “I can make it work, pal, but you gotta pull the trigger, Marko, you’re the boss. The capo.”


    Marko sat sagged in his leather chair in visible angst. “Okay, okay. Call The Mig down there and get it set up. Tell him to go soft on her, Jerry. I mean it, really, really soft. They don’t put a fucking hand on her. She’s with Medicine and Peace, outside Laredo. The Mig knows them. Have him rescue her up after she gets pinched and tuck her someplace safe. He’s got a place with a pool, a cook, and lots of sunshine. Tell him to put her on vacation and I’ll call him later.”


    “And Presto’s variations? And Julia? To do the boiling?”


    “If Zoe’s in the sauce and Bobby and Julia want to get her out raw, they’ll help, separation or no separation.”


    “A family affair, eh, Marko? Just like old times when you guys were all kids together.” He made a forlorn face. “I just wisht, Marko, I’d’a had that kind of thing in my young life.”


    Jerry Kelly picked a phone booth at random and used a throwaway card. Miguel, Marko’s Mexican connection, answered cautiously. Jerry Kelly sported with him, crumpling the cellophane from a discarded cigarette package into the phone to create static and yelling, “What? What?” Finally, The Mig said he could move right away, maybe in hours in fact. How did Señor Markoweetz want it played? Soft or rough?


    “Marko says to let her know she’d been busted, put some fright into her day. He doesn’t want her to end up walking funny, but she shouldn’t be whistling a merry tune either.” He paused. “Have them kick her around a little; you go in after and, like, save her.”


    Afterward, he found his pal Petey sitting in the back of a falafel shop, nervously watching the door, and two grocery bags between his feet. Jerry Kelly was famous for his games and pranks and Petey held a little pistol on his lap, under the table, hidden by a folded sweater. He was fingering a micro tape recorder on the tabletop. A nervous wreck of a falafel was on a square of waxed paper in front of him.


    Jerry Kelly sat down and picked up the micro-recorder and dropped it into his pocket. “You play a mean chainsaw, mang. Marko about shit his eyes out.” He poked into the detritus of the falafel and found a ball of chickpea and popped it into his mouth. “So, we make easy dough. Marko’s looking for you for fucking off with his eighty G. Speaking of which? You split it up?”


    “Yeah. It should be more for me, though, Jer’. I’m fucked now, Marko catches up to me.”


    “Petey, you made twenty grand for nothing, really. You played a tape of a chainsaw and sang him a song.”


    “Twenty-five’d be at least fair.”


    Jerry Kelly made his mad dog smile. “Give me my fucking end, quit fucking around. I got place to be, folks to fuck up. There better be sixty or more in the bag or you’re going to hear me play the Texas chainsaw melody and it won’t be over the fucking telephone.” He saw Petey’s arm spasm and the sweater move. “You got something under there, Petey? A nice surprise for Uncle Jerry? Maybe a hard-on? It better be a hard little dick because whatever it is, if it comes out of under there it’s going straight up your ass.”


    “No, no, Jerry. I brought it because I’m carrying the dough. Twenty’s fine, twenty’s good.” Petey pushed a bag with his foot under the table. “Anyway, I heard Marko lost another run at the bridge. Abner, like a quarter-million.”


    “Somebody dimed him, is what I think,” Jerry Kelly said, shaking his head. “Called up the Green Squad and told ’em to look for a funny-looking fat fuck with red underwear and envelopes taped to his body.”


    Petey got to his feet, holding his bag in one hand and the gun wrapped in the sweater in the other. “He’s got a rat in there, someplace.”


    “I think Marko is losing his faith in the code of the underworld. And it might get worse. I think, Petey, there’s a whole bunch of shit surfing Marko’s way. Rats might be the least of it.” He shook his head. “Anarchy, pal. It’s a curse on all mankind.”


    After Petey left, Jerry Kelly foraged in the wreckage of the falafel. His hatred for Marko Markowitz was growing inside him. He’d thought he’d nourished it as far as he could, but this weak Marko, this crushed Marko, that was kindling on the fire. Hatred and anarchy were Jerry Kelly’s default mode.


    And Julia Gurr, that skank. A perfect skank before Spicetown, but a skank nonetheless. And little Zoe, sweet little Zoe, who Jerry Kelly had never met, well, probably she was some perfect little do-gooder, some bleeding soul. Why should she be immune from the anarchy of life?


    If Jerry Kelly had one belief, he thought, old Jerry Kelly worshipped at the altar of anarchy. He didn’t have a plan, he didn’t have anything like a plan, he didn’t even have the vaguest most shadowy outline hinting at the idea of maybe a plan.


    And, he knew, that was where true freedom lay.


    When old Jerry was done, Markowitz and everybody he cared for were going to be wandering in burning wreckage.

  


  
    


    Chapter 3

    



    In spite of the boring money-grabbing assignment, Ray Tate and Djuna Brown were having a good time because they were together. They were just three months back from Paris, where they’d fraudulently used a State Police credit card to finance a holiday.


    Paris springtime had been cool mornings and hot afternoons and they’d endlessly walked both banks of the river, visited museums and galleries, and let the governor treat them to dinner every night. They leaned their elbows on the bridges over the Seine, pretending they weren’t on an outlaw holiday, imagining instead they were beatnik residents of old Paris, it was the 1920s, and they were returning home from a salon. That he was a student painter and she was a photographer studying with Man Ray. She’d quickly taken to the digital camera the governor had bought her. She went to the Village Voice bookshop in rue Princesse and let the governor buy her some how-to books and she took to early walks while Ray Tate went to the roof of the hotel with his easel to capture the hues of dawn. Everything was interesting to them and they recognized that as the essence of romance.


    When the State accountants figured out what was going on they put a halt on the card. It kicked back in an art supply shop on rue Fontaine as Ray Tate was letting the governor buy him some acrylics and a new easel.


    On the way to the airport to pick up their flight to Chicago, Djuna Brown was mournful as the taxi sped past a glimpse of the Seine. “I really like this place, Bongo.” She put a soft brown hand on his thigh. “When we get out of prison, let’s come back here.”


    Paris had been their dream since they’d first worked together. They’d done two assignments, one a chemical drug task force, in which she’d shot a deranged pervert and Ray Tate had himself been wounded. The other case was the serial killings of women during which she’d crossed over into a void of brutality that shook her faith in herself, and shattered her identity. She wept and was morose. Insomnia smudged her eyes.


    To help her recover, they’d slipped out of the city, riding the State card, and when the sweet ride in Paris ended they’d returned home expecting to be fired and locked up. Instead, someone higher up made some moves and they were put into the dead zone until it was decided what to do with them. They were dropped into a deepest hole of boredom, the Asset Recovery Project, the Green Squad. They made the best of it, spending their off-hours drinking, learning French, and planning a louche life of early retirement in bohemian Paris. They relived every meal they’d had and tried to replicate them in the cramped kitchen of his little apartment. In their minds they re-drank every bottle of wine, re-tasted each dish, imagined each gallery they’d visited. They became ditzy wine snobs, curling their lips at California whites, but not to the point they refused to drink them when there was nothing else around. They never had nothing to talk about. When they weren’t on the city clock, he painted and sketched and she took photography courses at the university. They spent their working hours stacking up pensionable time, collaring cartoon crooks who smuggled money.


    Djuna Brown was okay with it. She was glad to be off the streets. In a riot during the serial murder case she’d been shot at by a panicked young cop in an alleyway, his spray of bullets somehow missing her, except for one round clipping a dangling earring off her ear lobe, but in the flashes of light she’d had a stark look at how flimsy her entire being was, how it could be easily erased by someone else’s fear, how worthless she could be to someone. She’d gone a little crazy after that, clubbing people randomly, taking teeth from mouths, swinging her baton with a dreadful joy.


    For Ray Tate it was different story. He was glad that she was safe in a do-dick squad, but he missed his streets, cruising in his ghoster from call to call, looking after the young cops, mentoring them as he’d been mentored. Working in an office day after day, he felt the cop in himself evaporating away, buried under bags of money and stacks of paperwork. He thought he could hear his gun turning to rust.


    It wasn’t real police work, but they weren’t in separate cells either, and they made the best of it.


    After examining every inch of the Cadillac for damage or blemish, Abner Hussey in his baggy, saggy suit, told Ray Tate they were even. “That’s it, right? You don’t come at me again unless I’m carrying, that’s the deal, right? I’m no rat. I’m not registered, my name on no paperwork, I didn’t take any dough from you.”


    “No problem, Abbie. Enjoy your ride.”


    Djuna Brown gave him a serious nod. “Your car’s a free man, Abbo.” She looked at the gorgeous lines of the Cadillac. “Look, you might want to put this boss ride into long-term parking for a while, in case this Markowitz guy that sent you out with his dough wonders why it didn’t get seized with his money, starts looking at you funny.”


    “Like I told you, Marko’s got other things to worry about. Me, I’m taking a vacation.” He got into the Cadillac, checking his mirrors for alignment. “This town is too fucking strange right now. Colour my red-haired ass gone.”


    “Paris, Ab,” Djuna Brown smiled at him fondly. “You ever think about Paris?”


    “Paris. What’s with this fucking Paris all the time? You guys are fucking weird.”


    The Cashman waved them into his office. He looked askance at Ray Tate’s flapping avian shirt tail and at Djuna Brown’s perky Pompidou T-shirt that showed no signs of a bra. She looked like a Chicago shoo-wop girl on her day off and Ray Tate looked like a car thief on his day on. “Abner give something up?”


    “Yep.” Ray Tate nodded. “He gave up a major conspiracy.”


    “We’re not in the conspiracy business. Conspiracies are people. That’s for the real cops. Forget about being cops, you guys. You’re fancy bank tellers. You came about two heartbeats from being locked up. We need dirty dough, that’s all we want. Hussey tell you where to find some?”


    Before Ray Tate could answer, Djuna Brown said, “You been to France, boss? Ate snails in pails, mussels from Brussels? Good shit, that shit. And we want to go back. So let me ask you one. What’s the deal if we back, say, ten million in dope cash up to your back door?”


    “Ten? Bullshit.”


    “Ten ems, boss. Think on that.” She made googly eyes at him and did a little Detroit free-range shoulder shimmy that caught his eyes. “Me, I’m turned on. Check it out, I’m squigglin’ here. Big time.”


    “Ray?” Cash looked at her, dazed. She was squirrelly, a State cop with no home. Ray Tate, he thought, was a city guy. There was hope for him. “This is jake, Ray? Ten?”


    “Yep. There’s ten million out there. But like Djuna says, what’s in it for us? We spend all our time tracking down a stash of drug dough for you, get some notice for you, get a promotion for you. We ignore our French cooking classes, our vocabulary CDs, our wine tastings. So how about, ah, I dunno. A bonus? Some time off for Django Reinhardt guitar lessons?”


    “Yeah, we gotta get back to Montparnasse, boss. We left a pot of water on the stove.” Djuna Brown was feeling pretty good. A return to Paris was a possibility. She was already planning. They’d skip the hotels and rent an apartment with a good kitchen, work on their cassoulet. They’d never come back to Murder City.


    Cash stared at them. “You guys are lucky you’re not scratching off days on a calendar up in Craddock.” But he was adding up the ramifications if his crew brought in ten million bucks. Ten ems was a major seizure for any city police force. There would indeed be a promotion to a swank office in the Jank, near enough to the chief’s office to get him noticed. And whether in big bills or small, the press conference would be a golden photo op, a record cash grab. You only needed one boost in your rocket to get up there into the blue orbit where anything was possible.


    They sat pleasantly staring at him, waiting.


    “Okay. Okay, you guys put ten ems on the seizure board, you get two weeks’ leave time.” He thought they were both loony, but harmless. “So?”


    Ray Tate said, “You ever heard of a mutt named Marko Markowitz?”


    Djuna Brown said, “You ever heard of a Colombian midget coming to town, a saltimbanques thing with chainsaws, jugglers, and crazy scenes of harlequinade?”


    “Okay,” Cash sat back, linked his hands behind his head, and put his feet on his desk, ready to be entertained by the lunatics, “tell me all about it, kids.”


    The Cashman called the Jank Center of Public Safety and told a deputy chief what he had. He was vague about it. You couldn’t make it sound too good. Piracy was an art over there; if you brought the wrong guy aboard you could wind up drinking salt water in a leaky dinghy, watching your beloved ship sail away into the far sunset under a Jolly Roger.


    The deputy chief he called was Bob Hogarth, a former homicide boss. The rumour was that Hogarth, called Hambone because his first case involved one as a murder weapon, was the source of Ray Tate’s protection and that he’d saved the wandering artists from being fired or jailed. Hogarth had worked with Ray Tate and Djuna Brown on the serial killer case the year before. He’d taken a liking to them and it didn’t hurt that when they finished their investigation the deputy of chief’s operations went to the nut house and Hogarth wound up with the job.


    “You’re being too careful, Jim,” Hogarth laughed. “I got enough guys over here ready to walk the plank. I don’t got to pirate your ship. Just lay it out. You got my word.”


    “Well, Dep, it’s those two you sent me. The beatniks. They went out on a cash grab today, got a couple hundred grand, but they say they’ve turned the courier around, got intel there’s a big money stash out there.”


    “How big?”


    “Millions. They say. They say the courier said, anyway.” Cash was casual. “Maybe millions. Some guy named Markowitz. Druggie.”


    “Well, Laszlo Markowitz is a big player, no question. I put his old man, Mickey, down dead during a bank robbery, back when I was first on. If anybody’s hoarding that kind of dough, it’s Marko. If you can jump into his shit, you’ll come out with some scalps all right. What are you calling me for?”


    “Just want to be sure I’m not stepping on anyone’s pecker.”


    “And, Jim, to maybe lay some footprints in case it goes south, right?”


    “Yeah, yeah, that too. These two, they’re weird. She wears little slippers and no bra. He looks like a skid. If they fuck things up, swing with the dough off to France, I want some cover.”


    Hambone Hogarth was silent for a few seconds. “Okay, take the leash off them and turn ’em loose. I’m vouching for them, for this phase, anyway. Start a project framework, send me some talking points about what you’re doing. I’ll sign off as a preliminary. But at the end of the day, Jim, we split this one. This is chief’s office and the asset recovery, coordinated.”


    “Fifty-fifty, Dep.”


    “Well, sure, Jim, fifty-fifty if it comes in successful. It goes down the tubes, it gets rubbed into your head. You know the scene over here, me hearty.”


    They were taken out of the rotation and assigned an office down the corridor from the Green Squad bullpen. Eyebrows went up. Ray Tate and Djuna Brown were seen as goofy beatnik cops who somehow managed to loot the State out of a swank vacation and live to tell the Parisian tale. Djuna Brown, they said, knew more boudoir tricks than a rubber yoga man and was banging the governor. Or she was gay and was banging the governor’s wife. Or she was both, doing both.


    Ray Tate, no one was sure. Street cops respected him because he’d gone the fatal distance three times, but except for Hambone Hogarth there was no love for him in the wood-panelled offices at the Jank. Ray Tate was what every police administrator feared: he wasn’t gunshy and was willing to spray honest hollow-points when he had to. Ray Tate had killed two men in the line and a jealous lesbian ex-cop who’d stalked Djuna Brown. All three shoots came back clean, findings that were seen as suspect in themselves because you couldn’t wipe three shadows off the wall without having fucked up, even if you didn’t. You carelessly didn’t wait for backup; you negligently failed to exhaust other non-lethal measures; you wilfully failed to keep your badge polished; you against regulations didn’t check your horoscope that day.


    The Cashman came into the office and told them they were a go. They’d be online and have telephones by the end of day. “I had to fight for this, you guys. The dep wanted to put you guys on the bus to Craddock and keep the whole thing, but I stood him off. My guys uncovered it, I said, we get first kick. So, focus. We don’t care about drugs, we don’t care about arrests. Don’t let me down. Ten million bucks and you can parlez vous with the es-car-gots. Fuck it up? You’ll be talking to each other by tapping Morse code with a spoon on the wall of your cells.”


    When he was gone Djuna Brown wheeled around the office on her sparkly slippers. “Whee. How do we start, ma petit garçon?” She pronounced it, my petty gherkin.


    “Fuck if I know.” Ray Tate was dazed. “I don’t even know what’s just happened. One minute we’re goofing on Ab Hussey, next thing we’re a task force on the road to Paris.” He laughed. “Man, I hope Abner wasn’t yanking us around just to get his car back.”


    “That wouldn’t be great. But hey, we’re not locked up right? So I say we work it from Abbie’s interview, find this Markowitz dude, follow him around, and pick up the dough. Head to Paris, get stupid with the Sancerre by dinnertime tomorrow.”


    He smiled fondly at her. She had doubts about herself after going ape during the Stonetown riots. She’d become afraid of the streets, what they brought out of her. Her brutality was created by her own terror which in turn fed back into her brutality.


    But he loved the streets. And working a case that had a bit of street to it would be good for her. It was only money. You didn’t have to go out and get hurt, or go out and hurt anybody. But you got outside where cops were supposed to be, you were available if needed. “We’re gonna have to go out and run the streets a little, Djun’,” he said. “You up for it?”


    “I’m okay, Ray.” Unconsciously she bit her lip. “Like, we’re just tracking money, right? A little driving, a little paperwork.”


    “Yep. It’s a box of bon bons. Let’s start with the names. We got Laszlo Markowitz for a starting point. Why don’t you shape him out so we can ruin his life.” He took his cellphone from his pocket and began punching numbers. “I’m going to find a drug guy I know.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 4

    



    


    

  


  
    Jackson and Bonnacorso, two thugs from drugs, came out of the grey stone courthouse. Both were burly with thick necks, huge hands, and synchronized strides. Ray Tate saw they were in a jury trial: both wore their credibility suits, dark blue faint pinstriped numbers with white shirts and sober dark ties with subtle patterns. Believable blue, the colour was called. The suits were from Bumstead’s, Bummy’s, where city detectives bought them three for one, with two free shirts and two ties thrown in. The suits had no labels. There were careful razor marks where they’d been removed. A lot of things went on at Bummy’s outlet mall but none of it was violent.


    Jackson and Bonnacorso stood at the top of the wide stone steps, looking like fit young businessmen who did contact football in their spare time and weren’t particularly good at it. Jackson was very black and had a thoroughly broken nose; Bonnacorso had cat-gut stitches in both eyebrows and a cauliflowered ear. Both had shaven heads. Bonnacorso had a Eurotrash spray-on beard. They lit cigarettes, muttering to each other out of the sides of their mouths.


    Coming up beside them, Ray Tate saw they were smoking illegals off the reservation up in Indian Country. “Hey,” he whispered, “you dudes want to score some weed?”


    Bonnacorso barely glanced at him. “No thanks, bud, we already got a ton.”


    Jackson, whose suit was double-breasted with a Nathan Detroit drape and a rag in the breast pocket, turned slowly. “Ray Fucking Tate.” He looked at Ray Tate’s clothes. “You undercover? Infiltrating the asshole gang? You’d fool me.” He wore gold-rimmed glasses he didn’t need and a plain wedding band he’d picked up at a pawnshop. It was part of the credibility outfit. Jurors ate it. The busted nose said physical competence, the glasses said quiet intelligence, the wedding ring said personal commitment. That he was black could go either way, depending on the jury selection and the race of the accused. If the jury was at the bright end of the grey scale, Bonnacorso usually climbed into the box, looking boyish with his sandpaper beard, like an earnest kid trying to look older to impress the grownups.


    “You guys on the break?”


    “No. We’re done for the day. The prosecutor asked for an adjournment when Bonko here started growing the nose.”


    “I didn’t grow the nose. I was telling the truth.” Bonnacorso shook his head. “It’s a genetic thing. When I get stressed out my nose grows. It don’t mean I’m lying.” He gave Ray Tate a bland look. “You think that Pinocchio’s nose thing is because he’s an Italian? People think all Italians lie, right?”


    “I don’t know about that, man,” Ray Tate said earnestly, “but I definitely dig olive oil.”


    Bonnacorso’s face became puzzled. “The fuck?” He turned to Jackson. “Is that a racial slur? Jack? This guy got something against wops?”


    “Ray’s okay, Bonko,” Jackson told him. “Ray’s never shot a wop, right, Ray?”


    “Well, not yet. But I’m only in the middle of my career.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s beer o’clock. You got time?”


    Jackson and Bonnacorso were the heavies on the drug squad. There were stories about the Flying French Canadian, a dealer from up in Canada who brought poisoned precursor drugs through the border for the Chinese labs. Nine people died in twisting agony before the thugs from drugs raided a fifteenth floor leased apartment and the Quebecker fatally tried to escape over the balcony. Another night, when the door teams were tied up in the Hauser Projects, the thugs were shanghaied into a raid on a pedophile video studio. One of the producers ran naked up a staircase to a door leading to the roof, presumably forgetting he’d chained it shut. He lost his footing and fell back down the stairs twice, breaking both legs in the process and landing balls first on Bonnacorso’s taser.


    There were other stories. The thugs from drugs stocking the food banks with cans and clothing they muscled from city firms; four heavies from the drug squad booking vacations and driving to New Orleans after Katrina and raising houses for a Canadian philanthropist.


    Across from the courthouse they went onto the patio of the Duke of Fuzhou, an Irish pub operated by a Chinese family. Their server, a middle-aged Asian woman, dropped menus and took beer orders.


    “So, Ray,” Jackson said, “you came looking for us?”


    “Yeah, yeah, I’m working something, there’s a drug angle. Markowitz? Druggie?”


    “Marko. Well, you definitely got a game there, if you can drill into him.” Jackson nodded definitively. “Old Marko’s come on strong, the past few years. Colombians, mostly. We’re hearing rumours he’s maybe got a big stash of dough, someplace. Him and Jerry Fucking Kelly are in the switches with the Colombian back end to get the money out.”


    “Don’t know this Kelly,” Ray Tate said, jotting the name on the back of a paper placemat. “Our guy didn’t mention him.”


    “No surprise there, Ray. We’ve interrogated guys who’ll drop anybody’s name, you get them in the room and you ask them politely. But I can’t recall anyone dropping Jerry Fucking Kelly’s name, anywhere, even when their teeth fell out on the desk. ‘Hooth Therry?’ they say.”


    “Well, anyway, we took a guy with some dough this morning, said he was muling for Markowitz. He said there might be more around.”


    “Wouldn’t surprise me. People are talking.” Jackson nodded. “How come you’re out? I heard you were in the penalty box, something to do with Paris? Ripping off the governor? With that foxy little chick from the Staties? How’s she doing, anyway? She okay?”


    Everyone knew that Djuna Brown had gone rogue in the Stonetown riots and laid waste. No one saw anything, but the city was paying out huge settlements to demonstrators and passersby who’d been brutalized, caught in the kettles or jumped by cops in the streets.


    “She’s okay. She’s sorting.” Ray Tate appreciated him asking. It was the blue way. If he bumped into Jackson in a year, he’d ask after Bonnacorso. “Anyway, they’ve got us looking for money while they decide if they’re going to hang us. So, when it looked like there might be a good stash around, we figured we might parlay a seizure into some mercy. And because this dough comes from Markowitz, we figure it’s dope money, so I thought I’d better keep you in the loop. Professional courtesy.” He nodded firmly. “That’s how I roll, definitely.”


    “You can slow your roll to a stroll, man.” Jackson smiled. “I’m almost convinced. More like, you’re wandering in the stinky brown echo chamber and you want us to lend you our flashlight.”


    “That, too,” Ray Tate said, sitting back as a round of tall dark Guinness was dealt onto the table. After the waitress was told they didn’t want food and left, he added, “Anything to do with drugs, I’ll pass it to you. Any bodies? You get them. Right now, I just need to know the players so I can pick their pockets.”


    “Well, like I said, Marko’s a player.” Jackson stared away for a moment. “This thing could be good. You want to do something? Something together? Maybe down the road? Work something out, joint forces operation? We can make a lot of overtime dough if we become a JFO.”


    Bonnacorso shrugged. “I paid my house off a fuckin’ JFO.” He sounded miserable about it.


    “I don’t know,” Ray Tate said. “Maybe later. Let me look around, first.” He drank at his Guinness. He laid some track, pushing his nose to the side of his face and spoke like the Godfather. “Tell you what, amici, you guys brief me on Markowitz and if there’s some big drug capo behind it? We’ll put something together. We’ll take down the big cheeseboy.” He waited peacefully while Bonnacorso processed.


    “Italians, right?” His face flaring red, Bonnacorso slapped his hand on the table and shook his head. “Slurs. You fucking guys, we’re all Mafia to you. You know we invented Chinese food? Fuck, we invented China. Look it up.”


    “Hey, hey, I was only kidding, man. These guys we’re after aren’t Italian.” Ray Tate leaned forward confidentially. “These are white guys.”


    “Whoa, whoa the fuck up there,” Bonnacorso sputtered. “You sayin’ Italians ain’t white men?”


    Jackson shook his head sadly.


    Ray Tate sat back, pleased.


    Djuna Brown felt pretty good. She had a gun on her hip and she wasn’t in jail. Paris with Ray Tate lurked in her future. Although she kept up a brave face for him, going out on the streets made her a little nervous. But they were only grabbing money men and most of them were sad sacks like Abner Hussey. Paper crooks chased by paper cops.


    Sitting behind the desk she stared at the photograph of Marko Markowitz. She picked up the phone and started making calls.


    Criminal records showed Laszlo Markowitz had a half-dozen arrests going back to his teens. Break-in, break-in, robbery, robbery, assault bodily harm. Kids’ stuff, some slams in the Zeeland youth camps. An early stint for robbery. Until he reached his mid-twenties it was basic thuggery. Then it was drugs, drugs, and drugs. Possession of a weapon, a prohibited machine gun, dismissed. He’d spent four bucks at Craddock for one of the drug busts.


    Intelligence had him in company with a dozen bikers and biker associates, some Italians from The Boot, some of the Ibrahaims who operated in Spicetown. In company with targets of investigations, the biker squad, the drug squad. Reports of him in company with Pavo Escobar, a drug suspect under investigation by the Canadians. An addendum showed Escobar was a dwarfish Colombian based in Bogotá, a player in the cartels. References were made to his organization in Canada; notify the RCMP-led Special Enforcement Unit of any contact.


    Records showed Markowitz, through an accounting firm, paid taxes on two properties, a condo in Stonetown and a commercial building on Bridge Road, at the top end of Smoketown. He had two vehicles, both late-model Mercedes, both blue. A financial note indicated alternating insurance, eight months on one car, then four months on the other; a summer car and a winter car. He showed no outstanding loans and no liens on any of his possessions. Aviation showed him registered as the licensed owner of a Cessna.


    Association litter was listed in bullet-point at the end of the criminal-intel report, names gleaned from running licence plates or off wiretaps on various people. Bankers; restaurant owners; marina operators; airline baggage humpers; Jerry Kelly, NFI, no further information; Julia Preston née Gurr, money trafficker; Gary Dorset cross referenced to some street gangs; members of the Riders motorcycle club.


    Marko Markowitz knew a lot of people and he came up in a lot of other people’s business.


    Djuna Brown noted everything into her laptop and decided she’d earned a power nap.


    They lived in his apartment, where he’d been shot by the lesbian ex-cop who’d stalked Djuna Brown, where Ray Tate’s daughter and her friends had patched the bullet holes around the door and in the ceiling while he was on the in-and-out tubes in hospital.


    It was one big room but crowded and they treated it like their studio and imagined Montparnasse bustled outside their window. Her computer and digital printer were on a card table beside the washroom, his easel was set up beside the north-facing window. On the walls were his three framed, precious Tony Calzettas, and thumbtacked randomly were her photographs of Paris, one of them of a lonesome straggly bearded Ray Tate wrapped in sweaters at his easel in a swirling blue dawn with landmarks merely shaped shadows behind him. The photograph itself looked like a painting created of all the hues of blues ever invented. Capturing it was her first truly lucky accident through the lens. His artworks from Paris were curled in tubes or tacked to walls. Charcoals, acrylics, pencil sketches.


    There was no sign of the cop in the apartment unless you looked in the closet where their uniforms hung in plastic and a gun safe sat on the top shelf, a habit he’d formed when he lived in a suburban house with an always-angry wife and wandering, curious daughter.


    They’d talked about moving to a bigger place but, expecting to be fired, didn’t want to commit to a lease. If they got fired, and maybe after she served some minor jail time for fraud, the plan was they’d head straight back to Paris. So they lived tight, a little too tight sometimes, but their minor verbal scuffles died on the narrow futon. They were lucky, and they knew how lucky they were.


    She had taken to naps in Paris. They’d started each day early in the tiny shower and let that lead wherever it led. Then they’d go to the roof of the hotel; Ray Tate would paint or sketch and she’d snap away with her cool digital camera, documenting the gradients of dim of morning. When it got light enough, they went out to a café and even if it was still a little too cold they sat outside and drank milky brown coffee and ate flaky pastries and planned their days. Sometimes they were gawking and verbal, sometimes they simply sat easily and let the streets of Paris happen to them. Around mid-afternoon they’d return to their hotel and stretch out on the bed, yawning and then lightly sleeping so they could have another awakening together to take them into the evening.


    The Stonetown riots sometimes crept up on her and she’d go out alone, telling Ray Tate she was going out for a wander. She’d sit, thinking, at a random curbside cafe and having a couple or three drinks, slowly dribbling water into the absinthe and watching it turn milky.


    Her thoughts were always the same. Fragmented and disjointed and there was a gap in there like a black hole, a black hole where she did what she knew she’d done, but couldn’t remember the actual act of it. No matter how much she promised herself, and him, that she’d never become that person and go there again, who really knew?


    Stonetown had been gunshots and whumps of exploding gas tanks, the crack of ball bearings and billiard balls on windows. There were screams of pain and whoops of anarchy. The thudding of cop boots measured in phalanxes, the rhythmic clacking of batons on shields. The air smelling of burning gasoline. She carried a shotgun. In Parsons Lane they were confronted by a terrified young cop. He drew down on them. Ray Tate tried to calm him, We’re cops, we’re cops. The young cop with his eyes wide in terror and his ears closed to Ray Tate’s words, opened fire, just spraying it out. She saw a bullet leave his Glock; it came straight at her face. She could see it oscillating and spinning and she could even see the smoke lazily drifting off it. And at the last second it … it just veered and took off her earring. She went down with a yell. Ray Tate yanked his gun from his boot and fired rounds into the young cop’s chest, in his police mind knowing the kid was fearful of the job, knowing he’d be wearing a vest. Hoping, anyway.


    All that was clear. The problem came with the time afterward when some device in her brain spliced it, and spliced it wrong with a few pieces of film missing. She knew there were gaps in her movie after being fired at. But she’d left people in the streets, their hands blue with twist ties. She’d left people in the streets with no teeth. She didn’t remember her specific performance, but in her inner ear she could recall the sound of plastic baton on teeth, on bone. Someone begged her to stop; she swung her baton even more fiercely. Someone crawled away from her as well as they could with splintered shins. She heard the sound of herself laughing and screaming and whipping at them with the baton as though it was a saber.


    And she remembered Ray Tate restraining her. The sound of his voice trying to calm her in the warren of alleyways. No, no, stop. I said no. She remembered the look of horror in his eyes, a look that said he’d never seen her before, as if he was looking at some strange ugly creature which she supposed she was. She didn’t know, might never know, when the switch inside her went off, when a current of an entirely other energy flowed through her, when she became what she’d always seen as her enemy.


    And how did she know something unknown wouldn’t trip it again?


    Afterward, they talked about it periodically but he wasn’t able to help her out much. He’d seen what could emerge from the human heart; he’d seen what had emerged from his own when he’d had to drop the hammer. He’d sorted as well as he could. All he could do for her was to be there while she sorted for herself. Every cop who’d gone to the edge had some internal scaffolding to construct and ultimately had to do it alone. She talked, he listened. That’s all he had. The rest was up to her.


    Paris was a rebirth, a long time of perfection, of ease with each other, with the endless discoveries of things between them, of things around them. Paris was delight upon delight upon delight. They met few people, mostly locals and some early tourists. They never said they were cops. They never thought they were, any longer. As long as the credit card worked, they were so gone.


    When she needed her time to think about what she needed to think about, he left her to it. But at the end, packing up to head home, she was rolling his canvasses into cardboard tubes and she found a painting and she knew he’d been concerned and had followed her on her wanders. The painting was of her, sitting at a table and chair with spidery legs on their favourite street, rue Mazarine, a glass of white stuff in front of her. Her hair black and spiky and a purple scarf knotted at her throat under her pointy chin. Tiny in her bulky sweater, her ankle boots, her blue jeans. It was all as accurate as evidence, except her eyes were slightly exaggerated, wide with something, maybe fear, maybe not. She could tell he himself wasn’t yet sure what he was painting there, in those eyes. He wasn’t sure where she was looking, within or without.


    She was curled naked under a duvet dozing lightly when he came in. She heard the Velcro rip from his ankle holster; the door to the closet opened and the gun thunked into the gun safe beside hers. The sliding of the zipper on his pants, the thumping off of his boots. He lay down beside her, the futon sagging dangerously, and he fitted himself to her, his face at the nape of her neck. She smelled beer.


    “Ray? You shitfaced?”


    “I be. Drug guys. What they don’t fuck, they drink. Give me an hour, we’ll go out for dinner.”


    “You get what we need?”


    His hands felt that she was naked.


    “Yep. This Markowitz thing is going to be easy. Candy.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 5

    



    


    

  


  
    Late morning, the border crossing was sweltering. Every half-hour the Homeland Security teams jumped their dogs into and out of split forty-five gallon drums of water to cool them down. On the Mexican side the back-up of traffic into the U.S. seemed endless. Cars with billowing steam blowing from tired cracked radiators were pushed off to the side.


    All the Mexican patrol officers knew the aid agency’s old sunburned Toyota wagon, and they knew it was worth some money. A beefy agent walked down the line to Zoe Preston and held out his hand.


    She handed over the passport with two twenty dollar bills, and greeted the agent.


    “You a terrorista, chiquita? A bomb strapped to your little body?”


    “Not today. Today I do good.”


    “Because, you know, we are a poor country without skyscrapers.”


    “Poverty is God’s test,” she said sadly.


    “Oh,” he said with aggressive surprise, “is that what the baby’s belly is saying? Those sounds I hear at night?” He examined the passport and returned it, minus the money, and waved out of the line-up and through the border point.


    She drove with the windows down, the air conditioning off, both for mileage and because now, further from the traffic at the border crossing, the desert had that clean hot smell she loved, of baked sand and dry cactus. Someone’s abandoned Bob Dylan tape moaned and skipped in the deck on the seat beside her. She wore cheap plastic sunglasses for self-defence, her only concession to the climate.


    Much of her job was driving. Transporting people. Transporting medicines. Transporting food. She liked driving. It gave her time to think, to remember, to grow an awareness of where she was, what she was doing. To realize how different it was from her father’s life and the world of her uncle Marko. Crooks, both of them. When she was small, Zoe Preston recalled, uncle Marko had shown up drunk and laughing with a bunch of mink coats draped over his arm. One for her with the warning she should wait a couple of days before wearing it to school, and one for her mom. In the newspapers the next day were reports of a cold storage being busted into and a hundred furs stolen.


    She laughed, her long muscular arms taking the steering wheel through a particularly bad hairpin that jumped an arroyo. How disappointed he must be, her dad, Mr. Presto, at this cotton blouse and khaki shorts, these old straw sandals, a border-jumping commie wasting good smuggling space by taking medicine to the poor and the sick. But, maybe not.


    Uncle Marko, though, now there would be argument endless. By the time Zoe’s mom left them after something bad had happened to her, Uncle Marko had been long estranged from Bobby Preston. She never knew why, then, but later found it was because Marko had graduated from the neighbourhood into the drug trade. There’d been deaths, there’d been disappearances. Marko became a name in the households of the underworld. She should hate him, she’d seen the ravages of the drug trade first hand, but she couldn’t.


    Once, she’d asked Uncle Marko why her dad didn’t want him to come around anymore.


    “You know what we do, right, kiddo? We do things that ain’t kosher. Your dad thinks he’s a good crook and I’m a bad crook. But you know what? We’re both dogs, just different kinds. I bite; he doesn’t. Still, dogs.” But Marko never rained on her dad, even after he was frozen out of the family.


    Just outside the cluster of shacks where Medicine and Peace was headquartered a roadblock was arranged across the road. She sighed and found some American currency in her pockets and loaded twenty dollar bills into her passport.


    Two men in uniform stared at her licence plate before approaching. Both were armed with machine guns, both wore bulging insect sunglasses, both had louche slouches and the quick sure movements of desert reptiles.


    The men separated and the older of the two approached her window, his round cherubic face grim. He removed his sunglasses, and out of respect she removed hers. The little things of common courtesy, her dad always said.


    He frightened her. Pat-down searches were occasional bribes, when she had to stand still while his investigative paws rubbed her to wetness, massaged her military-style shirt pockets to visible involuntary arousal, all carried out while looking away from her at the horizon, his voice chatting about other, unrelated, things as her face boiled.


    “Juan, a pleasure.”


    Without speaking he held his hand out and she passed him her manifest, clipped to a board, and her passport and her letters. The other man was at the rear passenger side window, irritatingly just out of the line of her peripheral vision, the nose of his machine gun on the edge of the window. She became afraid.


    Juan tossed the clipboard and passport onto the road. “We have reason to believe this vehicle is being used to transport drugs.”


    “It’s on the manifest, Juan. For toothaches and stomach remedies. As last month, as next.”


    “Narcotics. Dona blanca, cocaina.”


    


    She, a look of understanding coming to her face, sighed and reached up into the visor where a folded American hundred was secured by a rubber band. The man on the passenger side rapidly cocked the slide of his machine gun.


    Become dumb, she thought, dumb and merry. This was bad, she knew, and was suddenly frightened. “No, no. A gift.”


    Who smuggled dope into Mexico from Texas? It was like using a mask and a gun to deposit money into a bank.


    Slowly she took down the hundred, secured it in her palm with her fingers, and flashed it at Juan. “With children, every day should be Christmas.” She sought mercy in familiarity. “Your Juanita is enjoying the new babies?”


    Juan’s face gathered redness. Furious, he let his machine gun drop to hang by its strap behind his hip. He reached through the window and grabbed her by the throat with both hands. “Not today, the babies, puta. That you would use my post to traffic poison insults me and threatens the well-being of my family, my nation.”


    She struggled against his hands, feeling herself strangling. She tried to speak. “No, no. Just the tooth and the tummy. Look, see.” The words were a gargle as he squeezed. She felt vomit rising in the place beneath his hands. Nothing in, nothing out; a sure description of death.


    Beside her the other man opened the door and rummaged through boxes. He emerged with a clear plastic bag secured with black electrical tape. He dropped the bag on the ground and leaned across the set, stabbing the gun barrel into her rib cage. “Cocaina!”


    Juan pulled Zoe Preston through the window, keeping his hold on her throat as she hit the ground, hard. He let go, stood up, and began kicking at her, picking his shots as she tried to contort into a form that would protect her organs, her groin, and her breasts. She was grunting, her throat still closed, and she could hear Juan grunting too, his kicks slowing as he examined her torso for a point of least defence.


    The CD player skipped. “… life-life-life-life-life-life … time-time-time-time … blood-blood-blood …”


    She wondered as she passed out if she should have after all stayed home and looked after her parents after they separated, instead of, as Uncle Marko said, depriving them of their precious duty to protect her.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 6

    



    The Parisian dreamers were yawning across a closed laptop and a stack of printouts and photographs on their desk when the Cashman looked in their open door. He knew they were doing each other and they looked it. No sleep, a quick communal shower, and probably some faux croissants from a freezer, cups of expensive foaming coffee for breakfast. A night of banging and baking.


    The Cashman had been a cop for thirty-two years. Three years more and he’d get max pension, the payout based on the average of his highest three years of salary. If those three years were as a staff-inspector he could live like a king in Scottsdale with his Harley and incidentally his wife. He wondered, watching Ray Tate in his wrinkled day-old Hawaiian shirt and Djuna Brown in a Musée d’Orsay sweatshirt, if maybe a month in Paris would be a good bridge between Murder City and retirement in the desert. Of course, he knew that Paris action could make you stupid and dreamy. What if his wife, an amateur chef, decided to stay there, become a Julia Child zombie? Started walking on stilts and chuckling like a gerbil as she ripped up chickens? What then for him? How much would it cost to ship his Harley to France? His beard had always come in patchy but a luxurious moustache wasn’t out of the question.


    Something about his pet kooks was infectious. You couldn’t deny that they’d been cops. Except for getting killed yourself, wiping someone’s shadow off the wall was the most anyone could ask of a cop. They’d both taken the giant step in the line and had none of the angst or aggressiveness that that usually brought on. They were beatnik killers, but they’d sorted. They weren’t really cops any longer; they seemed to have joined hands and tripped out into some parallel universe. Plus, Hambone Hogarth had their backs.


    He beamed fondly upon them from the doorway. They were driving the bus that would take him to Scottsdale. “G’morning, campers. So, how much we got, so far? You guys want a chalkboard of your own, on the wall, there? Keep track?”


    Djuna Brown nodded at the wall behind the door. A single dollar bill was neatly tacked to the wall beside a jailhouse portrait of a glum Marko Markowitz. “Nine million nine hundred and ninety-nine to go, boss. We’re cleaning up.” She tapped into the laptop and said to Ray Tate, “Seventy-one.”


    “Nice,” he said. “Nice. Getting there.”


    The Cashman asked, “Seventy-one what? Thousand?”


    “Degrees, boss,” Djuna Brown said. “Paris. Daytime temperature yesterday. They use Communist Celsius over there but I got a site that puts it into honest American Fahrenheit.”


    “You fucking guys …” Cash shook his head. “Gimme something.”


    “Okay.” Ray Tate put his hand on the printouts and photographs. “We got a briefing from the thugs in drugs and some stuff from intel, so we’re up and running.


    “We got the ringleader, and that’s Markowitz, no question. We got his henchman, that’s Jerry Kelly. We got a bunch of mutts, guys like Abner Hussey. Some do the dope side, some do the money side. From the seizures we’ve made off people who might be connected to Markowitz, it looks like we’ve maybe nailed him almost a million so far. We got intel gossip that says Markowitz is in the pliers with the Colombians, mostly this guy Pavo. Pavo’s got a cousin up in Canada who can get the money off the continent without getting hassled by those pesky folk from Homeland Security. But Pavo’s cousin needs to get the money. Up there, not here. And Pavo’s getting all macho about it. Markowitz’s got other problems. Someone’s tipping us to his couriers. Short stroke is that Markowitz has to get the money out, fast. He’s in a panic and that’s going to make him careless.”


    “Yep,” Djuna Brown said, making a sly smile. “We’ll just set up on him and he’ll take us to the money. We take the money off him, give it to you, you give us a ride to the airport to catch the commuter to Chicago for the transatlantic.” She yawned. “Simple shit, really, boss.”


    “I’m on a limb here, guys. I vouched you to Hambone Hogarth. If I hadn’t said there was money and we didn’t get it, okay, that’s okay, nobody’d know. But I said there is money and we don’t get it, that’s not so okay. Am I going to be fucked here, or what?”


    Djuna Brown took pity on him. “Here’s what we figure, quick and dirty. Between what the drug guys say and the brainiacs at intel told us and what Abner Hussey said, it seems like Markowitz has this huge stash of dough that he can’t move because we’re on him. And there’s dope that’s out there is coming back as money. So, even if he gave the dope out on fifty percent front, and that’s probably way, way high, the drug guys say he’s got a lot of cash flowing in. Let’s just think about the money for a few minutes. There’s two things. The dough he’s already collected and can’t move, and the dough that’s coming in that he can’t move. Okay so far?”


    The Cashman nodded. When she wasn’t being a shoo wop singer she had good chops.


    “Right,” she said. “The money that’s coming in, still, we think that’s what we’ve been seizing. New money comes in, Markowitz finds a dummy to march north to the border, gets it the fuck out of here, cool out the Colombians, give him some time to operate on moving the big stash. But we’re grabbing it, left, right, and centre. The money we’ve been seizing is in little tiny bills, right? That means Markowitz is taking delivery from pretty far down the chain. And he isn’t boiling it down into hundreds, or else we’d be seizing packets of hundreds, and we’re not. With Homeland Security all over the usual money movers, tracking terrorist funds, things have tightened up. We figure Markowitz is choked on small bills, and to boil them down he’s going to have to do it on the Canadian side. How he does it up there we dunno and we don’t give a shit. But he ain’t doing it here, much.”


    Ray Tate nodded. “We think he’s got this stash someplace and the dough is still raw. That’s what’s fucking him up. The bulk. Why he didn’t move it as it came in, we don’t know. But now his gringo walnuts are in the Colombian nutcracker. And that makes him vulnerable to our detecting talents.”


    “You think he goes to the stash? You’re going to follow him, grab it up?”


    “Well, he has to. Probably he doesn’t go every day, but he has to go sometime. Or send someone. But probably, being a crook himself, he’s pretty sure the other folks around him are crooks, so probably he goes himself.” Ray Tate thought for a moment. “He’s not going to like word getting around that he’s got this whack of dough someplace. Eventually, somebody strong will put the grab on him, toast his nuts over a Bunsen burner, and go get it themselves. He’s going to want to move it, fast, without getting put through by some local strongmen.”


    “Except,” Djuna Brown said, pushing a photograph toward Cash. “Except for this guy. Jerry Fucking Kelly that the drug guys told us about.” The photograph had the blurry too-blown-up image of Jerry Kelly in full flower, his arms wide and his sports jacket flaring back as he kicked a man on his hands and knees in the head. Dark splotches like blood were puddled under the man’s face. Balanced on one foot, Jerry Kelly was smiling cheerfully; you could tell that even in the fuzzy image.


    Cash studied the photograph. “He looks like a high school teacher.”


    “Yeah, well, he sure made this guy stay after class for football practice,” Djuna Brown said. “I called around and from what we’ve got on him, which is basically nothing, this Kelly guy is a serious psycho. Nobody knows where he came from. Nobody knows what he’s done. Nobody talks about what he’s doing. He’s just here with Markowitz one day. But they do know that he’s done a lot and nobody, and I mean nobody, is talking about him. The robbery squad picked him up after a cop was run over during a heist and they said they couldn’t run his prints because he didn’t have any. He’d burned them off. So, he’s hiding something from his past. No matter how many times they asked him even for his name, he didn’t say a word. Not one. This guy’s Tommy Tight Lips. When his nose got broken falling, he just sat there and bled on his shirt. When he started pissing blood, pre-arrest existing medical condition I guess, he didn’t make a sound. They questioned him, boss, they really questioned him, for hours. I mean, we got a cop crippled for life, right? But, nada, dada. Turned out he didn’t run down the cop. While he’s being interviewed, a couple of chargers in Sector Eight found the car and the wheelman. But this Kelly, even though he didn’t do it, wouldn’t even say he didn’t do it.”


    “He file a complaint?”


    “Nope. Nothing. He took the pain. He just vanishes for a week, comes back with a bandage across his nose, walking with a cane for a few weeks, pissing a rainbow. Then,” she picked up the photograph of Jerry Kelly, “he’s right back in business.” She got up, took a thumbtack from a box, and pinned the photograph to the wall under Marko Markowitz and stepped back, her hands on her hips. “I don’t think this Kelly is a money guy. He’s just the muscle, a dummy.” She tapped a finger on Markowitz’s photograph. “Him, we go after. He’s our ticket to Paris, oui oui.”


    “Okay, so give me a plan, the first couple of moves, something I can send to the Jank.”


    “A car, for starters,” Ray Tate said. “Not something with lights in the grill and a crash bumper. Something anonymous so we can operate. If we can get another team, that’d be good. We’ll roll him around town, let him take us to his stash.”


    “Done. When are you starting on him?”


    They sipped coffee in quiet comfort and ease. They worked their way through the photo dump, memorizing faces and noting locations. One picture, taken at a funeral, showed a blond man with a goatee comforting a young blond woman. They were clearly father and daughter. The girl was crying; from behind her, Markowitz was handing her a handkerchief.


    A lot of pictures showed Markowitz and Jerry Kelly together, on patios, coming out of restaurants, walking and talking on various sidewalks around town. Some of Marko with gnarly pot-bellied men in tight leather jackets and shaven heads. One photograph showed a group of Riders in their grimy colours clustered around Markowitz outside a bike shop, all talking with their hands covering their mouths. The back of the photographs were marked in grease pencil with the photographer’s badge number, the date, the location, and prime target’s name and several question marks.


    “Check this, Ray.” Djuna Brown separated a half-dozen pictures. Each showed Markowitz with a stunning blond woman. In some photos taken from the right side, her face was perfect, symmetrical. In others there was damage to her left cheekbone. They were taken at various times: the clothing in each photo was seasonally different and the locations changed. “We’ve got Marko with this blond bimbo in a lot of snaps.” She looked at the back of each photo. “Julia Gurr. Money mover.” She read the dates. “Four times in one week she came up in the photo dump.”


    Ray Tate looked closely at the pictures. “This one, this one, and this one, they were taken at Gratelli’s in Stonetown. You can see the globe lights over the bar.” He put his nose closer. “Check the background people. That’s Jerry Kelly there in two of them. But he isn’t sitting with them.”


    “Bodyguarding Marko, maybe? Fending off the Colombian hordes?”


    “He’s too far away, like he’s hiding.” He showed her one of Marko and the blond woman leaning forward, chatting over a table laden with wine glasses and finished meals. Jerry Kelly, far in the background, had his hand on his face and was peeking casually around his fingers at Markowitz and the woman. “In this one especially he seems to be trying to keep out of sight.”


    “Maybe he eats there. Coincidence.”


    “You think? Anyway, Markowitz is our target.”


    “Well, let’s add blondie here to the group, just in case, give it some class. She might be a way to drill into Marko.” She took the photograph with the best picture of the blonde and tacked it to the wall under Jerry Kelly. “I wonder what happened to her face?”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 7

    



    Bobby Preston had always believed himself a good crook, an honest crook. Eschewing drugs and drug money. Chickens and cigarettes and booze and migrants, all were fair. No one got hurt if he ran a quarter-of-a-ton of cheap American chickens over to Canada where the price difference could be significant. He’d never lost a chicken in the water, or a case of cigarettes over the toll bridge. But then he lost four people. He’d lost a girl.


    He didn’t know anything about the religion of China. Buddhist, he supposed. Zen, if that was even a religion. He thought he remembered something about how a person died affected whether they went to heaven. Drowning might be a bad way to go, god-wise. Or was it dismemberment?


    It didn’t matter. When the blues took him over he forced himself to go the river and make his penance. He’d been drunk that night. There’d been no rescue boat, as the migrants had been promised. The whistles were useless. False hope.


    At the river on the American side, exactly where the migrants were to land, Preston laid a wreath of flowers. He didn’t know if the flowers were appropriate for death to the Chinese, but it made him feel better. The face of the old silent man was forgotten; the faces of the women were forgotten. But the girl who died in her yellow knapsack and his scarf around her neck? He’d never forget that.


    After waiting a moment, staring across the hated river at the pebble beach on the Canadian side, he boarded his borrowed car and headed for the access road. He punched the radio and a religious station came up. Before he could change it, a man began singing, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.”


    He found himself singing along, smiling sadly, thinking against his will about Marko Markowitz, the two of them in church when they were kids, singing their way through the hymns, Marko trying to impress Julia Gurr who stood with her dad, Growler Gurr, an old-time crook with a baritone voice, in the pews ahead. Marko had been crazy about Julia Gurr and went to any length to get himself noticed. Growler Gurr, Julia’s dad, was partners in crime with Marko and Bobby Preston’s dads, the trio known as the Three Thieves.


    The dads were all dead and gone. Growler Gurr vanished one night after heading up to the Breakers to play poker with some Chicago pals. Mrs. Gurr, for a year afterward, every day made a blood sausage sandwich and kept it in the refrigerator for his return. She put off killing herself until the anniversary of his vanishing, then she went for relief to the gas stove.


    Markowitz’s dad was a gunman. He loved the effect of putting a gun in someone’s face. He died in a getaway car in front of a bank with a sawn-off shotgun on his lap. A young tough cop, without so much as a fuck-you-Mickey, leaned in the window and fired once into his left eye.


    Bobby Preston’s dad, a widower, died of nothing at all in Craddock, just waking up dead in his cell in the middle of spending five bucks for a truck hijacking.


    They all, the dads and the children, came out of the Grid, a nasty little warren of narrow streets where you did anything you had to to put bread on the table. As long as it didn’t hurt the neighbourhood. You went out like a foraging predator and grabbed whatever you could with both hands, then you returned and you partied and spread the wealth around in the local shops and restaurants. Cops who came around afterward were met with bovine stares.


    Thinking about the old neighbourhood made Preston melancholy. It could have been perfect, he thought, me and Marko. We should never have moved out into the wider world with the greed and betrayal. But Marko decided that if he became rich he could come back and sweep Julia Gurr off her feet. He went over to Chicago to learn the drug trade; he swooped back into the Grid on a huge Harley Davidson, popping noisy wheelies in front of the Gurr house. He brought drugs into the Grid and when that happened he was shunned as if he had typhoid.


    Preston remembered when they were boys, the two of them in a garage, sawing at their thumbs with a dull Buck knife, mixing their blood like the Italians down in the Boot did, binding themselves together for life. Their faces close together, they solemnly swore that when one earned, both ate; never to turn their back on the other, as they rubbed their thumbs, comingling their blood. They were fourteen. Drug trafficking was unimaginable.


    It killed Preston to close his heart on Markowitz over his drug business, but he didn’t close it all the way. He couldn’t. While Marko was pulling his first adult stretch, spending three bucks for robbery in Craddock, Preston had married Julia Gurr. There was a drunken night when they both went up to the penitentiary to visit Marko and bring him canteen money, accidentally staying at the same High Five with vibrating beds and a kick-ass country joint next door. The result was Zoe; there was no question of the correct move to make. The neighbourhood demanded what it demanded. They married. Markowitz came out on parole and after a drunken fistfight with Preston, accepted reality. He was to be the uncle. Not the ideal role he’d wanted, but not a horrible job either.


    Too soon, he felt, he hit the off-ramp to the Eight. He had a sudden melancholy craving and, instead of exiting at the Annex exit that would take him home, he ramped off at Mechanics Boulevard. Strip plazas crammed with fast-food joints, drive-thrus, and legal-aid storefronts quickly gave way to garish signs of Asian lettering, most of it Vietnamese. The shops elbowed up against each other on the wide street. Car and pedestrian traffic thickened. There were pho dumps, massage racks, trinket stores, vegetable stands, tiny two-pump gas stations, grimy body shops. The free-for-all of entry-level entrepreneurship.


    Just short of the heart of East Chinatown, Preston pulled the car into an alley and parked near Tiger Truong’s garage. He put the keys in the visor, rolled down all the windows, left the doors unlocked and glove compartment flapped open. Theft protection. See: nothing to hide, nothing worth stealing. Go find yourself a tourist’s Audi.


    He walked out of the alley and onto Mechanics Boulevard, eddied along in a thick crowd, trying to resist the smell of the food. He couldn’t, no one alive could. He picked a pho dump at random and found a window seat. When the bowl was slammed down with perfect indifference, he went at it sticks-and-spoon, periodically tearing up basil leaves and squirting lemon.


    He remembered bringing Zoe to Little Saigon on her twelfth birthday, showing her how to work the sticks off the spoon, not to be embarrassed at slurping the noodles off her chin. It had taken a while to get her to the red sauce, but she took to it.


    But the hint of Marko was there, too, that day: she was wearing a fine and thin gold necklace. She hadn’t said anything, but Preston knew it was a gift from Marko. No one except Julia Gurr mentioned Markowitz to Bobby Preston.


    It was as though there’d been a horrible death and it was best not mentioned.


    The taste of the pho was still on his lips when he disembarked the city bus and walked the three blocks to his apartment. It took a while. There were things to do. He had to make certain that each car on his block was familiar to him. He had to make sure no one was sitting idling. Homeland Security. The federales. He was retired, but two of the migrants’ bodies from the previous winter had washed up on the city side of the river and that made them city murder cases.


    There were no cars on the block that he didn’t recognize. He went up the next street and down an alley and hopped his back fence and stood in the unkempt foliage, watching his second-floor windows. They were dark in the early evening. The left-most window that he’d left shut was open a few inches. The faintest of yellow glow, then a plume of smoke drifted out. Someone was smoking in the back living room, sitting by the window. Considerate.


    He softly walked to the stack of bricks beside the house, slid a few aside, and reached into a shallow hole and took out a gun wrapped in a zip baggie.


    With the gun in his hand, hidden in his armpit, he silently let himself in. Going up the inside back steps, he wondered if he could shoot someone. He’d killed in the river by negligence; it could be construed as accidental if you were charitable. But to put a gun on someone, maybe a cop, maybe a disgruntled customer? And pull the trigger? He knew he wasn’t that kind of crook, didn’t even pretend to be.


    His apartment took up the entire second floor of the house. He stepped out of the stairwell into a long corridor lined with Mayan masks and several photographs his daughter had sent him from Mexico and Central America. All were of faces. Children, old men, old women. Bright and hopeful, or sad with that good-fucking-luck look old people presented to the young. They all, the faces and the masks, seemed to be watching him, waiting to see what he would do. The door to the back room was mostly closed to keep the smoke from permeating the entire flat. Considerate. Not cops.


    He pushed the door open softly with the barrel of the pistol.


    Julia Gurr, sitting on a low trunk in front of the window, looked up at him, blowing smoke off a cigarette in her right hand, her left covering the rippled bones of her left cheek. “Bobby? Zoe.”


    Bobby Preston let the gun in the baggie dangle from his hand and said, “Oh, fuck.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 8

    



    They had dinner at Gratelli’s where the Sancerre and seared scallops put Paris into their mouths. Ray Tate’s flapping shirt tail and hacked jacket got them a reluctant place off in the corner, where waiters banged in and out of the kitchen and dishes rattled.


    They sat side-by-side at a tiny banquette, looking out over the room. They’d often sat in Paris this way, side-by-side, pirating tastes from each other’s plates, commenting softly and easily into each other’s ears.


    It was early but the restaurant was nearly full. A Canadian ballet dance troupe had hit town with a week-long run, something sophisticated and Russian. Groups of folks dressed in jackets and ties and dresses and jewellery sat around tables yakking enthusiastically. The rail near the entrance was wall-to-wall with after-workers, shouting to the bartenders and high-fiving each other about their day in the brokerages of Market Street or in the banks or in the retail trade.


    Ray Tate felt pretty good about that. A year earlier the city was almost lost to race riots, serial murder, and disease. Gratelli’s had been taken apart by mobs of looters and rioters, the entire restaurant thrown out onto the street. You wouldn’t know it now. The place had been rebuilt almost exactly as it had been, right down to the stained-glass globe lights above the zinc bar.


    We bounce back, he thought, city proud, country proud. He’d once gone to New York to see a Keith Haring retrospective and had visited Ground Zero. What had happened to Murder City was minor compared to horror on that scale, but the city’s riots had been a rude awakening, done by Americans to Americans and the city had survived. We come back. We’ll always come back. We’re America and that still means something. He loved the dream he and Djuna Brown had of Paris, but he knew, no matter what or how or when, he’d always come back here if he felt needed. He’d been a door-step baby of the state, abandoned at birth, and some part of him was grateful that even being dealt the low cards, anything was possible. He was convinced it wasn’t about him at all, it was about American heart. You just had to show up; that heart would do the rest.


    “Ray? Where are you?”


    “Just thinking. Last year. The riots. The looting and burning. And here we are. Did you think, then, that we’d ever sit in Grat’s again and have a meal, talking about Paris? Back when it was spread over the street?”


    Her memories of those times weren’t as melancholy as his. For her it was a different context. For her it was the lowest point of her life, letting something unleashed out of herself, something ugly, vicious, careless, liberating, and illustrative. She’d become what she was supposed to be against.


    They talked about nothing much through dinner. Ray Tate could see his references to the riot were upsetting her a little, so he pointed out a couple of bandits in the crowd at the rail. Fraud guys who ran pump-and-dumps over on the Chicago Exchange, he said. There were three prostitutes working. Two left, trailed a few seconds later by older men. Djuna Brown made observations about the diners as the room thinned out for the evening ballet performance.


    When the waiter leaned in to pour the last of the Sancerre, Djuna Brown caught a glimpse of a familiar face through a break in the rail crowd. “Ray? Elbow of the rail, between the guys in the grey suits, he’s talking to the hooker.”


    He leaned around the waiter for a look. “Markowitz. This place was on the surveillance logs.” He looked around the room carefully. “No Jerry Kelly. No blond chick.”


    Markowitz was drinking something golden from a balloon glass, holding it under his nose, and talking to the remaining prostitute. She was a tall redhead with dangly earrings that almost touched her shoulders. She wore a dark blue business suit, but it was cut short with a deep slit up the thigh and her red blouse was full and unfastened one button too many. She ran a long fingernail down the lapel of Markowitz’s windowpane suit and leaned in close, whispering.


    Markowitz smiled and nodded. Then he held up one finger and jumped his hand to his belt and punched into his cellphone. He read the screen, smirked then keyed something in and glanced at his watch, and nodded to the woman. They left together.


    When the prostitute and Marko Markowitz in his blue Mercedes drove directly to a terraced apartment building on the lake, Ray Tate and Djuna Brown hung well back in the bulky black Chrysler. The Mercedes slid neatly into a visitors’ parking slot. Markowitz and the woman disembarked and went into the building, the woman a little ahead with a long stride and oscillating swing, the preview shuffle.


    “Honey Baxter,” Ray Tate said. “She works for Honey. She’s got a half-dozen apartments floating in these buildings.” He parked across the street in the lot of another building, with a view on the Mercedes.


    “Something weird, there, Ray, about that Benz.” Djuna Brown stared at it for a few seconds. “Snow tires. Summertime and he’s still got the snow belts on.”


    “What did the DMV say? He’s got two of them, both blue? One winter, one summer? Call Records, get someone to find out if he’s rolling uninsured off season. Then we can take him anytime, if we need to. Shake him up.”


    Djuna Brown hit the freddy. “Green Desk? Asset Four. We’re on a special. Can you put through … ah …” She squinted through the windshield and read off the plate. “Operator is … ah … Markowitz….” She’d forgotten his first name. “FNU, late forties, white male. Should come back to a blue Benz.”


    They watched the door of the building for a few minutes and the desk dispatcher came back. “Blue twenty-ten Mercedes SL registered Laszlo Markowitz, dob nine nine sixty-four, male, white, two-ten, five-eight, brown and brown. Sixty-six Stonetown Way, unit seven ten. Insurance status: insured. One of two twenty-ten MB blue to same insurer and rider, recently adjusted to all-year. Other MB vehicle insurance cancelled. This subject MB vehicle was insured November one to May one, now annual coverage.”


    “Four dispatch.” Djuna Brown clicked off. “So, Ray, why’s he driving his winter car?”


    “Maybe he had a crash.” Ray Tate dialled Occurrences on his cellphone. “Ray Tate, asset seizure, can you put through Markowitz, Laszlo, for incidents or accidents?” He recited his badge number and phonetically spelled Markowitz. “Can you see if he lost a car, pranged one up, it got seized or tagged, and if so where and when?” While he waited, he put his hand on Djuna Brown’s leg and hummed a jazzy tune. “This is unpaid overtime, you know. Above and beyond. I say we stick the Cashman for a room at the Whistler and —” He spoke into the phone. “I’m here. Okay, that’s it? What else?” He listened and clicked off. “Nice. A resident of Markowitz’s condo building in Stonetown reported a week ago the sound of gunshots in the underground garage. Our guys arrived to find Marko’s summer car had been thoroughly ventilated by gunfire.”


    “Ooops.”


    “Yeah, oops. And there was a fire at a commercial building Marko owned up in Smoketown. Clear arson.”


    “Maybe it was a friction fire? He rubbed his mortgage against the resale value and … poof, ignition?”


    “Dunno. Marko, though, needs more money like I need a club foot. The arson was the night before the car got aired out.”


    “The Colombian. Pavo. Wanting his dough.”


    “Old Markowitz is in the shit.” He stretched against the headliner. “If he’s on edge, maybe he makes a mistake and we’re there to help him out.”


    Across the street Markowitz, with his shirt misbuttoned, came out of the lobby door of the apartment building. Djuna Brown glanced at her watch. “The eight minute man.”


    “I’ve met some of Honey Baxter’s girls. If Marko lasted eight minutes I want to pull him over and interrogate him how he distracts himself.”


    “Ah, you do all right, Ray. For an old white guy.”


    They watched Markowitz board the Mercedes and leisurely leave the building’s lot.


    “What do you want to do, Ray? Hotel room or work?”


    “Let’s take him away. We’ll give it an hour, then go down to the Whistler, badge the front desk, and get stupid.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 9

    



    Through the plate-glass window of the Sparrow Grill, Bobby Preston watched the blue Mercedes fishtail into the gravel parking lot beside his battered, borrowed grey Chevy. He studied the passing traffic for anyone Marko might have carelessly brought along. A dark Chrysler that looked sketchy rolled past the parking lot without pause. It was an area that had a lot of cops, so he wasn’t sure. He watched Marko climb laboriously out of the Benz, a fattening man who looked like a tired boxer going through the ropes to face the inevitable music. He looks like his old man, Preston thought. An old guy who never put anything together that would last, addicted to the immediate effect of a gun in one hand and a bag of money in the other.


    Dope did that to you, an adrenaline addiction of its own. Shipments were late, schedules were hopes, your destiny and your timing were at the mercies of circumstances you couldn’t possibly foresee. It was a business that ran as much on paranoia as it did on powders and currencies. It was the one business where torture and murder almost always went together, where you had to know things you could never truly know, but you’d activate a power drill just to be almost, nearly sure, or just a firm maybe.


    Preston felt a brief old twinge of pleasure at seeing Marko, even this old tired Marko who had become a denizen in a glittering dark underworld that would have horrified their dads. He’d variously begged and urged Marko to get out of the drug business. He put up with it, pretended not to know, for a long time. But finally there was Marko on the television news, a kingpin, and that was that.


    It was against the code of the neighbourhood.


    “You gotta stop, Marko. I can’t have it near me.”


    “I gotta make it big, Bobby,” Marko had said. “I’m gonna get a whack of dough, a big fucking honking car and some silk front from a Jew tailor.”


    Remembering what his own dad had said, Bobby Preston had told him, “You’ll have nothing left Marko. Dope uses you up. The Marko who comes back here won’t be what anyone wants.” He tried to sway Marko, invoking the mixing of their blood. “We’ll buy you out of whatever deals you’ve got cooking, then you come home. We’ll put something together. You and me. I got a thing at the border.”


    “Bobby,” Marko had said, “it’s new days. There’s nothing in bootlegging and loansharking and banging down banks. You run a few Chinamen over the river, and you make what? A grand, each? I move a bag and I make fifty, sixty.”


    Finally Preston told him not to come around him anymore. “There’s too much heat,” he said, “and I’ve got stuff of my own going on. I can’t have dope near me, I can’t have you near me if you’re into it. I’ve got Julia and Zoe. I can’t do that kind of time I’ve got too much to lose. We’re quits.”


    Briefly Marko had looked rattled and stunned. Then a rage visibly grew within him and he said, “Fuck you. We mixed blood. You can’t do this, Bobby, this isn’t how we are.”


    Preston turned away and, except for a terse encounter at a funeral years later, never again spoke to Markowitz.


    Marko Markowitz stood on the gravel lot and stared at the diner. He looked around at the sparse passing traffic, then pushed through the door.


    The Sparrow was an old time diner with green plywood booths and anchored tables. Opposite the row of booths ran a long counter studded with chromium holders for menus, napkins, sugar, salt, and pepper, and a flat black grill that had been scraped raw by generations of obsessive grill men. Through the serving window Preston could see the cook’s head; he appeared to be asleep, collapsed back against a walk-in freezer. The waitress was nothing but tired and she sat reading a day-old paper beside a bright and silent jukebox.


    When Marko came in she looked up and reached for the coffee pot and stood until he passed down the long room under the banks of tube lighting and sat opposite Preston. She took a mug from a tray and followed him. She filled the mug, and when she walked away Preston saw the tragedy of varicose veins on her otherwise perfect legs.


    Markowitz looked brightly at Preston: “Late. Sorry. Had to get my nuts busted. So, a 9-1-1 from you? Fuck’s that all about?”


    Preston looked away, out the window. “You come hot?”


    “I’m not doing nothing. So, don’t think so.”


    “Think?”


    “Presto, you ain’t doing nothing either. You’re retired, right? So, we’re two guys, used to be pals, having a coffee.”


    Preston lit a cigarette; he already had one going in a saucer on the window ledge beneath the No Smoking symbol. “Zo’s been pinched.”


    “Zo’? Fuck off. What she do, lift a twenty from the collection plate to give to the poor? Someone’s yanking your wire.”


    “In Mexico. Dope.”


    Marko was perfectly still with convincing disbelief on his face.


    “Carrying. Powder.”


    With a little less force and a little doubt, Marko, again, said, “Fuck off.”


    “Julia got a call from down there.” He didn’t like mentioning Julia Gurr to Markowitz. It was a flashpoint. “Zoe’s pinched, she’s in and I want her out.”


    “Okay, I’m on it. I got some amigos down there. We’ll get her a good lawyer. Slow justice, that beaner justice, but you can buy it easily enough. I’ll make some calls.”


    “I want to buy her out. I want her back here, now.”


    “That’s different. That’s … a whole different thing, Bobby. That’s a lot of coin, a lot of connection, a lot of favours.”


    “Whatever it costs, just let me know. I’ll square it.”


    Marko stared at him, leaned his face over the table, and went into quiet anger. “Am I the only one finding it odd that I don’t hear from you in years, I’m some kind of a fucking degenerate, and now I’m some fucking jinni you rub out of a bottle or something? What am I? Zippy the Fuckin’ Pinhead? Hey, Marko, meet me, chop chop. Hey Marko, do this, buy me that.”


    “This isn’t business, Marko. This is Zoe. It isn’t that other stuff.”


    Marko sat back and calmed himself. “Ah, fuck. I know. Jesus.” He appeared to be evaluating the situation and coming up empty. “You know I’ve got problems right now, right? Cops, rats, the fucking Colombians.” He rubbed his face with both hands. “Okay, I’ll make a call, but I can’t do much more right now. In a week or two, I get this problem of mine out of the way, I’ll reach down there and twist somebody’s nuts for them.”


    “Two weeks is a long time in there.”


    “I know it is. I can line up a lawyer, I can get her moved to a better jail, I can get some local douche bags in there to look after her. That’s all just money. No prob. But I can’t start shaking things up, with this Colombian thing. You know about that, right? I’m getting ratted left and right. Pavo, the fucking Colombian dwarf cocksucker shot up my car, burned down my stash house. You know they got Julia, right? It was them. If I don’t run their dough into Canada real fast, I’m down the tubes, holes piped in my head.”


    “I know you’re backed up. A call and a wire transfer will take a couple of minutes. You can bill me what you want.”


    Marko was looking directly at Preston as if seeing him for the first time. “Can’t do it. Couple of weeks, unless I get dead or in the slammer, then we’ll get her out. You got a problem, I got a very different problem. Both are important to us. You know Zoe’s like my own kid. Give me a week or two, I’ll get her out and back here. Swear to God. But you can’t ask me to kill myself.”


    “How about …” Preston was where he didn’t want to be, but he’d come to the diner ready to be there. “How about, I solve your problem, you solve mine?”


    “Yeah? You’d do that?”


    “How much you got?”


    Marko shrugged: “Maybe … nine? Ten?” His face was sheepish, the rapscallion Marko of old. He giggled. “Eleven?”


    “Jesus, Marko.” It was stunning. Preston had to laugh. It was like the years had fallen away. He realized how much he’d missed Marko. “Man, how’d that happen?”


    “Business’s been good. The Juans are into credit now, each load pays for the next and you get slack on the one after that, if you want it. You know what they’re like: take it, take it, take it. They just want to move product, make the market. So I did. I took it and I shoulda wholesaled, paid it back, but I didn’t. I was an asshole. I ran down the whole nine yards, down to quarters. That brought a lot of dough, little dough. Then then they tightened up the border. And there was this Green Squad and the rat fuckers. Now I’m plugged. Pavo is getting all douchey about it.”


    “You boil it down yet? Into something manageable?”


    Marko laughed and sipped his coffee. “Bobby, if I didn’t have these rats all over me I’d jam it into a fucking truck, grab my nuts, and head for the border. March or die. But they’re just little fishes: tens, twenties, some fifties, some hundreds, not many.”


    “Okay. We’ll work something out. But you’re going to have to get it boiled into something I can take through.”


    “I got Jerry working on it. He’ll come up with something.” He studied Preston. “I’m paying ten percent for the transit over the border, another ten for the boiling, if you want it.”


    Bobby Preston shrugged. “Boiling’s not what I do.”


    “Okay” Marko didn’t want to mention Julia Gurr. “Jerry’ll get it boiled, he’s got an idea. You get it over the border, I’ll take it from there.”


    “And Zo’?”


    “I’m on it right away. I’ll eat the grease and I’ll eat the transport to get her back. The last bank note hits Canadian soil, she’s out of Mexico.”


    “I want her out right away.”


    “No can do. House arrest, okay? You can call her, she can lay out in the sun, she can sip Margaritas. But she doesn’t leave the country until we’re done.”


    “Bring her home now, Marko. You got my word, I’ll come up with a variation for you.”


    Marko looked down at his coffee cup, then up at Preston. “A few years ago, Bobby, you and me, we could live on mixing blood. But lately I’ve been running with a bad bunch of people and frankly, I’ve lost my faith in human nature.” He shook his head, morose, and casually rubbed the long serrated scar on his thumb with his forefinger. “You know, I think you were maybe right about this business. God, the things I’ve seen; treachery, betrayal, no loyalty. You know what I mean, don’t you, Bobby, about loyalty? Betrayal? Sure you do.” After a pause of reflection he stood up. “You need anything right now? To put it together?”


    “I got it covered.”


    “Take a walk down the street at noon tomorrow. Jerry’ll pick you up and take you for a drive to meet me. I’ll take you to the stash. You can do your measurements, your calculations, whatever.”


    “I’ll want Zo’ on the phone, first.”


    “See, Bobby? Nobody trusts nobody. I’ll have to track her down, get her out, and get her to a phone. Give me til noon.” He put a ten dollar bill on the table top. “Ain’t you gonna thank me, Bobby?”


    In the Chrysler, Ray Tate triangulated the mirrors with a view to the diner and began molesting her. “Just technique, Djun’. We’ll look like teenaged lovers having a night to ourselves.”


    “Right,” Djuna Brown said. “Teenagers in a cop car with grill lights and a crash bar. Nice try, Bongo.” But she unfastened her seatbelt and slipped sideways in the passenger seat. “I can guess what you’re after.”


    “Necessity. One of us has to be able to see, right?” He racked his seat back and ran his fingers down the back of her neck when she leaned in to kiss him. “A cruiser comes down the road and you just stay down there and I’ll badge them. They’ll think … Well, surveillance isn’t all beer and pizza, right?”


    She grinned her little teeth at him. He could see the whites of her eyes. He felt pretty good and he hoped she could finish before Markowitz, who he saw was sitting with a lean blond man with a beard, finished his rendezvous. The window looked like an Edward Hopper painting, with the wall of daily specials inside and the garish lights and somnambulant waitress slumped at the cash register, staring into the middle ground of a lost life. He felt pretty good about making the art connection with the stress Djuna Brown was applying.


    The blond man left first. He climbed into the old Chev beater and spit gravel off the diner parking lot, heading for the Eight. Mellow, Ray Tate was tempted to just let him go. Djuna Brown, looking pleased with herself, adjusted the rear-view mirror and spiked her hair with her fingers. “Take him, Ray.”


    He took the Chev to the Eight, closing momentarily to get the plate number, then hung well back, playing it loose. The Eight was three lanes each way, a figure eight with city hall inside the top loop, the Jank police headquarters and municipal offices inside the bottom. Above the top loop the road ran straight, north to the interstate with ramp-offs every few miles. South, it dispersed traffic into the city.


    The blond guy went through some scrubbing, speeding, and slowing before ramping off onto Upper Middle Avenue above city hall, then ramping back down onto the highway.


    “He’s heated up. Or just careful.” Ray Tate let him go and gunned the Chrysler on UMA, hit the grill lights and ran ahead, running each traffic light, then he killed hot lights and swooped back down onto the Eight, running north with the Chev in his rear-view mirror.


    “If he gets off behind us, we’re going to lose him. I’ll see where he might be going.” Djuna Brown took the freddy from the rack. “Radio, Green Squad Four, rolling DMV, we’ve got a grey Chevrolet, looks about nineteen nine-four, dealer tag niner niner sixer Alpha Charlie Charlie.”


    The tag came back to Truong’s Autobody in East Chinatown.


    “If he’s nesting there, he’ll take the next ramp,” Ray Tate said, signalling for the Fairgrounds exit. As he climbed the ramp he watched the mirror, waiting for the Chev to come up behind him. “Fuck, where is he?” He pulled the Chrysler to the side of the road at the top of the ramp. A line of luxury vehicles rolled up, carefully stopping at the stop sign, all turning left toward the Alps. “This’ll be the rich old folks from the ballet.” He watched the mirrors. “Nothing. He’s gone.”


    “Let’s roll Chinatown.” She saw he was happy, finally doing cop work in the night, the Sector band radio whispering. She didn’t feel too bad herself; the streets weren’t having the negative effect of terror she’d expected. “We’ll look at this autobody shop in case he took another route.”


    “What about the Whistler?”


    “You ready already?”


    “Well,” he said, “give me another ten minutes.”


    They were barely nested in shadow across the street from Truong’s Autobody when a heavy-set bearded young man in a backwards baseball cap, a Chicago Bears sweatshirt, and baggy blue jeans came up on Ray Tate’s window. “Amscray, kids. We’re sightseeing here and you’re blocking the view.”


    “Asset Recovery. Tate and Brown.”


    “Oh. Yeah, you the guys just put over a vehick to this address? Truong’s? Grey Chev? Pop the back, we’ll go around the corner, get this piece of shit out of sight.”


    Ray Tate unlocked the back passenger door and when the man was aboard he crept the Chrysler away from the body shop, leaving the headlights off. The heavyset man introduced himself as Joey Jeff Watson, investigative support squad. He directed Ray Tate meticulously. “My partner, there in the big-ass old Cutlass, she’s got the eye on Truong’s so I need the eye on her. Roll back a couple of feet. There … another foot. Good, perfect.” He had a curly wire plugged into his left ear.


    Djuna Brown leaned for a look. The Cutlass was parked nose first in a strip mall parking lot with the rear of the car squarely facing the body shop. “My dad used to drive a cab, one of those. Guzzler. How come she’s parked so close? Don’t the bad guys take a look inside, burn her?”


    “When your dad had one, you ever look in the trunk? Lots of room in there.”


    “She’s in the trunk? What the fuck?”


    “Relax, dearie,” Watson said, yawning, speaking without taking his eyes off the Cutlass. “She’s just little, like you. Chinese. She’s got a lotta room. Probably cooking up some rice in there for our dinner.”


    “How can she see anything? In the trunk?”


    “Magic.”


    Ray Tate studied the Cutlass. “Rear left tail light. You busted it out, slapped masking tape over it, left a peep hole. She’s inside peeking through, right? Sweating like a hog?” He laughed. The creativity of the ISS was boundless. “You fucking guys.”


    ISS was wallpaper. Moving or still surveillance, eyes or ears, it was all the same to them. They were given their target and left alone. They never knew the reason for the surveillance unless officer safety was an issue. Someone who needed work done called up their secret satellite location with a site and ISS went active. There were ISS operators in wheelchairs and on crutches, driving telephone repair trucks or pizza delivery vans, there were ISS ops who spent hours in alleys on sheets of discarded cardboard boxes puking vegetable soup, there were ops who sat with begging cups on street corners. There were ISS ops who hadn’t been in a police station in years, who’d forgotten how to operate handcuffs.


    Ray Tate said, “What play are you up on?”


    “Dunno.” Watson, his arms on the back of the front seat and his chin on his arms, kept his eyes on the Cutlass. “Someone called the shop, said go paint a fence. We don’t ask. We paint. But I know this guy that runs the place, from when I was in cars. Tiger Truong. Busy, busy guy. Could be car parts, animal parts, migrants, gambling, loansharking, Native smokes, dolls, counterfeit shoes. Last year when chickens were a lot cheaper over here than up in Canada, he ran frozen birds through the border. Giving a shit is above my pay grade.” He yawned again, cracking his jaws, and excused himself. “So. The plate you put over from here. What’s up with that?”


    Ray Tate said, “We’re doing a thing on a guy and this guy with that plate rolled in and met our guy and rolled out, then dumped us. We’d like to put a name on that guy.”


    Watson nodded appreciatively. “Hang on …” He pressed a finger where the wire went into his ear, then spoke down into his shirt front. “Ah, okay, May. If you gotta, you gotta.” He said to Ray Tate, “Weak bladder. She’s only been in there four hours or so. I need one of you guys, you, June …?”


    “Djuna.”


    “Sure. Take this key and go move the Cutty, okay? Tiger usually has a nosy guy outside, smoking and wandering around. Drive it over to Blanchard and Geary. Can you do street?”


    “I’m on it.” Djuna Brown slipped her holster off her waist and her handcuffs and handed them to Ray Tate. She took the key ring from Watson.


    She crossed the street in her slippers, weaving a little, then broke into a spinning dance up the middle of the block and did a perfect cartwheel. She looked like a high school cheerleader. They could hear her laughing and singing as she bowed deeply and accepted acclaim from a non-existent audience. A cigarette glowed in a shadow beside the double doors of the body shop. At the Cutlass, she bobbled a little and tried three times to get the key into the lock, dropped it twice. Once inside, she started the engine, then started it again. The ignition grinded. She banged it into reverse and did a tire-smoking back-out, rocked to a loud lurching stop, and peeled away with her headlights off and the radio blaring.


    “Fuck, she’s good. I find these little broads are great at this work. Her thing in your thing, is that permanent? Wanna trade?”


    “She’s a Statie, on secondment.” Ray Tate felt a little jealous. “Specialist.” He didn’t say what she specialized in.


    “She’s so little I could put her in the tailpipe of a Honda.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 10

    



    While Bobby Preston went to meet Markowitz, Julia Gurr stayed in his flat in the Annex. She kept all the lights on and tried to sleep the night away. It had been a long time since she slept in a bed that smelled of a man. He used too much fragrant detergent in his washer. The sheets smelled sickly sweet. There were no female scents. She wondered if he’d seen anyone since she’d left him.


    She’d made a mistake, somehow, before. She’d taken a contract to boil cash for the Ibrahaims, out of Spicetown. She’d gone to discuss rates and timelines. Greedy to make some dough, she didn’t wonder why the Ibs, who had their own networks, needed her. And she was snared, hooded, and gagged and in the trunk of a car.


    And she suffered a week of night.


    She’d screamed pathetic pleas and it did nothing to stop the zombies plundering her. She’d been abducted for no reason she ever determined. She hadn’t picked up the money yet. She’d been held for a week, a carnival of fetid grunting flesh. With a little imagination she could smell the salty sweat of the leather dog mask they’d strapped to her face. It was zombie life and somehow she’d become part of it. Finally, someone kicked her in the head and someone swung a bat and her face exploded into fireworks and pain and she ended up staggering and reeling, naked at dawn in Spicetown, her cheekbone powdered. There was a Samaritan, a woman who couldn’t stop tsk-tsking and patting her arm and tell it her that although it was painful, it was Jesus’ plan. Then a hospital and cops. She wouldn’t speak. They ran her through and figured out who she was.


    “We grow ’em a little different in Spicetown, honey,” a biker squad detective said staring directly at her wrecked cheekbone. “But I guess you figured that out all by your lonesome?”


    She didn’t bother trying to reach Bobby Preston. She called Marko, he was there fast, flanked by muscle and lawyers. The cops put him through too and drug squad showed up, and organized crime guys. Marko told them all to go fuck themselves and arranged to get her out of there. He rented a jet and took her west, to new landscape near Santa Barbara, and found a little house on a beach not far from a treatment centre and they sat for weeks on the edge of the Pacific while she healed, watching the sun sink into China.


    Marko subtly worked on her.


    “Come over with me, Jools,” he said as seagulls screamed overhead in blurred grey wheels against the perfect blue sky above the perfect blue ocean. “This is no business for an independent. Things are rough and they’re getting rougher. I still love Bobby, but Bobby can’t give you the protection you need, not now. He’s broken. You need a strongman.”


    She knew he’d loved her from the time they were kids. Moony Marko, the neighbourhood called him. Grownups got him to go pick up stuff for them, telling him they saw Growler Gurr’s kid, the blondie, at the bootleggers, pick me up a bottle. Marko the mope went every time, just on the off chance.


    “I know, Marko, I know. I don’t feel that way. I’m sorry.”


    When she came back, Marko moved her into his apartment in Stonetown. She tried to stay there while she recovered. She thought he was cool about it, just being there in case she needed him. He was in for the long game; he’d waited twenty years for his shot and he wasn’t going to fuck it up with a hard-on. He noticed she resisted going out at night and when he could he stayed home with her, watching old movies. When he had to go out on business he made sure she was secure in her little suite in the corner of the apartment, had old romantic DVDs, had food, whatever she needed. He gave her a panic pager and a gun.


    But Jerry Kelly was around. Silent, hovering, staring. He was sympathetic, saying, “Wow, you came through. That musta been hell. But you came through and look at you now.” Before Spicetown he’d been disinterested in her; now he was a creepy presence. “We’ll look after you.”


    Once, while Marko was out, Jerry Kelly was suddenly in the apartment, eighteen inches behind her in the living room and his soft breath like cobwebs on the back of her neck just killed her. She just pissed herself. He was kind and got down on his knees with wadded paper towels to sponge the carpet. When he turned away she thought she heard a soft snicker, but maybe it was her imagination.


    The next day she was gone. She found an anonymous apartment two blocks off Harrison Hill. She kept the mirrors covered with towels. Some days she showered hourly. No one knew where she was. She never let herself be caught outside alone after dark, no matter what.


    In her hideout apartment she kept heavy items always within reach, items she could use to brain anyone who invaded, or to throw through a window for help. She could find the door in the dark. She felt safe with Marko’s pistol until she found herself tentatively sticking the barrel into her mouth to see if it might taste of bliss. She was a mother, for Christ sakes, she told herself, she had a beautiful, good daughter. She threw the gun away.


    Life recreated itself. She had money stashed, something she’d learned from her dad, the ultimate weatherman of criminal rainy days. She didn’t have to work, didn’t have to go out and rut in the muck for a buck. Zoe came back on a visit and they had a long talk before she shipped herself back to Mexico. There was a breakthrough night where Julia Gurr and Bobby Preston met for a drink and he opened up about the river and she about Spicetown. They recognized they were both suffering but couldn’t help each other. They were over.


    Their only bonds were Zoe and Marko.


    Every light was on in the flat in the Annex when Bobby Preston quietly came in. She was in the kitchen, smoking, with a small framed photograph of Zoe in her hand. A glass of white wine was in front of her. “What did he say? Bobby? Is he going to help us? Help Zoe?”


    “He’ll do it.” He took the cigarette from her fingers and took a long drag. “But I have to do something for him.” He sat and she pushed her wine glass to him.


    She lit herself another cigarette and looked at the black window. “Bobby, I have to stay. Okay? It’s dark.”


    “Take the bed. I’ll take the couch.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 11

    



    After teeing up with the sweaty Chinese ISS op who was doing exotic stretching exercises in a halter top and shorts after peeing behind a dumpster, the ISS guy had put the hat on the driver of the old Chev.


    “Bobby Preston, I know him from cars. They call him Mr. Presto! He done some stuff back and forth for old Truong there. He’s a border rat.”


    As he spoke, Djuna Brown saw him gazing at his partner. She saw in his eyes a look, not pedestrian lust, but something else, as if he didn’t know what he was seeing but it was something he knew was important. Puppy cop love, she thought. Sometimes it worked out, sometimes it didn’t. When it did, it meant a sweet secret: Paris, maybe, or in the case of Ray Tate and Djuna Brown’s previous partners, a life of retirement and poetry in Barcelona.


    


    When it didn’t work out, it meant violence and sometimes gunfire. It could be tough, an uphill battle. Every policewoman had rumours around her. She fucked all and sundry. She was gay. She was frigid. She was a ballbuster. A lot of men didn’t handle rejection well, and cops didn’t handle it at all.


    She was still thinking about that the next morning when she got to the Green Squad office and the security officer buzzed her through and ogled her zany peasant skirt and loose batik top. She boarded an elevator with some secretarial staff, young women who sneaked glances at her silver slippers, her spiked hair, the silver automatic bulging at her waist. She was notorious: she’d killed a man in the line, she’d snagged a single and desirable city gunner, and she was weird and exotic. At the fourth floor she made her way down the long hallway to the task force office, her slippers sliding silently on the shiny linoleum.


    From his cubicle, Jim Cash looked up from a motorcycle magazine, raised his eyebrows, and rubbed his fingers together and wiggled his eyebrows.


    She made a perfect circle back at him and stuck her head into his office. “We’re going to need those wheels, boss. We took Markowitz last night in the crash car and it was pretty much useless. Short strokes, he went to a whorehouse, then went and met a blond guy, they talked, then split up. We took the blond guy and he easily dumped us out on the Eight. We got the tag, we met up with some ISS bozo and he put the hat on him. Bobby Preston. Border rat. We think maybe this is the guy Marko’s going to use to move dough. I’m gonna put him through.”


    “Okay, so you’re in business.” Cash put a key ring on the desk. “Headquarters fleet, blue Ford 500 in the visitor’s slot. It looks like Mother Teresa on valium, drives like crazy Uncle Charlie on meth. Turn back the Chrysler keys. Where’s Ray?”


    “Dunno. He called and said he threw his neck out, I think, working out. He’ll be along.”


    She went down the corridor to their office. The laptop was linked to various agencies, and access passwords and codes were listed on a strip of paper taped to the keyboard. A badge number was required to get online. She had a State Police badge and it didn’t work for city software. Ray Tate’s number got her in and she started with Tiger Truong. She turned on the little printer, humming an Edith Piaf tune.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 12

    



    Just before noon Bobby Preston stood at the front windows of the flat sipping at a mug of coffee. There were new cars on the street, ones he didn’t recognize. But it was the beginning of the new school year. He stared at the vehicles for a few moments, then went down the hallway to the bedroom.


    Julia Gurr had ground her teeth through the night. He heard it clearly from the living room. There were grunts and keening noises and thumps as parts of her hit the wall as she struggled with her thoughts and dreams. He got up and crept down the hall and looked in. The lights were on. Her fists were clenched around the coverlet and her body moved in spasms and jerks.


    Spicetown, he thought. She’s got her Spicetown and I’ve got my river.


    From the doorway he softly called, “Jools? I’m heading out to meet Jerry.”


    She was gun shy. He waited until she stirred. When he saw she was fully aware of her surroundings, he stepped into the room and handed her his coffee. “I should be back tonight.”


    “If you’re going with Jerry, you should take the gun.”


    “Naw. Anything Jerry’s gonna do, he’s going to do after the money crosses.”


    “I dreamed.” She sat up and worked her jaw. “I dreamed bad.”


    “I know. I could hear you.”


    “I dreamed about Zoe. What if what happened to me is happening to her? I’ll die.”


    “We’ll get ’er done, get her back. Stay here today. There’s food in the fridge.”


    “Jesus, Bobby. What if she … If they …”


    “She’s fine. She’s going to be fine. I’ll get Marko’s thing done, she’ll come back.”


    She nodded. “I was thinking. The timing for this to happen to Zoe? That you need Marko’s help just when he needs something from you?”


    “I know. That’s for later. We’ll work that out. Good news is, if it was Marko she’ll be safe. He loves her. Nothing’s going to happen to her if it was him. He just wants it to look bad.”


    “I can’t believe Marko would do that to her. To me, us.”


    “He’s in with bad people now. He’s desperate. But she’ll be safe.”


    At noon he walked from the apartment and down to Creek Street, past frat houses with beer bottles and cans littered on the lawns and Greek symbols printed on bed sheets across the windows. He found Jerry Kelly reclined back in the driver’s seat of a silver Saab. He boarded and muttered, “Hey.”


    Jerry Kelly stirred and yawned, cracking his jaws. He made a wide clown smile and racked his seat upright. He wore a black leather windbreaker, a black T-shirt, black jeans, and worn white running shoes. He held his finger to his lips, then used the same finger to make circles around his right ear. “Let’s go for a spin. You like my Cadillac?”


    It was an invitation to be stupid, to correct him. Preston knew a single phrase would set Jerry Kelly off, completely change the complexion of the day, turn the rays of the sun paranoid and the air poisonous. He himself had had people wearing wires rub up against him, awkward nervous folks who said dumb things that identified where they were, or who they were with, or where they were going, or what they were going to get up to.


    Preston played. “Caddie always looks good in the dark blue.” He strapped himself in.


    They drove aimlessly into the downtown core, making idle turns, left and right, into a one-way street, then a lazy U-turn and out again. Near the Tower Mall Jerry Kelly sat a few moments, parked among taxis, checking his mirrors. He said, “Let’s go up to Grattelli’s, get some clams.”


    Instead he pulled quickly around the taxis and down into an underground parking garage, squealing his tires deep into the bowels of the building where radio transmissions would be affected. He slipped the Saab into a slot beside a white van with smoked windows and indicated to Preston to disembark.


    “A quickie for now, Presto,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows. “Later we’ll really get intimate.” He ran his hands quickly around Preston’s body, plucking a cellular phone off his belt and tossing it into the Saab. He pulled back the sliding side door of the van and with a light hand ushered Preston into the rear seat.


    In the driver’s seat a man with long biker locks and tattoos on the backs of his hands sat caressing the steering wheel. Jerry Kelly slid the door shut and showed Preston a cellular phone. “This one’s for you.” He looked at his watch. “Marko says you’ll get the call in couple of hours, so we’ll put the battery in later and I’ll give it to you then, okay?” He spoke to the driver. “Well, let’s fucking go.”


    The van made its way out of the underground and into mid-town traffic, the driver careful to signal and obey the lights. He sedately worked his way to the Eight. Beside Preston, Jerry Kelly appeared to be catching a nap.


    On the Eight the driver sped up into traffic, keeping to the centre lane. He checked his three mirrors regularly without moving his head, about every ten or fifteen seconds. At the airport off ramp he smoothly drifted three lanes and ran north into the airport where he spent some time scrubbing the air over the car, the airport’s no-fly zone out-of-bounds to police surveillance planes. He went into the long-term parking and immediately went to the exit. They came out of the airport, running eastbound in the express lanes to the interstate, going much faster, very steadily.


    At the ramp off to the Badlands, the driver studied the mirrors again and said, “It’s good.”


    “Okay,” Jerry Kelly said. “You’re betting your fucking nuts on this.”


    The driver went around his mirrors again and nodded positively. “It’s good.”


    “Okay. We go.”


    When the van pulled in behind an abandoned gas station an hour north of the city, Bobby Preston stretched as though he’d been napping. “We there?”


    Suspicious, Jerry Kelly glanced at him. He didn’t like it that Preston showed no fear, had had a nap. “Why you want to know that for?”


    “Just making conversation.” He yawned. “Relax.”


    Jerry Kelly studied him for a few moments. “Oh, I’m relaxed all right. I got to spend the night talking to fuckin’ beaners and transferring money. Your kid should learn some of the tricks of the trade. She had a half-kilo of powder in a bag marked medicine. Tried to bribe the cop. Called his wife a whore. Spit on the Madonna or something then started a fucking fistfight. A bad kid, your kid. It’s bad, she’s got to make it worse.”


    “She out?”


    “If she wasn’t, you’d be taking this ride in a bag.”


    He pointed at a black Oldsmobile up ahead behind the gas station and said to the driver, “We’re taking that. You plug the alley.” He told Preston to get out.


    “It’s like this,” Jerry Kelly said, taking two two-inch adhesive gauze bandages out of his pocket. “Close your peepers, pal.” He applied the gauze squares over Preston’s eyes, and covered them with wrap-around sunglasses. “We’re gonna get out of this and into something else. I’ll guide your arm, you just walk, get in the back, and lay on the floor. I’m gonna give a real pat-down. You stay down, don’t say a fucking word, okay? Not one.”


    Preston waited a bit, then: “Okay, Jerry.”


    “Fuck. Cocksucker. Shut up.”


    Preston waited a beat. “No problem …” he paused, “… Jerry.”


    “Oh, you. You and your fuckin’ kid.” But he laughed. Guiding Preston by the elbow, he rotated his body quickly to disorient him and walked him into a brick wall. “Oops. Sorry, bud.”


    Casually he ushered Preston to the black Oldsmobile. A muscular man in a vast white T-shirt and painter’s pants stepped out and pulled the seat forward. Jerry Kelly guided Preston into position in the rear passenger-side seat, shoved him over, and got in beside him. “Okay, go.”


    As the Olds slid off, he began meticulously searching Preston, taking off each shoe and inspecting it, then dropped it over the front seat. Wallet, key ring, money clip, belt, each were inspected and examined and he began searching his clothing, feeling through collars and cuffs, seams and buttons. He ran his fingers through Preston’s hair, back to front, tugged at his goatee, and stuck his fingers into his ears. “This is a fucking waste of time, anyway, Presto. They got a thing they put the transmitter right under your skin or up your ass, like a little wafer, sends out a signal. We’re gonna have to start skinning guys alive. Fuck me, the things they make us do. Okay, you’re clean, but stay down there, okay?”


    The driver snorted.


    “Just fucking drive.” Jerry Kelly sat with his hand lightly on the back of Preston’s head and watched as town turned into country, as cars were replaced by old pickups and stuttering tractors along the shoulder.


    After an hour the driver pulled off onto a concession road and roared up a cloud of gravel and dust then cut a U-turn facing back the way they’d come. The Oldsmobile was motionless for ten minutes. The driver fired up again, spun a one-eighty, and sped along a concession road. At one point he pulled onto the shoulder for five minutes watching for oncoming vehicles, then started up and made a series of seemingly random turns, and ran another concession road, then stopped again for five minutes with the engine off, studying the sky, before again firing up and racing through a half dozen side roads.


    The road surface deteriorated very quickly and the Olds pulled into a narrow rutted cut, brushes and scrub trees scratching at the paintwork. It stopped at a chain fence with a gate set in the centre. The driver got out and unlocked a thick chain secured with a padlock. He drove through and started up the road.


    Jerry Kelly leaned forward and grabbed his shoulder. “Hey, stop. Close the fuckin’ gate.”


    “I’m going right back out with Tommy and Max to pick up the dump cars and take ’em back to the city.”


    “Fine. So close the gate, then lock it. You leave, you open it, you go through, you stop, you close it, lock it, and away you go. You fuckin’ stupid or something?”


    The driver sighed, got out, and walked back up the road.


    “Presto, these guys … I dunno. You okay down there, pal?”


    “I’m okay, Jerry. We there yet? Smells like the country. We in the country, Jerry? Up north, the Badlands, maybe?”


    “You fucking asshole.” But he laughed and lit a cigarette and tapped ashes onto Preston’s back. “You’re a good guy, Presto. We’re gonna make a lot of dough, you and us, we’ll give you lots of work after this.”


    The driver got back into the car.


    “Wait.” Jerry Kelly pushed the seat forward, scrunching the driver hard against the steering wheel. He climbed out and walked to the gate. He checked the padlock and rattled the chain. Back in the car he said to the driver, “What are you fucking waiting for?”


    The driver sighed and drove to where the road ended at a series of buildings set up in a compound, a main cottage, a half-dozen sleeping cabins, a decrepit collapsing outhouse, and a boathouse on a lake. Secured to a dock, a small red-and-white airplane bobbed on pontoons. Three men stood on the grass in front of the cottage. One man watched the Oldsmobile approach, his hand near a sawed-off shotgun leaning against a tree.


    Marko Markowitz, wearing track pants and no top, was side-whipping a hardball to another man, both of them wearing baseball gloves and catcher’s masks, standing too close to each other, both grunting with exertion, laughing as they tried to drive the ball past the glove and into each other. Marko had welts visible in several places on his heavy chest and shoulders


    “Grab your shit up, Presto. You’re home.” Jerry Kelly assisted Preston out of the car, removing the sunglasses and gauze. He indicated the shoes and personal items on the front seat. He gave an a-okay finger and thumb circle to Marko, and wandered off toward the boathouse. “You got nothing to worry about anymore, Presto. You’re our bitch now.”


    

  


  
    


    PART TWO


    


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 13

    



    Hungover and hurting, Ray Tate wasn’t much interested in the stack of computer printouts Djuna Brown had harvested and he suggested they go to lunch. On the way out they stopped at Cash’s office and told him they were going out to start surveillance. Cash asked how his neck was and Ray Tate heard Djuna Brown snicker behind him. He rolled with it, said he’d slept crooked. “Might need to go for a massage.”


    “Later for that, Ray. You guys just think about my dough, okay? You can get a bimbo to walk on your back some other time.”


    Walking down the long hallway, Ray Tate felt like holding her hand. She seemed to waft beside him, floating, humming a little tune under her breath. They boarded an empty elevator.


    They had no real idea what to do. The start of a project was always like that, inert, amorphous, ready to reveal some shape of its own. At the beginning the target was huge and formless, unrevealing.


    Ray Tate drove them to a chicken and biscuits place on the edge of Gastown. The place was sketchy and half the customers did the evaporation dance out the backdoor. The sleepy Ford 500 fooled nobody; the bump of the gun on Ray Tate’s ankle and Djuna Brown’s hiked batik blouse and the way they surveyed everything around them gave it away.


    They found a booth where they could keep an eye on the car. Ray Tate held up two fingers to the guy behind the cash register and then mimed pouring coffee from a pot. The guy nodded.


    “What’d you order us, Ray?”


    “Two of anything. The cop special.” He’d loved the food in Paris, the buttery croissants at breakfast, the vegetable tarts at lunch, the chops and stews and steaks late in the evening. But sometimes even with the flavour of thyme and wine in his mouth, he’d missed American dining. Fast food and fry cooks and the smell and sizzle of hot grease. Hotdogs and hamburgers and wings and chicken and biscuits. Plates that were slammed down with an implied fuck-you. Sticky ketchup bottles. Cream in little sweating plastic containers in the water of melted ice cubes.


    They sat in the window booth reading the street until the guy behind the cash register brought them a tray of food.


    “Okay,” Djuna Brown said, laying her notes beside her platter and glancing at them. “Work. The blond guy, Bobby Preston, is called Presto.” She put a grainy photograph on the table. “This is him, right, from last night? Lost some weight, but that’s him? He’s in some of the Markowitz photo dump. So, okay. If you got something on this side of the border and you want it over there, or vice versa, he’s your guy. Except dope. Drug intel says he doesn’t have anything to do with dope or dopers. They tried to turn him against Markowitz because they were friends when they were kids. No luck. They were pals but they had a falling out over something, dope, maybe.


    “Then I do intel, wide, and he comes back as a migrant smuggler, they think it was him that left those Chinese folks, last winter, in the river. He was working with some of Tiger Truong’s bunch up in Canada, running what they call a pig train, and something went wrong and they all drowned. That’s last winter. He hasn’t been seen doing anything since.


    “His name next pops up three months ago when his ex-wife, Julia Gurr, our blondie, is found wandering in Spicetown, badly tuned up. Someone went at her with a baseball bat, but she ain’t saying dick. But she’s a currency manipulator and that might have had something to do with it. Maybe a ripoff. Maybe her husband. Anyway, she calls Markowitz. He comes down, signs her out. They split for a while, they come back, she shacks up with him at his place in Stonetown. Then she moves out and we don’t know where she’s set up.”


    “Maybe she’s with him, with Preston. We have an address on him?”


    “Homicide has one that’s pretty fresh. In the Annex, near the university. They were up on him for a while because two of the migrants were recovered on our side of the river, makes them city homicides.”


    “If this Preston guy is down on the dope trade, why’s he meeting with Markowitz last night?”


    “That’s the question, mon ami.” She stacked a piece of chicken on a piece of biscuit, dragged it through the congealing white gravy and popped into her mouth, feeling like she was betraying France because she enjoyed it a lot. “But we know they’ve known each other a long time, we know they had a meeting in the middle of this problem of Markowitz’s, we know Preston’s a border rat, we know his wife’s a currency manipulator, and Marko’s dough needs a lot of manipulating to move it. Put ’em all together and that spells Mother.”


    Ray Tate thought about it as he mopped the white gravy from his plate with a crispy corner of biscuit. It was logical. There were three ways to drill in: through Markowitz, through Preston, through Julia Gurr. They could sit all day watching Markowitz do the whore tour and hope he led them to the stash, or they could try to track down a roof to put over Julia Gurr. Or they could confirm Bobby Preston’s address, then set up on him, see if he reconnected with Markowitz.


    He sneaked looks at Djuna Brown. She was in profile, looking sadly and a bit angrily out the window at two Native men sharing a bagged bottle on the corner of the parking lot. The men were filthy and had their arms around each other’s shoulders. They rocked toward balance.


    Natives were her weakness, her cause. She’d worked at the State Police detachment up in Indian Country and had fallen in love with the mornings and the rituals and the laughing children and even the tragedies that they somehow bounced back from. As he loved the city streets, she loved the crisp crunching dew of autumn morning under her duty boots, the silver rivers of fish you could walk across. She loved that the seasons were sharp and defined, and often sudden to arrive and slow to leave. With dread and a bit of relief, Ray Tate realized their dream of Paris might be jeopardized. He wouldn’t make her unhappy. He thought of the logistics of him working in the city, she in the north, putting together long weekends and two-week sojourns a couple of times a year back to Paris, having the best of their worlds. They could love each other anywhere, but in Paris it was sweet.


    “Djun’? What are you thinking?”


    “Those guys.” She looked away from the now scuffling Natives, the bag now at their feet and liquor running out of it. There were tears in her eyes and she looked down at her plate. “You know, up in Indian Country there’s a healing circle that helps them cope, that takes them in, restores them. A support system from within the tribe. But they’re down here where they get treated like drunken animals, where they let themselves be treated like human junk.” She looked up at him. “How come they don’t go back up? They know there’s love up there for them, there’s help, there’s family. I just want to scream at them. Go fucking home.”


    It was her heart, he knew. It was her heart that would decide whether they were in Paris together or making a life of scheduling shiftwork and long drives. He decided to leave it up to her. It was nothing to do with him as long as she wasn’t gone from him.


    The address from the homicide squad file was on a leafy street. They cruised the block in the 500, counting the numbers backwards until they spotted Bobby Preston’s house. They didn’t slow.


    “One-way street,” Ray Tate said. “Bonus. We can do it in one car. Unless he legs it.”


    She’d shaken off the Indian blues. She dialled in on the freddy and got the Green Squad dispatch to run the address for taxes, hot calls, motor vehicles, and water and power utility. There were no hot calls. Taxes were paid by an absentee. Power and water came back to Robert A. Preston, second floor. The DMV returned to an address in the Grid, licensed driver, but no vehicles, no insurance.


    “He rents,” Ray Tate said. “Taxes paid by the owner, but he sticks the tenant for utilities.” He rounded the block, a grid of one-ways, and went past the house again. There was a vacant parking spot a half-dozen houses south and he jammed the 500 into it. “Let’s have an eye.” He triangulated the mirrors and racked his seat back. “You okay?”


    “Yeah, Ray. Just the blues. Those guys at the biscuit place. You know, they were warriors once, respected, feared. Now …”


    “Look, we do what we can, right? After this is down, one way or the other, we go back to Paris for a few weeks, then decide. We can make it work here, get some more pensionable time in. I can do my thing down here, you can go up north, we’ll hook up as much as we can.”


    She put her hand on his. “You’d do that?”


    “Do I gots a choice?”


    “We’ll talk about it. Maybe on the rue Dominique. Charcuterie.”


    Ray Tate’s eyes skipped around the mirrors as they spoke. He said, “Second floor window. There’s a woman up there. Blonde. Looking out.”


    “Gurr?”


    “Can’t tell. Same colouring. Pale and blonde. Like she’s looking for someone.”


    “Then we should wait, too.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 14

    



    Julia Gurr spent the day cleaning the apartment. She felt deep guilt. It was her lifestyle and Bobby’s and Marko’s that put her daughter in danger. It was her own greed that put her in the hands of the Ibrahaims in Spicetown. It was Bobby Preston’s greed that killed the family of migrants in the river. The only goodness around them was Zoe. Something good would have to come out of it all or they’d all destroyed their lives for nothing, for chasing a buck, for carrying on their own parents’ tradition as outlaws.


    The day was interminable.


    She looked out the window and saw a boxy blue car had parked down the block. She watched it for a while and worried. Deciding that Bobby would need help moving the money, she found his stash of cold phones and began making calls. Some of her contacts hadn’t heard from her since Spicetown; some were a little remote, as if she’d let them down, others were pleased that she was back in business. When she sounded her people out, she was general, taking temperature.


    By the time Bobby Preston tapped at the door softly so as not to startle her, she’d made decisions.


    He was wet from the shower. He had some insect bites around his neck and his shoes were by the door, mucked and wet. She followed him down the hallway into the kitchen. He began working a corkscrew into a wine bottle. He only drank wine since he’d drunkenly left the Chinese to die in the river. He’d been drunk on Canadian Club when Young Truong wrestled him to the ground when he tried to go in and save them. Wine was okay. He could control wine.


    “Bobby? How was it?”


    “Fuck. Me.” He shook his head. He had a huge grin on his face. “Ohhhh, fuck me.”


    She took wine glasses from the counter and held them while he poured. “Tell me.”


    “I dunno. I probably shouldn’t.” He felt playful and coy. “I definitely shouldn’t.” She loved money, always had. Even dope money. Money, she told him, had no smell. Wisdom from the Romans when they put a tax on public toilets.


    “But there’s lots of it, right?”


    He began laughing.


    “Can you move it?”


    “There’s a lot of bulk, no question. It’ll be tough.”


    “What if you boil it down?” She stared at him. “What if I boil it down, if I do the boiling?”


    He looked back at her, no longer smiling.


    It was tough, going outside, even with him. She stepped onto the porch, then backed up against the door and asked him to get the gun.


    “Jools, it’s okay. We’re just going to the end of the street and back. It’s cool, lots of people down there.”


    “Bobby?” She was licking her lips and staring out into the dark shadows. Her eyes were huge, unblinking. The porch light was harsh and her cheekbone looked deeply caved-in, worse than it actually was.


    “Okay.” He went off the porch and up the alley to the back of the house and retrieved the gun. He hated having it around, but she was showing that she trusted him and he wanted to reassure her.


    As they strolled, he counted off cars parked on the long block and identified three as suspicious. Two had out of state plates, Ontario and Michigan. They were busted-back sedans with bald tires; student cars. The third was a blue Ford 500 without a street-parking permit. At the rear of the vehicle Preston noted there was no dealer identification on the licence-plate holder. He didn’t like that much. They continued on, their heads close together.


    “You come clean yesterday?” He leaned close to her, their steps matching. “I think that blue one back there’s bad.”


    “I don’t think so. I was careful. Two taxis, the bus. The blue thing showed up this afternoon. Maybe it was you?”


    “Last night when I met Marko I think he’d brought somebody with him. I dumped them, but they maybe got the plate. But the guy I got it from won’t say anything. I had nobody on me before I met Marko or when I got home.”


    “So, it’s me?”


    “We’ll see. Let’s just be careful, okay? I have to do a lot of things very quickly and we can’t draw heat.”


    At the end of the street they merged with throngs of people wandering the student cafes, music shops, patios, and clubs. Buskers had their corners, panhandlers had their doorways. It was loud with car stereos.


    “Did you talk to Zoe?”


    “Yeah, she says she’s good. They had her in a jail cell, then the capitano came and took her to a car. A Mexican guy was waiting, she said he mentioned Marko. She’s someplace with a pool. She doesn’t know where.” He looked into her eyes. “I have to put Zoe aside for now, okay? I have to be logical about finding a variation.”


    It was a cool late summer evening, but not cold enough to have shut down the outside patios. Couples and groups wearing light sweaters or thin jackets sat around tables eating and drinking. They passed along the street looking for a free table. After a few blocks, they crossed the street and came back. At the Calliope Café they saw a couple leaving a patio and went in and sat down. Music leaked from the blues bar across the intersection. The waiter cleared the table and took their drink and food orders.


    Julia Gurr wanted details about the stash, but she brought him up-to-date first on her moves. “I’ve made some calls. So, we’re a go for a bunch of it. We’ve got people on standby.”


    “You shouldn’t get into this,” he said. But he was glad she wanted to get to work, that they could spend some time together. They’d busted badly, hadn’t given it a chance. Between his failed run across the river and her time in Spicetown, he felt they’d never thrashed things out, hadn’t given themselves a real shot. But he had to be square with her. “This could go real bad real fast.”


    “Bobby, I’m in. Whatever you’ve got to move, you’re going to have to boil it, right? I can’t sit around hoping things work out for Zoe.”


    Preston read the street, thinking. It was like old times, except that it was drug money and their kid was in the switches.


    She locked her eyes on him. “So, tell me? How was it?” She made a dirty smirk to help him along. “Did you get hard?”


    “Well, it was okay, I have to admit. If it wasn’t the kind of dough it is and with so much at stake, I’d’ve been in heaven. Jerry drove me up, put me through pretty good. When we got there, me and Marko got into his plane and he gave me a ski mask to put on backwards, so I couldn’t see. We flew for a little while. He tried to make me barf, looping around, or maybe, I guess, he was just scrubbing himself.”


    “Just the two of you?”


    “Yep. I think he’s starting to get a good read on Jerry. Anyway, we land off a sinking dock and I take off the mask. He angles the plane to the dock and out we get. Rundown place, we flew about maybe fifteen, twenty minutes, but we could’ve been anywhere. There’s a log house with a collapsed roof, but we didn’t go there. We go up a path and around a bit.” A fond smile appeared on his face. “Marko’s become quite the outdoorsman. Here, bear shit, see it? There, a moose been chewing on that tree. Like a kid. So there’s a steel shed with trees right up to it, pretty new, no windows, one door, big lock. We open it up and, man, inside is —” He stopped and sat back. “We have any cigarettes? I could use one.”


    “C’mon, Bobby. What’s inside?” She appeared to have stopped breathing.


    “I better go find a shop, buy a pack.” He edged his chair back, teasing. “Back in a few minutes.”


    “Jesus.” She turned to the couple smoking next to them and asked the man for a cigarette. He gave her one and lit it. She thanked him sweetly and handed it to Preston. “So, inside, what?”


    “Well, I don’t know how to describe it, it’s …” He made his face dreamy. He was having a little fun. He’d badly missed her, missed business gossip and chat. “Fuck …”


    “Money, right? Lots and lots of money.” Her eyes were bright and she licked her lips. The image of it distracted her. She forgot she was out after dark. In the space around their little round table she felt safe, useful. Zoe was safe, at least for now. “Like, how much?”


    Preston made her a picture. “It’s dark in there, trees growing right up to it. Stinks. Ten ems, he figures, about. He’s got the place sealed right up. There’s money in old metal garbage cans, there’s money in old-school lockers he got someplace and welded the vents. Some old wooden boxes with hasp locks on them. Bags and bags of it. All, all of them, Jools, full of dough. Some squirrels or something must’ve got in, there’s shredded bills around. There’s rat traps with rats in ’em, there’s mouse traps with mice in ’em, and they’re all rotting away.”


    “Ten ems.” She closed her eyes, imagining the money, skipping over the unpleasantness of deteriorating rodentia, passing on the scents and gases. “Wow. Fuck. Wow.” She glowed.


    The waiter put glasses of wine in front of them and told them their food would be along shortly. Preston, sitting facing the street, watched a couple pass by for the second time, a cute athletic-looking black woman with spikey black hair and a zany skirt and batik top, and a slim bearded man in a Hawaiian shirt and a hacked leather jacket who looked like a jazz musician. Neither looked at the patio, their heads close together, chatting. Maybe cops, maybe street hustlers. He kept an eye on their whereabouts.


    “Bulk, how’s the bulk?”


    He made a small disbelieving laugh. “Oh, it’s bulk all right. In all, the numbers are like this, and this is rough because Marko just let things get right out of hand and he doesn’t even know what he’s got. Maybe three em in hundreds and fifties, five em in tens and twenties, a quarter million in five dollar bills, tons of singles, no idea how much, and a quarter million in various Canadian, mostly fives. That’s just wild. All mixed up. A lot of it is just stuffed loose and mixed into bags or boxes. And, believe it or not, he’s got about nine thousand in coins. There’s probably some returnable beer bottles in there, too.”


    Julia Gurr used a knife to scoop melted Brie onto a slice of apple. She frowned prettily as she computed. “I figure, what, half-a-million individual bills? Weighs about what? About?”


    “If his math’s even close, I worked it out to just about seven-hundred thousand individual bills. With the grime and the elastics in the bundles, figure on fourteen, fifteen hundred pounds. I’m still working on the cube size, but I’ve got to tell you, it’s going to be heavy and cast a big shadow.”


    She computed. “If it was in new money, new bills, without the elastics that’s … about two hundred feet tall, stacked up.”


    “Once it’s all bundled. I told Marko there’s no way I can waste time counting and bundling. He’s getting a crew working with some counting machines. He figures it’ll take two days, tops.”


    “How we going to do it? I mean, not how, but, like … how?”


    “Well, if you’re sure you’re in, it’d be nice to cut the bulk. Even changing all the singles and fives into hundreds will bring it way down.”


    Across the street the black-and-white couple chatted with each other on the sidewalk, then crossed Nicholas Street and entered a café with an outdoor patio, exactly opposite. They took seats that gave the jazzy man a clear view of the Calliope Cafe patio over the black woman’s shoulder.


    Julia Gurr said: “How much time have we got? To boil it?”


    “Probably not much, but I’d like to do some of it. Moving a shipment that size really restricts how many options I have. The plan is that Marko’s going to get some labour up there to box it up and get it out. There’s a road that runs about a quarter mile from the stash house. How he gets it down, I don’t care. If I’m lucky, Jerry Kelly’ll take him off, put one in his head and swing with the money.”


    “Doesn’t help Zo’ though.”


    “I know.” Across Nicholas Street a waitress brought coffee to the couple and the man held up his hand to stop her from walking away and paid her. Ready to dash. Cops, more and more likely, so assume cops. “I don’t think he’s got it all figured out yet. I told him the best scenario is after he gets it counted and ready to go, he moves it down here, someplace in the city where we can get at it. He controls the timetable and what moves I make. I’m going to have to fix that. I can’t have him jerking me around.”


    “Marko, I guess, is worried about getting ripped?”


    “I asked him about it, I said there’s guys out there’d who’d cook him in a pot, just to eat the bits that float off. He said he’s cool, he’s serene.”


    “He means Jerry.”


    “He does. I asked who provides the serenity and that’s what he said.” Preston laughed. “Jerry Kelly.”


    “Another problem is getting Zoe back. What are the mechanics? How do we know that when the stuff has crossed, that they won’t thump our heads and take the dough, leave her down in Mexico?”


    “I’ve got some thoughts for that. I’m pretty sure Marko won’t hurt her. I’m pretty sure that if I called his bluff that he’d just shrug and give her back, try something else. But with Jerry in there, well, who knows?” He put his hand across the table and covered hers. Her hand was cold and white; he hadn’t noticed the temperature dropping, hadn’t noticed the customers gradually vacating the patio. With the gun stuck into the back of his pants he couldn’t give her his coat. “I’ve got to make a plan, I think.”


    They sat sipping at the last of their wine. Preston didn’t look at the couple across the road. He leaned his face closer to hers “Jools, we’re rolling hot. They’re all over us.”


    She was smart enough not to move her head in the slightest. She lifted his hand and kissed it with cold lips. “Mmmmm.”


    “I’ve got to split, stay clean.” He moved around the table and sat beside her. “Take this.” He slipped her the gun below the table top. “Don’t go home. Go to my place.”


    “I need you to … Can’t you take me?”


    “If they’re not on your place now, then they will be. I can dump them easier, safer, from here. This is better, Jools. I can leave ’em here. Go to my place.”


    She bit her lips; her eyes were wide. “I don’t know. What if somebody …”


    “You’ll have the gun, right? Just point and shoot. Or get a cab, door to door.” He slipped her his house keys. “Plug in all four cold phones from the closet. I’ll call on one of them.”


    He asked the waiter where the men’s room was. Preston got up, put his coat around Julia Gurr’s shoulders, and went inside. At the back he pushed through the kitchen. The Mexican cooks rattled their pots at him and washers made reluctant way for him, chattering in his wake. The rear door was propped open with a chair to let out the kitchen heat and smells. Preston smoothly stepped over the chair and into the back alley. Without pausing he turned left toward the western side street, away from his apartment. He stepped in a black shadow and waited to determine if the cops had a team on the back of the restaurant.


    A squeak in a shadow behind a junk shop turned into a scream and a fat rat dragged a small cat through a puddle of leaked greases.


    When Bobby Preston didn’t return to the patio, Ray Tate told Djuna Brown they’d been burned off. “This fucking guy, this guy knows his business. That’s the second set he’s walked out of.”


    He watched Julia Gurr pay the bill and get up from the table. She stood under the street light as if she didn’t want to leave it. She seemed frozen. A taxi crawled along Nicholas Street and with a jerk she flagged it. She carried Preston’s jacket, bundled, one hand inside it. She got into the back seat and leaned forward to point for the driver.


    “We should nest her down, Ray,” Djuna Brown said, leaving the table and flagging a taxi. “Maybe she’s going to meet Marko. Or we get her address.”


    Ray Tate followed her off the patio to the taxi. They boarded. The driver was a yawning brown man with red sleepless eyes.


    “Don’t say a fucking thing,” Djuna Brown told him, flipping out her badge. “We’re cops. Follow that cab and if you lose it, we go to Homeland Security office on Dearborne. You’re in Juarez for dinner tomorrow.”


    “Not a problem,” the driver said, indifferently. “No problemo. I’m from Brazil, but I’d like a free trip to Juarez. I really like Mexican food.”


    “Whaaaaatever, amigo. Just don’t lose it.”


    Julia Gurr’s taxi went up along Nicholas and up the next side street, rounded a block, and she got out at Bobby Preston’s house and bustled up the walk.


    “That’s it,” the driver said. “Four blocks? Two bucks?” He laughed. “For this you send me to tyranny and hot peppers?”


    Ray Tate floated a five dollar bill over the seat. “Keep the change, bud.”


    “Fuck you.”


    Bobby Preston kept up rent on a safe house he almost never used any longer, a furnished room and bath in a corner of a divided-up former factory owned by the wife of a bank robber who was doing harsh time. He liked the aging beauty queen, a former hatcheck at a nightclub, who painted decades off her face with an endless supply of emollients and powders.


    He stretched out on a worn sofa and forced his mind still and into the variations. Julia and Zoe had to be put into perspective. He couldn’t let himself think about Zoe the human daughter or about his feelings for Julia Gurr the human former wife. Zoe was a commodity now to be traded for money; Julia Gurr was a tool and a resource.


    He wasn’t a fan of Zen or any other Asian persuasion, but he concentrated in a subtractive mystical way, stripping away elements and emotions. Money was matter. It was at this place at this time, and it had to be at that other place at that other time. The problem was how to make it cross space, undetected. The mechanics of figuring out the exchange of his daughter would come into focus once the steps were in place, and he just had to walk down them without tripping. It would be necessary to get Marko to bring Zoe into proximity of the money, to make an exchange that saw everybody walking away satisfied. But that was for later.


    His mind became a magnet of shifting elements and eventually all the disparate little parts, the boiling of the dough, doing the runs through the border, recovering his daughter, and maybe fixing things up with Julia Gurr, arranged themselves. Marko and Jerry Kelly, and Pavo the Colombian backend, all of them lost form as sources of fear or danger. They were all just entities, particles of matter, motes.


    In the morning he had it.


    As long as Marko and Jerry Kelly had Julia and Zoe to control him with, he couldn’t operate freely. Eliminating that was key.


    On his last trip to Canada, he’d arrived early in Toronto to pick up a pig train at a hotel near the city hall. He wandered. A stocky statue of Winston Churchill loomed near the sidewalk where Bobby Preston ate a hotdog waiting for the pickup time.


    In front of Winston Churchill an old bum screamed abuse.


    But old stoic Winston couldn’t hear him.


    Winston was a deaf rock.


    The bum raved; Winston just loomed back at him.


    Bobby Preston awoke, laughing.


    The Winston Churchill variation.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 15

    



    In Marko Markowitz’s temporary stash pad, Jerry Kelly drank cognac from a beer stein, cheerfully watching elegant Marko on the other side of a splintered coffee table sip from a pretentious snifter. He had somewhere he wanted to take Marko, a step on a little journey.


    They were in the unfinished basement apartment of a bungalow on the edge of Smoketown. The stash pad met Marko’s business needs. It was detached, and had an attached garage into which a vehicle could be driven with access directly into the home without going outside. It was on a dead-end street to expose any drive-by surveillance. It had an electricity meter mounted on the outside wall to keep the reader from requiring access to the basement.


    The first floor was rented by a middle-aged couple, a tall lean retired Rider who limped from shotgun pellets in his left leg, and a retired hooker who had a wicked scar carved into her right cheek, giving her a slightly droopy eye that marred an otherwise perfect face. They had two mean little boys who were the terrors of the neighbourhood, and a pit bull.


    Sipping his cognac, Markowitz was pleased with the day. Things were finally moving. He beamed fondly upon Jerry Kelly.


    Nobody, including Marko, knew anything about Jerry’s past. He showed up one day, a former Rider looking for work. He was suddenly just there, in Markowitz’s life. No one had been to his apartment; no one had spent a social moment with him. There was no context to Jerry, just rumours. Marko had hooked up with him when his previous henchman vanished one night and Jerry Kelly, looking like a schoolteacher, appeared at a drop site with the henchman’s sawn-off shotgun, offering his services. When Markowitz questioned him, Jerry Kelly shrugged. “Dunno, Mr. Marko. Guy comes up to me on the street, gives me this thing, and says come to this address, help a pal out. Said he was leaving town.”


    That had amused Marko.


    With Jerry Kelly in for the long haul, the cognac in his hand and a dreamy look on his face, Markowitz got cozy and probed for an oral history, a Jerry Kelly soliloquy that might contain a nugget of biodata. “Jerry? Tell me about life. I been missing out. Was life hard?”


    “No picnic, I got to admit, Marko. You know, once upon a time,” Jerry Kelly said, sneaking a surprisingly boyish look at Marko, “back when we were battling with the Devils, remember the Devs? Eight guys, three broads, four bikes between ’em all, Not our kind of folks. Anyway, they got me one day out on the Badlands, doing my rounds, and they took me to the garage of their clubhouse and they tuned me up. They ripped off my vest with my colours, pissed on them, burned them. And then they see my tattoo, the club colours across my back. So one of the chicks goes, ‘Hey, I got an idea.’ And she goes out and gets a cheese grater, one of those aluminum box things? You rub a block of cheese on it, for sprinkling. Does a good efficient job on cheese, but not so good on the tat.”


    “Ooo. This sounds not good, Jer’.” Markowitz made a sad smile, warming to the evening. “This definitely isn’t gonna end well.”


    “Well, I’m not much into cheese anymore. So, anyway, they want to find my stash. They do a little grating, take a break for some beers. Come back. Grate. Someone pisses on me, where they’d grated. I’m in handcuffs, face down. I’m thinking, This is bad. Can’t get worse than this.” He shook his head at his own naivety. “I was younger then, Marko, and my imagination hadn’t fully developed. I growed since, my horizons expanded.”


    “As have us all, Jer’. Cycle of life, right?”


    “Exactly. They get bored with the grating, and someone says, ‘Hey, let’s get Dagger in here. Dagger’s a fun friend.’”


    “Big guy, Jer’? Old Dagger’s a big black guy with a big hard-on and a taste for little white guys?” Markowitz affected a sympathetic shiver, but he had to smile. “Been there man. Bummer.”


    “I wish. Dagger, Marko, was a Doberman.”


    “Yikes. It gets worster and worster, Jer’. Am I gonna like this part?” Markowitz was having a good time making mental images. “This is like a really bad cartoon.”


    “Might help to turn off the sound, then, at this point, Marko. Didn’t help me, though. I’m the guy face down with no back left. And, to boot, you got the Dobe waiting in the wings.”


    “Dobe’s a problem, I can see that. Definitely.” Markowitz made a bright face of admiration. “But, you’re resourceful, right? Resourceful Jerry Kelly.”


    “Yep. They decide to put me in the grease pit with this Doberman, have some Roman sport. ‘Faggots,’ I told them. ‘I’ll fuck that dog’s ass, you uncuff my hands.’ I’m not a big guy and I guess they thought, well, why not? Let the little guy fight back, it’ll take longer for Dagger to do his dirty deed. So they uncuff me. And pal Dagger gets thrown in the pit with me and away we go. A tough situation I found myself in, let me tell you, Marko.”


    “You won, I guess?”


    “Check this.” Jerry Kelly pulled up his left shirtsleeve showing ripping scars top and bottom in the shape of wide jaws. “I got a plan. Tough to do, even if you know what you’re doing. So, I waited on him and when he came I fed him the arm. Trick is to get your arm way back there where the teeth are dullest, put your other forearm behind his neck and do this —”

    Jerry Kelly made a quick powerful movement, rotating his arms “— and you snap his neck. Didn’t quite work out.”


    “Timing, right?” Markowitz nodded with sage wisdom. “It’s all in the timing. I’ve heard that widely said about an assortment of things.”


    “If you say so. Anyway, he got his choppers in, the nice sharp ones up the front and sides that do the most damage. The spectators are loving this shit, sitting up there on the edges of the pit, laughing, burbling beer. I’m dragging this fucker around the pit, trying to shake him off, slipping on the grease, can’t get balance to maybe start kicking the cunt to death, and Dagger’s having the time of his life. Playtime with Uncle Jerry.”


    “Not looking good for Jerry, now, I guess.” Marko couldn’t help laughing. A lot of the time Jerry Kelly put him on guard, but sometimes he was an amusing raconteur. “Unco Jewwy make a boo-boo. I guess you’re a little, what, scared? now.”


    Jerry Kelly started laughing, too, remembering. He wished he liked Marko. He didn’t have many friends who’d survived the Jerry Kelly friendship experience. “Well, no, I wasn’t scared, but if I can get out of there I can outrun them all because I’ll be the only one of us not surfing in a wet brown wave.”


    Marko reflected upon this as he was sipping and began laughing. He double swallowed his cognac, tears coming to his eyes. Jerry Kelly moved beside him and pounded on his back. “Not so tasty, coming out the nose backwards, eh?”


    “Cocksucker.” Marko, still laughing, coughed and wiped the tears from his face. “Fuck, that burns.”


    Jerry Kelly went back to his seat and poured them both some more cognac. “Anyway, Dagger goes to get a better chomp and at this point I’m about to let him have my entire fucking body, if he lets my head walk out alive. He goes for a better hold and I rip myself free. Here he comes again and this time I hold it up here –” he held his right arm up above his forehead, “and he comes whipping up after it. Last second I take the arm away, drop to my knees and when he goes over me I grab each of his back legs, one in each hand, and I go like this –” here he made a fast motion, pulling his hands far apart, ripping the dog’s legs apart like a wishbone. He made a credible sound of a dog in pain. “Yip yip yip. Not liking this part so much. I start in on kicking him to death and two of the Devs jump down in the pit. One guy, he’s easy, he goes to his dog and I fuck him up fast. The other guy gives me a bit of trouble, but I get him from behind and grab his bag with one hand and claw my fingers of the other into his eyes. Now we got a game. ‘I’ll take his eyes, rip his fucking nuts off, you don’t back off.’ Pussies, they do, and I get out of there.”


    “An adventure that might have turned bad. But you survived.”


    “I did, Marko. But there’s a point to this tale of canine sport.” Jerry Kelly took a short black cigarillo from a tin box, dipped one end into his cognac, and lit the other and went to work on Marko. “They were after my stash. Like today, you flying off with old Presto. Only one guy knows where the money is stacked up, and that guy is you. What,” he said, swirling the cognac under his nose, “what, God forbid, if something bad happened up there while you’re flying through the clear blue sky? Where are we all, then? A chunk of that dough is gonna be mine, right? Some is guys that I brought in, nice solid guys, they got a bit in there, too. Guys who’d miss both you and the dough, but mostly, I’m ashamed to admit, they’d miss the dough. And after they got through mourning your passing they’d be looking around for someone they might ask, someone close to you, like, who might, maybe, could have an idea. Even if he didn’t, he’d have to convince them that he didn’t. Cognac up the nose and a Doberman clamped on your nuts, well, that’d just be the handshake.”


    Marko affected to mull this over, sucking his lips and staring off into space. “Yeah,” he said, sadly. “I never thought of it like that, never riddled what would happen, you know, something bad happened. I never thought of the dangers to my buddies. Call me selfish.” He hung his head, then he brightened. “But, hey, we’re going to be out of this shit, another few days. We got the Presto and the Presto’s variations working. All you got to do is keep me alive until then, then everybody’s happy, everybody’s got their dough out, and things are running smooth again.” He made an exaggerated frown: “I know, I know. A couple of days. A lot can happen in a couple of days. Fuck, we’ve made a lot of stuff, mostly bad stuff, happen less’n that. But we made it through, right? So, all you got to do is be real careful for a while, be careful for yourself, and be careful for me.”


    “Could be dangerous, though.”


    Marko raised his hands. “What can I do? I’ll tell you what: every time I go up in the plane, I’ll keep an eye out. I see some seagull giving me the mojo eye I’ll come right home, mom. I promise.”


    Jerry Kelly wagged his finger at Markowitz. “You’ll go to bed without dinner, Marko, you misbehave and lose that dough.”


    Marko spotted an opening inside Jerry Kelly’s companionship and approached it slowly. First he poured them fresh shots, then dipped and lit his own cigarillo. Wreathed in smoke, he asked, “That happen to you a lot, Jer’? Mom send you to bed, no dinner? You have a bed? You have a mom?”


    “Me? A mom? Sure. Fuck, Marko, whaddayathink? I was raised by wolves or something? I had a mom, a pop, a dog, and all that stuff. Not rich we weren’t, but not poor either. Hardworking middle-class folk. You one of those guys, thinks folks just appear out of nowhere? Nobody bounced them on their knee when they was babies? Hitler had a mom, for Christ’s sakes, Marko. Goo-goo, Adolfie, a chuck-a-luck under the chin, don’t you be killing a whole bunch of Jews when you grow up. A sickly boy, he was, but look how far he went in life. Went his own way.”


    Marko was pleased. An expansive Jerry Kelly was a thing to mine. “And, what, brothers, sisters, I guess?”


    “Some tragedy there, Marko.” Jerry Kelly looked down at his stockinged feet. He affected a subtle squirm. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    “Sad Jerry. Sad Jerry Kelly.” Markowitz poured more cognac. He felt pretty okay. “We should be celebrating our upcoming success in this time of danger and adversity, pal, and here I am bringing up bad memories. I’m just glad you come from good working stock, like me. That you had a mom and dad, someone to give you a good grounding in life. Get you started right.”


    “There was that, Marko. And there was good pals. Guys who … I don’t know, mentored? A little nudge here in the right direction, a bit of discipline, a bit of love.” He looked at Markowitz’s eyes with fondness. Nearly there, he thought. “Guys like you, Marko. Stand-up guys, guys willing to give another a chance, make a buck. Just cut a break when a break’s needed. It’s a bonding thing. It takes time, it takes respect. But it pays off in loyalty.”


    Markowitz smiled with glum modesty. “I try, Jerry. Sometimes, it don’t work out that way. But when I can, I do.”


    Pleased, Jerry Kelly had steered the ship in the direction he wanted it to go. “But it doesn’t always work, Marko. Like your pal there, Preston. I always heard about you guys, how back in the day you were like brothers. One for all and all for one. Blood brothers. But, then, driving up to the country with him, well, that illusion went out the window. That fucking guy, he’s gonna try to take the dough. I thought before: maybe, maybe not. I wasn’t sure. Now? Now I’m sure.”


    Marko was confused. “Bobby? Fuck no. He doesn’t care about money. He makes a couple grand a week, maybe more sometimes, but not much and not often. If he had ten ems he wouldn’t know what to do with it. Bobby’s not about money. He’s half a fucking hippie.”


    Jerry Kelly made his face doubtful and evasive. “Well … okay.” He looked away.


    “Why? What? C’mon Jerry. Something happen?”


    “The chick. The blondie. I said, hey, how’s Julia, she recovering from that Spicetown ordeal? He laughed and said he’s back to jamming her. I said, you know, Bullshit. He said it isn’t the first time he poached her off you. Whatever that means.”


    “He’s bullshitting you. Fucking bullshit. Anyway, what’s that got to do with the money?”


    “Well, Marko, think about it. It probably isn’t the money he’s after. It’s your money he’s after. I don’t know what you guys got up to that fucked your friendship, but I think this guy’s got a side you haven’t seen yet. Maybe jealousy, maybe something else. But the sense I get, and I admit I could be wrong, but my spidey sense is: he wants to fuck you up. Why, I dunno. But for sure, he’s got a hard-on for you.”


    “Cocksucker. He said that?” Marko drained his cognac and got up unsteadily. “Fucking cocksucker.” He was weaving on his feet. “Jerry, Jerry, no matter what: he doesn’t get any money. I don’t give a fuck if it ends up with the cops, Preston doesn’t get a fucking dime. We’re gonna fuck him out of his end. I’m gonna fuck him out of Julia. And Zoe. I’m taking it all, his fucking life, that prick.” It wasn’t enough. He swelled with rage. Without thinking, he said: “In fact, Jerry, we’re gonna …” he made a bye-bye motion with his fingers, “… you know?”


    “Marko, Marko,” Jerry Kelly said soothingly, “you say that now. A day or two and that old neighbourhood nostalgia will kick in. You’ll call me. ‘Jerry, Jerry, forget it. I was drunk.’ C’mon.”


    “No. Fuck. No. I know that’s a thing with me, letting my emotions take over. Heat up fast, cool down fast. But I swear to you I want you to do it. I swear to you that no matter what I say later, you do it. Okay?”


    Jerry Kelly stood and looped his arm over Markowitz’s shoulders and topped up his brandy snifter. “You been betrayed, Marko. Fact of life. I could tell you about betrayal, let me tell you, but I won’t. Too painful, those memories. Best to just let it go, pal. Move on.”


    Markowitz shook him off and slammed back the cognac. “No, Jerry. When we’re done …” he again made the goodbye fingers. “Absolutely.”


    “Well, okay, Marko. If you’re sure. This is a big step. You don’t want to wreck your soul and I’d hate to jeopardize our friendship.”


    “Fuck my soul.” He took up the cognac bottle and rinsed his mouth, grimacing from the burn along his gum line. His lips trembled. He calmed himself. “Okay, enough of this shit. First things first. I need you to get some manpower together. Whichever way Preston wants to do it, we’re going to have to move the stash to a place where we can get it sorted out and down here where he can get at it, to ship it out. So first, get some minions lined up and we’ll take it from there.”


    “I got some slave labour I can round up to do the sorting. But I think we’re going to have to do the move out of the stash, maybe a couple of disposable guys we’ll lose on the way out.”


    “Let’s not go nuts, here, Jerry. We start littering bodies around and we’re going to draw heat. Just get some guys we can stoke up on crank so they don’t care where they are, don’t care what they’re doing. We’ll leave ’em stoned by the side of the road.”


    “You’re the boss, Marko. What about a place to sort and count? And where are we going to stash it in town? While it gets boiled? You got any ideas?”


    “Yeah, maybe. I think.” Markowitz realized Jerry Kelly had manipulated him into rage. He became careful. “Leave it with me.”


    After Jerry Kelly left, Markowitz sat in the basement, his mind a cocked gun. He pounded on the cognac. The mean little boys upstairs were thumping and running. Angel screamed at them. The biker rumbled. The pit bull’s claws clattered.


    How had he ended up in business with a Jerry Kelly and looking forward to the demise of a Bobby Preston? A Bobby Preston he just took a fucking hit out on. At what point did Bobby Preston become dead to him, and Jerry Kelly such an integral part of his life? This, he realized, was the poison of the dope trade. Paranoia replaced friendship and history, and a mild dislike evolved into a burning desire for an open body, a head piped through and through with bullets. Bobby Preston was Zoe’s old man and Marko truly loved Zoe; how would he have liked it if someone popped his old man for reasons he couldn’t comprehend, couldn’t even begin to evaluate? Of course, it was all about Julia Gurr. Marko went away and when he came out Bobby had Julia married up and had Zoe. It’s like the prick looked around the big Marko store and said, Hey, this is Marko’s and I’m gonna have it, fuck Marko. And casting him out of their lives because of dope, that that was the ultimate betrayal, to be cast out. He could have survived with Sunday night dinners, old stories told around the pot roast. No talking shop. No judgments. It was their shared history and he had no one to share it with. Preston had robbed him of his past and his loves and betrayed him by judging his sin. And now he wanted the money. Marko remembered the slicing into his thumb, solemn oaths to never betray, to always stand up, even when one of them was wrong.


    Markowitz simmered. He had to straighten up. Forget Preston. Forget Julia. Forget Zoe.


    He was now certain Jerry Kelly had worked him, had plans for him, ghastly things that would end with Jerry having a whole lot of dough and Markowitz hanging upside down, trying to explain to Pavo how things went wrong, talking with his tongue flapping through a hole in his throat.


    Avoiding that particular fate was the challenge. And he had to come up with a plan, a variation of his own.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 16

    



    Jerry Kelly spent the rest of the night interviewing slaves. Long-haired old burnouts, speedsters, pasty-faced skanks with grey teeth wiggling in bloody gums, running noses, and vacant faces pitted with sores.


    “Twilight zone,” Jerry Kelly told Marko Markowitz the next morning over breakfast at Dean’s Open Kitchen, his eyes red-rimmed from trolling all night through flop houses and crash pads, kicking scarecrows into alertness, dangling the tasty prospect of unlimited crank just a few miles away. The chosen skeletons were finally assembled, ushered into a van, driven to a farm, and locked in the barn. “They were just in pieces, these folks, and I gotta admit I felt kind of sorry for them, mostly. We got ten of them, and between them all they’ve got about two working veins, sixty open running sores, and half a brain. I got ’em on ice until we need them.” He thumbed deeply into his eyes. “Fuck, I think I got a contact high, just talking to them. Anyway, where we going to put them to work?”


    “I’m thinking Chyna Lily’s. I heard she’s got a good crop this year.”


    “Yep, I heard that. Primo. And a lot of it, too.” He put down a piece of toast, all business, folding his hands like a schoolteacher, and expounded. “I think, Marko, Chyna is under-capitalized and not using her assets to their fullest potential, you know? She’s got like a million acres and outbuildings, two with hydroponics, one for storage and another, a great vast thing, is standing empty. She’s got electricity off generators, and running well water. If someone was to buy some beakers and Bunsen burners, a couple of sacks of chemicals, who knows what the right evil chemist could brew up in a smouldering cauldron? And it’s isolated. Remember, a pound of crank makes about six pounds of waste, and it stinks, so the problem of disposal is solved. If there’s a fire, no one outside knows about it; you just let ’er burn to the ground, get some morons up there and raise another barn.”


    “But you don’t want to be excavating for the foundation, though, Jer’. I’ve heard you definitely don’t want to be digging around up there.” He smiled. “Might run into some old pals, you know, folks you knew in better times.”


    “You think?” Jerry Kelly dreamed into his future and nodded definitively. “I think Chyna’s groovy graveyard is an urban myth. I’ll prepare a business plan for me ’n her. A fair partnership where both parties work in harmony for the greater good for all. It’s the corporate way of the future.”


    “You thinking about making Chyna yours, Jerry?” He smiled in an encouraging manner. Guys had been trying to piece off Chyna Lily’s legendary dope action for years; some vanished and were assumed to have become fertilizer that flavoured her next season’s crops; others experienced extended runs of bad luck that usually ended with them in the bucket.


    Hooking Jerry Kelly to Chyna Lily could be the greatest revenge. “Well, she makes a lot of dough, no question. Doesn’t spend any, just stashes it someplace.”


    “She’s a dyke, I hear. I like dykes, you can talk to them. They understand the brutal unfairness of life, but also the possibilities.”


    “Well, give it a shot, Jerry. Can’t hurt to ask, eh? But wait until we’re done our thing, okay?” He made a pensive face. “I always liked Chyna, but I never understood why she quit folk singing and left the city to live in the woods, being that she’s afraid of animals. Dogs, cats even, birds, and bees. Especially snakes. She gets high, she freaks out: snakes all over me, she says, eek.”


    “Snakes, you say. Brrrr.” Jerry Kelly nodded. “So, what next?”


    “We have to get the dough from the stash to Chyna’s place. Then we have to do the sorting and counting and squeezing and bundling. Then we have to get the dough down here in reach for boiling, then to the Presto, and, hopefully, he’ll be ready to move it, fast.” Marko sighed in faux exhaustion. “I have to expose myself, a little bit.”


    “Don’t worry, Marko. You’re covered.” Jerry Kelly didn’t blink, didn’t look away. He recognized, in others, the shifty look of greed and took pains to erase them from his own words, his tone, his visage. He had no specific plan for Marko’s future, but he believed it would involve more-or-less equal components of darkness and wetness and, for himself, a prize.


    “You know, the other day Presto asked me how come I’m not worried about getting taken off. I told him: no problem, I’ve got Jerry.” Marko ignored his breakfast and drank at his coffee, a half-smile on his face. “Jerry, I said, Jerry protects me.”


    “What’d he say?”


    “He laughed and said, ‘Oh, right, and who protects me from Jerry?’”


    “Oh, the douche nozzle.” Jerry Kelly laughed, a small bitter lyric of sounds. “I thought we might become friends.”


    “Question is, do I? Can I?”


    “I’m your man, Marko. You know that.” He crossed his heart. “Loyalty is my north star.”


    “You know, there’s more than ten million up there, Jerry. I got dough belongs to a lot of people. Ten million of anything is a lot of whatever it is. If it was the other way around, I wouldn’t blame you for having doubts about me. So, I thought, how can I be sure? I can get the money out of the stash to the slaves, and I can get it someplace down here where the Presto can get at it. I assume the Presto can get the money over the border and stash it up someplace for Pavo’s cousin to get at it. With the Presto, Zoe being in the switches, I can be sure of him. He ain’t going to fuck me. But, and forgive me for this, but how can I be sure you’re my true bud?”


    Jerry Kelly mimed a convincing ponderance upon this, as though tone deaf to treachery’s siren song. “Don’t know, Marko. How?”


    “That was the question. And you know what? I solved it. What I did, Jerry, was I told Pavo’s cousin I’m retiring, that I sold the contract to you. Jerry Kelly, I said, is a master fucking criminal, Jerry Kelly bought up the contract. Guaranteed. I said you’ve got all the money and I’m out of it. Of course, they said if Jerry Kelly fucks up I’ll have to carry the weight, on account of I vouched for him. No problem, I said, but I’ve got faith in Jerry-boy, an evil criminal genius.”


    “Marko, not such a good plan.” Jerry Kelly feared no individual or individuals. But he was aware of the persistent nature of well-structured organizations, of the ruthlessness required to maintain one as long as the Colombians had. “Fuck, Marko. Fuck.” He had a thought and casually asked, “How much is Pavo’s? Out of it all?”


    “Jerry? Jerry, c’mon. I tell you that and you go, Oh, okay, I’ll rip the whole load and deliver Pavo’s share to him, go south with the rest, fuck everybody else that’s got a piece in there, let them make lampshades out of Marko. I’ll tell you, Jerry, it isn’t worth your while, really, once you take Pavo’s end out. Stay square, be cool. You’ll make enough, playing it straight.”


    Jerry Kelly made a face of apprehension. “Fuck. This could end badly, Marko. Stuff beyond my control happens, I’m fucked.” He didn’t actually care about the money. Anarchy was for the here and now. If anarchy made profit, it wasn’t anarchy.


    “I was constrained by time. I got enough worries to worry about.”


    “This changes things, Marko. I’m going to have to have some control during this thing. I don’t want my beating heart ripped from my body by some fucking Juan because someone else fucked up. And a bigger end because I’ll be operating in a supervisory capacity.”


    “You get Presto’s end. All of it. That’s after … You know?” He waved bye-bye. “I’ll insist on having a guy at the border crossing and that guy’ll be you and me. We play it square, I’ll take Zo’ out of there, hook up with Julia, and you do what you gotta do with Presto.”


    “Fuck, Marko. I thought you’d change your mind, when the booze wore off, in the friendly light of day.”


    “I thought about it, just saying fuck it, bygones, bygones. But no, not this time. This time …” He wiggled his fingers. “But, and I mean this Jerry, he goes, but no fucking around. Nobody walks the dog.”


    Legend was that Jerry Kelly had once abandoned a recalcitrant minion deep in the bush, beaten bloody, his feet shackled and his hands handcuffed to the chain collar of a massive deranged Rottweiler he’d starved and given a meth enema.


    Jerry Kelly hung his head. “That pit bull thing, that’s just an urban legend, Marko. My enemies trying to put me in a bad light with everybody. Jealous of my success. How they lie.”


    “Jerrrrrry …?” Marko wagged his finger. “Woof.”


    “Well, fuck, Marko, the guy … Let’s just say, he deserved it if anyone did.”


    “Anyway, do the thing with Presto, but no games. I mean it. Just turn out the light. I don’t want him to …” Markowitz looked sad but determined.


    “No problem, Marko. That pit bull thing, I was a younger guy then. I matured since.” He lowered his face to the plate and licked up egg yolk with huge swirls of his tongue. When he looked up he had yellow smeared on his nose. He smiled brightly. “What about after, what’s the future hold for you, for the pale chick?”


    “Julia? I’ll rescue her like I did after Spicetown. I think I might still got a shot, there, after. Soothe her down, take her on a holiday. I retire after this. I got some dough laid by, not nearly as much as I wanted to have, but enough if I do it right, and you send me a little now and then … Anyways, I’ll show her the good life. She needs it, after those fuckers in Spicetown. And she’ll need it more when Presto winds up with a ditch on his head.”


    “Life. Life after Spicetown.”


    “She got into the shit, Jerry. I had a chance to help her out, after, so I helped her out.”


    “And she winds up back with him.” Jerry Kelly shook his head in disbelief. “Heartbreak is our constant companion, Marko.”


    This contained a little too little subtlety. Markowitz’s voice turned a little cool. “Okay, get your crew together. I’ll pick you up and we’ll go do some work. We’ll take two of the healthiest slaves up for the heavy lifting into the Cessna. Don’t fuck this up, Jerry, don’t get fancy.” He stood and dropped some bills on the table. “This thing is worth ten million bucks, my nuts, and your fucking head.”


    Watching Marko lumber from the diner, Jerry Kelly knew his wisecrack had given him a peek. He’d be careful now, but only careful about the money. Marko’s problem was that even if he recognized Jerry Kelly as an agent of anarchy, he didn’t understand anarchy. Marko, the linear thinker.


    If Jerry tries this to get all the dough, I’ll do that.


    If Jerry does that to get all the dough, I’ll do this.


    He’d reflect everything in the mirror of Jerry ripping off the money.


    He’d ask himself, Why would Jerry do something that didn’t get him the dough?


    He’d ask himself, Why would Jerry use Petey to rip eight-thousand? Why would Jerry aerate his summer Mercedes, burn down the stash house, set up Abner Hussey in his red bikini underwear? How would he profit by setting up Julia Gurr to get snaffled up in Spicetown and put through for a week? To what end? She wasn’t carrying powder or dough. It made no sense because it made no profit.


    Alone in the diner, Jerry Kelly reflected on Julia Gurr.


    Setting her up with the evil meanies in Spicetown hadn’t been necessary or even profitable. Before Spicetown she’d meant nothing to Jerry Kelly. She was just a way to kick a jackboot of anarchy into Markowitz’s nuts. But things went a little wrong. Jerry Kelly, who never desired anything, began to find her desirable, post-Spicetown. Maybe, just maybe, even loveable.


    When one of the Spicetown thugs, after kicking her out of the van, told him all the good details, Jerry Kelly, who had been watching a television program about alligators taking their prey underwater where they lodged them in little caverns until they rotted enough to pull the flesh apart, shrugged. The guy mentioned someone powdering Julia Gurr’s cheek with a baseball bat and Jerry Kelly shrugged again. It wasn’t the kind of thing you ordered like a meal, hold the MSG or getting salad dressing on the side. You had to allow, good or bad, for individual creativity. It was the spark at the root of anarchy.


    But when she returned with Marko from out west, things changed. She cringed and moped. He began desiring her after she wasn’t so perfect. Her damaged face gave her a knock-around appearance that he found engaging; her fall into filthy life began to make her tasty to him.


    And, of course, he’d enjoyed the endless amusement when she moved in with Marko, only to find Jerry a-hover, lurking silently, unblinkingly, a ghostly knowing shadow that reminded her of Spicetown, but in a way she never understood.


    When she pissed herself on Marko’s carpet one night, well, that was that. It was love. He was smitten.


    She was nearly ready. A little more dirt on her and she’d be well marinated.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 17

    



    Jim Cash whistled them down as they passed by his office. “Kids, I need a continuation, bring your notes and anything else you’ve got for me.”


    Ray Tate went in while Djuna Brown went to their office for the case file. He collapsed in a chair and yawned. His Hawaiian shirt was wrinkled and creased as though he’d slept in it. “These fucking guys, boss. They’re here, they’re there. They’re gone.”


    “This is shaping into a good one, Ray. The brass up at the Jank is taking an interest. I need to give them something, anything, but if you got a good strong lead we’ll keep it to ourselves. They might want to put a headquarters inspector on it, exclusively. One of their guys. Can’t have that, man. No way he’ll deal you a trip back to Paris. Probably he won’t even try to keep you guys out of jail.”


    


    Ray Tate blearily stretched. He didn’t believe or disbelieve any of it. There was a managerial tactic, a subtle way to apply pressure, creating a scenario of us-against-them. He didn’t mind. He’d had worse bosses than the Cashman and their tactics were a lot more brutal.


    Djuna Brown came in with a sheaf of papers. She wore a fresh batik tank top and a gypsy skirt. Her sparkly slippers were threaded with gold. Her hair was spiked and there were smudges under her eyes. She yawned back at Ray Tate. “Busy night, boss.”


    “Ray was telling me. I just told him, so I’ll tell you. I think they’re going to try to pirate this out from under us up at the Jank. We’ve got to move. We’ve got to get so far ahead that replacing us will jeopardize the whole thing. So, tell me where we at?”


    Ray Tate let Djuna Brown deliver the good news. She said: “We think we got the shape-out. The breakout guy, the blond mutt that Marko here …” she put a picture of Markowitz on the desk, “… met up with at the Sparrow. Interesting guy, this guy.” She put a photograph of Bobby Preston beside Markowitz’s. “He’s a border rat.” Next, she added a photograph of Julia Gurr. “And this chick, is his ex-wife. She’s a major currency manipulator. She’s in a lot of the surveillance photographs with Markowitz.” She tapped each photograph in turn. “Marko’s got a shitload of dough. Gurr’s a money manipulator. Preston’s the guy with the border channels. These three, for sure. Maybe some others, this Jerry Kelly guy among them, but these are the three. One, two, three.”


    “Ray says you lost him, the border rat.”


    “Yeah, that was bad shit. Twice in a row. This guy’s a pro. He leaves the restaurant through the back, she waits a while with his coat, then takes a cab four blocks to his place. Goes in. Lights are on until two a.m., they were on when we left.”


    “So, you’re thinking, what?”


    “I’m thinking,” Djuna Brown said, “we’re thinking, we’re in the right place at the right time. First you got Marko getting pressured by the Colombians. They’ve burned some property he owned, they aired out his car, they want their dough. Who knows what else they’ve done to him that we haven’t heard about? According to our little friend, Abner Hussey, Marko’s got the dough but he can’t move it because there’s too much of it in small denominations. That’s why we’re seizing little fishes, tens and twenties. Dunno why Marko didn’t already boil it. I mean, he’s got a good money manipulator right there in half the pictures, Julia Gurr. And he’s got his old pal from the neighbourhood, Bobby Preston, who knows how to penetrate the border. I guess the pressure from the Colombian guy, Pavlov —”


    Ray Tate said, “Pavo.” He gazed at her fondly and got a winning smile in return.


    “Whaaaatevs. Him. Marko’s getting this pressure from Pavo and now he’s gotta use all his resources. So, the meeting at the Sparrow diner, then Gurr hooking up with Preston. They’re gonna go, boss, I can feel it.”


    “Okay, good, that’s good shit. I can parlay that.” He made some notes on a pad. “I have to make it look good, but not so good that the bosses … You know? We’ll have to make it look like we’re still in the preliminary, setup phase. By the time they pirate us, we’re already done. What do you need?”


    Djuna Brown looked at Ray Tate. He shrugged. “Teams. Preston’s place, for sure, we’ve put two of them in there. Marko’s condo. We don’t got an addie on Julia Gurr yet, but when we do, we’ll need somebody set up over there.”


    “Right, give me the addresses for Preston and Markowitz and I’ll get some ISS clowns out.”


    “On that ISS thing,” Djuna Brown said, “see if you can get Joey Jeff Watson and his partner. They’re cool, they know the players.”


    “Done. And? What’re you guys going to be doing?”


    “I’m thinking,” Ray Tate said, “that we go back into the files. We take them apart and find someone who knows who’s who in the zoo. If Marko’s got as much money as Hussey says, they’re going to need some staffing. There’s a lot of pictures of associates in the files. We squeeze someone until we get somebody to give us a head’s up.”


    They made a list of names from the back of each photograph. There weren’t many, most were unknown individuals. None of the subjects looked to be much above street level. Several looked below street level. Djuna Brown doubted most of them had actual residences.


    “They’re skels and skanks. Most no-fixed addies.” She picked up the photograph of the man being kicked in the head by Jerry Kelly. “But this guy, here, getting his bouffant shaped. He’s dressed a little better.” Djuna Brown leaned her face close to the photograph. “Not much, but that’s a serious pair of boots he’s got on and he’s at least shaved.” She flipped the photograph and read off, “Gary Dorset. Maybe he’s pissed that Jerry kicked the shit out of him, maybe he’ll talk to us.” She picked up the phone, called the duty desk, read off the badge number of the photographer, then tracked him down at Intelligence.


    Ray Tate took the long way to the address listed for Gary Dorset. As he drove he fiddled with the radio, going from Sector band to Sector band, listening to the calls, hoping for something to respond to.


    “You missed it, eh, Ray? When we were away? The streets. Riding the radio?”


    “Felt weird, sometimes, I gotta admit. No gun, no reason to be anyplace. A couple of times I went down to the Internet room and rang up the newspapers, make sure something hadn’t happened I should know about.”


    “Me too. Sometimes I started thinking about Indian Country, how bad things might be up there for them now.” As a State Police sergeant who’d put a bad guy into the ground she had cop weight, even in Indian Country. The knuckle draggers and farm boys on her roster could hate her for being a tiny woman, for being black, for having rank, but they couldn’t disobey her. Wiping someone’s shadow off the wall brought its own credibility. When she was up there she stopped the night rodeos where the Natives were rounded up, hogtied, and thumped. She stopped them liquoring up teenage girls and taking them in the bush. But then she’d abandoned them and gone back to the city to work a task force with Ray Tate, went nuts, and fucked off to Paris.


    While Ray Tate had his streets and appreciation for the America of hope, she had her Indian Country and an angry sadness for an America that left people isolated, marginalized, victimized.


    To change the stream of their thoughts, she said, “So, Gary Michael Dorset, getting his head kicked in, is twenty-three, five foot eight, one fifty-five, brown and brown. Dagger tats on his forearms. Done for meth, done for possession, possession, and possession, the last possession for an unregistered. He was taken by the gang task force sitting in a bar in Tin Town, wearing a bulletproof vest and a nine mil in a shoulder holster. He said it was very hard to get served in the place so he came prepared to alert a waiter to his needs. A planner, our Mr. Dorset.”


    “He didn’t plan too good that night on the town with Jerry Fucking Kelly. Forgot to wear a football helmet.”


    “Seems so. The guy at gangs said Dorset is an up-and-comer, ran with a street gang until about a year ago, then turned up with Kelly.” She made an unsignalled illegal left off Erie and headed east serenely in a cloud of blaring horns.


    “How come the guys on surveillance didn’t jump in when Jerry was tuning Dorset up?”


    She laughed. “I asked the gang guy that. I said, ‘How come you didn’t jump in, help out?’ He said, ‘Oh, Jerry was doing okay, didn’t need any help.’” She smoothly ran around the left-hand side of a city bus and made a wide right hand turn in front of it. The bus driver let loose a trio of loud honks. Djuna Brown laughed and hung him the finger. “The gang guy said they heard Dorset said something outrageous, kind of like, Hey, nice night. And Crazy Jerry just went off.”


    “Jerry Fucking Kelly, he doesn’t have to take that kind of lip, I guess.” Ray Tate laughed. He felt free and loose. He saw the case opening and he saw Paris not far down the road. “Our Jerry-boy’s a stern taskmaster.”


    “The gang guy said Gary lives with a chick, Mona Smith. Eighteen, five-nine, black and brown, hooking and hooking.” She peered at an address. “Here, this one.”


    They were on a grim one-way block in south Tin Town. All the houses on one side were single-floor with peeling shingles. It looked as though the garbage hadn’t been picked up for a month. On the opposite side of the street were looming abandoned factories with shattered windows behind hoarding that had collapsed in on itself. “Sixth house back with the fridge and crap on the lawn.”


    “He’s got a dog. Ten bucks, Djun’. Poodles don’t count, dogs that sleep in a teacup don’t count. At least one motherfucker with a chain around his neck.”


    She looked up and down the street. Chain-link fencing, appliances on porches and lawns, windows covered with bed sheets, a couple of Confederate flags, rusted beaters with For Sale signs in the windshields, untended dead lawns. “No bet,” she said.


    He folded the envelope of photographs and tucked it into his belt under the tail of his shirt. They walked up the sidewalk scoping the houses and the parked cars, the stacks of waste and garbage at the curb. Handmade posters taped or stapled on the telephone poles showed appliances for sale, cheap babysitting services, several missing cats and dogs. There were a lot of photocopied pictures of missing pets. It looked like a tough area for animals.


    The porch was made of new bright unpainted wood with a sagging chesterfield under a patchy coverlet at one end and an upside down plastic milk carton with a hubcap full of cigarette butts on it. At the other end two chairs with linoleum seats and chrome legs faced each other. There were hundreds of dents in the legs of the chair; the linoleum had been badly ripped, revealing tufts of brown filler over a plywood base. Ray Tate looked at the chesterfield, then lifted the coverlet: the wooden legs of the chesterfield were splintered. He held up a finger.


    Djuna Brown watched him, her fist raised up to knock. Ray Tate whispered to her to wait and went back down the steps. At the side of the house the basement windows were covered with thick cloudy plastic sheeting. He put his nose to the edge of a window and sniffed. He put his ear there, then went to the rear of the house. The yard was fenced higher than the municipal limit; the gate was well-made and firmly set to the fence and was secured with a stainless steel padlock. He pulled himself up and looked over into the yard: well-trimmed grass except for what looked like a running track worn into the outside edges in a circle. No plants or shrubs. The lock to the side door of the house was new and shiny. He went back to the front.


    It was a shotgun house and through the window he could see a woman at the other end was standing side-on, doing dishes at a sink. She was naked from the waist up and wore a black leather full-face mask with chrome studding. She had long blond hair at odds with the medium brown of her skin.


    Ray Tate told Djuna Brown: “We have to get her out of there. We’re not going in.” He pointed at the marks on the chair legs. “Biters. Windows smell of dog shit. There’s a running track around the backyard and it sounds like a conveyor belt in the basement. And those missing animal posters. I’ve seen this before. Fighting dogs.”


    He took his gun from his ankle holster and held it under the flap of his shirt. He reached past her and pounded on the door. “Stay a little behind me. But if Scooby Doo answers, it’s every man for herself.”


    She was making a small nervous laugh and had her hand on her gun when a woman’s voice plaintively called out, “What?”


    Ray Tate played off the tension in her voice. “I’ll be the asshole, you do the interview.” He pounded on the door several times and kicked at the wood. “Mona, open up. Police police police police.”


    A whining voice from inside said, “You got the wrong place?” Claws scrabbled against the other side of the door. “Maybe you should go down the street, eh? They’re doin’ stuff, not me.”


    “We’re here for Gary. Open it up, Mona, and come out. Leave the dogs inside. I see a dog, it’s going to go out of there through the toilet pipe.”


    “Gary’s not here?” Her voice rose into questions. Claws scrabbled harder at the inside of the door. “Come back, like, tomorrow?”


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Whatever. Open the fuck up.” He began kicking again.


    “What I do? What I do?”


    She began disengaging locks, chattering that she didn’t do nothing, Gary didn’t do nothing, nobody no place did nothing and if they did, it wasn’t her fault, someone made her do it? Every statement was a question, as if needing the verification. Unmasked, her face appeared over a chain across the opening, her huge eyes going from Ray Tate to Djuna Brown and back again. She was tall, stunning, perfect, but he could see the blond hair had the black skid mark of an old bad dye job down the centre. “Who you guys?”


    “Mona, quit fucking around. Get out here and leave the pooches inside. I see a pooch and you’re going to be dog food.”


    “I gotta get something on.”


    “Get it fast. Remember, no dogs, right? You got that, Mona? No dogs?”


    “Yes. Yes, no dogs.” She seemed to be memorizing it. “Okay? No dogs?” She closed the door and the locks re-engaged.


    “She sounds pretty fucked, Ray.”


    He saw she looked wobbly. Dealing with people wasn’t the same as counting cash. “We’ll just play her loose, see what she’s got. We’re not going to find Gary here, I don’t think. This might be a wash.”


    They heard the locks again and Mona peeked out over the chain and seemed surprised that they were still there. She closed the door, the chain rattled, and she limped out saying, “No, Artie, no …” and pushing her foot at a growling snout trying to get past her. She wore saggy cotton shorts and a man’s sleeveless denim shirt, loose and fastened with a single button at the midriff. The leather mask had left creases on her face.


    Ray Tate kept his eyes on the dog’s efforts, determined to park one in its head, until she got out and onto the porch and closed it in behind her.


    Djuna Brown sucked in air. Mona’s legs were an array of deep scratches and bite marks. Some seemed to be festering. A bloodstained bandage had been secured to her left calf with a piece of duct tape. She had bruises up and down both arms. Only her face was unmarred and it was blankly beautiful. The bones on her face were high and her cheeks deep. A blond young Cher, Djuna Brown thought, but she’s more beautiful than Cher ever was on her best day.


    Djuna Brown went with instinct and put her hand on Mona’s shoulder. She said, “Jesus, what … Hon’, who did that to you?”


    “The dogs. It’s the dogs, they like to … play?”


    “Sure, Mona.” Ray Tate looked at the bruises. “Fuck, girl, you must’ve pissed somebody off.”


    Mona hung her head and walked past him to the chesterfield. She fished a long butt from the ashtray and looked for a light. Ray Tate ignored her and sat his ass against the porch railing and lit himself a cigarette.


    “What you want Gary for? We didn’t do nothing.” She looked at the cigarette in her fingers as if she expected it to light itself.


    Ray Tate felt Djuna Brown shuffling beside him. She reached and took his lighter from his shirt pocket, and lit Mona’s cigarette. She sat beside her on the chesterfield, close. Inside the front door the dog was scratching obsessively. Mona stared at the door as if wondering if it would hold.


    “Mona,” Ray Tate said, “quit fucking around. We don’t want you or Gary. We want to find Jerry Kelly.”


    Mona didn’t say anything. She picked at a scab on her knee.


    “Mona? You know who he’s talking about, hon’?”


    “No. I don’t know anybody named …” She began licking her lips rapidly, her eyes looking anywhere but at them. “… with that name?”


    “Where are you from, Mona?” Djuna Brown used her fingertips to push the brittle blond hair away from Mona’s face and looked closely at her skin, her eyes. “Jesus. You from up north? You’ve got the blood.” She glanced up at Ray Tate. “Indian Country.”


    “Martinsville. Up near, ah …”


    “Widow’s Corners. I know Martinsville. I used to work up there.” She gave Ray Tate a look and he moved down the porch, giving them space. “You go to the government school? Near the barns?”


    Mona made a little shrug, wary of a trap.


    “You miss it? Man, I’d kill to be working back up there. You know Buck? Guy I knew, he had a place in Martinsville.” She wanted to say enough stuff so the girl would pick up on a subject to react to that she thought was safe. She laughed. “Pickup Truck Buck. Every time someone got robbed of their pickup, we’d send a wrecker around to Buck’s place and recover the chassis.”


    “Buck’s my uncle.” Mona looked up at her as if she’d been given a present. “You know Buck? Really?”


    “Buck’s sister, Shania, is your mom, right? Fuck, girl. I know who you are. Not Mona, though.” She was silent a few minutes. “You’re one of the Sherriffs.”


    “I was Sharon.”


    Djuna Brown smiled happily. “Sharon Sherriff.” She smiled. “I arrested your dad a couple times. How’s he doing?”


    The girl made a small grin, feeling safe on family territory. “He’s okay. He stopped beating my mom after she shot him again.”


    “Well, good.” Djuna Brown turned slightly so her body excluded Ray Tate from their conversation. “How come you came down here?”


    “School group. To the museum, they had an Aboriginal art show. I met a guy … He took me for a ride on his motorcycle and next thing it was now and I was … you know, living here?” She tugged at her hair. “With this.”


    “And with the dogs.”


    She nodded. “With the dogs.”


    “And Gary.”


    She nodded.


    “He turned you out, right? Put you out there?”


    The girl looked past her and cut her eyes at Ray Tate.


    Djuna Brown realized she wasn’t that far gone, that she still had her shame. There was something left, an ember. She felt relief and a little excitement at the possibility. This could be police work, real policing. “Ray?”


    He took the envelope of photographs from under his shirt and handed it to her. He left them alone on the porch.


    At the curb in front of the house there were two jumbo green garbage bags, a pile of Styrofoam packing moulds, and a bundle of cardboard, all tied with twine. He glanced back and saw Djuna Brown and Mona with their heads together, Djuna nodding as Mona spoke. He opened a small switchblade and ripped slits in the garbage bags; one of them contained tattered cats, furs of various colours, some coagulated red stuff. He thumbed through the cardboard and found flattened corrugated bags of high protein dog foods and brightly coloured boxes that had contained a deluxe currency-counting machine and an Alba compression device, the kind used to compress stacks of paper.


    He got into the 500 and was sleeping in the passenger seat when Djuna Brown came down the steps an hour later and thumped her fist on the roof. “Ray, we need a drink.” She looked tight around the mouth and her little teeth were hidden, her lips pressed back against them as if resisting biting into something. She got behind the wheel and tossed the envelope onto the floor. She stared at the house for a long time. “We need us a whole buncha them.”


    Jerry Fucking Kelly, she said when they had some cold beers in front of them at a sports bar on Erie, was emerging as a master arch asshole.


    “Jerry was over last night, or maybe the night before, she doesn’t remember time too good. He commented on what fine shape Mona was in. Gary said she worked out a lot, like zero percent body fat. Jerry said he bet she couldn’t outlast one of the dogs on the treadmill. And the party was on.”


    “What’s with the leather mask? When I saw her through the window she was wearing this weird thing.”


    “Jerry’s games. Jerry thought if the pit got loose it’d protect her face. Jerry likes her face, she said. She fucks with it. After they were done with her, Jerry told her to dye her hair blonde and leave the mask on until he got back. So she did.


    “Anyway, last night or the night before, they got her high and put two mills end to end, Mona, naked except for the mask in front, and a dog named Arterial on the one behind her. Artie. They tied Artie on kind of loose so he was always at her legs, snapping at her ass. Sometimes Arterial got a good chunk, other times he just went up on his back legs and got her with his claws. She jumped off from the pain and Gary had to pay Jerry a hundred bucks out of what he was going to earn on this thing they’re doing now, up north someplace.” She took a long swipe at her beer. She looked ready to cry.


    “Fuck,” Ray Tate muttered, making a mental picture. “Fuck me. What’s she gonna do?”


    “She can’t leave, she said. She has to feed the dogs. If Gary doesn’t come back, she’s going to poison the dogs and start over again. She’s eighteen, Ray. She’s drop-dead gorgeous; I’d kill to look like that.”


    “She’s walking dead. You know that, right?”


    “No, Ray.” She got angry, a little loud. “Fuck you, not at eighteen. No way. Nobody walks dead at eighteen. She’s still got shame. You saw that. She’s still got shame, so she’s salvageable.”


    He liked the way her heart talked. He hoped she wasn’t but thought she was wrong. “Well,” he said raising his beer for a toast, “keep thinking those good thoughts.” He drank. “She look at the pictures?”


    “Gary is a mini-Jerry. He bought Jerry’s old club bike off him. Drives Jerry’s old humpback Cadillac. Now he wants a Saab, silver, like Jerry’s. Gary told her he got his head kicked in that time in the picture because he had a cellphone. Jerry doesn’t like cellphones. Not Jerry’s fault, he said. Jerry’s careful. He had a concussion, nosebleed for two days. Jerry Fucking Kelly.”


    “Gary Fucking Dorset. Got a certain ring to it, I gotta say. What’s this thing they’re doing, up north? Something to do with Marko?”


    “Well, she’s not sure. She didn’t know Marko. Jerry doesn’t use the phone, just drops by to see Gary. He came by two nights ago, she thinks two nights ago, but maybe last night, and they talked. Gary went out to a phone booth and made a call, then went someplace in the Caddy. Came back with a machine of some kind in a big carton.”


    “Currency counter. The box was in the garbage. Deluxe model, scans for counterfeits, reads holograms. The whole nine yards. And a paper compressor.”


    “We’re rolling right, then, right?”


    “Yep. What else she say?”


    “Gary’s got her going out at night with a pillowcase, taking cats and dogs for the pits.” Djuna Brown made a small smile that was at odds with the rest of her face. “She said she must still have goodness inside her, otherwise the animals wouldn’t have trusted her.”


    “How’d she do with the pictures?”


    “Not bad. She filled in some of the question marks, the skiddy guys. Doesn’t know Abner. Never heard of him. She knows Julia Gurr’s name from Jerry mentioning her to Gary. Cool name, she said.”


    “She know what they’re doing?”


    “Nope. She thought Gary said something sometime about going to China, dropping her off on the way to earn her keep in biker bars in the Badlands, but she doesn’t think the Cadillac would make it to China.”


    “Maybe Chinatown?”


    “I don’t know.” Her hands were in little fists on the table. “Let’s take a bit of time, right now, go in there and get her out.”


    “Later, maybe. But right now we’ve got to keep moving, work off what she gave us.”


    


    “Promise, Ray. We’ll get her out and home to Buck. He’s a tough guy, but a good man. She’ll be safe with him.” She looked into his eyes. “I’ve got to save one, at least, or I don’t want to see Paris again.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 18

    



    Cool morning air slipped through the windows of Bobby Preston’s safe house. His mind was right. He had a variation for part of the problem, anyway, keeping Marko and Jerry off him so he could operate.


    Transit was still the big one.


    Overland was difficult. He’d been off the grid since the pig train died in the river the previous winter. His contacts who worked the border points had been shuffled around in an attempt to improve security. You never knew who was working what shift and where.


    Air was impossible. Even if on short notice he could unearth a pilot and a light plane, zipping across the invisible towering wall of radio beams around America would be risky, if not suicidal. A rocket from the ground wasn’t an impossibility.


    And the river was out of the question. He was afraid of the river. He knew the river, its indifferent appetite.


    He showered in his unfinished bathroom and dressed. Outside, he walked through the factories, passing clusters of workers, and lined up at a catering truck to get a dead baby with raisins and a coffee. He bummed a man in a white hardhat for a cigarette and stood smoking it, watching cars passing. Then he walked south, facing the northbound traffic. When he spotted an empty taxi he flagged it and climbed in, giving the driver a location. After five minutes he told the driver he’d changed his mind and headed him out to East Chinatown. When the driver dropped him, he walked aimlessly, circling until he came to a strip mall full of electronics and computer outlets. At a shop owned by a badly scarred Chinaman he paid a premium for instant service and obedience. The Chinaman smoked a cigarette while he listened, then shrugged and went to work.


    In Bobby Preston’s flat Julia Gurr paced, checking the street periodically. She’d seen the blue 500 twice during the night before she fell asleep with the lights on. In the morning when she awoke it was gone, but there were two other vehicles, a pickup truck with a camper in the back, and a ratty Cutlass with a busted and taped tail light.


    She clutched a mug of coffee under her chin and inhaled the fragrance. They were up on her, she decided. Bobby was right to leave her alone. He had to stay clean, he had to be able to operate. For Zoe.


    When one of the cold phones chirped in the charger she grabbed it up and said nothing, listening. He’d taught her to imagine her words on a printed transcript, being read before a jury.


    “Hey.”


    “Ah,” she smiled. “You.”


    He laughed softly. “Ah … You should wash your hands.”


    She took the phone into the bathroom, closed the door and ran water in the sink and the shower. “Okay.” She sat on the toilet seat and pressed the phone hard to her ear and covered the other one with her palm.


    “You see any stuff? On your back?”


    She nodded as if he could see her. “That blue … All night. Gone. Now someone else, too.”


    “All right. We got those other guys, our friend and his crazy friend, you know? To worry about more. We have to control them so they can’t operate me, jerk me around.”


    “Can you operate? From where you are?”


    “Yeah. Ah, I got a plan. … shit … The thing you’re using now, right now? I got a new one, fixed so I can’t hear you, you understand? I call and you can hear me, but I can’t hear you.”


    She thought about it. “What if we need to talk?”


    “Can’t. I talk, you listen, that’s it. This is the only way it’s going to work. If I could do it by myself, I would. But those guys have got you and Zoe to hammer me with, manipulate me. But if they can’t, then they can’t.”


    “What if I need to talk to you, what then?”


    “That’s the point. You can’t. You’re going to have to make the moves as I give ’em to you. I’m only gonna call on the thing I’ve got to the thing you’ve got.”


    “What if something goes wrong? If they get funny?”


    “That’s up to them. Get with our friend, tell him how things are. He’s the only one that can fuck it or make it work. Him and his loony pal. You have to tell him that. I talk to you, you talk to him. Nobody, but nobody, talks to me.”


    “I got it. I’ll call him and get it rolling.”


    “Okay.” There was a long pause while he tried to think of something to say. “Okay, ah … You’re okay? We’re okay?”


    “Can we do this? Really?”


    “Sure. No question. A couple of days, we’ll get … her back and go away. Maybe, ah … try again. You know? If you want?”


    “We’ll see. Do we have a plan?” She thought for a moment. “Ah, wet or dry?”


    “Dry, has to be,” he said. “I can’t get wet.”


    She sighed, relieved. “Good, good, good.”


    “I’ll get back with the variation. Your guy and his pal have to follow it, no fucking around.” He was gone.


    She turned off the taps and shower and went into the bedroom and dressed. She went up to the window and watched the Cutlass for a while. She’d been under surveillance before. If there was one out front, there was one out back. A one way street meant there’d be someone up the block in case she exited the house on foot. The decision she had to make was whether to make her move at the house, or lead them away, then get fancy with taxis and buses and revolving doors. And once she left she could never come back. And she couldn’t go home, either, in case they were up on the apartment. And where would she be at the end of the day when another night came down?


    Bobby Preston played taxi chess, winding up three blocks from Tiger Truong’s garage. Truong’s office was at the rear of the building. On the wall was a picture of a very much more youthful Truong and his young family with their heads circled by magic marker, sitting in a leaky boat with a hundred other migrants, waving for help, a huge military ship of some kind looming behind them.


    Truong stood as Preston entered. His face was deeply lined, markings that looked, under certain light, like he’d been ripped down by claws. His hair was iron grey and clipped close to his skull. He had two gold teeth in the front of his mouth. He greeted Preston with a series of firm handshakes.


    “You are at work again?” He looked happy about it. “Work is good for a man.”


    “Yes, a small thing. A lady will come soon with money. A quarter million mostly in fives.”


    “Honest fives or that Chinese?” Truong cranked his hand and made the sound of ticking machinery, ka-chung-click-ka-chung-click.


    “Honest fives. Used bills, not from nothing heavy.”


    “How much for these, to me buy them from you? And what do you want back? Gold? We have lots of gold.”


    “Four dollars and twenty-five each, American. We need Canadian or American, big bills, fifties, hundreds. No smaller.”


    “For four I would take it all. The friend rate, okay?”


    “Perfect. A lady will come soon.”


    “Ladies are welcome, always, at the enterprise of Truong. She will take away the money, too?”


    “Yes.”


    “Okay, I make sure my grandson makes nice boy for her.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 19

    



    The slaves were kept in a clean but rundown shed two hundred yards from Chyna Lily’s log house in the centre of Paradise Not for All, along a winding path that crossed a wooden bridge festooned with tangled Christmas lights. The path was soft and marshy and, with Chyna Lily’s morbid obesity, it was a challenge. She used a three-wheeled gas-powered ATV scooter to get around even the near reaches of her paradise. Because of the sponginess of the hollow, she’d hired some local workers to construct a raised bridge on eight-by-eight beams that allowed her to manoeuvre her scooter onto the platform and ride over the hollow.


    Handfuls of glass and thin metal chimes, made from beading and tin cans, decorated the bridge. When night winds came in autumn, the singing of the glass and metal was ethereal. Chyna Lily told buyers who visited the main house that the sounds were the singing of angels, voices left behind with no host.


    Chyna was big on angels, who she believed were the epitome of light, the essence of slender, so she created forever-youthful creatures of her female lovers. She loved to watch flesh disappear from their bodies, making matchstick people who loved her and depended on her. Some of these lovers, who shed too much of what they needed to survive, were buried wrapped in bleached sheets under the rows and rows of plants she maintained. Their decaying flesh, she was convinced, gave her crops a certain touch of flavour that many of her customers said was discernible within the scent of the smoke.


    Love, Chyna said, it’s the love you’re tasting.


    She was thinking about love and smoke when she heard the engine of Jerry Kelly’s van on the road, returning from another run. As quickly as she could, she went onto the porch and, with a metal spoon, urgently banged against a cowbell. “Aurora,” she called, “Aurora, come home.”


    Already living at Paradise Not for All when Jerry Kelly brought his slaves up from the city was a young woman who’d figured out how to manipulate Chyna Lily’s heart. The young woman, who Chyna named Aurora, had arrived a month earlier to tee up for the next harvest of the wild crop. Aurora had heard for years about the needy dyke who’d isolated herself in the north woods. She played to her role: she was pliable at all times. When she desired a tap inside her elbow or between her toes, she made herself available to Chyna.


    She was inside the shed, watching the slaves goof. There were tattered comic books. Bottles of sweet athletic drinks were being kicked around. Chocolate-bar wrappers and cookie packages littered. A man was receiving enough of a handjob from another man to create an acceptable vein on his penis, his eyes anxious, a needle waiting in his hand. Two women were having a speed dialogue involving cartoon characters and an astronaut. A speeder who’d brought his baby girl with him was huddling her in the crook of his right arm while he clenched a length of tubing around his left bicep. He looked Jaggeresque in a body-fitting horizontally striped T-shirt that seemed to constrict his narrow body under his oversized skull.


    When she heard Chyna Lily’s cowbell bell tinkle up at the house, Aurora arranged her face into slack desire and left the madhouse of the shed. Walking slowly up the path, she kept her eyes on the ground. Chyna was terrified of snakes. Finding a snake and killing it meant endless taps. She was pretending to kill one when a van pulled up at the main house and Jerry Kelly climbed out of the driver’s seat. He went to the rear of the van, opened the doors, and pulled a young man out by the arm. The young guy, like Jerry Kelly, wore a black T-shirt and black jeans. He had a red bandana tied around his eyes. Jerry Kelly pulled the bandana down around his neck. “Unload the fucking things,” Jerry Kelly said, keeping his eyes on Aurora’s progress. “Get them down to the shed.”


    An unwrapped money-counting machine leaned against the side of the house. There was a cardboard box of red elastic bands, another of industrial tape dispensers, a box of black felt markers, wads of clear plastic kitchen bags, and a compression device wrapped in thick bubble wrap. A row of flattened canvas bags were littered in the yard. Bundles of stenciled cardboard cartons were stacked beside the van.


    Jerry Kelly was jovial. “Chyna, how are our minions?” He didn’t look at her. He kept his eyes on Aurora. “Behaving?”


    “Fine, Jerry.”


    “And this? Who’s this morsel?”


    Chyna Lily looked with dread away from Jerry Kelly’s examination of Aurora. “Aurora. She came up early for the harvest.” Her voice was reluctant, distant.


    “Wow,” he said. “Turbo.”


    Chyna slowly led Aurora around him. “I’m going to hit Aurora up and play some music.”


    Jerry Kelly was bland and smiling. “Far out.” He let Aurora pass closely, as though sniffing her and the air her anxious motion stirred up. He watched her through the open door and said, “Mmm. Stinky.”


    Chyna closed the door and leaned against it and thought about getting the shotgun. She felt a foreboding emanating off Jerry Kelly and knew the grinning wrecker was going to damage some part of her good life.


    “Chy? Chy?” He thumped on the door. “The kid’s putting the stuff down at the shed. We’re heading back out for a bit. You and Aurora okay until we get back? Anything we can get you guys?”


    She wanted to say: double-ought shotgun shells, two sleeping bags, twine, and a new shovel, but she called out: “We’re okay, Jerry.”


    “Great, pal. See you in a sec.”


    She watched out the window as Jerry Kelly blinded the clone with the red bandana and shoved him into the rear of the van.


    The nearest lake was dead from acid rain and no one fished there. Aware of his own stink, naked except for a pair of cheap plastic flipflops, Marko Markowitz sat dozing in a rowboat tied off the dock, beer cans scattered in the leaked water at his feet. His fleshy and no-longer boyish body was smeared with after-bite and stinging sweat. Angry branches at the stash had had their way with him, leaving long red rips on his shoulders and arms.


    A few yards out his floatplane bobbed.


    It had taken serious logistics to get two of the slaves to the stash, load the float plane, run the money to the dead lake, and return to get another load of dough. Jerry Kelly masterminded it. It took a lot of trips. On the last pickup, Markowitz made Jerry Kelly come with him. He didn’t want Jerry and the money alone in the same place at the same time any more than necessary. Jerry’s clone, Gary, arrived at the dead lake with the rest of the slaves in the van in time to start the runs to Chyna Lily’s compound. A skinny speed freak followed the van up from the city in Jerry’s Saab, told under pain of death that he’d better not leave a blemish on or in it.


    Marko didn’t want Chyna Lily to see him. Rumours of the fabulous Marko millions were rife. Even the ditzy old dyke would quickly figure out what product the slaves were processing if she recognized him. As far as she knew, Jerry Kelly needed slaves to do some heavy lifting.


    Waiting, Marko foggily evaluated his endeavour to date. The transit to Chyna Lily’s was just about done. The next phase would require patience and the application of Jerry Kelly’s people skills: whipping the slaves into some form of efficiency and superintending the sorting, counting, compressing, packaging, and transport of the dough to the city where it would be available for boiling. Then the money would be brought to wherever the Presto wanted it for shipment into Canada. There, Presto would insist on a simultaneous swap for Zoe. Somewhere, there at the end, crazy Jerry would off the Presto and split with his end. Somewhere in there crazy Jerry would probably make some devious move against Marko, but Marko would be expecting it, whatever it was, and somehow avoid his gambit. Marko would then gather together Zoe and Julia Gurr, hug his precious little family, and together they’d all make a fresh start.


    He was halfway through another dreamy fat joint, wondering if Jerry Kelly still had the parts to make everything work, when he heard an engine on the road. He stirred and put his hand on a pistol in his lap. He sat up, recognizing the sound of the van.


    Jerry Kelly stopped the van behind his silver Saab, energetically hopped out with a piece of cord in his hands, and opened the rear doors. He guided blindfolded Gary out of the rear. Jerry Kelly waved at Marko and put his finger to his lips. He seized Gary’s arms from behind and suddenly slammed him against the side of the van. He twisted his arms behind his back and secured them with the piece of cord, and dragged him to the water’s edge, yelling at him to keep the fuck still, you fucking pussy rat motherfucker. His voice was harsh but he was smiling widely at Marko. He made a gun of his forefinger and thumb and raised his eyebrows. Marko got out of the rowboat and handed him the semi-automatic, his face saying What-the-fuck? Jerry Kelly forced Gary to kneel and noisily operated the slide on the gun. He pressed the end of the barrel at the back of his head.


    “You fucking rat. You fucking rat cocksucking douchebag. Who’d you and Mona fucking tell?”


    “Jerry, Jerry,” Gary screamed trying to twist his head away from the gun. “No fuck no Jesus Jerry fuck.”


    “Lying motherfucking prick. Who? Who? Who’d you tell, you scumbag scuzzy fuck?” Jerry Kelly’s face was a paroxysm of glee. His head seemed too small to contain his good humour. He pointed out to Marko with his free hand where Gary was wetting himself and made a face of appreciation. As Gary blubbered, Jerry Kelly made his own silent face of pantomime blubbering, bobbling his head back and forth pathetically, his mouth in the upside-down smile of a desolate clown. His eyes were merry. “Tell me now, or you’re going under the fucking lake.”


    Gary made bubbling sounds.


    “Lying fucking prick,” Jerry Kelly said, looking around at the empty lake and was unable to contain his mirth. Laughter snorted from his nose. He aimed the gun past Gary’s head and fired, with his other hand back-handing a blow where the tip of the gun barrel had been. Gary’s head jerked and his body went spasmodic and he fell forward into the scrub, his face in the dirt and his ass in the air. He toppled over onto his side. The gunshot echoed through the lifts and hollows of the landscape. A flock of blackbirds aimed themselves at the sky and erupted out of faraway tree.


    “Get up, c’mon, get the fuck up. Quit fucking around, Gary, we got work to do.” Jerry Kelly handed Marko the gun, and reached forward and untied Gary’s hands. He pushed the bandana down off his eyes. He tapped with increasingly less gentleness on Gary’s cheeks until his eyes opened. “Gary, you okay there, bud? Yikes, that was a close one. Sorry, pal. I was having a rare Cambodian moment.”


    Gary said fuck a half dozen times, Jerry Kelly’s hand on his neck, massaging. “Don’t worry, Gar’, you’re cool, man. Take a break, have a smoke, then we’re into heavy-lifting time. This’ll be the last load.”


    Marko reached into the lake beside the rowboat and fished out a beer. He snapped the tab off and brought it to Gary. “Jerry, that was … Well, wow. Fuck.”


    Jerry Kelly gave him a proud smile and watched Gary bubble at the beer. “Gary, you ever heard the expression: eat a toad for breakfast and the day can only get better?”


    “No. No, Jerry. Yeah. I think.” Gary was eager to get it right and seemed to be wishing he spoke even a little Cambodian. “Maybe.”


    “Well, pal, you just ate the toad. Grab up your nuts, finish your beer, and let’s quit fucking around. A better day ahead, trust me.”


    Marko was still shaking his head in admiration. Jerry Kelly still had it, no question. He still had his chops.


    The knapsacks were piled inside and outside the slaves’ quarters. Jerry Kelly busied himself smoking joints and trying to picture Cambodia on a map that glowed inside his head. He went up to the house and banged on the door. Above him, Marko’s plane buzzed the main house, did a wide circle as though conducting an inspection, then with a wag of its wings reluctantly disappeared, west.


    “Chyna? Chy? You there, girl?” He laughed and pounded heavily on the door. “C’mon, Chy, get your tongue out of that outstanding chick and let me in.”


    The door opened a crack and Aurora peeked out at the smiles wreathed on Jerry Kelly’s face. He sparkled his eyes at her and said, “Yum.”


    Marko Markowitz, smoking a resinous joint and drinking a can of beer, headed west for a few minutes after buzzing Chyna Lily’s main house. It looked like an idyllic scene, a long log house surrounded by deep dense trees. A scattering of outbuildings, a haphazard of sudden little shingle roofs, some lean-tos, then a winding stream and the brief white foam of a waterfall. It looked like a place where gentle souls toiled happily in a silence of peace, leaving their workshop in the evening for a pleasant communal feed around an iron-bellied stove. Nights of distant string music and flutes. Ghostly dances around flickering bonfires; jumping glowing sparks. Poetry. Fireflies. Butterflies. Markowitz sighed.


    But he knew there was a certain unhealthy softness beneath the thin crust of that tranquility. At the farthest corner of the property he thought he saw tiny figures dashing for cover under trees, their arms pointed at the sky, at him. He thought of dive-bombing them in friendship, feeling bad that he had no bales of nourishment and essentials aboard to toss down. But he brightened at the thought of Jerry Kelly down there, making moves to hook up Chyna Lily. Jerry Kelly was the penultimate wrecker, an ape. But Chyna was no joke, in her own right. Jerry Kelly might be cheerfully crazy, but Chyna was intense in her insanity. Marko, balancing Jerry Kelly’s Cambodian caper with Chyna’s seemingly endless appetite for doomed and lethal love, predicted interesting times for all those little folks down below. He made a solemn sign of benediction to them all, to his people.


    But it was, he knew, none of his business, as long as Jerry survived his games with pal Chyna. Sucking at the joint, Marko started smiling, thinking about Jerry Kelly telling the wet kid he was having a Cambodian moment.


    As Marko adjusted his course over lands and lakes to his cottage compound, he wondered what his other palsy-walsy, the Presto, was up to. Moving around in his shadow life, putting together a variation, Marko assumed, running a little on panic at the thought of Zoe helpless in Mexico at the hands of drooling beaners.


    And then he started giggling when he realized two things at once: that he was still naked except for his flipflops. And, alarmingly, that the fuel gauge was leaning left at a decidedly unfriendly angle.


    He flicked his fingernail at the glass dial and giggled louder. “Whoops.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 20

    



    


    

  


  
    The naked slaves sat on broken furniture or on bags and boxes of money piled against the walls of the shed. They were just high enough to function but not so far gone they’d start emitting speed riffs without punctuation and shouting laundry lists of their inner dream experiences and hopes and secret details of intergalactic conspiracies. They stared at the creature of their salvation, Emperor Jerry, and appeared to be listening intently as he organized them into a count crew.


    Haig, the skinny speeder who’d driven up in the Saab, was put in charge. Patient Jerry Kelly took him a half-dozen times through the procedure before he mastered it. How to supervise the slaves as they took bundles of bills and removed any elastic bands and paperclips; loading the feeder of the currency sorter, then removing the sorted bills from the sort pockets, stacking them by denomination, and re-feeding them for counting. After noting the total in each bundle, Haig’s chore was to copy the number off the display onto a yellow sticky note, stick it to the top of each bundle, then put it through the compressor, flattening and banding it. Haig thought the whole concept of technology was cool. Naked Aurora watched. She’d been warned by Chyna Lily of the carnivorous dangers of Jerry Kelly and was deeply attracted to him. She’d learned in life that the most ruthless could deliver the most. In Jerry Kelly’s shadow Chyna Lily was just a mark in a muumuu.


    Through the open door, Jerry Kelly could see Gary sitting in the porch, eying the shotgun leaning on the steps. The ground around the shed was strewn with heaps of slaves’ clothing.


    Jerry Kelly slapped his hands together. “Okay, team. Everybody got Chyna’s vitamins pumping, doing their good works? Enough chocolate bars? We’re ready to work here, folks. When we’re done, Chy’s got treats for all. Chyna’s a good woman, eh? Like the mom we always wanted.”


    He was bursting with bonhomie, enjoying the concentration camp aspect of the shed, the naked malnourished frames, the big eyes eager to please. “It looks like a lot of work, sports, but really, it really isn’t. Let’s give it a shot, okay?” He stood with his hands on his hips, looking from face to face. “One last thing. Pay attention now.” He reached behind himself and picked up an axe. He hefted it like a baseball batter and gave a wide sad smile. “Any of you fuckers steal a single fuckin’ nickel, try to put a five dollar bill up your ass, I’m going after it with this. So don’t fuck around, don’t get fancy. You want to get creative, find a new vein.” Lumberjack Jerry put the axe back behind him and smacked his hands together. “Okay, let’s get at it. Love your work; work your love.”


    Admiringly, Aurora said: “Heavy.”


    Marko Markowitz, mindful of the ramifications of a lack of fuel to the engine, took the little plane lower. Far ahead he recognized the curves and bays of his lake. From the air his cottage compound looked like all the others, happy safe places for recreation and relaxation. He took the plane lower still and listened with growing unhappiness as the engine began stuttering its hunger. He came in low over a sailboat, the almost recognizable folks aboard waving at first, then pointing up at the hesitant motor music of his distress. The boathouse became visible, then the finger of his dock. There was no hopefulness in the engine’s sounds, which went from stutters to coughing. The sounds of silence between the noises seemed to be getting longer.


    Naked Marko on the bottom of the lake, he thought, trying to focus through his weed-cured brain. Naked Marko a long leisurely lunch for the tiny crayfish he sometimes found inside the bass he caught in the evenings. Naked Marko the thing of jokes and snickers, his eyes and genitals munched by all species of little things that lost their innocence and weren’t so cute when they had at you in the dark deep when no one was watching.


    He amazed himself. His eyes and his hands found the common purpose of survival. It was as if they knew the little chewing things at the bottom of the lake would go for the blanched fingertips and the gawking eyes first.


    At the last second, as his ears recognized the absolute silence of the engine, water surface and plane met with a smoothness that astounded him. If he’d been straight, he believed, he could never have made such a kiss-down. The little plane rode forward on leftover thrust and stopped, bobbing on the gentle waves. He sat until he was certain he’d actually stopped.


    He unlatched the wing door, stepped onto the strut, and slipped into the water. His cottage looked to be a quarter mile away, maybe a little less. A point of land stuck into the water off to the left and was much closer than the compound. It would be hard going between the point and the cottage but he decided he’d be safer reaching the first land available, even if it meant a stroll through rough brush. He struck out gently, deciding the swim would become the first step in a disciplined regimen of health and fitness, if not to a buff and sculpted Marko, then certainly something a little more presentable when squiring Julia Gurr about the town. His strokes were powerful and rhythmic and it seemed he reached the point in very little time. Trudging heavily out of the water he decided that maybe he was in pretty good shape after all and he adjourned the idea of workouts. The brush and branches worked him over as he made his way in the direction of his compound. He was careful to avoid stepping in poison ivy, although he had no idea what it looked like.


    There were cottage clothes in the boathouse and he carefully pulled on a pair of zany shorts and a faded T-shirt from Jamaica. He climbed into a twelve-foot aluminum boat, untied it from the dock ring, and fired up the engine. Running out to the floatplane he appreciated nature. He tied off the plane and motored back to the dock.


    The crayfish were little friends once again.


    Showered and shaved, Marko Markowitz used a strong astringent to paint the rips and bites on his body. He wandered naked through the sunlight flooding into his white apartment in Stonetown until the stinging faded. His chest and shoulders ached; he’d picked up a combo sun and windburn across his balding scalp and back. He dressed but clothing irritated his skin. He found a billowing white shirt and eased it on, untucked.


    A cellular phone began emitting a steady beep and it took him a minute to sort through the dozen units set up in chargers on the dining table. He didn’t recognize the number on the display and answered cautiously. “Yeah?”


    Julia Gurr sounded as bright and happy as the day. “Marko, we’re working.”


    “Both of you? Ah, good. Good.”


    She told him Bobby Preston wanted him to send someone to a dumpster behind her building, although she didn’t say she lived there. “He’s left a bunch of cardboard boxes and stuff there. There’s a stencil, some spray paint, some packing tape. You have to get someone to paint the stencils on the boxes, each side.”


    “Do we know what the variation is?”


    “Nope. We have to get together, you and me. How about Holts, under the Tower Mall?”


    She gave him an hour to make the fifteen-minute drive to meet her. She knew he had to make the requisite number of circles, to change vehicles, to dash through hotel lobbies with their crowds and escalators. He’d check reflections in store windows like a spy, stop to tie his shoelace, double back or stop dead in the middle of the sidewalk. He’d dive into and out of taxis like a comic book character. Following Marko, she knew, would require a battalion of badges with the patience of rocks. Cops were notoriously linear thinkers and Marko’s antics could be both high comedy and effective. He’d learned from Jerry Kelly, a master of the dodge.


    She was glad of the wait. She was exhausted. She’d been taking telephone instructions from Bobby Preston and running around town. He had dictated slowly over the blind phone: go to a printing house and buy a stencil that read: “For Export Only — This Side Up.” Then to a corrugated paper box firm and buy a gross of cardboard cartons, C flute weight, one-by-two-by-two-foot dimensions, and inserts for reinforcement. Then to a stationery store for packing tape. Then to go to a paint shop to buy a gallon of fast-dry red paint and a roller. Leave it all someplace and have Marko send someone to pick it up.


    It looked like a land transfer. Cardboard boxes would burst and split if they had to be tossed from a plane. The stenciling indicated Preston was working something through a Customs contact, maybe on the span bridge. Maybe in a transport truck, mixed in with electronics. Cardboard boxes, if he used the river, even C flutes, would fall apart if they got soaked. She didn’t know the variation, but she knew it would be a good one. And it wasn’t the river.


    She jumped when Marko Markowitz dropped into the chair across from her in Holts Cafe. He was glazed with a light sweat. He looked like a cloud in a ballooning white shirt, untucked and smelling of astringent, with red slashes showing on the fabric on his chest and shoulders. He held up his hand. “Don’t fucking ask. You wouldn’t believe me.”


    She gave him a pretty smile. “Can I call you Omar?”


    He gazed at her and noticed immediately a difference, a change that retrofitted his heart. She looked happy and in control and there were no shadows of Spicetown running across her face, wrinkling confusion into her brow, tugging the edges of her mouth down. He wondered if it was the Presto effect, this change, if Presto had a variation for her heart.


    “How’s Bobby? What’s the scene? He working his mojo for the greater good?”


    “That’s why we’re here. He’s getting ready to move and he’s moving through me. He said you’ve got too much heat, there’s too much at stake.”


    “Ten ems plus. Fucking right.”


    “He means Zoe, Marko. He doesn’t care about the money. He’s worried about Zoe. Don’t you worry about her?”


    “Jools, there’s no way anything’s going to happen to her.” He didn’t bother with the pretence he hadn’t got her grabbed up. “My word. I’d as soon hang upside down on a meathook in front of that fucking midget, Pavo, than let anything happen to her.”


    “Why’d you take her, then?” She looked at him sadly.


    “What’s done is done. I didn’t want to do it, but Bobby, well, he was just being the fucking Presto. The clean crook, the sporting bandit, the scarlet fucking pumpernickel or something. Saint Presto. It isn’t like that, Jools, and you of all people know it. He’s left people for dead, accident or no. He’s no fucking better than me. Or Jerry.” He felt bad for her future. She’d grieve the loss of Presto. But he’d be there for her and Zoe. “Anyway, Zoe’s safe, no matter what. That’s what’s important. Bobby works a variation, great, she comes home. He fucks it up, okay, them’s the breaks and she still comes home. It was just a shot; turned out it worked. It was a tight timeline, I couldn’t wait.”


    “When we get her back, Marko, you should know Bobby and I’re going to take another shot. Get normal. This thing was a wakeup call. We’ve fucked up our lives. Now we fucked up Zoe’s.”


    Marko already knew, but he’d had a faint hope that Jerry Kelly was just being an asshole. Hearing it confirmed angered him. “What the fuck?”


    “You put us back together, Marko.” She put her hand on his. “You made us need each other. That’s a good thing.”


    Marko pulled his hand back. “Cocksucker. Cock-fucking-sucker. What is it with that fucker? Ah, Jesus. Oh, that fucking guy.”


    “Marko. C’mon, straighten up. We’ll work it through, you’ll get past it. We have to focus on doing the work, right? Bringing Zoe back.”


    But Marko was focusing on Preston in the weeds with his head inside out. He was thinking that he should have been more creative and specific in his instructions to Jerry Kelly, that maybe Jerry should’ve been sent with a hundred bucks to the woodworking section of a hardware store to loosen his creative juices.


    There’ll be time, he told himself, when frogs are feasting on Preston’s fucking eyes. He was going to have his day. Remain calm. The Colombian midget dough first, then Preston, then her and him and Zoe. “Fuck it.”


    “Okay. The way he wants to work it is like this. He’s calling and giving me instructions. So far we did the boxes and stuff. I assume your guy picked ’em up and figured out how the stencil works. If Bobby has instructions for you he’s going to give them to me and I’m going to give them to you.”


    “That’s it? Sounds okay to me.”


    “One little thing though, Marko. When he calls he can’t hear me once I answer. Once I say Hello, once I’ve made the first sound of the first word, he’ll disable the hearing portion of his phone. He talks, I listen. I can talk, but he can’t hear.”


    “What’s that all about? He can’t hear you? That’s fucked.”


    “It’s smart, if you think about it. No one can threaten him, no one can manipulate him, get him to make stupid or dangerous moves. He gets a leaving alone until he sets up the variation. He’s going do it for you, but once it’s over there, he’s done. He’s going to want Zoe there, do a hand-to-hand. If he doesn’t see her there, he’s going to assume you’ve double-crossed him, or Jerry has, and that she’s dead. He’s going to set the money on fire.”


    “What if I need to reach him? Something comes up?”


    “He said if everybody does everything right, then everything’ll come out just fine. He said he isn’t interested in hearing Zoe scream over the phone because the psycho there’s got a blowtorch working. ‘Do this, do that, come here, go there. Take a dope shipment over while you’re at it.’”


    “He’s taking a chance, a big fucking chance, Jools. You gotta talk him out of this shit.”


    “Wish I could, Marko, but I can’t talk to him. No one can.”


    Marko sat and stared at the tabletop, evaluating the ramifications of Presto’s plan. He appreciated the creativity, the removal of Presto himself from threat or enticement. It gave him total control. But at some point crazy Jerry and the Presto would have to be at the same place at the same time. “Okay. If that’s how he wants it. I’m going to want Jerry at the exchange in case Presto is setting up some scheme. What’s with the boxes? It looks like, what, over land?”


    “I guess. I don’t know. If it was water, he wouldn’t use cardboard boxes, wouldn’t need the stencil. If it was a plane, he’d use reinforced knapsacks. Maybe he’s got someone at a border point. Maybe a trucker. Stack ’em in behind something else. I don’t know. Anyway, once the dough’s here in town I’m going to have to start picking it up for boiling. I’ll only have a day to do what I can, Presto says, so I’ll be living in the cartoon for a while. You gotta find a place where I can get at it.”


    “I’ll have to have some guys with you, make sure you don’t fall into bad company or something.”


    “I’ll call and tell you what I need, you separate it from the main stash. When I take it around you can have a guy or two, no problem, but when I go inside someplace to do the boiling, they wait outside. I mean it, Marko. These are my people. I don’t want Jerry going in later and slapping people around and generally going ape.”


    He nodded. “Okay, we’ll work it out when the stuff’s here. What’s the Presto need from me, right now?”


    “Just the money in the city, someplace, ready for me to boil it. Then we follow his instructions.”


    “Okay,” he said. “We’re sorting and counting now. I’ll get it down here, find a place. But no matter how much you boil there’s gonna be a huge fucking stack of it. Tell him he better be prepared.”


    She made a small smile and a shrug.

  


  
    


    Chapter 21

    



    The slaves worked through the evening and well into the night. Jerry Kelly kept a close eye on them. He kept a close eye on Gary, hung a careful ear to his replies to Jerry’s attempts at reconciliation. There were stages Gary the moth had to go through to become Gary the butterfly. There were dues to be paid and, in the grand scheme of life, being blindfolded and forced to your knees by a pal who might’ve gone psycho was tough, but there were a lot of worse things, let Jerry tell you that, buddy. Gary had taken to delivering the under-cringe sideways looks.


    After midnight, while Jerry and Gary were on the porch silently enjoying companionship under a Japanese-quality moon, inside the shed the first slave’s body sent out a message that it was lacking a necessity. Then another, moaning; a third shouting. Molecular rebellion.


    The door was locked from the outside. Inside, frantic hands began pounding on it.


    “Natives are restless, Gary,” Jerry Kelly said smoking a piece of hash off the end of one of Chyna Lily’s kitchen knives. He’d taken control of the shotgun after Gary didn’t come out of his pout in a reasonable time. “Go chip ’em a tap.”


    “Let Roar do it.” Gary was smiling. “She’s a dirty old thing, eh, Jer’?”


    Jerry Kelly’s inner ear picked that Gary had treachery coursing through his heart, that he was trying to put Jerry Kelly to sleep. He leaned over and flipped the lock. “Roar, it’s tap the dancers time.”


    From inside, she called, “Get Chyna. She’s the magic minstrel.”


    “Chyna’s having a private moment, doesn’t want to be disturbed. C’mon out, Roar. I got two dozen hits, you tap the team and you can have what’s left.”


    Aurora came out naked, slipping through a crack in the door, trying to keep the groping hands and ratcheting mouths inside. “One for each of them, and the rest for me?” She figured out the happy math.


    “Yep. Tap ’em, then come on out and smoke some hash with us.” He dropped a handful of little clear envelopes into her hand. “You up to supercharge?”


    Without answering she nodded and she slipped back into the shed.


    Jerry Kelly put the shotgun down beside Gary and handed him the knife with the chunk of hash smoking on the tip. “Finish this if you want, I’m zonked.” He stretched and made a series of cracks up his spine. “I’m going up to get some food for ’em from the van. You want anything?”


    Gary shook his head. “I’m cool for now, Jer’.”


    “We’ll feed the slaves and get high with Aurora, party the girl up, switch her back from Chyna’s bad habits, make an honest woman out of her.”


    Gary laughed false: “Haw, haw, haw,” and the hackles on Jerry Kelly’s neck started dancing like nerves.


    He walked up the curve of the road; the air was crickets and crackles. There were no cities or major towns nearby to create ambient light to dilute the heavy weight of the galaxy; there was a strong moon and a path of billions of stars of varying brightness. He identified the Big Dipper and the North Star and looked in vain for the Big Bopper, giggling, trying to make the shape of a Fender guitar out of the beautiful mess of anarchy up there.


    He’d had hopes for Gary in his slavish devotion but maybe he’d gone too far with the first-rate Cambodian trick, although pal Marko seemed to think it was amusing. In any case, it didn’t look like Gary was going to make it through this thing. Jerry would have to get some real workers up there, some guys with muscle tone, maybe another vehicle, a crash car.


    From the creek bridge he could see Chyna had lights on in the log house. It looked like anything that could be lit up was, as if she were afraid of some headless horseman riding the night, some evil nasty that could be repelled by the bright light of reality. Zonked Jerry Kelly evaluated the idea of lurching around the windows and scratching against the glass, of creaking around on the board flooring of the porch and going: “Oooooo …” He instead gave the well-lit front yard a wide avoidance, remembering a yarn about Chyna and a shotgun and a Harley rider being buried with his helmet but without his head. Sensitive Chyna might not be in the mood for midnight frolics.


    At the van he quietly opened the driver’s door and dug his fingers into a two-inch rip in the bottom of the seat, probing. He found the blunt shapes of shotgun shells and slipped one into his pocket. He clicked the door shut securely and went to the rear and took out Gary’s worn biker jacket and a box of partially melted chocolate bars and a case of high-energy athletic drinks. Balancing the boxes and the jacket on his shoulder he stood listening to the subtle invisible sounds of night. A faint breeze stirred his hair but seemed to bring no sound until he listened closely and heard the moving air commit angel’s songs on the singing, giggling chimes of glass and bits of metal.


    He made his careful way back toward the shed, veering to take a route that would prevent him from walking into the dark surprise he suspected was being concocted in Gary’s petulant mind.


    Walking on the edges of his feet he came upon the sight of Gary with the shotgun in his hands beside the shed’s porch. Indian Scout Jerry Kelly slipped across the ground, coming up on Gary’s off side. “Quit horsing around, Gary,” he said from a scant few feet away. He took a step into the startled Gary, bringing himself inside the arc of the barrel. “Give me the scatter, then take the boxes inside. Fuel for the machines.”


    He took the shotgun and held it by the cold barrels, loose at his side. “Bring Aurora out with you. It’s playtime.”


    When Gary opened the door a sudden wave of speedy voices floated out. Astronauts, Steppenwolf lyrics spoken at a feverish rate, a high laughter, sobbing. He heard Gary’s voice, a tough voice now that he was dealing with subhumans. He came out with naked Aurora as Jerry Kelly, sitting on the top step, fired a piece of hash the size of a biscuit with six-inch flame from a butane lighter.


    Time, he decided, to start putting Gary into a vulnerable nap. He made room for him to sit, then patted the wood beside him. “Sit here, Roar. Keep us warm.” Gary sat sideways on the bottom step and Aurora nuzzled on him and went for his zipper.


    Jerry Kelly inhaled off the chunk of hash and put the knife under her face. Then he cured Gary’s face. Then back again. He was careful to make his companionship genuine, and in fact it was, for the moment. They all rode their stone and Gary stared at the sky, saying he’d never seen a shooting star.


    “We make our own shooting stars, man.” Jerry Kelly busted the scatter and glanced at the two shells, side-by-side in the barrels. “Check this feature.” He snapped the gun shut and aimed at the oriental moon and fired. There was a hollow boom and it seemed that stars burst from the barrel, heading home, repatriating themselves. Coincidentally there was a meteor shower far up there, a cascade that seemed to explode and drip shards of light.


    Aurora said: “Wow. Lookee”


    Gary briefly ducked away from the sound of the gunshot, but his eyes were kilns of joy at the beauty of the brief light. “Ooooo.”


    “You like that, kids? Uncle Jerry’s planetarium. We make the stars. We are the stars.”


    Aurora was dazzled. “We make the stars. We are the stars.” She said it again, and began weeping, eyes closed and mouth slack, her eyes retaining the after-image.


    Gary was genuinely impressed. “That … Wow, Jerry. Do it again. Send ’em home.”


    Jerry Kelly gave him a wide smile. The old Gary was back, he decided. The light show had burned the treachery from his brain. But he wondered how long Gary was back for. Was this just a brief visit? He aimed again at the moon. “Ready kids? Last shell, the last performance.” He made them wait, pretending he was going to fire, then lowering the gun to look at them. “Ready?”


    “Yes, go Jerry, go.” Gary stared at the tip of the barrel, his eyes wide with excitement, anticipation.


    “Okay, one, two, three …” Jerry Kelly shot the moon. It was beautiful, he had to admit, visual poetry. Even the sound, the booming rolling through the dark hollows, the undulations of the landscape. The after-sound seemed to go on for miles of time. When you thought it was done … there it was still, vibration faint and far.


    Jerry Kelly walked back to the steps and sat down as though exhausted. He broke the gun open and used his fingernails to remove the shells. “Out of bullets, kids. Show’s over. Time for some serious huffing.” He put his hand on the back of Aurora’s head and turned her face to the sky. “Roar, you blow?”


    “Sure, Jerry.” She was still entranced. “Like, who first?” She got off the step and knelt in the dirt at the foot of the steps.


    “Roar, not that. Not yet, anyway. Supercharge us. Make us galaxies, like you. I’ll do you first.” He took the knife with the still-smoking hash and pulled off a lungful. He put the tip of the open shotgun against her lips and pushed it so the first inch was inside her mouth. He blew his lungful down the barrel and Aurora sucked.


    She came off the end pretty fast, spitting and coughing. “Yuck, tastes funny.”


    “Hash and gunsmoke, Roar, make you a warrior smoker. Do me.” He handed her the shotgun and the knife. He took the barrels into his mouth and she supercharged him. At the end of the gun her face was angelic, as though blowing hope into a sad man. “Wow, beautiful, Roar. Do me again.” She did. “Do Gary. Send him on a voyage.”


    They each tripped to separate places. Gary kept looking up at the stars, seeming unable to look away for even a minute. Aurora massaged the crotch of his jeans and shivered and fiddled with her breasts, her mind elsewhere in a place who-knew?


    Jerry Kelly played with the broken shotgun, focused on finding its point of balance on the edge of his hand. He conjured the shotgun shell from his jacket and eased it into the right-side chamber. He re-lit the piece of hash and poked around at Aurora’s face until she reluctantly took the tip of the barrel. He inhaled and blew down the left hand barrel. “Like honey, eh?” He put the tip of the shotgun on Gary’s shoulder. “You’re up, my boy.”


    Gary was looking at the pattern of the stars as though trying to discern the sweet face of Jesus. “Uh, uh …” He wanted to tell Jerry he loved him.


    “C’mon, Gar’, last hit. Roar, a treat for Gary. He’s had a hard day, ease his night.”


    She made her lips loose and ran through what looked like enunciation exercises. She said, “I thought you’d go first.”


    “Roar, I’m gonna pass I think. I’m saving myself.”


    Aurora shrugged and unzipped Gary’s jeans. She leaned forward; her head instantly started bobbing. Gary’s face took a beatific wide smile of relaxation. Almost distractedly he turned his head and put the tip of the shotgun into his mouth. He’d decided against treachery. It had just been Jerry Kelly being Uncle Jerry. He could see the humour in the Cambodian moment. He began to laugh. It was these times now that he loved, when the god-like Jerry Kelly assembled everything. A light show, a sound extravaganza, floating honey smoke, the dreams of fantastic soon-profits, and this, that was probably the most perfect head-shot he’d ever had. He felt himself turning to brittle glass and it felt so good he wanted to pull at her hair, make her stop for a moment, for another moment before it ended. But it was too late: smoke in, ice out. Alchemy. Heaven.


    He gazed up the barrel with adoration at smiling Jerry Kelly who filled his rosy cheeks with a massive inhalation of smoke. He felt the trust of love and wasn’t confused at all when Jerry Kelly pushed the tip of the barrel deep into Gary’s mouth, against the back of his throat and quickly snapped the gun shut and his eyes went to cold stones and he pulled the right-side trigger.


    In the morning Chyna Lily heard the boots before she heard the knock at the door. She opened the door a crack and looked out at a sunny Jerry Kelly, Aurora tucked under his arm, held close like a cherished friend. Her face was vacant.


    “Chy, we’re done for now. I have to leave some stuff in the shed, but I’ll be back to get it, soon. My pal Gary fucked off into the woods with the crew, they all went nuts on nature I guess. If you see him wandering around talking to the birds and bees, send him home, okay? Anyway, come on down to the shed, see what a great clean-up job the workers did. You’ll be happy. I’m proud.”


    “It’s okay, Jerry.”


    “No, no, no. C’mon, Chy. Me’n Roar will help you. Let’s go.”


    Shuffling in slippers and her muumuu Chyna came out, reluctantly. Jerry Kelly and Aurora each took a squishy arm. They settled Chyna on the scooter and walked to the railway beside her. When she rolled aboard they walked alongside at the same speed. Jerry Kelly breathing in the fresh air and going, “Sweet,” and “God’s country, Chy.”


    At the shed they went inside. The room, except for pieces of furniture and some stenciled cardboard boxes, had been cleaned and swept out; everything else, from the counting machine to elastic bands had been removed. There was a strong scent of shit, some aura of vomitus, and the rancid sweat of the workers.


    “See, Chy?” Jerry Kelly. “Leave it as you found it, that’s my rule. You like?


    Chyna Lily nodded. She exhibited dread and an anxiety to be away from the room, away from Jerry Kelly and his smile and friendship.


    Holding her upper arm, he solicitously assisted her to a chair, saying, “Wow, Chy, you better sit down, take a load off. You look kinda wobbly, girl.”


    Aurora stood at the wall, her eyes on Jerry Kelly, her mind still trying to sort out the power of her sucking that would lead to Gary’s head loudly disappearing into a red mist where there should have been a star shower. She dimly suspected Jerry Kelly might have had something to do with the event.


    Making sure Chyna Lily was comfortable and safely balanced on the chair Jerry Kelly said he’d be back in a sec, he had a treat for her. Through the window Aurora watched him walk partway up the road, then step off the path into the bush. He came out carrying a cardboard box on his shoulder, his head bobbing a little as though listening to a boom box.


    “It’s true, Chyna, he’s got a treat for us.” Aurora diluted her confusion with enthusiasm. Hoping for the best was a state she felt more comfortable within. “I wonder what it is? Maybe a supply? For us, to get us through the winter? I knew we did a good job, Chyna. We can spend the winter together. Wouldn’t that be nice?”


    Jerry Kelly came through the door. He put the box on the floor. “Just some housekeeping details first, Chy, okay? I know people have come up here and fucked you around. Some of ’em disappeared. That’s okay, fuck ’em. They weren’t pals, they didn’t understand the honour we need to make our lives harmonious. Other guys, I know, have had bad luck heading back down to the city: they got pinched. That’s okay too, with me. They didn’t understand how things are, they got what they deserve.


    “Now, I’m nearly done here. Gary fucking off, that’s put me in a position. I got two vehicles, my car and the van. But I can only drive one, so I’m gonna drive the van down to where my car is and leave it there. I can’t take the boxes in my car, so the boxes stay here. I’m gonna come back, in a day or so, with a truck for the boxes, and when I leave again I don’t want to run into a roadblock, a bunch of State guys in round hats with shotguns and shit. You got all that, Chy?”


    She nodded. She saw the change in his face, saw him winding up. She feared for Aurora; she feared for herself. “I got it, Jerry. We’re cool.”


    He nodded back at her. “Because there’s two things I can do, here. I can bury both of you, or I can trust you. Which, I wonder, should I do?”


    “We’re okay, Jerry. No problem. We won’t touch your stuff, we won’t say nothing. Right, Aurora?”


    Aurora had no idea what was going on, what was being said. Why, she wondered, would Jerry talk about burying us? We’re not dead. He must mean something else. She got impatient, looking at the box with birthday eyes.


    He stood and walked to the box, kicking it gently over toward Chyna Lily with his foot. “So, we’re cool? Just leave it alone, all of it. It’ll be gone in a day or two. Got it?”


    Chyna Lily and Aurora couldn’t take their eyes off the box. Chyna’s eyes were wide in dread and fear. Aurora’s were wide in anticipation and joy.


    Jerry Kelly reached down and ripped a piece of tape from the box top. He put his arm around Aurora’s shoulders, then kicked the box over onto its side at Chyna’s feet.


    Aurora looked at the pretty colours of the slithering ribbons and went: “Ooo. Look, Chyna, magic ribbons, they’re untying themselves.”


    Chyna began screaming.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 22

    



    Zoe Preston was free within the limits of Miguel Garcia’s hacienda outside Nuevo Laredo. There was a housekeeper who kept herself silent and a gardener barely out of his teens, swashbuckling with a machete on one hip and a silver revolver with a pearl handle set for a cross-draw on the other. He constantly appeared on the edges of her vision; when she confronted his eyes he shyly looked down and away and found litter to police or flowers to caress.


    The sun was hot and constant. Zoe often sat on a flagstone patio in the shade but the reflected sun took its effect upon her and her skin seemed to glow. To cool herself in the perfectly square pool, she waited for the young gardener to find chores elsewhere.


    After the police had moved her from their cells crowded with puta, she’d been taken away by a man who introduced himself as The Mig. The Meeg. “Your uncle is a great, very great, friend of mine,” The Mig had said as he ushered her into an immaculate Ford SUV. “He asked that I rescue you from this misunderstanding and keep you safe. It’s very important, Señorita Preez-tone, that we remain very low key for the near future. Your uncle said your father, a friend and colleague, required your safety until he can complete his business on your behalf. Beyond that, I can tell you little. My role is small and very minor.”


    Zoe asked if The Mig had spoken to her uncle.


    “Not directly, but an associate contacted me. I am merely a man who is insignificant and small, but I enjoy a small measure of respect and influence when one such as yourself is in danger.” Sitting behind the wheel of the huge truck he fairly bowed. “Greatly exaggerated, of course, but … people speak and others believe.”


    “Is my father in danger?”


    “That is beyond me. I was told on behalf of Señor Markoweetz that you required safety and security and I was to treat you as I would my daughter.” The Mig laughed. “Clearly Señor Kee-Lee doesn’t know my daughter. Aieee.” He seemed to struggle to put her at ease, to deflect any questions she might have because he obviously had no answers. A call from Señor Markoweetzo via Yeery Kee Lee was enough. As requested, he would be a host to a guest, but if another more ominous telephone call came and he was directed to dig a coyote hole for the young woman, he would do it, although with reluctance and no sense of pleasure.


    When they’d arrived at the compound Zoe was introduced as a special guest; the housekeeper looked at her youth and lack of bra and made a sound. Zoe got the impression that young women her age were often installed at the house and that offended the housekeeper’s religiosity.


    She lived in an upper room with a fine view of the endless desert that turned purple in the evening as the sun made its way to sleep. The bathroom was dun tiles and gold fixtures. The tub was wide and deep and cool and white. She lay in it for several hours over the first two days staring at the sunset bruises in the shape of boot toes on her ribs and thighs. What her dad called a shit-kicking. When she showered she did it gingerly, slowly massaging fragrant shampoo where her hair had been pulled and twisted and her scalp felt raw.


    When she’d been given the cellular to speak to her dad on, he’d sounded soothing and calming. He could say little, it was clear, but he seemed to be in some degree of control of the situation. She thought it curious that Uncle Marko and her dad were working together on her behalf.


    Until she knew what state her dad was truly in, or if it would help him or hurt him, she made no effort to escape beyond using her ears to track and monitor the movements of the staff, the sound of very faint traffic on a paved road off to the east of the hacienda, the most faint whistle of a train to the north. She told herself her dad would never let anything happen to her. If she needed to be away from The Mig, he’d commit whatever he had to to make it happen. Until she knew, she would watch and listen and wait. She had a long wood-handled knife she’d taken from the kitchen when the grim housekeeper had turned away from her youth and its attendant promiscuity. “If my dad doesn’t come to get me,” she said to herself, tearily, “it’s because he’s dead.”


    On the third morning after arriving at the hacienda she awoke early. She dressed in a pair of too-large counterfeit Levis and a white peasant top. She took her leather-covered daybook and tried to find words to describe what it was to be alive in the middle of mystery while the yolky sun just washed another unexpected day upon her. At the window she pressed her face against the screen and breathed in the wet foliage soaked down by the gardener who, she noted with a shock of reality that banished any poetry from her soul, was floating face down amongst the aqua flowers in the cement pool surrounded by stone angels he tended endlessly. A plume of blood fanned out from his white jellaba. The silver pistol was lying still at the bottom of the water, the machete was gone.


    Zoe Preston found the wood-handled knife under her mattress and positioned herself against the rough stucco behind the door to her room, the knife clutched in her fist beside her cheek, ready and waiting and wondering if she could do what would need to be done.


    There were whispers outside the room. Several men’s voices. A door opened, then closed. Another door and then a shout and a struggle, staggering footsteps on the thick board floor of the hallway, then a sharp exhalation and a grunt. Then another. Then another. Then The Mig’s voice, hollow and faint and liquid and unintelligible, “Ahh.”


    There was silence then and she looked at where the floor met the door and saw a ribbon of blood running into the room on the stone floor. It made her catch her breath audibly, and outside a gringo voice, no longer whispering, said: “This one,” and the door opened with great caution and she raised her silver bladed knife.


    “Put it down, put it down. You Marko’s kid? His niece?”


    She wondered at how he knew not to pass through the doorway, then realized he was looking at her through the crack in the door.


    “I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you,” she said, her voice rising to coax breath from emptying lungs. “Go. Just go. Take what you want. I haven’t seen you,” before realizing he’d said her uncle’s name and it wasn’t burglars.


    “I’m coming in. You stab me, you’re making a big mistake. We’re here to get you, that’s all. Markowitz sent us. We’re here to take you home. We don’t have a lot of time.”


    She pushed the door against him. He used just enough force to keep it as it was without trying to crush her back against the stucco with it. “What’s his name, my uncle?”


    “Marko. Ah, Leslie, or something. Fuck, girl, there’s dead people around, c’mon.” His voice was rough, but reasonable. He didn’t threaten and seemed only impatient to do the mission her uncle had sent him to do. “You’re safe now.”


    She moved along the wall away from the door, holding the knife as her Uncle Marko had showed her, a knife fighter’s trick, behind her thigh so the opponent wouldn’t know there was a knife, and if he did he wouldn’t know which way it was held, whether her counterattack would come overhand or underhand. Uncle Marko, she thought and resisted a hysterical giggle. She was nine years old and he said it’s never too young to learn how to carve up a drunken Pollack salami when you really, really had to. She felt great love and was dying now to see Uncle Marko. She said to the door: “Come in. Just one.”


    A heavily bearded face did a quick peek around the door, then darted back, then came out again, this time with an appreciative smile. “Tijuana trick, hide the blade. You’re Marko’s niece, all right.” He held out both palms to show they were empty; one sleeve of his checkered shirt showed a large bloodstain on the cuff. “We have to hurry, get you across with the morning commute.” He spoke to someone behind him. “She’s got a blade.”


    “Fuck, this could go bad fast.”


    The heavily bearded man poked his head back in. “Miss, we’re just here to get you out. Marko sent us, no way I can prove it to you, but if we go without you, well … we’re not. C’mon.”


    She recognized him as a big man who could be mean but had a gentle heart, like her Uncle Marko, like her dad. He had a life of doing violence, receiving violence, suffering prison, and lived in it without complaint. She moved off the wall, wide, and moved so she could see outside the door, past him. The fingers of blood on the floor were reaching farther into the room. She felt the loss of The Mig, who had made a joke of his daughter, a fine friendly joke to ease her apprehension.


    “Okay, okay.” She kept the knife in her hand as she left the room, averting her face from the source of the blood. The beautiful boy gardener in the pool, she knew, would haunt her for a long time to come, although she’d seen many butchered bodies as she practised her craft of aid in dark places.


    There were four men on the landing, waiting and shuffling. All were big and had the competent mien of Uncle Marko’s biker pals, and all wore road clothes: jeans, untucked shirts, and leather or cut-off denim vests. One, who wore a blue checked kerchief, nodded in a friendly greeting. “You can’t take the knife.”


    She dropped it onto the floor. The heavily bearded man picked it up between his knuckles and wiped the handle on his shirtsleeve. He dropped it near The Mig’s body. Gently, he put his hand under her elbow and began steering her to the top of the stairs.


    She said: “My passport, it’s in the room inside the leather book. I want the book.”


    The man in the checked kerchief nodded at another man and the man went into the room and came out with the daybook.


    The man in the kerchief led the way down the stairs. “You’re safe now. You’re going home. We’ll get you over the border. Your uncle’s waiting. You’re safe.”


    He gave her a wad of American money and put his hand on her shoulder. “You tell Marko we treated you right, okay? Your ticket is good Laredo to Houston, then use the money to get a flight to Buffalo.” He handed her a slip of paper. “Call this number when you know when you’re arriving and Marko will have someone meet you there.”


    She said: “What happened to the housekeeper?”


    She thought he had beautiful blue eyes and thought she witnessed the silent brevity of grief in them.


    At Houston, before boarding for Buffalo, she called the number and a soft-voiced man answered. She asked for Marko and the man said he was out, is this Zoe? She said it was and the man asked for her flight number and arrival time in Buffalo. He asked what she was wearing.


    “I’ll meet you, if Marko can’t. He’s pretty worried, Zoe. You okay?”


    “I’m fine. It was … ugly.”


    The man made a sympathetic sound. “Life, right? You have to take what beauty you can, or what’s the point?”


    She thought he sounded vaguely poetic and sad.


    “Is my dad okay? You know my dad?”


    “Bobby? Me and Bobby, we’re buds,” Jerry Kelly said. “He’s a great guy. A real sport.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 23

    



    Marko Markowitz sat gingerly back against the wraparound corner booth at Gratelli’s. He wore a very loose white shirt, untucked, and smelled of liniments. He felt like a swami. The booth was red leatherette and cool through his shirt. He was still sweating from the fast but very long walk from his Mercedes, parked two blocks away. Jerry Kelly, striding in a flapping grey suit over a black T-shirt had gone past the Mercedes as he too made his way to Grat’s, clearly having parked the Saab even further away.


    “I feel,” Markowitz told Jerry Kelly when they were both seated, “like I’ve been whipped by an octopus. The country life. Fuck it. How’d you make out?”


    “It’s done. A hard day toiling in nature. We got all the stuff in one place. Boxed and sealed. What a fucking nightmare.” He snapped his fingers a couple of times at a waiter. “The fuck’s wrong with this place? Santo, quit fucking around.” When the waiter came to the table, Jerry Kelly ordered two cognacs with precise serving instructions: “Don’t fuck around, Santo, fill the fucking glasses, put the ice in your pants, and send the cherry to your mother. She lost hers. Cognac, a whole lot of it. Twice.”


    “A hard day, Mr. Kelly?”


    Jerry Kelly instantly went offensive. “Why you asking that? Somebody ask you if I’m busy, you telling ’em what I’m doing?” Santo slunk away and Jerry Kelly looked sadly at Marko. “Fucking wop. Nosy. But like most of them, sensitive, with a romantic streak, a heart shaped like a boot. We’ll leave him a good tip, he can get some really good olive oil for the hair on his back.”


    Marko shook his head, smiling fondly. “Did you have sport with small animals when you were a kid, Jerry? Little self-assigned biology experiments in the basement? See how far a kitten could run with its head on fire?”


    Jerry Kelly was amused and filed that away. “A curious boy, was I, Marko. Mysteries of life. I could’ve been a doctor or something, things had gone a little different. Friends used to say: boy, if old Jerry could just buckle down …” His voice trailed off.


    Markowitz, always looking for biodata, said, “You got a lot of friends, Jerry?”


    Jerry Kelly sat back while Santo silently put down the drinks. When he was gone, Jerry Kelly picked up the glass and held it to the light. “Prick probably ground up a shot glass and stirred it in.” He switched glasses with Markowitz and took a deep swallow. “Funny you should ask me that, Marko. I got, it turns out, one less pal than I did last time I saw you.”


    “Not Chyna?”


    “No, no, me’n Chyna are buds. It’s Gary.” He let the fumes from the cognac tear his eyes up. “Little Gary. He went by the wayside. Poor little Gary.”


    Marko bucked his teeth and squinted his eyes into slits. “Another Cambodian moment?” He began laughing, remembering. “That was pretty fucking funny, there, Jer’. I thought the kid was going into vapour lock.”


    “Suicide. He offed himself. Ah, fuck.” He gazed in the middle distance and became pontifical. “I dunno, Marko, I think it’s the pressure of this lifestyle. These young kids have got it all too easy. Broads, dough, cars, all that stuff. Not like in the old days, when you had to do a little deal, then a little bit bigger deal, work your way up, get a reputation as a guy that gets things done. Now it’s: do one good deal, whack the guy you owe the money to because it’s cheaper than paying him, and you got it all. It puts them under an enormous pressure for ever-greater success, striving for more, more, more. What happens, Marko, is they don’t have the grounding guys like you and me do, learning the basics, those little steps that are the foundation of this life, any life, really.” He lifted his glass and waited for Marko to lift his. “Gary. My poor pal. And what a pal he was. He’ll be missed by many.”


    Marko toasted and drank. “Gary. A prince.”


    “Anyfuckingway,” Jerry Kelly said briskly, “let’s move on. What we got is: all the dough is counted, bundled and boxed. Even without Gary, poor, poor unhappy Gary, I got it done. The slaves are still up there; Chyna I think wants ’em for the harvest. Maybe some late-night fiddling. There’s eleven mill, seven. It’s all sealed up and stashed up there. Ready to go, it’ll fit in a cube truck and, maybe, a regular van. What I need to know is where we’re taking it. Without Gary I’m going to need two drivers now, guys that don’t have depression issues.” He thought, working out the mechanics of the money move. “Three drivers. One for the van already up there, one in the cube van. I’m going to need a crash car too, in case someone tries to stop us. So, cube truck and the van and two guys to drive ’em, a crash car and driver. Your guys or my guys?”


    “Eleven-seven. Holy shit.”


    “Success equals profit; profit equals problems. Bigger success brings bigger profit, ergo: bigger problems. Both the blessing and the curse of the modern entrepreneur.” He flagged Santo and used his middle finger to make a circle over their empty glasses.


    He looked around the restaurant and evaluated the early dinner crowd, cocktailing after the workday. At the elbow of the rail, four men sat separately, their forearms on the wood, crowding their drinks, not looking at anything, just four guys who had the crushed look of guys who had spent a useless day doing what they uselessly did every other useless day of their useless fucking lives. Jerry Kelly thought one guy kept looking into the mirror on the back rail, but when a woman carrying a business portfolio entered the bar area he spun off his stool and greeted her with a handshake and a couple of air kisses and they left. Two prostitutes dressed like office girls stood drinking together, not looking at each other as their eyes rotated above their glasses evaluating the trade. Two of the men wore suits and had briefcases by their feet.


    Jerry Kelly turned his eyes back to the remaining man. He looked like one of the creative types from the nearby lofts being renovated into advertising firms or film studios in Stonetown. He wasn’t old, but he had grey-shot hair straggling over his ears and he had a beard that looked like it had been hacked at by a pair of scissors. He wore baggy blue jeans with smears of paint on them. From the back, under the man’s leather jacket, hung four inches of bright Hawaiian shirt. He wore ankle boots. Creative genius, Jerry Kelly thought, too fucking busy to look normal. He thought about going over and punching the guy out.


    The creative specimen looked at the doorway periodically and went back to sipping his drink. Jerry Kelly decided to wait a few minutes and, if the guy was still there, to go over and rub up on him a little. Maybe start something up, see if handcuffs appeared.


    Markowitz sipped at his mineral water and watched Jerry Kelly counting the house. He wondered, vaguely, about the circumstances of Gary’s end. Jerry Kelly had a mode he went into sometimes, always amusing but frequently unpleasant for others. “Jer-ry, Jer-ry, come home. The money.”


    Jerry Kelly ran his eyes back over the bar a final time and gave Marko a bright smile. “Read for me that guy, third from the end, beard, dressed like a kid. Whadaya think? Cop? Goof?”


    Marko looked. “Goof. Creative underclass. Hits on the chicks with his art and angst.” He shook his head. “Fuck him and his stupid beard. Anyway, who’s up there now?”


    “Lady Chyna and one of her tasty damsels. The slaves, they’re out and about the trees and shit. What else there is living in the woods and weeds, I don’t know. Once you get twenty paces from Chy’s house, you’re in the land of the crystal blues. Up is any direction you want.”


    “The stuff’s safe, though?”


    Jerry Kelly smiled. “It’s cool, Marko. Me and Chyna, it’s funny how we get along. I guess it’s because we’re both spiritual. Her and the chick she’s banging are gonna stay inside for a couple of days, enjoy some quality time.” His face got dreamy.


    Marko looked at the lone hooker trying to position herself by the greying man in the kid’s clothes. “You want something for the night? My treat, you been living in a fucking car. There’ll be a new shift of broads in here in about an hour, you play and I’ll pay.”


    “Nah. I’m saving myself.” Jerry Kelly hung his head a little as though sheepish. “I’m trying to be good, for … someone. Someone special.”


    “Get the fuck outta here.” Two couples at the next table looked up in alarm at the depth of his voice. Marko made a face, like, Ooops, sorry, and lowered his head and whispered urgently. “Who, Jerry? Tell. Anybody I know?”


    “No, Marko. It’s pretty early days right now, but this one … Well, hey, she’s pretty cool. You’d like her, I think.”


    “She in the game?”


    “No, no. Jesus, a tire-biter? No, Marko, she’s … something else. We met a while ago and it’s been kinda gradual. Kinda snuck up on me.” He made the face of a guilty schoolboy. “But I think I maybe got a shot. After all these years, she might be the one.” He squirmed.


    “I gotta, I gotta meet this chick. Chick that nails Jerry Kelly’s feet to the floor, well, she must be a classic. A rare one.”


    Jerry Kelly made the sheepish look vanish and replaced it with mild sternness. “You know, Marko, I never understood that. Why can’t old Jerry have a shot? Why can’t old Jerry fall in … Well, maybe like someone. I dunno. My fault, I guess. When people started saying bad things about me I just let it go. Then other things got said, and I let them go, too. Finally it takes on a life of its own. Old Jerry is some monster, wreaks six kinds of havoc every day. But, Marko? It isn’t true. Maybe once upon a time, wild youthful exuberance, before life revealed its true meaning. But those were old days and people change. They got a right to change, to be allowed to change.”


    “Fuck, Jer, okay, okay? But listen, I gotta meet her. Seriously. I’ll be good. After this is done, this money thing, we’ll get together, all of us, you and your chick and me and Julia.” He put his hand above the table. “Deal?”


    Jerry Kelly took Marko’s hand. “Deal. And Marko, let’s keep it our little secret, okay? Guys start thinking Jerry’s got something of the heart going, well, there might be unrest, anarchy and I lose all the ground I’ve made.” His eyes took on a faraway look. “She’s a cool one.”


    “Will I like her? Will she like me?”


    Jerry Kelly looked at Markowitz’s eyes. “Marko, you’re gonna. I guarantee it. She’s a real keeper. Her, you? I don’t know. You have to be on your best behaviour, maybe then.”


    He saw the greying man at the rail punch into a cellphone. A minute later he got off his stool. Standing, the man looked fit and athletic. He poked at his change on the rail and headed for the door as a small slim black woman came in and down the room and darted toward his vacant stool. She moved with athletic economy and looked neither left nor right. No time for anybody, her posture said, so fuck off. She wore a short brown leather jacket, a funky looking batik skirt, leggings, and ankle boots. She had a short spiky hairdo, her legs were trim and shapely. She called something to the bartender and took a notebook from her pocket and, with her elbow on the rail and her head on her palm, went into a world of her own. She didn’t look up from her reading when the bartender put a drink on a coaster in front of her.


    Jerry Kelly gave the room another once-over, then turned back to Marko. “All right, the dough. Ready to go. Now what? What about Zo’? You forget about her, down there with the merciless beaners?”


    “Nope. I’m gonna call The Mig right now, tell him to get her ready to fly early tomorrow, assuming tomorrow’s the day. Even if it isn’t tomorrow, we’ll at least have her back and that’s one less thing we’re gonna have to do, last minute. So, I’ll tell The Mig to get her on a plane out. I’ll pick her up here and keep her on ice. If she doesn’t make it up in time and we have to stall the Presto, well, we’ll have to stall him. It’s his fucking fault anyway, setting up this blind telephone thing, where we can’t negotiate.”


    “I got questions about this, Marko. Real concerns. When you let Presto set the pace, you lose control. He can do what he wants, make us do what he wants. He could fuck us. We’re his fucking meat puppets.”


    “Jerry, Jerry. We got his kid, right? As long as we got Zoe we got his nuts. At some point we’ll have to present Zoe, sure, but he’ll have to run the money to the other side to get her. That’s the nexus; that’s where it all comes together. The Mig sends her home, we’re golden.”


    Jerry Kelly looked uneasy. “I don’t like it, Marko.” But he brightened. “Hey, worst case, we whack everybody in sight and take the money, you and me, and head to faraway points unknown. Let that fucking Colombian midget use his gardening tools on somebody else. Fucking runt.”


    “You, me, and your own true love, Jerry. You forgot about her already?”


    “Nope. She lives always in a special corner of my pumping heart.” He looked at his watch. “I’ve been driving all fucking year, it seems like, and I got another long run tonight, so I’m outta here. What else?”


    “You should use your guys for the run down from Chyna’s. Otherwise, you’re gonna have to go back up, come back down. It’ll have to be pretty soon, like really, really early tomorrow? When the Presto wants the dough boiled, it’s going to have to be closer than up there. Can you put something together, quick? Something safe?”


    Jerry Kelly mulled. “Yeah, but I can’t start on it until tomorrow. I got a couple of things to do tonight.”


    “Something to do with us?”


    “No, something separate from this. I mean, it’s important, this, but I got other businesses, other responsibilities. The world of Jerry Kelly, it’s multifaceted.”


    “Don’t wear yourself out, buddy. I mean, this is pretty important, but don’t let your health go to hell, okay? No matter how much money we got, if we don’t got our health then what do we got?”


    “True words, Marko. Wisdom. I appreciate it.” He rotated his neck, making audible clicks. “You know what? I’m still feeling pretty fresh, in spite of the drive down. I think I’ll get my night started now. Marathon man, iron man. I’ll do my thing tonight, this other thing I got to do, fast, and then I’ll take a crew up there early tomorrow, bring the stuff down. I’ll be just a fucking wet barking dog by tomorrow, but once it’s done, it’s done. You got a stash house you like? Somewhere cool?”


    Marko nodded. “I was thinking about that. I’m thinking Gherzanian’s new place, a warehouse out by the airport. He hasn’t started filling it up, so we can probably use it, pay him a short-term rental.”


    “Gherzanian.” Jerry Kelly made a snorting noise. “Fucking rug-rider. You ever been in one of his places? Stacked to the ceiling with all kinds of shit. Tires. Batteries. Hazardous shit eating its way through steel drums. Insulation. Where’s he get that stuff?”


    “He gets it from everybody. Refineries, gas stations, aluminum processors, metal shops, building contractors. Anyone wants to dodge the hazardous waste fees, the licences. Gherz’s got a good scam. He tells them he can dispose of haz waste for about half what the legit companies charge, cash only, no paper, no questions asked. He’s Mr. Fucking Shazaam! Put it on the doorstep tonight, it’s gone tomorrow. He rents a warehouse and fills it full to the fucking roof. Then he just walks away, counting his dough, leaving the place glowing behind him.”


    “But this place, the new place, is clean? It isn’t foggy with poison shit? I mean, I like a nice pair of tits, Marko, but not growing out of my forehead.”


    “I’ll give him a call, make sure the place is clean. If there’s a problem, I’ll give you a call on the road, around, what, early aft? That give you enough time to get up and back down? If we have to, we’ll arrange something else. Otherwise, you head to Gherz’s early as you can. I’ll head over there, meet you, and we can wait for the next instructions together.”


    “You should make sure The Mig gets Zoe out, like quick, Marko. I’d hate to see the whole thing go into the shitter because there’s a problem with flight schedules.”


    “Check. Good thinking, Jer’. Pay this out while I call The Mig and activate his brown ass. I’ll meet you at the rail.” Marko stood up, easing himself painfully off the banquette, pulling his huge white shirt away from where it was stuck to his lacerations, but still looking pleased at finessing the drinks.


    Jerry Kelly picked up the tab and smiled and nodded. “Say hi to The Mig for me.” He waved Santo off and put the check into his pocket and bounced a couple of coins onto the tabletop. He watched Marko ease through the bar crowd, heading for the telephone.


    At the rail Jerry Kelly made a show of ordering two balloons of cognac. When Marko came to the bar, puzzled, he raised his eyebrows. “What, Marko?”


    “Fuck. The Mig isn’t answering. Nobody’s picking up. He grabbed her up okay, right?”


    “Presto talked to her when I was taking him up for a country ride. The Mig phoned and put her on the line so Presto could talk to her, ease his worried mind.” He pondered. “So, he’s got her down there, no question. Maybe they all went out for dinner, worm juice, some inchie ladas.”


    “We can’t do this deal without her, Jerry. The Presto won’t put the dough over unless he at least sees her.”


    Jerry Kelly stared at him. “Sure he will, Marko. That’s why the Chinese invented hatchets.”


    “Fuck it. I’ll try again later. Let’s get another round, then I’m going to get something off the rail, see if anybody wants to fuck a tent.”


    They stood as though settling in. When the fresh balloons arrived, Jerry Kelly suddenly spun and whipped away toward the door.


    “Go, Jerry,” Markowitz laughed. “You go, man.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 24

    



    Across from Gratelli’s and thirty yards up the street, Ray Tate waited in a doorway for Djuna Brown to come out.


    They’d spent the day going from place to place, looking for somebody to drill into. But there was nobody around. They couldn’t go back to the Green Squad’s offices. The Cashman would wonder what they were doing to move the case forward. Mid-afternoon they got tired of the city traffic and drove to the Whistler where they were known and were given a key card to a suite.


    Sipping gin-and-tap water cocktails, their favourite beverage, they sprawled in the bathtub and wondered what to do next. Paris was looking shaky.


    “This is pretty bad, Ray. We’re getting nothing. Paris, fini.”


    “We’re going to have to get the boss to pull in more people. He’s not going to like that. Not this soon. If he goes to heavy resources, the white shirts at the Jank are going to take notice, think maybe there’s something to it. They’ll big-foot us out of business.”


    “Well, think of something, Bongo. They like us here, we can probably arm some room service and dirty movies, but eventually we’re going to have to go out. Do some cop work.”


    “Only thing I can think of is if they’re in town they have to eat. They have to eat and they have to meet.”


    “Unless they’re out there, moving the money right now.”


    “Then we’re fucked.”


    “Gratelli’s,” she said. “Markowitz eats there. Gurr eats there. Jerry Kelly’s been in there.”


    “Grat’s it is.”


    They worked out a schedule to drill into the place, him in for a while, then her. Then both out. Then in as a couple, late dinner.


    He was sitting at the rail when Markowitz, looking like a white cloud, came in, followed by Jerry Kelly and they sat in the dining area. He heard Jerry Kelly’s gravelly voice, heard him snap his fingers, heard Markowitz say, “Get the fuck outta here.” He felt Jerry Kelly looking him over, and in the back bar mirror he saw him say something to Markowitz and Markowitz looked.


    He waited a few minutes, then punched in Djuna Brown’s number on the cellphone and let it ring once, finished his drink, then got up and left, passing her in the entrance.


    Set up in his doorway, he thought about getting the boss to get some ISS teams down there, put some stationary posts around the town. Maybe put out an alert for Gary Dorset’s vehicles. The trouble was, as soon as the boss asked for something, someone else said why, and if they really liked the answer they’d co-opt the thing themselves.


    But before he could call in, Jerry Kelly came out of Gratelli’s, bursting through the front door like a flash of light, walking like he was paying six legs overtime, not looking left nor right, rapidly covering distance. He vanished into the maze of side streets to the east, then came back out almost right away, did a one-eighty in midstride, settled his aim, and was gone, west.


    Aloud, Ray Tate said, “Holy fuck, Groucho Marx,” and started laughing.


    He waited as long he could, but Djuna Brown was clearly up on Markowitz. He ran to the 500 and plucked the ignition key off the rear wheel, fired it up, and deduced: Jerry Kelly wouldn’t drive back in the direction he’d come from. He didn’t care about surveillance. He had the Road Runner technique down: don’t try to identify surveillance. If you see it, it was because you were supposed to, so that the real guys could take you around town. Just go. Beep beep.


    Ray Tate deduced the silver Saab was to the west, in the opposite direction Jerry Kelly last went. It was fifty-fifty which way he’d pop out. Ray Tate flipped a mental coin. South. That would put him on Barstow, a one-way west. Ray Tate positioned himself at the bottom of the side street. He drove slowly until he found a parking space that allowed him to determine which way Jerry Kelly would go.


    The Saab came boiling out of the side street in a blur and with barely a pause made a fast right, westbound. It moved far too quickly for Ray Tate to take him by the nose, so he memorized the light configuration on the Saab as it blew by and pulled out, casually playing it loose, hoping for the best.


    Near the interstate, Jerry Kelly swung without signalling into a Walmart. Ray Tate waited, wondering if he was getting dumped out again. But five minutes later Jerry Kelly was out again, clutching a bag, trotting to the Saab. He came out of the parking lot in a screech of rubber, heading to the ramp and onto the interstate.


    Up ahead there was a slowdown near where the interstate ran across the bottom of the river toward Buffalo. Ray Tate took the outside lane slowly, letting vehicles bunch up around him for cover. Jerry Kelly’s Saab was about fifteen cars up in the inside lane. Traffic cones narrowed Ray Tate’s outside lane where construction vehicles, alit and insect like, worked noisily, men in orange vests idling around. Ray Tate activated his left-hand signal and waited for someone to let him into the centre lane. He watched the construction gear being moved around and he looked up as the Saab bolted into a screech and raced up the shoulder around the jam, a yellow cone flying. Jerry Fucking Kelly, a man on the move, Ray Tate thought as he took the centre lane, then the far left lane, slightly over the white line to watch the Saab’s light configuration vanish where the highway briefly dipped south.


    While he drove, Ray Tate took glances at the odometer and the gas gauge and thought about mileage. He computed that if Jerry Kelly was going all the way to Buffalo he’d have to pull off to tank up. He pulled into the first gas station he came to. It glowed like a spaceship dropped from some dark galaxy. He made sure there was no silver Saab, then rolled up to a pump.


    When he approached the booth to prepay he saw the East Indian attendant watch him approach, putting both hands under the counter. He was looking at Ray Tate’s ankle where his jeans had rode up and the pant cuff was jammed up and his holster and the gun butt were visible.


    “Okay, it’s okay. I’m a cop.” When he badged the guy, the man took his hands out from underneath the counter and Ray Tate pushed a credit card into the rotating tray. He fixed his pants cuff. “Thirty bucks. You get a guy in a silver Saab through here, the last while?”


    The man shook his head, processed the card, and pushed it back with a chocolate bar.


    Ray Tate continued along the bottom of the lake, gnawing on the chocolate bar. He kept the 500 at a steady eighty. Driving time was thinking time. He thought about Djuna Brown and wondered how she was making out on Marko.


    Just before Buffalo there was a blast of motion on his right and the Saab blistered past him. He didn’t see the driver’s face but recognized Jerry Kelly’s posture, arms out straight like a race-car driver, head back against the headrest. Fuck whatever’s behind me, forward motion, chop chop. The Saab was quickly gone; Ray Tate increased his speed until he could just make out the configuration ahead in the taillights of the thickening traffic.


    At the last minute the silver Saab did a three lane drift and hooked into the exit to Buffalo airport, under a sign with the silhouette of an airplane.


    Ray Tate hit Djuna Brown’s number of his cellphone and it went straight to message. He didn’t like that much and hoped she was working. He left a message telling her he was up on Jerry Kelly, heading to the Buffalo airport.


    Zoe Preston came through arrivals at the airport clutching a white plastic airport gift shop bag containing her stained peasant blouse, two uneaten chocolate bars, and her daybook. There were young troops with all manner of military equipment encircling their waists. All clutched complicated guns that she recognized as being able to unleash a chain of bullets at frightening speed. She’d been in places that were states of war but never were the troops so young and American.


    She was trudging when she walked past a pleasant-looking man in a suit who was talking on a payphone.


    Jerry Kelly was lining up his convoy, constantly repeating the instructions in a circular way until the moron he was speaking to understood where to be and what to bring. He watched Zoe Preston come through arrivals clutching her pathetic plastic migrant luggage. The moron on the phone finally said he got it and that he’d be ready.


    Jerry Kelly would have known she had the Presto’s blood in her even if he hadn’t recognized her from a funeral he’d attended with Marko. She wore a T-shirt with Don’t Mess With Texas printed on it over a longhorn steer. He waited until she passed through the automatic doors, then scanned the crowd behind her. He strolled out to find her on the walkway, looking left and right.


    He made a pleasant Clown Jerry face and approached her. “Zo’? Hey, Zo’? Jeez, I thought I missed you. We met before, at a funeral Marko took me to. I’m Jerry, a pal of your dad’s.” He took her plastic bag and steered her toward the parking lot. “Good flight, I hope? You eat?”


    She said: “I’m okay. Do you know where my dad is? Is he all right?”


    Jerry Kelly nodded companionably. “He’s okay, he’s good. He’s just in the middle of a problem right now, nothing to do with you. He asked Marko to ask me to get you back safe and sound.”


    She nodded. “Do you know what happened … to me?”


    He aimed his key ring at the silver Saab and made the lights flash. “Yeah, Marko thinks somebody framed you up with dope, got you pinched. Some hustle by some Mexican cops. Marko had me pull some strings to get you out of custody, then he decided to get you out of the country, fast. The guy whose place you were at was acting funny. Favour for your dad.”


    She boarded. “Did you send those men to get me?”


    He closed her door and rounded the car and got behind the wheel. “Yes. I heard it was pretty bad.” He shook his head and made sure she’d fastened her seatbelt, then reached over and tugged at it in a dad-like fashion. “You know how things are, right? The things your dad and Marko are into? They’re not, ah …” he searched for neutral words, but ended up wagging his hand, “… you know?”


    “A boy died.”


    Jerry Kelly nodded, his face a mask of manifest sympathy. “I heard. But they had plans, Zo’, devious plans, and it would’ve been worse for you, much worse, if Marko hadn’t straightened it out. Your uncle loves you. He was beside himself. ‘Get her out, Jerry,’ he said. ‘Whatever it costs, whatever it takes, bring my Zoe home.’ He was frantic, in tears almost. A prince, that guy, you’re a lucky girl.” Jerry Kelly looked near tears, himself, and she wanted to comfort him.


    Driving slowly, he followed the signs off the airport. He swung west when he hit the interstate. “So, we have to keep you safe. Marko asked me to take you to a place where you’ll be safe, where your dad can come and get you. We’re going to rendezvous with some people and go up north of the city a little. A couple of days and it’ll all be hunky dory.”


    “How come my dad and Uncle Marko are doing something together? They’ve been …”


    Jerry Kelly laughed. “That old stuff? They’ve patched it up. It’s been tough to see those two apart, it broke my heart to see years of friendship go out the window. But, and I’m proud to take credit here, I couldn’t take it anymore and I brought them together. Just like the old days. ‘You knuckleheads love each other, get over it,’ I said. Life goes on, eh, kiddo?” He suggested she get some sleep. “We got a long drive, take you up to a friend’s place in the country. You’ll like her. She’s a cool chick.


    Exhaustion was finally upon Zoe and she felt safe and secure at the thought of her dad and Uncle Marko and her mom once again sitting together and laughing, the three people she loved most in the world.


    She slept.


    Ray Tate drove home-bound and into the last gas station west of Buffalo and watched the traffic. If Jerry Kelly was taking a flight someplace, there was nothing he could do about it. At least he wasn’t carrying Markowitz’s millions. And the airport was so large he wouldn’t know where to set up, to look for him.


    He dialed Djuna Brown’s cellphone but it again went to message. He saw he had a missed message and he dialed in the code.


    “Hey, it’s me,” she said. “I’m going to be late. I’m having drinks with a friend …” Away from the phone she said, “I got to leave your name and stuff, my roommate’s paranoid, it’s a thing we do for each other because of creeps … okay.” She came back. “His name’s Mark, he’s a business guy in like his forties. Good-looking guy … Just hit on me, out of the blue. A white guy with balls.” Behind her a man’s voice said something and she giggled. “A white guy on the outside, but his heart is black. He swears he’s not a creep. They all know him, here. Mark. Anyway, we’re at Gratelli’s but we’re going someplace else, I dunno, to talk. I’ll call you, okay?”


    He pulled out onto the interstate thinking of all the things that might be going on, that could go wrong for her. Undercover, rubbing up against someone, that required a certain training, a certain attitude, a betrayal heart. She didn’t have that kind of heart.


    A silver Saab suddenly blew up on his right side, close, rocking the 500. He waited a moment, then put his foot in and the 500 just went like a bastard. Alongside the Saab he got a quick glimpse. A blond young woman in the passenger seat, her head against the window, mostly facing out. In profile she looked in her early twenties, peaceful in sleep. At first he thought it was Julia Gurr, but much younger. She looked vaguely familiar. Jerry Kelly was in kiss-my-ass mode: arms straight ahead, head back on the rest. Ray Tate let the 500 decelerate back. He tagged the Saab to the top of the city, tightening up as the traffic crawled through the two exits.


    Ahead Jerry Kelly signalled left to ramp-on to the Eight that would take him downtown. Ray Tate made his move early, letting a screen of cars get between them.


    Then the Saab, with the indicator still winking left, did a sudden three lane drift to the right and was across the zebra stripes and up the highway toward the Badlands and Indian Country and was gone.


    The drive seemed long, endless but pleasant. Zoe Preston awoke a couple of times very briefly, but each time felt no less exhausted. The car radio was playing soft jazz; a suit jacket had been loosely placed over her body. A cool wind came through the cracked-down driver’s side window, looped through the car, and stirred at her hair. Once, as she dozed, the car stopped and she smelled gasoline being pumped. She heard men’s voices, then the buzzer of the car door opening and softly clicking shut. She heard a coffee cup lid being ripped; glaring halogen lights flared on the inside of her eyelids. She smelled a cigarette and heard Jerry Kelly take an audible cautious sip of coffee.


    She said, “Huh?” and started to stretch, her balled fists up against the headliner of the car.


    “S’okay, Zo’, go back to sleep. We got a long drive, make you safe.”


    She sat up. The Saab was on a dark highway. Cut rock shapes rose on either side of the road and they flared as the Saab’s headlights washed over them, then they were gone and the Saab was chasing a tunnel cut by its own headlights.


    Ahead she made out the taillights of another vehicle. Jerry Kelly seemed to be keeping pace with it. Very occasionally a car heading the other way appeared, then vanished in a zip of sound and light. When this happened she glanced at Jerry Kelly’s relaxed face, slightly upturned as he drove with his head back against the headrest, his arms almost straight out like a child imitating a racing car driver. She marvelled at how his face was suddenly made naked and flat by blistering oncoming headlights, crowded with impenetrable shadows. For a moment she was frightened by this Hitchcockian dramatic blanc et noir light. A couple of times she saw him pop something into his mouth and crunch it audibly, wash it down with coffee.


    Briefly she thought of how poetic his voice had been on the telephone in Houston, how surprising it was to find not a cool-looking operator like her dad, but an average guy with the manner of a manager of a small, moderately successful business.


    He felt her examination and a smile came to his face, the lights of the dash making deep pools of shadow under his forehead, above his cheekbones, beneath his chin. “What?”


    “Nothing, I was just thinking it seems like a few minutes ago I was in Mexico and now I’m …” she looked around through the windshield “… here.”


    “Funny,” he said, taking a loose cigarette out of his pocket. “You mind?” He lit it, wreathing his head in a cloud of smoke that came equally from his mouth and his nostrils. “Me too, Zo’. I was just thinking about that same thing. Weird. Kindred.”


    She made a weak joke. “You mean you were in Mexico this morning, too? I didn’t see you there.”


    He laughed out of proportion. “No, hah, good one. No, I was thinking that every morning the sun comes up and we’re there, standing in a glorious light; the day is ahead and who of us knows where we’ll be when the sun goes down behind us. Where it has witnessed us going, what it has seen us doing. We trek our way toward our own happiness and if we don’t make it that day, well, that’s okay. The sun will be there for us the next day, showing us the way, guiding.” He leaned forward and glanced up. “But up there. See the moon? Moon’s a different kind of cat. The moon is definitely spooky and somewhat sinister. Good or bad things can happen when the sun’s out, but when the moon’s out keeping an eye on you it can’t see that much, you can get away with a lot of stuff you maybe shouldn’t be getting away with. Under the moon things can get … well, lunar.” He leaned again and glanced up, trying to angle a view around a rock cut. “And that’s no joke, Zo’, let me tell you. Jeepers. Lunar doings.”


    He seemed to lapse into deep reflection, nodding to himself. Zoe looked around a little, felt an unaccountable chill, then snuggled herself back under his suit jacket and, just before she went into a light sleep, thought she heard a grinding of teeth and a faraway giggle.


    

  


  
    


    PART THREE

  


  
    


    Chapter 25

    



    Marko Markowitz smiled, thinking of the recently fled Jerry Kelly. Gone so fucking fast, he thought, his breath’s still in the air and his shadow’s still on the wall. A whirling criminal dervish, a spinning target unaffected by gravity or any polar pull. Plan nothing, Jerry always told him, just make your move even before you make it; if you don’t know what the fuck you’re doing, how can they?


    Jerry Kelly in love. Marko felt humour at the concept, but underneath it a flash of jealousy. Jerry briefly wearing those moon eyes of embarrassment. Where did Jerry get to that he’d hook up with something of quality? Marko pictured Jerry and the faceless beauty having dinner with him. He wondered who he could bring. Not one of the local hookers. Jerry would know them all. Not Julia Gurr. That was swirling the bowl, fast. Maybe bring in some Chicago item who could act straight. It would have to be somebody outstanding.


    The black chick was perfectly balanced on her stool, an Old Fashioned glass in front of her, both elbows on the rail, her unadorned hands flat against her cheekbones, reading a notebook. She looked funky, cool in an exotic way. Marko finished his drink and ordered another one. The black chick remembered her drink, reached out a slim wrist and took a sip, and saw Marko watching her in the mirror. She gave away absolutely nothing. She took a pen from her purse and made a quick note.


    He came down the rail with his fresh drink. “Hey, sitting alone in this mad crowd, what are you? A poet?”


    Djuna Brown looked up and made a show of examining the shoulders of his white shirt; she made a small smile. “Look, if I ask you how come you look like the death of a thousand cuts, does that mean we’re gonna have, like, a relationship? Kids? Picket fence?”


    “No. Well, just until I finish this drink. How’s that?”


    She evaluated this, made her small smile beautiful, and closed the notebook. “Okay. The blood on the shirt. Tell.”


    He slipped onto the stool beside her. “The cottage. I took a couple of days off to close up my place in the country, and my dog took off in the woods. I had to chase it down. The bushes got me, not the dog.”


    She put her elbow on the bar, her fist against her cheek, and gazed up at him, unblinking. “You had the dog a long time?”


    “Ah … Yeah, ten years or so.”


    “You must really love it, keep it all this time.”


    “I do. My companion where there are none other.”


    “What kind of dog?”


    “Ah … Mutt. You know, Heinz fifty-seven, something from everything.”


    “What colour? How big?”


    “Ah … lots of colours in there. Different breeds.” He put his hand out to knee height. “It’s this tall.” She was beautiful. He wanted to do anything except stop talking about an imaginary dog. He didn’t even like dogs.


    “Shoulder or head, the height?” Her eyes were piercing, but playful. “Long hair, short hair?”


    “Jeez, that’s a lot of questions.” She was making him work for it and he found he was having a good time. “What kind of conversation is this gonna be? You going to start whipping me, I don’t give the right answers?”


    She drained her glass and Marko flagged the bartender and pointed at her glass. “My tab.”


    “No,” she said firmly, “my tab. You want, I’ll buy you a drink but my drinks go on my tab.” She pointed at their empty glasses and pointed at herself. “What’s its name, your dog?”


    “Ah, the dog again.” Marko thought fast. “It’s named Marie. Named after Sweet Marie, the chocolate bar.”


    “You weren’t ready with this, were you?” She tilted her head to look at him closely. “You just moved on me and went free-form jazz, no planning, no setup. Winging it, hope it comes out sounding right. But look: nobody that’s got a beloved pet for ten years calls it ‘it,’ unless it’s a salamander or a fish or something. ‘She’ or ‘he,’ that’s where you want to go. You go home alone a lot, I’ll bet.”


    Marko hung his head, looking like he wished he was chasing his imaginary dog through rough scrub. “Yeah, mostly. I guess. It was a wild shot, that’s all. My pal bailed on me there, and I thought the dumbest thing in the world is a bleeding guy wearing a tent drinking alone in a crowded bar. So I came down here and find myself hitting on a cop or something.”


    She nodded and smiled. “Nice. Honest.” She put out her hand. “Djuna Brown.”


    “Mark.”


    “How’d you know I’m a cop? I don’t think I ever arrested you. Maybe, though, but I think I’d remember arresting a guy wearing a tent.”


    He looked to see if she was kidding. “C’mon, right? You’re no cop.”


    “I’d flash you my badge, Mark, but I don’t know you well enough.”


    “Really? Really a cop? Fuck — I mean, get outta here. What do you do, really?”


    Djuna Brown gazed at him. She felt calm and in control. She’d had no plan and recognized the possible traps in her own free-form jazz, hadn’t expected him to come down the rail and hit on her. The truth was the best free-form jazz. Not all of it, but enough. That he was tanned told her he’d probably been out in the country; the scratches too might indicate some forested activities. She was closer than she’d ever been to him on surveillance and saw he was fleshier than in his photographs, had lines popping out around his eyes and down from the wings of his nose. His eyes had some life in them, something that was lost in the grain of long-lens photograph. He looked friendly, though, but exhausted, stressed, ready to receive bad news. Once, she could see, he’d been a good-looking guy.


    Markowitz wondered if she was on him, on him and Jerry. He tried to remember when she came into the place, but couldn’t. If she was on him, why would she say she was a cop? She didn’t approach him; in fact, was completely indifferent to his very existence. Could be that she was just a cop having a drink after work, cleaning up her notebook, not bothering guys out trying to make themselves a living? He thought this could be good. Hook up with Jerry and his anonymous beauty, bring a black chick along as his date. A black cop chick. Djuna Brown, this is Jerry Fucking Kelly; Jerry, ask her what she does for a living, go on, ask.


    “Officer Djuna, I call you? Or Officer Brown?”


    “Detective,” she said. “Fraud squad. What do you do, Mark? You a bandit on Market Street? I hope not. I haven’t handcuffed any mutts today, don’t want to start now.”


    “No, no. I’m in export and import. Commodities, boring shit. Marine insurance, docking fees. Crap. A cop, eh?” He looked around and leaned in. “No shit, for real?”


    She held up her hand. “If you say what I wrote in my notebook when I saw you clock on me, I’m outta here. I mean it. Walking around wearing a bloodstained tent makes you maybe a little interesting but don’t go pedestrian on me now. Don’t be predictable.”


    “What did you write?” He waited but she didn’t answer, just hooked an eyebrow at him. “Okay. No business. You married?” He stopped. “Shit, that’s it, right? What you got written in the book?”


    “Nope, not even close. I’ll tell you if you get there.”


    “I’ll be careful, promise.”


    “And, hey I don’t want to be a control freak here, but I don’t want to talk business, yours or mine. Maybe you crushed some little guy in the market today, maybe you made a million or lost a million. If so: good for you; or: gee, too bad. Whatever you need. Let’s move on.”


    When the hooker swing shift started to come in Marko suggested they go elsewhere. He didn’t want her to know they all knew him. Most of them were cool and would ignore him, but one of the inexperienced new ones might put the hat on him.


    Djuna Brown said she had to make a call to her roommate on the way out, did, and they went out to the curb.


    “You got a preference? Kinda place you like?” His words were a little slurry. His jaw told him he’d been rattling away, a mile a minute. He tried to remember if he’d given anything away.


    She shook her head. “Any public place is okay.”


    “Well, I got a place, big place, nice. Here in Stonetown. Great view. We could go there, talk a little, have a couple more.”


    “Public, Mark. I like you, you seem like a good guy. But in my job I’ve seen things go sideways very quickly for people, went to places with good guys they didn’t know, where there were no other people around, and found out the good guys were bad guys.”


    He flagged a cab and held the taxi door open for her and she slipped into the back seat.


    He got in and directed the driver to a jazz bar on the far edge of Stonetown. “Nice little place up there,” he said. “Should be lots of people around. That okay?”


    “Yep.” She kept her purse against her hip, opposite him. “I should tell you, before this night gets expensive, you got no shot. Absolutely none. When I was sixteen and a lot wilder and drunker than I am now, nobody got a hit on the first at-bat. If that’s a problem, have the driver drop you back in the swarm of skanks at the rail. I’ll keep the cab.”


    He looked at her, liking her in spite of the fact she was a cop. He felt boyish in the face of her directness and couldn’t remember thinking about Julia Gurr for the past couple of hours. “Cool, that’s cool. But what if things go okay? What about the second at-bat? Any shot there?”


    She gave him a feline smile. “Swwwwwwing, batt-ah.”


    She had Marko drop her three blocks from the apartment, before dawn. She took his cellular phone number but wouldn’t give him hers. Unsteadily, she balanced herself and watched until the taxi disappeared, his face in the rear window for a last longing look. She’d worked him, put the magic mojo on him, and she saw it take. She’d walked into his heart and checked out the display. He was kind of old, although he was comfortable and fun and interesting to be with, and that roguish boyish streak made a few appearances. She could see where when he was younger he probably did all right with the chicks.


    Somewhere in the night she told him: “Well, you’re not a cop and that’s a big plus. I’m so sick of cops, I’m sick of shop talk and gossip. So how about we talk about you. If I like what you reveal, that inner guy in there, and, well, who knows?”


    “Sensitive. Sensitive, but strong.”


    “That’a boy.” She put her hand on his.


    Throughout the night he’d been funny and sad. A funny story about his airplane running out of fuel; later, a sad-eyed story of a lifelong love, lost to a treacherous best friend.


    “I know the question,” he’d said, suddenly, “the question in your book. It’s about your gun. Guys, I bet, always ask: Hey you got a gun on you? Can I see it?”


    “Bingo.” She dug out the notebook and he read her scrawl. “See gun?”


    When they’d staggered out of the afterhours club in Chinatown, she’d acted more drunk than she was. He made a sloppy move and she deflected it nicely, firm but leaving him with hope.


    “Look, I have to be at work in about three hours and read a spreadsheet created by a guy who thinks I’m stupider than he is. If your ego’s not too badly dinged, let’s stick to the original plan. Gratelli’s at the bar, tonight, right? No one shows up, no harm, no foul.”


    “No, no. Not tonight,” he said. “Tomorrow night, maybe, if I don’t get stuff done tonight. I got this job, out of town business stuff, I got to do today, tomorrow latest, and it’ll probably go into the night. Worst case, we hook up day after that.”


    “You sure? Not tonight?” She put her hand on his leg, smiling, teasing. “I got no shot, Mark? None at all? You can’t put this thing you got off for a couple of days?”


    “Oh, Jesus,” he’d moaned. “I can’t. Believe me, if I could I would, but this isn’t just about me. This is other folks. I don’t close this deal in the next few days, some people are going to lose a lot. I’m going to lose a lot.”


    “Okay, I’m just horsing you around. You’re a busy guy, I know that. I like that. People who work hard play hard.”


    She gave him the softest peck imaginable on his cheek.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 26

    



    Zoe Preston awoke when the Saab slowed, then made a hard left turn onto a rough road. She sat up, untangling from Jerry Kelly’s suit coat. They were driving through solid walls of trees and low brush. Shoulders of rock poking out of the earth told her they were a long way from the city, way north.


    “Where are we?” She saw a white cube truck jouncing along ahead, where the road curved. Ahead of it, another vehicle put up a lot of road dust. “What’s this place?”


    “G-g-g-god’s country, Zo’,” Jerry Kelly said, his words coming quickly with barely any independence separating them. His voice was scratched. He cranked down the window and sucked in a lungful of chilly morning air. “Now, look, I have to ask you to do something, okay? I need you to put the coat over your head. This place is pretty secret and the folks up here are … Well, they’re careful. That’s what makes it safe. They’re going to look after you until your dad gets things straightened out, but they can’t have anyone knowing where this place is. Can you do that for me?”


    She looked at him. There was a crust of white crumbly powder in the corners of his lips; his eyes were bloodshot and riotous. His features looked the same as they had the last time she’d seen him in full light, at the airport, but now his brow overshadowed his eye sockets, he was grinning a hard and painful-looking clown smile. His tongue made darting flicks to moisten his lips. She thought of the desert. “But I don’t know where we are, anyway.”


    “I know, I know. But it’ll make them feel better. They can get … funny. C’mon, just for a few minutes, okay?”


    She draped the jacket over her head, leaning forward so her forehead was on the dash. He snuck glances at her where her breasts curved down freely under the T-shirt, thinking about games he could play if not for his truest of loves. But it would take time, she’d have to be tenderized to his liking and that would involve a lot of alligator games of plunder he didn’t have time to engage in. Plus he was saving himself for his truest love. He became aroused at the thought of Julia Gurr, of her Spicetown terror and cringing, of her pissing on Marko’s rug, her lip-chewing terror and apprehension.


    He kept an eye on the cube truck ahead and the crash car ahead of that. At the sign that read Paradise someone had added Not for All in blood or red paint. The log house came into view. No smoke arose from its chimney, no signs of Aurora or Chyna Lily. The cube and the crash car pulled in beside the porch. Jerry Kelly swept the Saab into an arc, and backed it in.


    “Okay, Zo’, we’re here. Time to rise; time to shine.” He slipped the jacket off her head and shrugged into it in jerky motions. She sat up and looked around. Her hair was tangled and her face smudged by sleep. He felt a roaring inside himself but called up discipline. He helped her from the car and told her to stretch a little.


    In the front window of the log house he thought he saw Aurora’s pale face appear, then vanish. The two guys from the cube truck and the driver of the crash car gathered by the porch. They were tough, young hired guys, two with Fu Manchu moustaches and all had tight ponytails. Inside their windbreakers they were tense and inflated by steroids and they seemed to be looking around for something to damage. Jerry Kelly sent two of them in the crash car down to the lake to retrieve the van.


    “Then we’ll load up, get the fuck of here, fucking place is a toxic wasteland.” The morning sun hurt his eyes, his hair. He’d had enough. He took the Walmart bag from the backseat of the Saab. “The boxes are down in that shed. When the other guys get back, get the cube as close as you can and get them loaded. Spillover goes in the van.”


    He went up onto the porch and tried the door. Locked. He peeked in the window. Aurora stood at the far wall inside, hugging herself, her back against the fireplace bricks, staring wide-eyed at the door. Chyna Lily, in a purple muumuu, was sprawled on her back on a ratty chesterfield. Jerry Kelly thought she might be dead from snake fear.


    Zoe came up onto the porch. “What’s happening? Is everything all right?”


    He looked away from the window at her open face, then glanced back in at Aurora. He could use a joint right now, a mellow ride to take the edge off the little white pills. He tried to remember how many he’d taken. The muscles in his jaws were walnuts. Humor was absent in this jagged state. Time to rip open the cellar door, show the little angel what was scurrying in the dark down there. “Fine, Zoe. Everything is hunky dory. Peachy keen and just fucking rosy. Now, how about you shut the fuck up for a minute while I get things in gear.” He took her face into his hand and squeezed until her lips pouted. “Sit on your ass and wait, okay? You’re not dealing with beaners now, hoping for some gringa pussy.” He pushed her face away; she lost balance and fell against the porch rail.


    Through the window he beckoned to Aurora to come closer. He pointed to the door and mimed turning a key. She shook her head and backed further away. He looked around for something to break the window in with, then took Zoe Preston by her hair. He stood her in front of the window, facing in, his fist knotted in the blond hair at the back of her head, and he shoved very quickly and her forehead shattered the glass. “Knock, knock.”


    Chyna Lily was catatonic. She didn’t get up during Jerry Kelly’s visit. She didn’t respond at all to him, to his enticements, his sweet talk, his threats or the slaps. He whispered words to her: snakes, serpents, woooo. He hissed and his fingers travelled over her body, following intricate patterns a snake might make. She remained frozen.


    Feeling pretty good about that, he turned to Aurora, his arm around Zoe’s shoulders. He was smoking a joint to mellow down his nocturnal diet of little white pills. Blood ran from a gash in Zoe’s forehead. Jerry Kelly wasn’t concerned. He’d inflicted enough head wounds to know they looked worse than they actually were. She looked dazed by the casualness of his violence, unaware of the stream of slow blood running down her cheek and past the edge of her mouth. Jerry Kelly thought she finally was starting to look tasty.


    “Roar, my pal Zo’ here is going to stay for a few days. Look after her, okay? She’s precious to me, close to my heart, she’s a pal of a pal. Can you do that? Don’t go licking on her too much or anything, okay? No sandwiches, no amusements with electrical tools. Good clean fun is okay. But nothing weird, guys.”


    He took a digital camera from the Walmart bag. The clerk had made it ready to go. Jerry Kelly told Zoe to lift her face and to leave the blood alone. She dropped her head further.


    “Zo’, look, I’m sorry about that, out there with the window. Now I need something to show your dad that you’re okay. I can take a picture for him, or I can just take your nose. Your choice. Now stop pouting and let’s get it done, okay?”


    Crouching and moving around like a fashion photographer, he took a series of photographs and he checked the screen that he’d got something usable. “Okay, good, natural beauty, Zo’, you’ll go far. Runways. Paris. Fags and homos. Choice.”


    One of the meatheads stuck his head in the door. “Jerry, there’s fucking snakes in there, down the hill. All over the fucking boxes. Snakes, man, thousands of the fuckers. What’s up with that? Terry’s got a phobia, he’s frozen up in there. How we gonna get the snakes out so we can get him out?”


    “Fuck, I don’t know. Snakes, you say. Holy cow.” He shoved Zoe so she sprawled on Chyna Lily, rolled off, and hit the board floor. “Use psychology: grab him by the nuts and yank him out. You guys move it out, Terry can load the cube.”


    He ran his hand over Aurora’s breasts, teasing himself. “Roar, why don’t you go down the hill, there, and help the boys out with the snakes. Then after they’re done, treat ’em right. They’re workingmen in their prime.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 27

    



    The Cashman was in his glass office. He jumped up the minute they came through the door. He looked at each in turn and wondered what had gone on. Exhausted but mellow was his take. They’d clearly been working the case.


    “Kids, where’s my dough? Downstairs in the lot? In the trunk?”


    “Not yet, boss,” Djuna Brown said. “Doings continue to be strange in the land of the thugs. Strange, but very, very active.”


    Together they ripped at their coffee lids, together they took the first sip, and together they slumped back in their chairs.


    Ray Tate ran down the previous evening. “So, it looks like they’ve gone active. I took Jerry Kelly to Buffalo and back. He dumped me out on the interstate. Indian Country, or the Badlands, one.”


    “What did he do in Buffalo?”


    “Dunno. He rolled there empty, came back with a chick in the car. Maybe he’s staffing for the money run. Dunno.” He paused and thought for a moment. “She looked familiar. Blond chick, late teens, early twenties? Healthy looking, good skin? Ring a bell, Djun’?”


    Djuna Brown shook her head.


    Ray Tate shrugged. “It’ll come, another fifteen cups of coffee.”


    The Cashman pondered. “Can you bend this, make it take a shape? Something I can give the dep at the Jank? Anything, kids? Anything?”


    Djuna Brown glanced at Ray Tate and said, “Well, boss, except for it going to be tonight or tomorrow, nothing.” She gave him a big smile. “Yep. Markowitz told me.”


    Cash said, “What the fuck?”


    “When Ray abandoned me at Grat’s to go play with Jerry, I had to find somebody to play with. Marko hit on me. We hoisted a few. I said no way I was going to get dirty, not the first date, anyway. So I said let’s get together again. He ruled out tonight and maybe tomorrow night. Big project, he said, he had to work on. But after that, he’s all mine.” She batted her eyelashes at Ray Tate. “And I’m all his. Big time.”


    The Cashman started making notes. “What did you use for cover?”


    “Nothing. I told him I was a cop. Fraud squad. He didn’t mind, he thought it was cool. Banging a cop. There was no other way to play it. I didn’t have a cover story.” She turned to Ray Tate and smiled. “Free-form jazz, right, Bongo?”


    Ray Tate gave her a wide grin. “My little beatnikette.”


    Marko Markowitz couldn’t remember where he’d left his Mercedes. He rented a bland sedan and called Gherzanian to ask if Jerry Kelly had been by yet. Gherzanian said he had been in, given him five grand for the week, and kicked him out. Gherzanian seemed to be immersed in snit. “He better not be jamming me, Marko. Jerry Kelly’s all fucking elbows, I wouldn’t put it past him to crowd my business. If I start having sudden problems with somebody heavy and Jerry comes along to help me out, first thing I’m gonna do is put something in his head, and I don’t mean my dick. You vouching for this goof?”


    “Don’t worry about it, Gherz. We got a thing, a straight up thing, nothing to do with your business. We just need storage space for some hijack for a while. I’m heading out there now. I’ll make sure it’s all on the up and up … Gherz? I got another call coming in. I’ll get back to you.” He saw the incoming number was blocked and he answered with a neutral, “Yeah.”


    “Mark. Djuna Brown? From last night? Jeez, you sound grumpy. You sleep funny, or what?”


    “Hey, Officer Djuna,” he said, surprised and pleased, his voice changing, his body relaxing. “You get home okay? I forgot to ask you to show me your gun.”


    “Anytime, Mark. I’m always ready for duty weapon inspection.” She laughed. “Look, I just wanted to tell you I had a good time. Sorry I was a bit of a tease. I catch you at a bad time, here? Me, I’m going nuts, IPOs that are stinky, guys lying to me. I thought, I’ll give Mark a call, he’ll cheer me up. First honest guy I met lately who hasn’t told me lies about what a big man he is.” She paused. “So, what you doing? Time for a coffee or something before you do this big business deal?”


    “Ah, fuck … I mean, no, shit, ah … I’m on the road, going into a meeting.”


    “Oh, okay. Look, don’t worry about it. I wanted to call, just to make sure I didn’t get stupid last night. I got home and in bed and I thought, oh shit, I was a bit of a tease queen with him, maybe pissed him off. I piss you off?”


    “No. Jeez, no. I had a good time. A great time. Don’t remember much of it but I didn’t wake up with a big bruise on my head in the alley and my wallet gone.”


    She laughed. “Maybe next time. Anyway, you can’t get free? What part of town you in? I can use the lights and sirens and we can hook up. I gotta get out of this place.”


    “Does it count as a second at-bat?” He laughed. “I’m way out near the airport.”


    “You blowing town?”


    “No, no. Near the airport, out past it actually.” There was silence on the line. He said, “How about lunch tomorrow if this thing wraps? Or the day aft?”


    “Tomorrow? No. We’re serving warrants on some smug fucks. I’ll be wheeling handcarts full of documents all afternoon. Next day I’ll be with the State’s Attorney, swearing to my lies. Let’s just wait, tomorrow night, I guess, if you close this deal. Or the next. Shit. I’m going nuts, here. Surrounded by meatheads looking at my boobs.”


    “Look, how ’bout … Let’s see, my stuff isn’t on for an hour or so. If you want to grab a quick coffee, fuck I could use about ten cups right now, why don’t we hook up at the Five Wheels, southeast corner Airport Road and Winter. We can grab a cup and get in a few minutes, anyway.”


    “Save my life, Mark.”


    He was sitting over coffee and a donut when his cell rang.


    “Mark, Djuna. Can’t make it.” She sounded crushed. “Fucking bastards are making some moves so we’re just running out to do the warrants early, before they have a big wienie roast down in the furnace room. I didn’t hose you, I hope.”


    “Naw, naw. We’re all busy people, right? I just got here anyway. I’m glad you called, though. I got to run. I’ll give you a shout when I get back on beam, okay? We still on for tomorrow night, or when this thing pans?”


    “Can’t wait. I’m on days off, after the day after tomorrow, if that has any meaning to you.”


    He ate his donut and thought about her. He hadn’t been in Julia Gurr angst all the previous night or the morning and found himself replaying what he could remember of his night with Djuna Brown. He’d been open for it, for a good break in the heart department. She was a cop, but she was cool. She liked him, he could tell. He remembered talking about Julia Gurr, although not by name, and how his old neighbourhood friendship had broken up over a misunderstanding. But mostly, as he’d had more cognac, he let her into his heartbreak and watched carefully for any interpretation of weakness she might deduce. But she’d been all right, said she’d been there herself with guys, that she realized they served the purpose of preparing you for meeting someone with the same experience, of the same heart.


    The same heart. Marko thought about that. Maybe it was time to let go of that teenaged bleeder, maybe Djuna Brown, who he didn’t even think of as black or even a cop, finally, might be the one. He felt a kinship with Jerry Kelly, who seemed to have found someone of the same heart. There’s someone for everyone, they say. Her being a cop didn’t matter, or it wouldn’t, once this thing with the little Colombian fuck Pavo was done. He was sliding into retirement so there’d be no conflict, no way his lifestyle, that some might find tainted, would matter.


    Distracted, he didn’t see the 500 and the VW set up across from the Fifth Wheel. He thought about his feelings as he got into his rental and called Julia Gurr. “How long, hon? You know where we’re gonna be?”


    “On the way there now, Marko. Few minutes. You okay?”


    “Yeah. Yeah, you know what? I’m feeling pretty fucking great.”


    “We’ll make it work.” She cursed out another motorist, then said, “I’m going to do some boiling, okay? I’m going to take some today, reduce the bulk.”


    “See you soon.” He wanted to talk, to tell her about the possibilities of change in his life. Instead, after a moment of silence, he clicked off and called Jerry Kelly’s cell. A message came on: “Leave a fucking message and I’ll fucking kill you. You stupid or what?” He laughed. There were lovable things about Jerry Kelly.


    He left the Five Wheels and drove out around the airport. At a hotel he parked and went in to find a public phone. No answer at The Mig’s. He began to worry, then started constructing a scheme to make the Presto work anyway.


    Six blocks away, in a vast brick building, he located Gherzanian’s unit and went up to the window and peered inside. Jerry Kelly was in the middle of the cavernous room stretching and rotating his shoulders. Two minions were playing handball against the wall of the empty storage unit. A third was asleep in the back of one of the vans, the doors open and his feet sticking out. Marko tapped on the window and Jerry Kelly pointed to his left, to an unmarked door on the side of the building.


    Inside, Jerry Kelly made a Tarzan yodel and listened to the echoes. “Fucking Gherz is going to get tons of shit into this place. It’s huge.” He looked at Marko. “What’s his investment? Couple of trucks, some stooges to load, drive, and unload. Pure fucking profit, he puts into his pockets. You know if the Gherz is hooked up? He got any problems I can solve? Help him out with?”


    Marko, in his afterglow daydream of Djuna Brown, shook his head. He briefly entertained the thought of urging Jerry Kelly along, get him into shit with Gherz, but he passed. “Don’t go there, Jerry. I mean it. He’s hooked up with guys that’ll fucking mince you.”


    “You think?” He looked closely at Marko. “You okay? You look, I dunno, different. What’s up?”


    “Jerry, forget Gherz. You don’t want to jump into Gherz’s shit, let me tell you. Let’s just do our thing here.”


    “She call? Your cutie? Give us the next step?”


    Marko looked at his watch. “Couple of minutes. She’s going take some of it to boil, make it easier for Presto to do his variation.”


    “I’ll be fucking glad when this shit’s over, Marko. I got things to do. Hook up with my sweetie, take a vacation. Hey, how’d you do last night at Grat’s? Any good action drag in?”


    Marko protected his glow. “Nah. I had a couple of pops, went home and had a couple more with myself, then crashed.” He glanced at his cellphone to change the direction of the conversation, willing it to ring. “C’mon, Jesus Christ.” He looked at Jerry Kelly. “Fuck, this is work.”


    Jerry Kelly stretched and essayed a massive audible yawn. “No shit. I’m still seeing white lines; zip, zip, zip.” He collapsed, then bounced on his feet and rotated his neck. “Feeling pretty good though, I got to say. Feeling prime.” He looked at Marko. “It’s gonna be soon, right? This isn’t just the Presto fucking us around? Giving us a hard time?”


    “Well, Jer’, you might have to put your thinking cap on, on that. Still no answer down at The Mig’s. So we might not have the Presto’s balls anymore. The Presto might be an unshackled wild card. Fuckin’ Mig.”


    “Whatever.” Jerry Kelly made another yawn and stretch. “You deal with Julia when she calls, I’m gonna sleep in the van. You just let me know what you need, Marko, and we’ll make this thing work.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 28

    



    Ray Tate and Djuna Brown worked Gherzanian’s factory alone. The Cashman was frantic, trying to get some bodies freed up without giving the dep at the Jank the heads up that things might be imminent.


    They set up, Ray Tate in the blue 500 and Djuna Brown in a grey Volkswagen Golf she’d muscled with her eyes from Joey Jeff Watson, the ISS guy who hankered for his little Chinese partner. Ray Tate had the eye, a clear line of sight to the front of the building.


    Markowitz had been easy to follow from the Fifth Wheel. Clearly he had things on his mind and made some half-hearted feints, some slow-downs and speed-ups. Ray Tate suspected it was something to do with his sweet chats with Djuna Brown. He could tell she didn’t like working Markowitz’s heart. It required a hard heart to manipulate someone, to play off their emotions, needs, and she didn’t have it and that’s why he loved her. He thought of her as less of a cop as time went by.


    From his position on the corner of a car dealership he could see her in the little Volkswagen Golf about two hundred feet west of him, out of sight of the door and windows of Gherzanian’s place.


    When Markowitz arrived Ray Tate saw Jerry Kelly’s face in the window. He voiced out on the freddy to Djuna Brown, “Jerry’s on the set.”


    He climbed out of the 500 and did a walk-by, glancing in the window, speaking to Djuna Brown on his phone. “I just got a quick glance, Djun’. At least four in there. Place looks empty except for a van, a cube truck, and a bunch of boxes stacked against the wall.”


    He dialed up Cash and brought him up-to-date. “We got at least four inside, boss, probably more. They’re waiting for something. Any more bodies we can hook into this?”


    “I got nothing, yet, Ray. It look like my money might be in there?”


    “Dunno. Some boxes, a couple of vehicles. We could hit the place right now, check it out. If we’re lucky we can end the thing right here.”


    “Naw, hold off until we’re sure. They could be moving precursor drugs for all we know. Or bootleg dough. Who you gonna take away, if they go on the move?”


    “We’ll play it off the face.”


    “Good boy, Ray. Go get ’em. Stack those millions of mine up.”


    At two p.m. a muscular guy with a ponytail came out of Gherzanian’s. He looked around and went back inside. Ten minutes later another guy, similar but different, came out and walked through the parking lot toward a Donut Shack across the road.


    Djuna Brown bailed from her car and entered the donut shop ahead of him. He came out across the road with a cardboard tray of coffees and a large paper bag. He kicked twice at the door and was let in. Djuna Brown, carrying supplies of her own, came out of the shop and Ray Tate watched her sway as she made her way back to her car. A moment later she came on the freddy, noting the guy had bought two dozen mixed and five large coffees.


    “So, maybe five guys in there, Ray. We’re gonna need more bodies if they all scatter out.”


    “It’s just us two for now. We’ll have to pick a target when something breaks. Right now, it’ll be Markowitz.” As he spoke a red minivan with Julia Gurr driving pulled up to the building. “Standby. Gurr’s on the set.” He watched her sit in the van and punch numbers into her cellphone. Marko Markowitz came outside and stood by the driver’s door, pointing to the alley that led to the rear of the factory. She drove off and rounded the building.


    Ray Tate speed-dialed the Cashman. “We got Markowitz in there, Jerry Kelly, and Gurr. Some guys, too, look like muscle.”


    “I’m trying to get a crew together. I’ll keep you posted, Ray.”


    


    Ray Tate started his car and rolled to a view of the back of the factory. He saw the red minivan and a ponytailed mutt leaning on it. When the man pitched his empty coffee cup his leather jacket swung back and Ray Tate could see the butt of a pistol. He went on the air. “Djuna, the mutt out back is armed, repeat, armed. Handgun in his waistband, right hip.”


    He saw Julia Gurr exit the rolling rear doors. She said something to the mutt. He held the door of the van open for her and she boarded. “Djuna, she’s on the move … She’s rolling to the end of the alley. Blue van out, behind her, two mutts aboard … She’s waiting for them. They’re all hooked up. They’re rolling, they’re both behind her.”


    Djuna Brown came over, “Got ’em, got ’em, got ’em … We’re rolling eastbound.”


    He dialed the Cashman. “Boss, Gurr’s out rolling, she’s got two mutts in another van behind her. Djuna’s rolling solo. I’m going to stay on this set, see what’s what. Get me two guys out here, in case I have to roll off, too.”


    Djuna Brown, in her zippy VW, took the vans to the airport feeder road and southbound to the interstate. The vans headed east to the Eight and down the downtown ramp. They exited at Market Street and headed into the business zone. Djuna Brown kept them in view until they parked in a side street, beside an old, refurbished bank building. Julia Gurr climbed out of the minivan and the mutts exited their van, one of them lugging a black knapsack.


    Djuna Brown rolled past them and parked around the corner. She walked back and stepped into a doorway and watched the mutt with the knapsack hand it to Julia Gurr. She hit Ray Tate on the cellphone and gave him her location. “She’s in with a bag. She’s in alone.”


    The mutts stayed outside, smoking. She left her doorway and half-trotted toward the door Julia Gurr had gone into. As the mutts studied her she made a show of saying, “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” and looking at her watch. One of the mutts held the door for her and bowed her through with exaggerated courtliness.


    There were two elevators in the lobby; one was on the fourth floor, the other was standing open. She boarded and pressed three. She exited, went into the stairwell and climbed to four. It was silent and still. She looked both ways. The air smelled a little of lemon and perfume. She took a half-dozen steps to her left and sniffed. Cleaning products, no perfume. A half dozen steps the other way and the perfume scent was back. Following the nose she found an unmarked door at the end of the hall. She noted the location and went down the stairs.


    Outside the mutts were idling. The same one, she thought, held the door for her. “You make it, okay?”


    She shook her head. “Missed him.”


    He gave her a friendly look. “His loss.”


    Smiling prettily she made her way back down the block and stepped back into her doorway and went up on the freddy. “Ray, I got her first drop, but I’m burned.”


    Julia Gurr, now carrying the black canvas bag loosely, exited the office building. On the sidewalk she gave the polite mutt the limp bag. He held the minivan’s door for her and she slid in sideways, giving him a grateful flash of leg. She rolled off and the blue van followed her closely.


    Julia Gurr made eleven more stops over the next three hours, carrying in knapsacks stuffed with bundles of tens and twenties and carrying out U.S., Canadian, or Euro hundreds in much smaller bulk. Eighteen knapsacks in all. Each time the routine was the same. She’d park and carry a bulky bag into a building. The mutts stood out front keeping security. She’d come out, hand off the bag, looking much less bulky. The polite mutt would hold the minivan door open for her, she’d slide in with the smile and flash of leg.


    At the last stop, at a downtown skyscraper, she took two heavy bags from the mutts but couldn’t get them under control, the weight crushing her. The polite mutt took them and slung them over his shoulders and he too staggered. He found balance and lugged them across the lobby of the building, put them into an elevator, and held the door open. Julia Gurr stood back for a moment. Her demeanor had changed and the mutt noticed it.


    “You all right, Miss?”


    “Yes. This one …” She fluffed her hair. “This one might take a while.”


    “You want me to come up? Just between us, Marko and Jerry don’t have to know.”


    “I’ll be fine.”


    But as the doors closed she was chewing at her lips.


    Upstairs she spoke to the young woman behind a walnut desk. The woman picked up the phone. A sleek older man appeared and shook Julia Gurr’s hand and gave her kisses on her cheeks; he didn’t seem to want to take his hands off her. He pointed at the bags she’d dragged out of the elevator and told the reception to call someone to get them and that he didn’t want to be disturbed.


    He ushered Julia Gurr down a long hallway to his office.


    She walked stiffly.


    While she leaned forward on his desk with her hands stretched out and he rubbed himself against her, she thought about money.


    She was sure it was a record.


    His hands undid her blouse and pushed up her bra.


    Three million in small fish boiled in four hours.


    His fingers were pincers and he breathed harder when she struggled.


    The compressor had made very compact but very heavy bricks of the currency.


    His mouth was in her hair at the back of her neck and he began a filthy litany of names for her, they all started with, “Oh, you fucking …” Skank, bitch, cunt, whore.


    The bricks had been packed solidly into the knapsacks.


    They were both fully dressed and he banged into her solidly until she made a sound that worked for him and then he made a noise and stopped and stepped back.


    If the predators in Spicetown hadn’t already been at her, she couldn’t have felt dirtier, less desirable, less human.


    She felt a different kind of shame as she picked up a lighter knapsack in the reception area.


    I’m a mother, for Christ’s sakes, she thought, I have a daughter, a good clean daughter.


    I had no choice in Spicetown, but I had a choice in this.


    When she hit the sidewalk she was vibrating with shame and her face was wet.


    “Hey,” the polite mutt looked at her closely and became businesslike. “Hey, give me the room number, miss, I’ll go up.”


    “It’s okay,” she said.


    With the mutts in tow, she headed back to Gherzanian’s warehouse. When she ramped off near the airport, her telephone beeped. She said hello and instantly there was a clicking sound.


    “Hi, it’s me. Hope it’s all going good, that Marko or Jerry haven’t gone funny on us, and I hope you’ve done some boiling. Go by Truong’s and take him a quarter million in Canadian fives this evening. You should be able to get in and out before dark, okay? That’ll cut the bulk pretty good. Don’t take anyone with you, I want him protected. We’re doing the run tomorrow. Tell Marko I want Zoe there before anything happens, not on the cellphone, not a hundred yards away, waving at me. Right close, so I can touch her. The dough will go through and after that he’s on his own. I miss seeing you. Not long and we’re outta here.”


    She clicked off and pulled up in a parking spot in front of Gherzanian’s while the mutts drove around back. She got out and called Marko on the cell and waited until he came out, looking around. “All done?”


    “Yep. Eighteen loads down to, like, seven. Five if we pack them tight, but no one will be able to lift them. That’s all I can do.”


    “Jerry’s here. You want to come in?”


    “I’m not done, yet. I need the bag with the Canadian fives in it. There should be a quarter million in there. Presto wants it washed separate.”


    “Where?”


    “No can say, Tonto. He just said grab the fives and take them to a place, exchange for big fishes.”


    “I’ll send someone with you.”


    “He said alone. This guy is part of his net. He doesn’t want Jerry Kelly dropping by to befriend him after this is all over.”


    “Presto. Trusts no one. Used to be different, used to be some faith.”


    “That, I think, Marko, went out the window when you grabbed up Zoe.” She looked past his shoulder, into the dimness of the warehouse. “Where is she, by the way? Inside? Marko? Can I see her, say hello?”


    “Don’t worry about Zo’. She’s on her way. You worry that the Presto makes it happen, that’s all. If this thing goes south, well, it’s Jerry’s ass on the line. Mine too. And yours. Never mind Zo’.”


    “Fuck, Marko, what’s that all about? That’s a lot of asses on the line. I thought you loved us, man, we were family. You know that won’t matter to Jerry. What if he just swings with the load, says: ‘Fuck you, Marko’?”


    He was proud. “I told him I told Pavo’s nephew to tell Pavo I’d sold the contract to Jerry. Success or death, that old Jer’s on the hook for this. It was the only way I could ensure he wasn’t going to beat my head soft and take a long vacation.”


    “Jerry knows this?”


    “Sure, he had to, otherwise what was the point?”


    “You’ll get it too, Marko, if it goes fucked.”


    “Yeah …” He stopped when a mutt came out and he sent him to go back inside to tell Jerry to send out the bags of fives.


    “I hope it works, Marko. I’d hate to see you …” She put her hand on his arm. “I want you to know, I’m sorry that things didn’t … You know, for us?”


    The mutt came out with two heavy knapsacks and dropped them on the ground at her feet. Jerry Kelly stood behind him and gave him a shot in the shoulder. “You fuck. Put ’em in the van, help the lady out. What? You’re a fucking animal. Put those steroids to use for the good of all.”


    The mutt picked up the bags and loaded them.


    Jerry Kelly shook his head and looked at Julia Gurr in a friendly manner. “That’s a lot of dough, there. You need some security. I’ll go with you, we can catch up on old times. Shmooze a little.”


    “Bobby says alone, Jerry. So alone it be.” She didn’t evade his eyes and concentrated visibly on making a little smile, as though he was a truant child. “We can shmooze later, when it’s done. I’d really like that.”


    Jerry Kelly didn’t like that, much. He saw the Spicetown tenderizing was wearing off, but that was okay. Jerry was a master at the application of it. He’d have a lot of time with her. “Well, if you’re sure. Don’t want anything to happen to you. Again.” He stared at her cheek. “You know, like in Spicetown.”


    She laughed. “Don’t concern yourself with me, Jerry.”


    Looking startled and a little pissed off, he went inside.


    Marko stared at her. This is a new girl, he thought. This must be the influence, somehow, of Bobby. In the light of his own new feelings, he’d have to call Jerry off before he went ahead with the plan for Preston.


    He gave her a tender look, picking up their interrupted conversation. “Not your fault, it didn’t work out for us, Jools. Not my fault. Just the way of it, right? It isn’t even Bobby’s fault. You and me, we just weren’t … weren’t of the same heart, right?”


    Her eyes filled with tears at the articulated truth of this. “Jeez, Marko, jeez. Why’d you have to say that to me, huh?”


    Julia Gurr was unaccountably still feeling the blues over Marko when she arrived at the Truong’s garage well before dark. Something, she knew, had happened that had snapped the spell she’d had over him. She was used to catching him off guard, secretly staring at her with a longing and a hope. At Gherz’s warehouse he’d been as friendly as ever but she noticed he hadn’t touched her, even a shoulder squeeze or the stroking of her hand. Something was in play for Marko, something more than solving the problem of the Colombians. She felt a sense of loss and in her mood failed to check carefully for surveillance, didn’t hone in on the quick little VW buzzing around her in the downtown traffic.


    She thought of the look on Marko’s face and wondered if he’d finally found someone, someone who wasn’t her. Marko was a good caring pal and she wished him well in whatever it was, with whoever it was, but she’d been basking in his adoration and attention since she was a teenager, and she thought it was normal to feel a loss.


    “Good for Marko,” she said aloud as she got out of the van. “Boy, I gotta meet this chick.” Of one heart. Indeed.


    The overhead doors were down; she peeked in the window and saw Tiger Truong and three young Asian men in a huddle beside a green Neon. In the far dim corners of the shop sparks flared. A Jeep Cherokee was in parts, cannibalized, and another young Asian man with a miner’s lamp on his head was amongst its guts with a piece of blue chalk in one hand and piece of red chalk in the other, constantly referring to an owner’s manual tucked under his arm. Tiger Truong, with a survivor’s radar that was a blood trait, turned and saw her half-face at the door’s window. He came over and slipped outside.


    “Bobby sent me.”


    “Ah, the lady.” He looked around again. “You have something?”


    “It’s in the van, there. Very heavy. Do you have —”


    “Of course, of course, my apologies. I will get my grandson.” He went back inside. Through the glass she saw him touch a young man on the shoulder then point at her face in the window. Tiger Truong and the boy laughed, both staring at her. Tiger Truong came outside. “He will take you to nearby for an exchange. This is right?”


    “Umm. Mr. Truong, I’d rather, if … Could we do it here? It’s banded and counted.”


    His face was ferocious but kind and looked full of a secret. “Please. Boh-Bee would not have sent you alone if there was danger. We do things that are mighty, I and him.”


    The young man in his overalls was at his elbow. “He and I, grandfather,” the young man said in perfect English. He smiled at Julia Gurr. “My grandfather tries to be careful with his grammar in the presence of beautiful women.”


    Tiger Truong and his grandson spoke in Vietnamese for a full minute. Tiger Truong kept glancing at Julia Gurr. His pleased secrecy made her uncomfortable. The grandson listened and nodded. Tiger Truong bid her a careful goodbye and went inside. She saw him walk to a wall-mounted telephone and punch at the keypad.


    Young Truong said, “We have to take the money to a nearby location. For counting. To confirm. We have a machine that does it very quickly. My grandfather said you shouldn’t be afraid. His tiger, he says, protects Bobby and because you’re with Bobby you’re protected too by the tiger.” When she hesitated, his face suddenly became ferocious like his grandfather’s. “In one second I could drag you in and take the money. No one would know. Grrrr.” Then he laughed and became youthful and amusing again. He held out his hand. “Please.”


    Julia Gurr nodded and led him to the minivan. Tiger Truong had come outside behind her. She heard him cackling and calling, Goodbye, good night, soon see you.


    Young Truong studied the van and looked at the plate. “You want to sell it? Two thousand in cash.”


    “It’s a rental.”


    “Yes, perfect. So I’ll steal it tonight and tomorrow you’ll report it stolen. Very easy money. You bought the insurance, right?”


    “I need it.”


    “Maybe when you’re done.”


    “We’ll see. How do you want to do this?”


    “Wait.” He held up his hand and trotted back to the shop. He came out with a sheet of white plastic; he spread it on the passenger seat and slipped into the minivan, careful that the grime on his overalls didn’t touch the seat. He directed her through a series of streets, some of the turns not making any sense: four lefts that brought them in a circle around a block; right here, left there, left again, down that alley. She determined he was shaking off and kept her eyes in the rear-view mirror. They came to a side street and in her mind she computed that they were, after all the driving, only three or four blocks from the body shop. He directed her to the end of the street and indicated a two-storey semi-detached house. The windows were curtained and the lawn overgrown with weeds behind a picket fence. It loomed sinister. Above it were the heavy unsettled clouds of a quickly changing season, and she checked the light, computing when dark would fall.


    She felt a bit of terror. Her inner ear replayed the old man’s cackling. She bit her lip, frozen, her hands on the wheel, staring straight ahead. She’d been ripped off before, it was a hazard of her trade. The trick was to keep calm, let the money walk, and then maybe you too could walk away in one piece. She tried to remember if the minivan was in gear but didn’t want to look at the console. In a strange way she was pleased with the fear, that it was so normal. An edge of terror but nothing like the sweating seizures of the terror of Spicetown.


    She found voice. “Why don’t you take the money inside? Put it though the counter and bring me the large bills?”


    Young Truong put his hand on the gear shift and slipped it into park. He pulled up the emergency brake, then put his hand lightly on her shoulder. “Come inside. You’re a very beautiful lady. It’s understandable to be careful with strangers. But trust me, as my grandfather trusts Mr. Bobby.”


    She said there were two bags in the back. He took the keys and got out lithely, operated the sliding door, and slung one bag over each shoulder. She disembarked and walked beside him up to the concrete path to the front door. Unlocking it, he dropped the bags on the porch, held the door open for her to pass, and shouted in English: “Special delivery.” He shut the door and she heard his feet going down the steps. Gone with the money.


    The long hallway ahead of her was dim, almost dark. She watched a backlit shadow approach her. It seemed much bigger than she was, but that she thought was a trick of the naked lightbulb at the end of the house behind him. She tightened up on the fear, realizing that it was a normal response, it wasn’t the wet panic and terror of Spicetown and she was faintly proud of her normalcy. She was prepared to fight and evaluated driving her head into the glass window in the door to get a shard of sharp glass when she realized Bobby Preston was speaking to her.


    Joey Jeff Watson and May were necking in a cardboard refrigerator carton across from Truong’s when Julia Gurr pulled up in the van and went inside and Djuna Brown in the VW went past, did a circle, and came back.


    Watson took his cellphone from his pocket, scrolled through the numbers, and pressed one.


    “Ray? Joey Jeff. Me and May are up on Truong’s and your little friend just went through in the VW. She’s up on a blue van, blond driver. I seen the blonde before with Bobby Preston. Gurr. Julia.”


    “Yeah, we’re running light. I’m alone on a joint by the airport, Djuna’s running the blonde. It look like trouble?”


    “Nope. Blondie went in, your partner’s gone past, probably sitting around the corner, not knowing what to do. They’re going to dump her out, no question. You want us to help out?”


    “Yeah, Joey, that’d be great.”


    “Call her and tell her to fuck off out of the area, okay? If blondie goes on the move with them, they ain’t going far. Truong owns a street a couple of blocks away. What do you want us to do? Sit on your partner, or take anybody out of here?”


    “We’re hoping the blonde will hook up with Markowitz, balding guy, about fifty, wears a suit all the time. Or Preston. Either one is good.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 29

    



    She went up the stairs ahead of him; his hands were hungry. They were on her legs at the bottom of her skirt. They slipped higher and she slowed her steps and put on a sway. He laughed at this and went a little higher and she laughed in relief that she hadn’t pissed herself in the downstairs hallway. His breathing was audible. He said, “Hurry,” and came up beside to her on the narrow stairs, crowding her, his hand still under her skirt, his mouth against her neck, his nose seeming to inhale her. He said: “Jesus Christ, hurry.” He sounded like he’d had a hunger for a long time for something and now it was within reach and simply required devouring.


    The upstairs rooms were all bare and doorless but one had a single framed bed with a striped mattress on it. The window’s pane was cracked. Against the fading outside light she saw the shape of a wine bottle on the outside ledge of the window, cooling. The mattress was thin and sagging in the middle. He was speaking urgently and pressing and pulling at the same time and they made a hard landing, she on the bottom, the springs jangling. Fear fled for her. She was amazed he had so many hands, that she had so many places. His hands were here, then there, still for a moment, then moving again.


    It was brief and loud. Afterward they undressed and he slipped up the window and retrieved the bottle of wine, a corkscrew already inserted into the cork. He got onto the bed beside her; they both lay on their sides, her leg hooked over his hip, shivering as they cooled down, facing each other, and drank directly from the bottle, sloppy and spilling. “Wow,” she said. “The stress fuck. We haven’t done that in a while.”


    “It was a last minute thing, this. It was stupid, I guess, and a risk.”


    She nuzzled under his neck. “How much more time do we have?”


    “Well, not long, anyway. There’s still stuff to be done. I just had to … see you, make sure at the end of this, when we have Zoe, we’ll be okay. The dead-end telephone variation is okay for business, but it’s very hard to maintain and … I needed this. I didn’t want Truong’s grandson to say anything. I wasn’t sure I’d still be here or if I’d change my mind. Or if he’d spot something behind you.”


    “The telephone thing, that was brilliant. Marko’s going nuts, not being in control.”


    “Marko. I think I’m going to have to do something about Marko, when this is over. When Zoe’s safe.”


    “Don’t, Bobby. You’re not that way.” She got up on her elbow. “Seriously. Marko’s fucked things up, but I think it isn’t Marko, I think it’s Jerry. Don’t do him, really. Marko fucked up, okay, but …”


    He understood her misunderstanding. “No, no. Not that.” He gave her a sip of wine. “I’ll talk to him. We went off sideways someplace; he made a mistake, a lot of them. So did I. I forgot who we were, what we were. I forgot the blood. If I’d been there for him years ago, he wouldn’t be out there alone with Pavo on his back. No matter what he did, he’s still … I don’t know. If this works out with getting Zoe back, me’n Marko, maybe we’ll talk a little.”


    They lay looking at the pale light smeared on the ceiling, their hands idling over each other. She relaxed back against him, relieved, half on top of him, her fingers tracing some intricate design on his skin.


    Reluctantly, he said, “You should go. It’ll be dark soon.”


    “I’m cool, staying a while.” She surprised herself. The night terror was fading. She wanted to stay, to have more time together. If the night caught her out, she’d deal with it. Just like she was dealing with her terror of Jerry Kelly.


    Sitting up and dressed they sat side by side on the cot, stretching time. Preston thought: less than twenty-four hours and there’ll be endless days like this. Planning and creating and projecting the shape of a new life. Reflecting in his new good thoughts of Marko, he believed Marko wouldn’t under any circumstances allow Zoe to be in real danger.


    She said, “Bobby, what’s the plan? The variation?”


    “You can’t know that.” He stretched. “It’s a good one, though.”


    “A hint, just a hint, c’mon.” She got playful. “A truck? Hide the boxes in something else?”


    “Nope,” he said, “something better.” He held her to him. “Don’t worry. It’ll go fine. Only problem is going to be letting go of the dough and taking Zoe back.” He held the wine bottle up against the window. “A sip left.” He watched her drink. “Did Marko say anything about Zoe? Is she back here, stashed someplace?”


    “He just said he’s getting her back, that she’s on her way back here and she’ll be ready.”


    “Because, Jools, that’s the key, right? That she’s back. You have to convince Marko that there’s no fucking way this is going to fly well for him unless she’s there.” He tilted his watch to the light from the lamp post outside. “I’ve got to move. But I need to know some stuff. Where’s the dough now? How many guys have Marko and Jerry got around for security?”


    She told him about Gherzanian’s place and said she’d seen three of Jerry’s boys around, so far. “He might get more, I don’t know. Depends on how paranoid he gets. One of them has a gun he flashes sometimes. Probably the others have got them too.”


    “Soon as you leave here, call Marko and tell him I called. I want the money out of the boxes and into knapsacks. Tell him not to cheap out. We need good strong bags, heavy canvas, black or dark blue. A dinghy and a compressor. The dough crosses, I’m out of this thing. We walk away. You, me, and Zoe.”


    “So, it’s the water. That fucking river.”


    “That’s what they’ll think.”


    “Wherever it is, where you gonna put Jerry and Marko?”


    “As far from Zoe and you as possible. If they follow the instructions, everybody should be okay. We should be okay.”


    She told him how Marko had finessed any chance of Jerry going Crazy Jerry. “No matter how funny Jerry gets, or how tough he is, there’s no way he’s going to try to beat Pavo out of the dough. There’s no end in it for him now, so I think he’ll be good.”


    “That’s a load off, anyway. Sneaky Marko.” He steered her down the narrow stairs. “I’ll give you a call around noon. You be with Marko then and have Zoe and the dough ready to move. I’ll be setting a tight deadline and you’ll have to insist that he follows everything though.”


    “We’ll be done by tomorrow night, though, right? This’ll be over and we can all take a vacation or something? Find new friends?”


    They let themselves out of the house.


    “Are you okay to go in the dark? I can get someone from Truong’s to drive you.”


    “I’m okay. Better than okay.”


    Tiger Truong’s grandson sat on the steps in his coveralls, keeping an eye on the street. The two knapsacks were gone. He stood up in one fluid motion, leaned to lock the door, and said, “Yes?”


    After Bobby Preston left Julia Gurr and the Asian kid standing in front of the house, May, the Chinese ISS woman, was nested behind a picket fence five houses down, trapped. She watched Julia Gurr drive off and watched the Asian kid slowly make his way along the block. She waited until he passed, then scooted up to the walkway beside the house where Bobby Preston had gone. She stood still and listened and heard dogs barking a couple of blocks away.


    She spoke into a microphone in her blouse and told Joey Jeff Watson Preston’s direction of travel, that he was at least two blocks west. Watson, in the Cutlass with Djuna Brown three blocks away, called Ray Tate and told him the target was away on foot, west. Ray Tate said he was on his way to the area.


    “We should be necking, or something,” Watson told Djuna Brown. “Cover, in case they look in.”


    “That the best you got, man?” Djuna Brown laughed. “I got me a white pervert already. I’m cool.”


    “Yeah. Not too smooth, eh?”


    “Just work her, Joey. I saw her. She’s got the look on for you. Just don’t be a … just don’t be a fucking cop all the time. Show her something else. What else you got?”


    “Modern, ah, poetry, you know, at the university, night school?”


    “There you are. That’s who you show her.”


    “You think?”


    “Joey, cops are a dime a dozen. Poets? Sometime I’ll tell you about the last cops me and Ray worked with. They showed their hearts and now they’re living the sweet life in Spain.”


    She patted his hand and got out of the Cutlass.


    She walked down to a lit-up block and oriented herself, then headed west. She saw an all-nighter lit up a block ahead and called Ray Tate on the freddy. “There’s a bucket of blood, four blocks east of Truong’s. Meet you there.”


    “Twenty minutes.”


    She was exhausted, but feeling pretty good. The schoolboy romance of Joey Jeff Watson and the mysterious May amused her. She was wondering about them, about their possibilities, when she came up on the bucket of blood and saw Bobby Preston sitting in the window, his nose in a cup of coffee, examining passing vehicles and the sparse pedestrian traffic.


    Djuna Brown went by and stepped into a doorway, unbuttoned her blouse partway and put a stone into her shoe. She hit Ray Tate on the freddy. “I got him, Ray. At the all-nighter. Hurry, mon ami.”


    With a stagger and her hair mussed, she limped like a tire biter into the joint and collapsed herself at the vacant counter, her back to Bobby Preston.


    Ray Tate did door-to-doors with two borrowed Intelligence guys the boss had scared up, calling in favours. The less the white shirts at the Jank knew, the better.


    The Intelligence guys knew who he was, were respectful. He’d gone the distance, three times. He showed them the surveillance photographs from his briefcase, identifying Marko, Kelly, Gurr, and Preston, and gave them his cell number. “If you see them bringing stuff out, tag ’em and hit me right away.” Before he drove away, he said, “At least one of them is armed. Handgun, under his coat, right side, so heads up.”


    He made it downtown in record time, figuring he and Djuna Brown could get a couple of hours alone before things heated up. Three blocks from the bucket of blood traffic stopped while two young skinheads had a fist fight in the middle of the street. He looked around and saw in the car beside him a couple who’d clearly had a tough night. The driver was in his late teens and he leaned into the windshield, blinking his eyes rapidly and rotating his neck. In the passenger seat he saw a blond young woman, her makeup in disarray and her cheek pressed against the window, sleeping.


    There was no real resemblance between this woman sleeping in the car beside him and the blond girl he’d seen framed the other night in the window of Jerry Kelly’s silver Saab, but it closed a circle for him. The girl being squired by Jerry Fucking Kelly was the same girl standing with Bobby Preston in the funeral surveillance photos in Markowitz’s file.


    He stopped short of the all-nighter and hid the 500 behind a gas station. From his briefcase he took a wad of surveillance photographs and riffled through them, confirming that the girl in Jerry Kelly’s Saab was the same girl with Bobby Preston at the funeral.


    He rearranged his clothing into a mess. He pulled the zipper of his pants down and pulled a piece of his shirttail through it; he mussed his hair, took off one of his boots. He put the boot into the back seat of the car and made sure the other, with his ankle holster riding in the top, was covered by his pant leg. He made his way to the entrance of the all-nighter, guiding himself by feeling along the window of the place as though disoriented.


    Djuna Brown was hunched at the counter, watching the street in the back mirror. She glanced around as Ray Tate spent several seconds trying to operate the front door, his face confused before he understood the dynamics of Pull and Push. Behind the counter a fat man wearing a sleeveless T-shirt said, “Oh, Christ,” as he watched Ray Tate finally complete his entrance and look around proudly, as if he’d solved a global crisis. Four young black men crowded into a rear booth made comments to each other and laughed; an old couple sat side-by-side in a booth closer to the door, too engrossed in conversation to notice much. There were two men having an argument at the far end of the counter, taking turns stabbing their fingers at a day-old newspaper. Bobby Preston was in the first booth, backward to the restaurant, facing the door.


    “Fuck,” Ray Tate said to no one, laughing. “Jeez, tough place to get into.”


    “Get another boot,” the man in the T-shirt said, “and you can stay. Dress code. No boot, no brains, no service.” But he reached for the coffee cup and held it up. “Don’t bother the customers, okay, or you drink it outside.


    “No problem, my brother. I come in peace.” He sat two stools away from Djuna Brown and made a show of checking her out. “‘Scuse me, no offence, miss, but are you related to Eartha Kitt? You sing the blues? You got those cat’s eyes, drive a man to the blues.”


    “Hey, leave the lady alone. I told you.”


    Djuna Brown told the counterman it was okay. He went down the counter and took a bottle wrapped in a dirty white towel from under the end of the counter. Partially blocking himself, he poured something into two coffee cups, topped them off with black coffee and took them to the guys arguing over the newspaper.


    Djuna Brown said, “Your pants are messed up, you know? Your zipper.”


    Ray Tate looked down at his lap in regal dignity. “I know. I wear them that way. It’s a … ah … fashion statement. Big in Paris right now. Hip.” He gave her a sly look. “So nice of you, you know, to notice.”


    She patted the stool beside her. “C’mon, sit with me. Night folks, we’re all friends here. We are the people.”


    He slid over and gave her a wide smile. He leaned in intimately and whispered, “Nice one, my little beatnikette. How’d you find him?”


    “Police work. Just walk around until you find a bandit, then … Pow. How we gonna play it?”


    “Remember the girl I saw in Jerry Kelly’s car from Buffalo?” He was whispering with intimacy. “It’s the blond girl with him in the surveillance pictures at a funeral. I think it’s his kid.”


    The counterman dumped the blind bottle back under the counter. He came down the room quickly. “No, no. No working here, honey. Both of you, out. Pay and go.”


    “Fuck this,” Ray Tate said, standing and straightening himself out, his balance suffering from the lack of one boot, using his hands to comb his hair back. He lifted his badge from his shirt pocket. “Go back to pouring shots, nothing to worry about.” He picked up his coffee mug and turned. “Hey, Bobby, mind if we join you? We been following dootchbags around all day and, well, maybe we should talk.”


    Bobby Preston looked up. His face was calm but tired and he stared back and forth between them. He made a fast connection to the couple across from the cafe patio, to the black chick and the jazzy guy. “Fuck.” He drained off his coffee and went to get up.


    Djuna Brown said, “You can leave, if you want. But I’ll tell you, there’s about six hundred cops on you, now that Marko’s money’s in town. We’re at the warehouse out past the airport. We’re on Markowitz and Jerry Kelly. We’re on all the places Julia Gurr visited today. We’re on the chop shop down the street and we just tucked everybody in for the night. Don’t cost you nothing to listen at least, right? We’ll buy the coffee and shots and we can all join hands in a circle, watch the sun come up. C’mon, be a pal. We’re lonely folks.”


    “I’m gone.”


    “Not for long, though, right?” Ray Tate said, and decided to play one. It couldn’t hurt. He knew his own weak spot was his daughter. It had been a weapon his ex-wife used to cut him with. It always worked. He bled. “Next time you see us, we’ll be doing warrants for all of you. You, Marko, Jerry, Gurr. Various thugs and mugs. Your kid.”


    “What do you know about my kid?” Preston froze and waited. “My kid’s square.”


    “Nobody with Jerry Kelly’s square. Jerry’s unborn children have already got warrants out on them.”


    “Bullshit, Jerry Kelly. She’s in … She’s out of town.”


    “Suit yourself. But you should know, I saw her last night, heading into the Badlands in a silver Saab, driven by your pal Jerry. Pale, blond hair, back like yours?”


    Preston sat down. Djuna Brown and Ray Tate sat opposite him.


    Ray Tate read his anxiety and played off it by ignoring it. He called to the counterman, “Yo, three coffee, make them heavy.”


    Djuna Brown stalled. “You’re a legendary guy. You’re Mr. Presto! Cool. Great to meet you face to face at last. We’ve been looking at you through a long lens for a long time. Anybody ever tell you: you’re a good-looking guy, in a beatnik kind of way? I mean, if you dig that look? Not that I do.”


    The counterman put down the mugs. The aroma of rye lifted in the steam. “No trouble? We’re jake, right? I got some nice pie, apple, fresh this morning.”


    She was feeling pretty good. She had no idea where Ray Tate was going to go, but she was content to ride along, speaking but saying nothing substantive. “Jake we be, bud. Maybe later for that pie action.”


    Preston stared at Ray Tate. “Zoe.”


    She sipped at her coffee and made a face. “Yuck.”


    Preston said, “Tell me about Zoe, or I’m outta here.”


    Ray Tate shrugged. “The deal is this. You answer one of ours, we answer one of yours. How’s that?”


    “What? Ask your one.”


    “That place out by the airport where Gurr’s been playing with Marko and the boys. The dough’s in there, right? Marko’s dough? That’s what Gurr’s been taking away all day?”


    Preston ground his palms into his eyes. He picked up the mug and drained it. Ray Tate thought he’d just boiled his tongue.


    Preston nodded. “The money’s there.” He looked from one to the other; they seemed friendly enough, but pretty crazy, between them. “Zoe. Where’d you see Zoe? When?”


    Ray Tate said, “Okay. I had her in a silver Saab driven by Jerry Kelly. You know him right? Jerry Fucking Kelly. Friend of Markowitz’s. Psycho, and all round menace?”


    “Bullshit. When?”


    “My turn, Presto. How much dough is there, out by the airport?”


    “About ten. Ten ems.” He asked, “When?”


    “Last night.” He looked at his watch. “Actually, the night before last. I took him around and lost him for a while, then I saw him on the interstate. Last seen boiling north into the Badlands. With your kid in the car.”


    “Why didn’t you stop them?”


    “For what? I didn’t even know it was her at the time. She was sleeping on the door.” He decided to ramp up Bobby Preston’s stress. “At least I thought she was sleeping, but who knows, with Jerry?”


    Preston got animated. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. Oh, that fucking, fucking bastard.”


    Djuna Brown said: “You and Jerry ain’t pals no more?”


    “Not Jerry. Marko. He said he had her on ice, safe. Was going to bring her back for the variation, tomorrow.” He read Ray Tate’s watch, upside down. “Today, tonight.”


    Ray Tate completed circles in his mind. “Jerry wasn’t supposed to have her? Markowitz was?” He put the parts together. “They grabbed her up, didn’t they? That’s why you’re in the dope money business? They got your kid?”


    Preston said nothing. His face was murderous and his hands were twitching. Ray Tate whistled at the counterman and made a circle around the tabletop. When the coffees and shots were refilled, Djuna Brown looked at Ray Tate and raised her eyebrows. He widened his eyes and arched his eyebrows at her, like, fucked if I know.


    “Mr. Preston, you have to calm down, okay?” He spoke firmly. It was clear the beatnik laughs were gone. “We’re on the place by the airport and I have to tell you, there’s no sign of your kid out there. There’s Markowitz and Jerry Kelly and some mutts. Gurr was out there starting runs, but otherwise there’s been nobody we’ve seen that looks like your kid. Wherever your daughter is, she isn’t with Markowitz.”


    “Ah, Jesus. Jesus fucking Christ.” He looked at them and slumped back. “What now?”


    “Best thing is: you just tell us what’s going on. We all put it all on the table, move it around, and make it work for all of us.”


    Djuna Brown touched her hand to Preston’s. “Jerry Fucking Kelly’s obviously got a game on. What it is I don’t know, and you probably don’t know either. But together? Well, maybe we can finesse something here.”


    Preston nodded. “They got my kid pinched in Mexico. Marko got her out of jail, he had her put someplace safe. The deal is, if I get the money into Canada, I get Zoe back. Marko told Julia she wasn’t back yet, but she’d be up here in time for the border run. If you guys go now and take the money, she’s finished. Marko won’t hurt her, but if Jerry’s got her? No question.”


    “You don’t think Jerry’s just holding on to her for Marko?”


    Preston shook his head. “Why would Marko tell Julia he didn’t have her yet, but that he’d have her back in time for a swap at the crossing? Fucking Marko’s lost her and Jerry’s got her. I dunno why, but he’s got her.”


    Ray Tate thought for a moment. “A rip. Jerry’s doing a rip.”


    “No. The money belongs to … some other people. Marko told them Jerry had taken responsibility for the delivery. If the dough doesn’t go it’s Jerry’s ass on the line. And anyway, if Jerry was going to run a rip, he’d run it here with his guys, he’d’a done it by now.”


    “Unless he wants to rip it in Canada, after you cross it.”


    Preston shrugged. It didn’t matter to him. Money. Canada. Jerry Kelly. Marko. “I just want my kid back, whatever it takes.”


    They sat and thought for a few minutes, nobody looking at anybody. Then Preston glanced at Ray Tate. “You guys are going in, right?” His face was bitterness. “Grabbing up the money? Killing my kid?”


    Ray Tate thought about his own daughter. Djuna Brown thought about Mona, Sharon Sherriff. She saw similarities between Ray Tate and Preston. Both thinking hard, their faces naked. She loved Ray Tate then, for his empathy, his focus. His heart, as he loved her for hers.


    Ray Tate said, “Look, you don’t know us and we don’t know you. I’m gonna ask you one: trust us. We’re going to go outside for a few minutes and talk. This isn’t just about you and your daughter, right? You and your wife are bandits, and you jumped in with bigger bandits. You got a daughter and your life caught up to her. Maybe they’re worse bandits than you are, but you’re no citizen. It’s your own fucking fault, this. By who and what you are, you put your daughter in the sauce. So, give us a couple of minutes. When we come back we’re going to tell you what we’re going to do. You might not like it. In that case we’ll just all fuck off on our ways, and we’ll wish you well, keep an eye for your kid, and take down the warehouse, hope for the best.”


    Outside they stood with their faces away from the front of the restaurant, glancing back occasionally to check out what Preston was doing. He just sat, his face in his hands. Once Djuna Brown caught him looking out at them, trying to read anything he could from what he could see.


    “Fuck, Ray. This guy’s in the fucking switches.” She saw him shiver a little. “You must be freezing. Get your boot.”


    “Naw. The hootch there, in the coffee. Went right to my feet. I used to drink that when I was in uniform on cold nights. Guy’s’d pull up on a prowl car with a thermos. It really took me back.”


    “Ray. Ray in uniform. Ray the Whistle. You miss it?”


    “Yep. Real policing. Not this kind of stuff, chasing bits of paper, working with psychos, a guy’s kid’s life hanging in the balance.”


    “How we going to play this? Ten million, as advertised. More, if we get warrants on some of the places Gurr was dumping into today. We could go grab up all the dough, take down her network, be heroes to our kind, and who knows what we can parlay it into? Paris, at least.” She stroked his arm. “You were thinking about your own kid in there, right?”


    “Lots of stuff. This was easy until there was an innocent involved. Now? What do you think? How do you want to play this?”


    At the end of the day, even if they went back to the Cashman with their pockets empty, they could still retire, she’d do a little time, maybe restitution for the State fraud, and they’d head to Paris. But how much fun would it be if you could have stopped a kid from dying and didn’t?


    “Okay.” He made a decision. “We work for the kid. We’ll go back in and leverage that with him, as much as we can. Until his daughter’s safe, we don’t take the dough. You okay with that?”


    “Sure. How do we stall the boss?”


    “We do our own op. We keep him at bay with hints until the thing’s a go, then we bring him in. Last minute. It’ll mean some fancy footwork, getting creative.”


    She looked over his shoulder at Preston in the window. “He’s dying in there, he’s twisting. We gonna make him work for it?”


    “No, let’s just fucking tell him.” Suddenly his foot was cold and the arch was cramping. “I’m going to get my other boot from the car. You give him the good word.”


    Djuna Brown went inside and sat, nodding at Preston. “Okay, this is the deal. We’re going to hold back until your kid is safe, but we’re still going to want the money, all of it. We still got to ask you some stuff, we’ve got to work out a way to make everything happen without our boss jumping early.”


    His relief was visible, but not complete. “How? How you going to do it? Let me work the variation, get the dough across, then you take everybody?”


    “Bobby, Bobby, we can’t do that. The money goes through and the Canadians seize it, we’re fucked. We have to find a way to grab it on this side, get your daughter at the same time. You’re going to have to think on it.” She smiled at him, hoping her face was reassuring. “We don’t give a shit, everybody can walk, we just want the money. And, of course, your daughter safe.” She made the cat smile Ray Tate was in love with. “And I’d like to shoot Jerry Fucking Kelly in the nuts, but we’re not allowed to. What’s with Jerry, anyway? He nuts, or what? How come he fucks everybody but nobody fucks him?”


    “I don’t want to talk about Jerry. You guys must know about him. Take what you know and make it ten times heavier, and that’s him.”


    “What about your ex, there? Gurr?” She saw his mouth clamp. “Hey, I’m just trying to get a fix on the dynamics. She’s with you, then she’s out there with Marko and Jerry. All day she’s dealing with them straight money guys, then tonight you guys hole up there in the house.”


    Ray Tate, walking normally, came in and sat down. He looked into his empty cup but decided against any more shots. “You tell him?”


    She nodded. “We haven’t worked out how we’re going to work together yet, have we, Presto?”


    “Lay it out, as best you can, your plan.”


    Preston explained the dead-end phones, how he kept himself remote from any threats from Marko and Jerry, how he kept Marko jumping around doing useless errands, just to gain some space to work in. “I had them thinking it was an overland transfer, using big cardboard boxes. I had Julia tell them to dump the boxes, buy knapsacks, an inflatable dinghy.”


    Djuna Brown leaned in, yawning, but remembering the city homicide file. He’d lost a few in the river. “Not the river, man. Find another way.”


    “I know, the river’s out. But I needed a plan that looked workable, so they’d bring Zoe to me.”


    “And?” Djuna Brown asked, “What did you come up with?”


    He looked at each of them. “If I knew how, I’d be doing it already and you guy’s’d be outside there rubbing on each other. Now I gotta find a way to get control of Zoe and get her loose when the money’s still on this side so you guys can grab it.”


    Djuna Brown said, “And? What did you come up with?”


    “Fucked if I know.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 30

    



    Marko Markowitz and Jerry Kelly slept in the van and the cube truck. The mutts laid themselves out on the concrete floor and grumbled. At dawn garbage trucks banged around the industrial unit, emptying dumpsters with a cascading clatter of metal waste. The mutts groaned. The air in the huge unit was rank and had an oily smell.


    Marko lingered in a half-sleep in the cube truck, thinking of Djuna Brown, feeling an excitement that had nothing to do with the millions in the factory. He wished he’d taken her phone number. This could all be over by midnight and after that the night was young with possibilities. She liked him. She didn’t know he was a crook, she just liked what he showed. He realized what he presented to her was honest and genuine, the real Marko. He felt good and wanted to sleep on in his half-awake world.


    Jerry Kelly climbed out of the van wearing his shirt and underwear, crossed to the cube, and pounded his fist on the side. “Hey, hey, Marko. Leave it alone, it’ll grow on its own. Dress up, we’ll go for coffee.” He dressed and went over to the polite mutt. “Me’n Marko are going out for a bite. We’ll bring you guys back some eats. Today could be payday. You’re in charge.”


    He went outside with Marko. The morning still had a night chill and a wind had developed overnight, cutting in from the west, defeating the heat of the morning sun. Together they huddled themselves inside their jackets and walked rapidly across the parking lot, heading for the Donut Shack. Neither spoke; both had grainy eyes and they walked stiffly, like bums rolled reluctantly out of a doorway. Inside the donut shop they headed for the washroom and spent a painfully long time at the urinals. They washed their faces and necks. Jerry Kelly was fully awake and playful. He splashed cold water on the grumbling Marko. “I’ll get some stuff, get a table.”


    Marko nodded silently. The mirror showed an old, disappointed man’s tired face but the eyes had a spark of something attractive, something that hadn’t lived in them before. He ran his hand over his gristly chin. Like a schoolboy, he thought of Djuna Brown, decided in his head what he’d wear, how he’d get himself barbered up at a good old-style strop shop downtown, where they used straight razors and hot towels. He’d show up looking like a millionaire gentleman, be her squire on the town. Another day, hopefully, and he’d start stepping away from it all, from Jerry Kelly, Pavo, the bikers, the traders, and the sharpies. One more day. He said it aloud: “One fucking day.” He wasn’t religious, he looked up anyway. “Jesus Fucking Christ, just one fucking cocksucking motherfucking day. That too much, after all I been through?”


    In the restaurant Jerry Kelly sat at the window, a cardboard tray of coffees on the table and a jumbo-sized bag of donuts beside it. He reached in and pulled one out, sniffed it, took a small bite, then put it back, licked his fingers, and continued foraging.


    Marko sat heavily. “You got one there that doesn’t have your choppers already in it?” He felt around and fished out an intact glazed donut and opened a coffee. “I think today’s gonna be it. We got some stuff to square, some problems and some housekeeping.”


    “Presto’s kid, right? That’s a problem. One of the problems we have to solve, if you don’t get her back pronto. I think The Mig’s put the fuck to you, Marko. Beaner’s sitting down there having a ball, probably put the girl in the ground already, downing his breakfast pail of margaritas. I mean, Marko, what are you going to do? It would take some hard men to go down there and take off The Mig. And if this thing is going to go off today, it ain’t gonna matter anyway. We’ve got no time.”


    “I gotta talk to the Presto. Stall him, but make him do the run.”


    “We’re fucked there, too. You can’t talk to him, he’s got that stupid fucking one-way phone thing going. You think Gurr can reach out to him? That he maybe set up some kind of a fall back?”


    “I doubt it. I really doubt it. I told you, there’s a tough side to the Presto. He’ll just shut off his mind, work the variations, and assume everybody else’ll do their jobs. Hard to do, to cut himself off. I mean, we’re the only connection to his kid, but he stays away.”


    “Smart, but as it turns out: dumb. He could be killing his kid here. If she isn’t already being nibbled on by reptiles in the desert.” He sat back with crumbs on his chin, sipping at his coffee and watching with satisfaction as Markowitz squirmed. “We’re going to have to get creative, Marko. We’re going to have to find some other way to get the Presto to run it. It’s sitting there across the road, guarded by three complete goofs. One of those stupid fucks is going to tell his old lady, and she’ll tell her hooker pals what a big man her old man is, sitting on the millions. Next thing you know, you’re hailing a cab and the driver says, ‘Hey, Marko, you move those millions out of Gherz’s warehouse yet?’”


    “The kid. That’s all he cares about. Zoe. We don’t have Zoe, we don’t got dick.” He scrubbed at his face. “Fuck, fuck, fuck. What’d that fucker Mig do?”


    “That’s a worry for another day. Right now, all we got is Julia. We’re gonna have to put her on the cross, Marko. You see that, right? I mean, really put her on the cross. At some point we’re going to have to hand the Presto the dough for the run-over, and he’s going to want his kid. We tell him something got fucked up. Security at the border. She’s stranded in Texas, terrorist stuff. Something. But, we say, there’s a consolation prize. We drag Julia out for him to see. I can’t see him walking away, her being in the distress she’s gonna be in.”


    “No, Jerry. No.”


    “You want to see a chainsaw come up between your legs and start shredding your manly machinery, Marko? Maybe you got no plans for yours, but I got a sweetie waiting in the wings. If it’s Julia or me, well, fuck, ask me a really tough one, like what time is it.”


    “It was perfect, the thing with The Mig.”


    Jerry Kelly interrupted him. “Marko. Fuck The Mig. We’ll deal with The Mig. But not today, okay? Focus, pal. Today we make this fucking thing work, because if we don’t, well, when the dwarf fuck’s done with the chainsaw the only good news is you won’t have to buy the pants the next time you get a suit from Bumstead’s.”


    “I don’t want you going hard on Julia, Jerry. I mean it. Make it look, maybe, like it’s heavy, but I don’t want heavy.”


    “Leave it to me, Marko. I can be a subtle guy. That’s not well-known. I’ll go easy on her. I kind of like her, you know? You see her yesterday when she came by to swing with the fives? An all-new girl there, that Spicetown shit behind her, looking forward. Chin up. I admire that. Really, Marko. Come back from that kind of shit? She’s iron.” He shook his head in admiration. “Hope you guys are happy, Marko, I really do, once the Presto’s feeding the frogs in the weeds.”


    Markowitz didn’t want to update Jerry Kelly on his new love interest, that he was letting Julia go. “Speaking of Bobby. What I said about taking him out. Don’t. Fuck it, let them ride off into the sunset, after. I don’t get Zo’ back in one piece … Ah, fuck.” He had tears in his eyes. “That fucking Mig.” He rubbed the balls of his thumbs into his eye sockets. “That fucking fucking beaner cocksucker. But yeah, Bobby and Julia, they walk, after.”


    “You sure? I still get his end, right? I’m not in this for fun, Marko. I’m looking at a lot of dough, here. You put my nuts on the line with your bullshit story to Pavo’s cousin. All I’ve been through, I fucking deserve it.”


    “Okay, take your end out. But don’t do him, Jerry. I’ll take care of his end. Somehow, I’ll square him over Zo’.”


    “If you’re sure, then okay.” He leaned forward and folded his hands on the table, his pontificating pose. “Funny, Marko, how we’ve all changed through this whole thing, don’t you think? Myself, I’ve undergone something, I don’t know, profound? This sweetie of mine; I’m looking forward to it like nothing before. And you, you’ve got a gleam in your eyes, I can see that. A new life ahead of you. No midget Colombian, no cops after your ass. You’ve obviously come to terms with your love problems, there, the emotional stuff with Julia. And her, a whole new woman.” He sat back and shook his head as though dazed, nodding to himself.


    Markowitz wanted to tell Jerry Kelly about Djuna Brown. Not the cop stuff or that she was black. Just that he, Jerry, was right, something had changed. He wanted to say something in agreement with Jerry Kelly’s deep observation.


    But Jerry Kelly spoke first. “Okie dokie. Back to business. How we going to do the goofs over there? I can get two of them, no problem. But the third guy’s going to figure something’s up, we start piping holes in his two buddies. A light bulb, Marko, might go on underneath his stupid fucking ponytail.”


    “What? Those guys? Your guys? They’re good guys. Fuck it. Pay ’em off. No need to get messy, this close to the end.”


    “Marko, they’re going. They’re just day labour, freelance henchmen, cut-throats. And I saw them up late last night, they thought I was asleep. They were checking out the dough, whispering off in the corner there. Those are bad guys, wild cards. I know guys like this. Fuck, I used to be one myself, before I got myself straightened out.” He looked across the street at the warehouse. “Probably they’re in there now, putting the finishing touches together. We could walk into a crossfire, get our heads shot off, and then where would we be? Fucked, that’s where. We may be old and tired guys, Marko, but we’re not weak and stupid, right?” He looked back at Marko. “We’ve got three vehicles, and there’s three of us. You, me, and Julia. Soon as she calls and it’s time to move, we have to be ready, take ’em out before she arrives.”


    “Jeez, Jerry. That’s fucking cold. Three guys. That’s a massacre.”


    “No question here, Marko. Soon’s we get back we’ll give them a last breakfast. They’ll load up the cube for us and when they’re done … Phitttt. There’s some cold pieces in the van, got some homemade silencers screwed on them. Just watch me: when I pull out my piece I’ll take whoever’s on my right and in the centre, you have to get whoever’s on the left end. Just keep fucking firing, Marko. Don’t step up to finish your guy as long as the brass is flying; you’ll catch one of mine for sure. We clear? Just empty your piece into your guy, don’t think about my guys. I’ll take care of my guys. Just focus, okay?”


    “Gherzanian. It’s his place. He’ll flip.”


    “Fuck him. He can stick them in a drum of shit and dissolve them or something, put them in a landfill. I don’t give a fuck. If he needs help with this problem, hey, old Jerry’s always on standby, help with the heavy lifting.”


    Marko nodded. Then he shook his head. “There’s gotta be some other way. Let’s send those guys out to do something; when they come back, we’re gone. Leave them a stack of dough. They’re fucking young guys, trying to come up.”


    “We can’t take a chance, Marko. We have to strike first. I recognize their evil scene. Just put yourself in a bubble. One more day, right? One more day and we all go our own ways. It’s over, pal, and nothing ahead of us but the sweet life, the sweet ride.”


    Cashman raised his eyes from a motorcycle magazine. “You got it?”


    Djuna Brown gave him a small smile and went into his office. Ray Tate, juggling three coffees, followed her in. They arranged themselves around the desk.


    “Where’s my dough, Ray? Outside? In your car?”


    “We think it might be at the factory, out by the airport. Might not. Not one hundred percent, but maybe sure Preston’s moving it for Marko.” He took a sip, casual, careful. “Today, maybe. By tomorrow, we’ll know for sure.”


    They’d spent some time trying to decide how to play the boss. If he knew the money was definitely in the factory, he’d send in a gang of SWAT gunmen and grab it up, and hope for the best for Zoe Preston. They’d decided to play him loose, that the dough was maybe in there, but maybe not.


    Ray Tate said, “We’ve been booting around watching the mutts and talking to people and from what we’ve figured out, Gurr’s been legging around Market Street, carrying bags in and out of places. She’s got mutts with her all the time, tough boys, ponytails and Chinamen moustaches. We think she’s boiling.”


    “That’s it? You think she’s boiling? But, Ray, is she boiling my money, or something from some other play she’s got going?”


    “We’ve put out the word in that crowd, we’re waiting for a call, and I think we’re going to get it. There’s going to be a small window of opportunity, boss, and we’re going to have to go through it real quick.”


    “We have to be sure it’s my money.”


    “If it isn’t precursors or bootleg CDs or some fancy funny money, then it’s going to be the dough.” He pushed a little reverse psychology. “We could just go take the place off now. It’d be a good score. Three or four meatheads, Jerry and Marko’s guys, a couple of millions worth of something crooked.”


    “No, no. No, let’s play it loose, you guys. We crack into the factory and it’s a circle jerk of machines printing bad money, we blow our chance. Word’ll get out and we’ll never see my dough.”


    “Good enough, boss. Our plan is this: we’re going to head out to the factory, set up until we can get some help, maybe ISS guys. If it looks like they’re making a move, we’ll take ’em away. If it looks like they’re going to make the money move, we’ll give you a heads up. You’ll need to have some of the boys standing by, okay? Heavy boys.”


    “Sounds okay. But the minute ISS calls you that they’re on the move, that you get a really, really strong sense that it’s my dough that’s on the move, you call me and I’ll make things happen here. For now I’ll tell the dep what I’m going to need, get it ready as much as I can. They’ve mastered the concept of piracy over there, I think I’ve told you.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 31

    



    Julia Gurr was in her minivan just after noon, heading up the Eight to take her out past the airport. The black knapsack of Truong’s money was beside her on the floor on the passenger side. One of a bunch of cellphones chirped and she stole glances at them to determine which one was activated. The second she went to say Hello he began giving her instructions. Twice she said “Yes” as though he could hear her. She clicked off as she ramped out westbound. Once she was safely in the express lanes she took a cold phone and punched in Marko’s number. He answered on the first ring and at first she thought he sounded a little disappointed that it was her. “Hey, I’m on my way. Today’s going to be a beautiful day, okay, you got that? Today. Beautiful. Anybody with you?”


    “Yeah. Our pal and his three pals. His pals are going to be leaving in a few minutes. It’ll just be me and you and our pal. He give you instructions, your guy, you know, to the end?”


    “Nope. Just some moves in the right … ah, direction. What about … What about my kid. That’s on track, right?”


    “We’ll see you when you get here, Jools. It’s coming together. She’ll be in here in a few hours, if all goes well.”


    “She better be, Marko, or we’ve been wasting our time, this past couple of days.”


    Marko disconnected and put the phone into his pocket. Jerry Kelly was mucking around in the back of the van, whistling a merry tune. His guys had eaten their breakfast around the bite marks in their donuts, drank the tepid coffee, and were loading the knapsacks into the cube. Marko looked for signs of treachery, but found none. They were just guys at work. One of them, the polite guy who acted respectful and seemed to be careful in word and deed, had laughed as he ate at a mangled donut and called out, “Jerry? Jerry? How does this one taste?” Then he’d popped it into his mouth and ate with gusto. “Mmmm.” The other two laughed: clearly the polite guy was the leader of the three. He made casual jokes with one of them, the one called Terry, Marko thought, about snakes. The polite guy was into his work and moved more knapsacks than any of them.


    Marko asked him: “You know what this is about? The knapsacks?”


    The polite guy shrugged. “Don’t really care, Mr. Markowitz. They were just things with stuff in them. A grand a day for two days, maybe three? I make a cool two grand a week off my bike repair shop, so this is like getting a week’s pay.”


    “But you figure, right? You know.”


    “Dough, I figure. Don’t care. You pay the freight, you ride the train.”


    “What about your buddies, there? How are they with this.”


    “They’re my guys, Mr. Markowitz. I’m one of Jerry’s guys right now, so that makes them Jerry’s guys too. Jerry’s your guy, so we’re your guys.” He looked at Markowitz closely. “You worried? About me and my guys? Don’t. We’ve been together since we were kids. You’re cool. Your product’s cool.”


    “What’s your neighbourhood?”


    “Tin Town. Zerba’s Grill.”


    “Fuck,” Marko said, “I know Zerb’s. I know a lot of guys did a lot of things out of Zerbie’s. What’s your last name?”


    “Sawchuk. Pollack. Like the old Canadian hockey goalie, guy who started them wearing face masks after they found his forehead up in the rafters. No relation, though.”


    “Your old man’s Hell, right? Hijack guy, went down between two rigs?”


    “Helmuth, my dad. He mentioned you lots, Mr. Markowitz. He told me, ‘Mikey, those boys in the Grid are a tough bunch of kids. Not a rat among them.’ He said you guys did the blood oath, cut your fingers. So we did too, me and Terry and Roger there. We’ve got two other guys, but they’re in lock-down for a while.”


    “What are they getting for this, your buddies there?”


    “I told you, grand a day each of us, plus a grand a day to split between Paulie and Mikey-Two’s family while they’re inside.”


    Marko loved the guy. An even split. Mixing blood. He glanced at Jerry Kelly, who was carrying a plastic garbage bag out of the van, giving him a look, like, Get ready, pal. An Uncle Jerry Cambodian Moment.


    Marko turned to Sawchuk. “I need you to do something, okay, right fucking how. Don’t ask nothing, just do it. Can you do that?” He was staring at Jerry Kelly over Sawchuk’s shoulder. “No questions?”


    Sawchuk read the look of dread on Marko’s face but misunderstood. He glanced back at Jerry Kelly. “No. No, Mr. Markowitz. Don’t go there, okay? People start doing people in the middle of something, it’ll go bad real fast, for everybody. If you have a thing with Jerry, that’s another day, requires a different attitude. You come by Zerb’s and leave a message in a week or so, we’ll do what you need done. But today? Unh-uh.”


    “No, no, not that. Not now. Not tomorrow. Fuck, Mikey. I just want you to go outside, take your guys with you. Have a smoke or something. The good-looking chick’s gonna show up. She’ll have a bag. I want you to tell her Marko said to give you a bundle from the bag. Tell her I said … Ah, fuck. I said, ‘Not of one heart.’ She’ll get it and give you your payday. And tell her not to come inside, okay? I’ll come out, and if I don’t come out, you all should split, just walk away and hope for the best. Can you do that?”


    “I should check with Jerry.”


    Marko put his hand on Sawchuk’s shoulder and spoke softly. “Don’t, okay? You’ll be here, still, but you’ll be outside, you can make your own decision, whether you want to come back in.” He steered him toward his guys. “You know the way your dad said our guys were? Jerry’s not like that. Jerry never mixed blood with nobody.”


    Sawchuk stared at Jerry Kelly, who was shifting his weight from foot to foot in an ecstatic dance, fussing his hands inside a plastic bag in the back of the van. “Jerry’s strange?”


    “Get your blood brothers, Mike, and go outside. If you want to come back in, that’s your business, but you better come in loud and heavy. Yeah, Jerry’s very fucking strange.”


    Sawchuk went to his guys and spoke quietly. Instantly and without question, they followed him out.


    “Fuck you guys going?” Jerry Kelly called as they passed through the door. “Mikey, fuck? What?” The door closed. He held the plastic bag up to Marko. “What the fuck did you do, Marko? Fuck, man, those guys, they can’t be trusted. You crazy or what?”


    “Jerry, Jerry. Take it light. Guys’re just going outside, get some air. They’re okay guys, don’t worry about it. They’re tight.”


    “Right, Marko, you fucking goof, you fucking walked them.” His eyes, inflated with anticipation, seemed to narrow in his disappointment, but he quickly got past it. “Okay. Fuck it. Too late for them to do anything now, right? Let’s finish the load-up ourselves. They leave us any donuts?”


    When Julia Gurr drove the minivan to the front of the warehouse she saw the polite guy and his two buddies standing near the doorway. The polite guy saw her and waved her over. She climbed out, shouldered the bag, and gave him a bright smile.


    “Mr. Markowitz said to get a bundle from you. To tell you something like, Not of one heart?”


    Wordlessly she screened the bag from the street and handed him a bundle.


    “He said you shouldn’t go inside, he’ll come out. He said we should walk away.”


    “If Marko said that, then I would,” she said. “I definitely would. Things are, I think, going to get funny before the day’s out.”


    He nodded. “You want, we can hang around, make sure you get clear okay.”


    She gave him a fond smile. “I appreciate that, I really do. But I’ve got to ride it out. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”


    He took a small automatic from under his jacket and showed it to her. “There’s seven teeth in there and it’s ready to go. Just, if you have to do what you have to do, just start squeezing the trigger.”


    “Thanks. But I don’t need it. Jerry’s not a monster, he’s just some fucking goof.”


    He smiled. “Okay. Keep it anyway. I hope you make out okay, miss.”


    When Sawchuk and his guys left, she tucked the gun into her back belt and dialed Marko on the phone. He told her not to come in, he’d come out.


    She looked around. A busted black Cutlass pulled in and parked, and a big bearded white guy with a small Asian woman got out. They went hand-in-hand down the line of factories. Across the street a dark blue van with bubble windows on the side caught her interest as it pulled into the drive-thru of the donut place. Two men in a pickup truck passed through the lot, looking for an address. They pulled into a handicapped spot and began unloading long sheets of aluminum, carrying them into the warehouse next door. A trim-looking black woman with spiky hair, in red running shorts and top with white piping, ran down the opposite side of the street.


    Marko was behind her. “What’s new from Bobby? We working?”


    She turned. “What’s with the guys? I gave them a bundle, right?”


    “Yeah. They’re good guys and Jerry was going to …” He shrugged.


    “Jerry was going to off them?”


    “Jerry. What can I say?” He looked incredibly sad. “Jools, we have to be careful of Jerry.”


    “I’m always careful of Jerry.” She was matter of fact about it and exhibited no formless terror, just an awareness that Jerry Kelly was a mean dog and not some cosmic force of evil. “End of the day, though, he’s just a fucking goof.”


    “What about Bobby? What’s the variation?”


    She closed her eyes and started to talk. “He said —”


    He interrupted her. “Jools. I think I found somebody. It’s early days yet, but … Maybe.”


    She gave him a sad smile. “I figured. I figured there was something up with you, Marko. A chick, a cool chick for Marko. She cool?”


    “Very cool. Very cool. There’s odd stuff I’ll tell you about, later, when this thing’s over. Not bad stuff, but, well, different.”


    “Somebody I know? She in the life, our life?”


    “No, she’s from outside. You’ll dig her. After this, I’m done. I’m gonna work on her, show her the Marko.”


    “I know, though, don’t I, Marko? I’ve seen that Marko. It’s a good one.”


    “This thing ends, give me a couple of weeks and we’ll get together, all of us.”


    “How come I feel sad, Marko?”


    “You blew your chance at me, Jools.” He laughed, amazed he could laugh about not having her. “You had your shot.”


    “You know I’m going to be with Bobby now, right after this? Get Zoe back, give it another chance. We both been in the bad shit, but we’re gonna try. You okay with that? Bobby said he wants to talk to you, after. He made a mistake, how he let things go between you guys. He said he forgot the blood.”


    “He said that? Fuck. Bobby. Fucking guy.”


    “He never stopped loving you, Marko. Neither did I. But, end of day, Zoe’s got to be okay. Something happens to her, well, I don’t know what Bobby’s going to do, but it’ll be really bad.” She looked into his eyes. “She’s okay, right? She in yet?”


    “Almost. A problem at the border. Tell Bobby we’re straightening it out. She’ll be there, maybe last minute. What’s the next move?” He didn’t want to lie to her. He’d shared his secret with her, showed her his heart. And now he had to lie to her and hope for the best.


    “The variation goes at nine o’clock. A half-hour before, he wants everybody at the river, down the access road past the pier, before the span bridge. All the dough in the knapsacks, as many as it takes.”


    “The river? Seriously?”


    “So far. We’ll see. So, how many we going to be?”


    “Three. You, me, and Jerry.”


    “And Zoe, right? Zoe’s got to be there or nothing happens. He’s says he’s got a truck on the Canada side. He’ll stash up there.”


    “Okay. Okay. Tell him getting Zoe there might be tight, time-wise.”


    “I can’t tell him nothing, Marko. It’s a dead-end phone.”


    “I’ll give him my word: she’ll be okay, we just have a problem to work out. Nothing he needs to worry about. He’s got my word.”


    “You tell him, Marko. But I don’t see how you’re going to do that.”


    “This might be complicated, you know?” He bit his lip. “Fuck it. We’ll make it work.”


    She patted his hand. “You’ll do fine, Marko. Just get her here.” Her phone rang and she turned away to answer it, catching a flash of Jerry Kelly’s grinning face in the window of the door.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 32

    



    Ray Tate jammed the bubble van between two buildings three blocks away. He handed a coffee back to Bobby Preston, sitting on a box in the bed. Djuna Brown’s panting voice came over the freddy. He told her where they were plugged and a few minutes later she rounded the block and jogged up to the van and pounded on the side as she opened the passenger door.


    “Why didn’t you park, like, another ten blocks away, Ray? Give me a fucking heart attack?” She turned her head and asked Preston if he had any water back there. He offered her his cup of coffee. She took a small sip. “Switch with me, Presto. Ray, kill the air, man. I got to get something warm over me before the sweat chills.” They changed positions and she saw Ray Tate ogle her as she pulled a sweater and a pair of loose jeans over her running gear. He had a look on his face and she regretted Bobby Preston was there.


    “Keep your eyes in your head, pervo.”


    Preston asked. “You guys, you … ah?” He stopped. “Never mind, not my business.”


    Djuna Brown, as though imparting a secret, whispered loudly, “For now. But maybe not much longer.” She glanced at Ray Tate and then at Preston. “He’s got these beatnik tastes, you know? Weird. Strange.” He smiled at him. “Occult stuff, Presto. You don’t want to go there, really. It’s subterranean.”


    Ray Tate gave her a happy smile. “Okay, what’s happening back there?”


    “The three mutts have fucked off, dunno where. But empty-handed. Gurr’s on the set, and crazy Jerry and Marko. Unless there’s other guys inside, or maybe your kid, Presto, we’re down to just the three of them. Three vehicles, an old beater, a cube truck, and a van. That’s manageable, because we’ll know where they’re going to go, right?”


    Bobby Preston asked: “How many of your guys are around?”


    Djuna Brown looked at Ray Tate and raised an eyebrow. He nodded. She told Preston: “Us. We’re trying to get some bodies, but it’s tough.” She watched him look back and forth at them, absorbing this. He went to speak, but she said: “We had to play it soft. If we told the bosses the dough was definitely in there, it’d be raining cops, they’d swat the place. We don’t want that, right? Until we get your kid. So we’ll play it loose, see where it goes.”


    Ray Tate put the van in gear and took a roundabout route back to the factory. They could see Julia Gurr talking to Markowitz out front; in the window behind them, like a ghost in a mirror, Jerry Kelly’s smudged grinning face.


    “Okay, Mr. Preston. Let’s get ’er rolling. You need to let her know you’re watching, that you can see her. You want to ask her how many guys in the place. She should take one step away from Marko for each mutt on the scene, if there’s any inside. Ask if she’s seen your daughter. She should touch her face with her free hand for yes. Has she seen any guns around, on Jerry or Marko? Same thing, touch her face with her free hand for yes. Then tell her to get them rolling out of there in an hour, head to where you want them to go.”


    Preston nodded. Djuna Brown thought he was staring at Julia Gurr the same way Ray had been staring at her a few minutes ago.


    “Should I tell her what’s going on?”


    Djuna Brown said, “Let’s hold off for a while on that, okay?”


    Preston punched in the numbers into his cellphone and they watched Julia Gurr take out her phone and turn away from Marko. He flipped a toggle switch on his phone and started asking the questions, telling her how to respond. As she spoke she looked around for him, her eyes skipping off every vehicle, examining every corner of every building. He said he loved her and her free hand started up to her face; it paused halfway and she touched her left breast, where her heart was. Djuna Brown put her hand on his shoulder and squeezed.


    He disconnected and watched her put away the phone and start speaking to Markowitz. Then they walked arm in arm across the parking lot toward the donut shop.


    Ray Tate’s cellphone chirped and he answered. He gave a location, then backed the bubble van out and went out into traffic. He went four blocks and pulled in behind a tire store.


    Joey Jeff Watson leaned on the side of a Ford four-by-four. Beside him on the ground was a toolbox. “I got May set up with an eye. And I got this stuff. It isn’t great, but you didn’t want to go official, so this is stuff we have on hand. It transmits, but can’t receive, okay? You can hear, but you can’t broadcast to the guy rigged up. You hear, he doesn’t.” He looked at each of them. “We’ll do it in the back of your van.”


    They all climbed into the back of the bubble van. Watson looked Preston over. “This what you’ll be wearing? You sweat a lot? Profusely?” He turned to Ray Tate. “What’s the setup? They going to feel him up?”


    “No, this isn’t for evidence, just tactical. I mean, I don’t want antennas coming out of his ears, but if anyone gets close enough to touch him, having a pack on is going to be the least of his worries. We just have to monitor a play.”


    “Fuck, I wish I’d known.” He motioned for Preston to turn around. “I wouldn’t have brought the rectal battery. They leak sometimes, and vaseline’s a conductor, so don’t move around too much, eh, buddy? Drop your pants and grab your ankles.”


    “Rect what?” Preston turned back, fast. “What the fuck.”


    Watson laughed. “ISS humour, man.” He asked Ray Tate how long Preston would be transmitting, how far. The weather conditions, the terrain. He worked at Preston, using a thick tape to affix a battery pack to his lower back. “This ain’t cutting edge stuff, so don’t hook it up until the last minute, there’s not a lot of juice in the pack. Save it for when you need it.” He put together a receiver and attached a dangling earplug. He plugged into his ear and asked Preston to say something.


    “There once was man from Assizes; whose balls were two different sizes; One ball was small, almost no ball at all; But the other was huge and won prizes.”


    Watson laughed and nodded in appreciation. “Better than a ten count.” He told Ray Tate: “Remember, don’t make this stuff hot until you absolutely have to, okay? And keep to a hundred yards or less if you can. Me, I’d stay closer. Poets are rare in this world since Charles Bukowski.” He crossed himself, bit his knuckle, and whispered, “Charlie.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 33

    



    Djuna Brown followed Preston’s directions off the Eight, across the top of the city, and slowly piloted the bubble van down the steep hill to the river. At the bottom she eased into a turnabout and parked amongst a scatter of a half dozen sagging old beaters suffering rust and sunburn. At the rear of one car a man was boiling water in a tin can over a gas barbecue set on the ground. He had a stack of white Styrofoam cups, some stir sticks, and cans of sweetened condensed milk. Everybody was Asian male except for a woman bouncing on her toes holding a bundled baby. A man rose from the line of fishermen squatting along the riverbank. He picked up his creel, shouldered his long fishing pole, and made his way to the woman and baby. They walked close together to an old, broken-back brown sedan. Others remained behind on the riverbank, casting and reeling or watching white homemade bobbers for a strike.


    The river was audible. The moving surface was of different hues, one of them an alarming green with traces of reddish foam streaked through it. Two hundred yards away, on the Canadian side, the ground rose steeply and it seemed much darker there.


    Djuna Brown went to the man with the ad hoc concession stand and bought three cups of coffee. He poured sweetened condensed milk thickly into the bottom of Styrofoam cups then carefully and slowly filled them with coffee. He stood a wooden stir stick in the centre of each cup. She gathered the cups together and walked to where Ray Tate and Preston were silently examining the movements of the river.


    Ray Tate asked, “So, what was the plan?”


    Preston shook his head. “I told you, there is no plan. We get Zoe here, and the money, and … dunno.”


    Djuna Brown vigorously stirred the thickened milk up from the bottom of her cup. She sipped and looked across the water. “Doesn’t look far. River’s moving a little, but how hard can it be, even if it gets too dark? Drop a little boat in there and motor like a motherfucker. You might not hit the exact spot you’re aiming for, but you’ll make it over, right?”


    Preston stood staring at the river, his eyes blinking rapidly, his Adam’s apple moving up and down his throat. He cleared his throat of something. “The river’s moving a lot, you just can’t see it on top. There are a lot of currents, all fighting each other. There’s one stream pumped from some industrial place upriver. When you go from current to current there’s a lot of pressure on the boat. Unless you get a big bastard and then, why bother? If someone sees you back some cruiser down here, it’s going to be wall-to-wall Homeland Security. Anyway, people have died trying to make that crossing, even in the best of times. I’ve heard.”


    “But some make it, right?”


    “Sure. Snakeheads use this place a lot for pig trains, the migrants, because of the double elbow in the river. The elbows restrict the view from both ends, but it makes the river crazy. The snakes are the Chinese folk that organize the runs. But if they lose a load they write it off and just go back to China and get more. If I lose the dough today, I can’t go back for more.” He seemed mesmerized and horrified by the moving water. “For this thing, to use the river, you’re looking at a lot of crossings, one after the other.” He dragged his eyes off the water and looked at her and seemed to want to explain something. “When they get here, you know what some of them do? They laugh and cry and they hug and kiss you as if you’ve given them life. Some of them faint dead away. They call us Gold Mountain.” He held her eyes. “When did we forget that America is America? This dirt we’re standing on is the hill people are willing to die on?”


    She thought about that. Bobby Preston, patriot. Like Ray Tate, patriot. They had a belief of what the country was, or should be. It was a lot different than hers. They saw a land of hope, of opportunity. She saw an abused girl wear a dog mask in a house full of pit bulls. She saw Native drunks weeping over broken bottles. “How’s it work? Getting them over here?”


    “You go in good conditions if you can. Cold night, no moon. Only a couple at a time. You can’t get greedy. I give them whistles so if the craft flips I can try to find them.”


    “You lose any?”


    He stared at her for a long moment, as if remembering that she was a cop. “That’s not a question you get to ask.”


    “You have, though, right? Presto, the good crook. Unless they die. I bet you were down here, oh, maybe last winter?”


    “Fuck you.” He turned away and then back on her with tears in his eyes and spoke in a torrent as if he’d been waiting a long time to say it to someone. “They travel eight thousand fucking miles to get to here. They sit in the holds of leaky ships, eat almost nothing. They sometimes spend months in there, no sunshine, little water, bowl of rice a day, shitting in buckets. The guys get beaten, the women get raped. Some boats leave China for here and just vanish, voooosh, straight down to the bottom, all hands aboard. Those that do get here are packed into drop houses. Same thing: beatings, robberies, torture.


    “Then, if they get to that riverbank across there they can see America. They can smell it. They can almost touch it. Two hundred yards. They’ve been brutalized and held prisoner and when they get here they’ll have to work years of debt bondage to pay off their debts to the snakeheads. But you ask them? Worth it? There’s no question about it.” He was silent for a long time. “Anyway, what now?”


    Ray Tate said, “The plan that isn’t. If you were going to do it, or at least make it look like you were going to do it, how would you do it? Enough of a plan anyway to make them produce your daughter?”


    “I figured to get everybody in one place, down here. Have the dinghy inflated, the bags ready to go. First I’ve got to see her and talk to her, make sure she’s okay. Because I’m picking the spot to trade, I thought maybe I get down here first, plant a shotgun in the weeds. I up with it on them, smoke Jerry, and we walk.”


    “That’s no plan at all, is it?” Djuna Brown looked at him sympathetically. “That’s a cartoon, not even the hope of a dream.”


    “Worst case, I’ll start making runs over with Zoe in the first load, get her free, then come back and start doing the rest.” He looked at the river. “I can do it, you know? Two hundred yards?” He shrugged. “Candy.”


    She felt angry. “Bullshit. You’ll die out there.” She put her hand on his arm. “You’ll fucking die and your kid, too.”


    “You guys just make sure Zoe gets clear. If I have to I’ll make one run, just for good faith, show how it’s done. You’ll only lose one bag, plenty enough left for you guys. If things go fucked out there, there’s no point in holding onto Zoe, right?”


    “Sounds lame, Presto. Lame-o, bucko. All this would be great except for a couple of things. Like Jerry Kelly and Jerry Fucking Kelly. Myself, I don’t think we’re going to see your daughter down here today.”


    Ray Tate nodded. “We have to think about what everybody wants. We want your daughter and the dough. But we’ll settle for your kid if we have to, don’t doubt us on that, okay? Marko wants the dough over there. Jerry Fucking Kelly wants … Well, who knows? To move the money across anyway, so the back-end doesn’t core him from the ass up, like an apple. Other than that, I don’t see an end for Jerry here, if he goes sinister. Then there’s your wife, she just wants Zoe safe. Trick is to make it work our way. So, like I said: if you were going to do it and at least make it look real for as long as possible, what would you do? Exactly?”


    Djuna Brown made a curving smile. “Lay it out, Presto. No free form jazz. Not today, pal.”


    Julia Gurr hated even the thought of the river. She’d never run anything across it but she’d heard tales. She’d heard about amateurs wiring up trolling motors to car batteries and making an overloaded run in rickety wooden boats. She’d heard bodies shattered by the frozen rockery, their heads and shoulders shredded. Bodies of mothers and children locked in frozen embrace, the patrollers unable to separate them at the morgue until they thawed. That Bobby Preston might have to use the river at all told her he’d exhausted all other possibilities, his usual variations disrupted by Homeland Security. She hoped the hints toward a river crossing were just smoke, false clues he was laying out to keep everyone off guard while he arranged a less dangerous land crossing. The railway bridge, maybe.


    She felt dread when she pulled off the highway and found Marko in the cube truck and Jerry Kelly in the crash car sitting on the shoulder of a side road. She flashed her lights and they started their engines. The dinghy shifted in the back of her minivan. She led the way. Behind her came Marko, his cube dragging a little from the weight of his legendary millions. Behind him in the crash car, an anonymous old Dodge, was Jerry Kelly.


    At a fast food place they parked, leaving an empty space on each side of the cube. Carrying a plastic bag, Jerry Kelly led the way inside. He found a window seat that allowed a clear view of the cube containing the money, and Julia Gurr went to the counter to order coffee. Marko watched her; she looked clean and confident and in command. Her cellphone emitted and she stepped out of line and went outside the restaurant, holding it to her ear.


    “Nearly there, Jer. Just about.” Marko felt good with the end in sight. “What’s your plans, for after, later?”


    “Well, Marko, if nobody goes near the van and I don’t have to go warpy, I see it that we do the deal and just go our own ways. Presto might get a little perturbed that his kid hasn’t arrived yet, but we’ll help him overcome that disappointment, give him Julia, there, as the consolation prize. Send Zoe home when we finally fucking find her.”


    “I’d feel a lot better if we had her, or even knew where she was. I tried The Mig’s number again, but still no answer. We’re going to have to get on that right away, after.”


    “The Presto’ll calm down, he gets into his variation.”


    “No, Jerry, I’m worried. Something’s gone wrong and someone’s going to have to go down there and sort it out. Really sort it out, okay?”


    Julia Gurr brought over three coffees on a tray. She took a piece of paper and a pen from her pocket and started sketching. “Okay. Bobby wants us on the move in about ten minutes. He wants it dim, but not dark. The deal is this: Jerry goes down the hill first, in the crash car. Presto wants to get a look at him. Then the next vehicle is either me or Marko, whichever has Zoe aboard. Which we don’t have, of course, I don’t know how you’re gonna fix that.”


    Marko, feeling filthy, said, “Any minute now.”


    “Sure. Anyway, all the vehicles have to be backed in. He’ll call, and when he sees Zoe he’ll come out and go to work. Remember, he said he wants to see Zoe standing at the site with me, away from you guys. No Zoe, he says, no crossing.” She looked at Marko. “I hope you’ve got your shit together, Marko. After all this it’d be a shame to see it all go into the fucking hopper because you got funny and she doesn’t show up down there.”


    Jerry Kelly looked at the map. “Fuck it. I don’t like this. Fuck him. Just drive down a road like a fucking picnic? That’s fucked, Marko.”


    “Fine, Jerry,” Julia Gurr said, concentrating on the mechanics of the variation, not on the flesh-and-blood Zoe. “We can sit here and drink coffee and then all go home. Money isn’t crossing unless we follow his instructions. You call it. Me, I don’t give a fuck.” She wavered. “I don’t think … Zoe …” She started to tear up, but focused herself. “Marko, where is she?”


    Markowitz looked away. In spite of stemming his bleeder for her, it hurt to see her in angst. “She’s on the way, don’t worry, Jools, okay? She might be a little late.”


    Jerry Kelly evaluated this. He tried to make things heavy by staring at the damage on the side of her face. She waited him out, her damp eyes perfectly neutral.


    Jerry Kelly wasn’t enjoying this Julia Gurr. She looked at him with absolutely nothing. No fear, no hope, nothing. She was going to need more work. “What’s he got going on the other side, he say?”


    “Nothing. He said his job was just to get the dough to the Canadian side. There’s a cube truck hidden over there he’ll load into. He’ll take one of you guys and Zoe over first. Once over there, Zoe walks away, and whoever of you guys goes over waits until all the bags are across, and then gets the keys to the cube. Bobby comes back and him and me split.”


    “This is bad, Marko.” Jerry Kelly shook his head. “This isn’t the right way.”


    “He’ll have Zoe safe, but I’ll still be on this side until it’s done.” She looked at Marko. “She goes over first and walks, that’s key.”


    Jerry Kelly looked at the sketch. He started to wind up again. “He thinks we’re going to drive down there, just the three of us, packed with dough? Walk into a bunch of hitters? I don’t think so, darling. Marko? This is fucked up.” He saw Julia Gurr instantly pick up on this.


    “Marko? Three of us? That’s it?”


    Marko smiled at Jerry Kelly. “We should’ve kept the guys from Zerb’s around, eh, Jerry? Have some firepower of our own. But, gee, what the fuck happened to those guys?” He gave Jerry Kelly a fond look. “Now it’s just us. So we do as he says. As long as we got Zoe, we can just play it out.”


    Jerry Kelly nodded. A gleam came to his eye. “We should tell her, Marko, it’s only right, right? I mean she’s going to be out there too, with us, she should know the play.”


    Julia Gurr spoke before Marko could. “You don’t have Zoe ready, do you, Marko? No Zoe, no guys bringing her. Nice.” She laughed. She was determined not to get emotional again. She wouldn’t give Jerry that. If she were alone with Marko, she’d let herself melt a little, maybe hold his hand. “Master of a vast criminal empire, can’t even keep a hostage without losing her. Nice, Marko. Choice.”


    “Yeah, yeah. If the Presto hadn’t set up this dead-end phone thing, we could’ve communicated with him, let him know there are alternatives. No, we don’t have her. She’s on her way, but she might not make it in time.”


    “It’s over then, Marko. You know that, right?”


    “I can’t believe you guys didn’t set up something, reach out to him if things get fucked and they need to get unfucked.”


    “Marko. If there was any way at all, I’d do it. I can’t reach out to him. He’ll have to see her at the river, or it’s off.”


    Jerry Kelly spoke up, conciliatory, “Let’s not panic here. Let’s all get to the site and then see how it plays out. Maybe she shows up, last minute. There’s still a bit of time. Presto’s reasonable, understands there’s things beyond everybody’s control. Let’s just play square until the last minute and we’ll be able to negotiate with him.”


    “Keep thinking them good thoughts, Jerry,” Julia Gurr said, but she felt a deep chill.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 34

    



    At the river, Ray Tate told Preston not to get fancy. “If things go into the shitter, we don’t need code words or secret rings on our fingers. We’ll hear it, and we’ll decide when and whether to move in, okay? What we really need to know is when you’re comfortable that you’ve got your daughter back, that she’s safe. Grab her up and go like shit out of the line of fire between the hill and Marko and Jerry, left or right, it doesn’t matter. We’ll be someplace behind you. Take Gurr with you, if you can. But get away from those fucking guys as fast as you can, lay down in the weeds someplace until it’s all over.”


    Djuna Brown pointed to a small bonfire where the lone remaining fisherman was waving a stick with a piece of something on it, just above the flames. “That place, where the fisherman is? That’s the place, right?” She straightened his clothing over the transmitter, her hands almost a caress. “You can’t start to move anything for them, Bobby, before you see your kid, okay? Don’t fuck around here. The tactical guys are standing by in the area. We’ll call them in closer the second it looks like we can get Zoe and hopefully the dough. When they go to work, anybody still standing up down there, it’s goodbye, Charlie. We’ve just got to know when you’ve made a positive ID on your daughter, say it, and as soon as you say it, then we’re going to war. If you can’t run, then take her to the ground. Okay?” She stepped close to him. “You take care, man.” She gave him a hug and he seemed surprised and taken aback. “Remember, Bobby, all the goofs will be standing up getting a haircut, while cool folks’ll be laying down in the weeds.”


    “Look,” he said, “I’ve gotta ask. What if my kid isn’t there, with them?”


    Ray Tate gave him a look. “We have to take the dough, one way or the other. Ideally, we clean up the whole fucking mess tonight. You have to prepare yourself. If she isn’t here, then she’s probably dead.”


    “Jesus, Ray. Fuck, shut up,” Djuna Brown shoved him, both palms to his chest. “What’s the matter with you? It’s his fucking kid.”


    Her heart, Ray Tate thought, taking her wrists, that beautiful non-cop thing. “Djun’, it’ll be okay.”


    She stared at him for a moment, then gently disengaged her wrists from his fists. “Bobby, we’re doing our best. We’ve gone up one side of this thing and down the other and in spite of what my bohemian sidekick here says, I promise you this: if it’s your kid or the dough, it’s your kid. Trust me. If she’s here, we’ll get her, even if the dough floats.”


    There was no place to jam the bubble van that would give them a view of the drop site. Ray Tate backed up deep into the scrub, successfully hiding it, but burying its wheels in mud up to the hubcaps.


    They walked until they found a spot a little above Bobby Preston’s position, spacing themselves about five yards apart. They coordinated a direct channel on their freddies, radio to radio without the communication bouncing off a tower. Through the receiver bug in his ear, Ray Tate could hear whatever was said on the shore, but he couldn’t talk to Preston.


    A battered old Dodge with wonky eyes came down the road. The remaining fisherman looked up and watched it pass by, do a three point turn, and drive out again. He went back to roasting something on a stick, his fire dwindling.


    Ray Tate whispered into his freddy that he was moving closer. He heard the shuffle of Djuna Brown nearby, moving down with him. A few minutes later the Dodge came through again. By the dome light Ray Tate recognized Jerry Kelly’s profile, his straight-armed posture behind the wheel. He hit speed dial on his cellphone, dangling the bug over his ear and holding the radio close to the cellphone so Djuna Brown could hear.


    “We got the boys with toys around, boss? Move ’em in a little. But keep back. I think there’s going to be more vehicles heading in.”


    “This for real, Ray? You got my dough?”


    “We got something going here, boss. Just waiting for confirmation.”


    “I love you, Ray. You know that, right?”


    “Love, boss. Cheap like beans.” He disconnected and plugged in his ear piece.


    Over the ear bug, Bobby Preston said: “It’s Jerry, cruising.” His voice was clear. “He’s heading out again. No, he stopped; he’s backing up. He’s fifty feet away from me. I’m calling Julia.” Slightly muffled he said into the cellphone. “Okay, everybody comes in here with their inside lights on. Park the vehicles facing out, every door open, then take the inflatable to the riverbank. Then get the bags out and take them past where there’s that one fire burning. Somebody give the fisherman some money to take a hike. Take as many trips as you need. Then inflate the raft. Once everything’s there, I want to see Zoe. I don’t see Zoe, you won’t see me. I’ll call again in a few minutes if I like what I see.” Through the body pack, he said, “It’ll be just past the fisherman, I hope you got all that.”


    “Djuna, we got Jerry Fucking Kelly in the car.” Ray Tate settled in a deep thicket and heard her stop moving off to his left. “Another vehicle coming in, it’s a cube truck. Markowitz on board. A man, anyway. A van behind it. That’d be Gurr.”


    All three vehicles backed around so they were facing out. Jerry Kelly climbed from the Dodge and stood studying the area, examining the lone fisherman. He waved at the cube and the van. Marko and Julia climbed out and walked over to him. Julia Gurr said something, then went and opened all the doors on the vehicles.


    Jerry Kelly was very mobile and jerky and did a small intricate dance of fidgety happiness. He spoke for a few moments to Julia Gurr and Marko Markowitz, gesturing at the almost-extinguished bonfire.


    Julia Gurr and Marko went to the van and struggled to pull out the dinghy.


    Jerry Kelly walked to the fisherman, who was stripping something from the glowing stick.


    Still dancing his jitter, Jerry Kelly, slightly darker than the lightness of the river behind him, spoke to the fisherman and pointed to the road. The fisherman stripped another piece of something from the stick and nodded.


    Jerry Kelly half turned, reached under his dark jacket, and pointed something at the fisherman. There was a silent finger of light an inch from the fisherman’s face and he fell into the embers of his fire, raising a burst of sparks. There were two more sparks of flame, and then Jerry Kelly dragged the smoking body of the fisherman to the river’s edge and kicked it in.


    Faintly, Ray Tate heard Markowitz shout, “Fuck, Jerry. Jesus fucking Christ.”


    At the same time Djuna Brown whispered over the freddy, “Fuck, Ray. Jeez.” She sounded breathless.


    “Okay, okay, Djun’, I saw it. Calm down. Let it play out.”


    “He wasted the guy. Just fucking —”


    “Radio silence. We want the girl, right? Nobody left for Jerry to go ape on except mutts.” He put the freddy aside, punched in the boss’s number on the cell, and spoke very quietly. “Boss, it looks like this is it. Give me a couple of minutes to confirm. Tell the boys with toys to move in closer on foot, keep to the woods. We got three vehicles, pointed outbound to be secured.” He heard the Cashman giving directions on another telephone or over a radio. “We’ve got one fatality here, boss, already. A citizen.”


    “You want the boys down there now?”


    “Soon. Soon’s we confirm the money,” he lied. “Nobody’s going out of here.”


    “Ray, if this goes bad … Fuck. Okay, your play.”


    Ray Tate clicked off and spoke into his freddy. “Djuna, the boys with toys are moving closer. I’ve got them stalled off, but this is looking pretty fucking bad. If we don’t see the kid soon, I’m calling them in.”


    “Yeah. Yeah. That was fucking uncalled for.”


    Jerry Kelly told Markowitz: “Fuck him. I asked him nice. I said, ‘Fuck off you slant-eyed fuck,’ but all he gave me back was attitude in Chink.” He shrugged. “Anyway, what now?”


    Julia Gurr’s cellular rang. She listened, looking around to try to spot Preston. She said “Yes” several times. When she saw Jerry Kelly staring at her and pointing at the phone, she shook her head. He grabbed the phone and heard Preston’s voice: “… Zoe out so I can see her. She goes over first with me, and a bag. There’s a light on the other side; it looks like it’s an inch or two above the waterline … There’s a cube truck near it …”


    “Presto? Presto? It’s Jerry, pal, talk to me.”


    The voice went on reciting. “… near the light … tell Marko to get her down there where I can see her …”


    “C’mon, Presto. This is stupid,” Jerry Kelly said. “You can hear me, man, I know it. Quit fucking around.”


    “ … and when I come back I’ll start making the runs … tell Jerry to throw his gun into the river, throw it far, and I want to hear it splash …”


    “Cocksucker,” Jerry Kelly said. He gave the phone to Julia Gurr and said to Marko, “What fucking bullshit.” He threw his pistol into the river, making a production of the windup. Casually, he turned and said, “Hey, Marko …” and kicked him twice in the groin, his foot snapping out and back, out and back. When Marko hit the ground he began kicking at his body like a deranged dancer, alternating feet, hopping.


    Julia Gurr dropped the phone and went for him inside a rush of anger that smothered any fear. He grabbed her by the hair and started punching at her. She tried to get her fingers into his face. He held her by the hair at arm’s length away from him and shoved her against a tree. A little automatic pistol fell from her back waistband and he picked it up.


    “Oh, ho. Sweet.” He tucked it in his back belt and looked down as Markowitz groaning, his body in the fetal position, his hands cupping his groin. “Shut up, Marko, you fucking fag. A kick in the nuts, big fucking deal. At least your chick fights back. My true love, Marko, she was, and you fucked it up for us.” He kicked Marko a couple of times and picked up the cellphone. “Presto? Hey man, you getting all this good stuff?” He listened to the silence and laughed. “Okay, your kid, right? Your kid ain’t here yet, but I can’t wait for her. You got my word, you work your variation and I’ll get her to you, quick as I can.” He listened to the silence for a few moments, then shouted into the sky. “Okay, I’m gonna show your sweetie here something and she’s going to tell you what it is. So call her right fucking now on a real phone before I have to get really heavy with you guys. I’ll wait, buddy, but I can’t wait long.”


    The river ran, uncaring, waiting. The shadows across the river were thickening. The bonfire was smoking.


    The cellphone rang on the ground. He searched for the light of its display. “Presto? Hey, Presto, you hear me buddy? Come on out or I’m setting her fucking hair on fire.”


    “Jerry. You’re fucking this up. Just walk away from everybody, let it go.”


    “The dough, Bobby. You going to come down here, take it over?”


    “Where’s Zoe?”


    “I’ve got her. I rescued her for you from Marko’s Mexican fucks. They had plans, Presto, they had designs of their own.” He was in full flower, raving, let himself out in a babble. “Weird Hispanic rituals. Scaly desert beasts. Stingers, fangs. Sucking. But she’s safe now, safe with pals.”


    “Where is she? How do I know you’ve got her?”


    “Ask your fuck-buddy here.” He took the digital camera from his pocket, turned it on, and held the screen up to Julia Gurr. “Tell him what you see.”


    “Bobby. Oh, Jesus.” She looked at the picture. “It’s her, it’s Zoe. She’s bleed —”


    Jerry Kelly took the phone away. “Okay, Presto? You come on down and you can save Zoe and your sweetie here. Do it quick and you might save your buddy, Marko. Just make the runs over, then we’ll talk and work it out like buddies.”


    “Drive the dough out of here, Jerry. We’ll start again, when I get Zoe. I’m not coming out.”


    “Hang on.” He turned to Julia Gurr. “Guess he’s got your number, eh? He won’t come down, even for you. I guess it’s a good thing for him that he finally figured out what a fucking swamp Spicetown made you into. But check this, time for Uncle Jerry’s playhouse theatre.”


    He punched her back against the tree, tucked the phone into his belt, and crossed the clearing to where Markowitz continued writhing. “Marko? Marko? Hey, pal. The answer, if you really need to know, is fifteen feet. You got that? Fifteen fucking feet.”


    “Jerry. Jerry, come on, don’t fuck this up.” Marko’s voice was faint; he tried to grin up at Jerry Kelly. “Don’t fuck this thing up, man.”


    “Fifteen feet.”


    “Fifteen feet, what?”


    Jerry Kelly started stomping at him, using the heel of his boot. “You light a cat on fire, Marko, it goes fifteen feet before it collapses. You wanted to know, right? Remember you asked? At your stash house? Hey, Jerry, you got a lot of friends? You asked me that, too, so I’ll tell you, some, Marko. Gonna have some less in a little while.” He changed feet in a little hop and stomped down on Marko’s jaw and it snapped with an audible crack. “Hey, Jerry, you in love? Wow, Jerry, cool. Yep, Marko, old Jerry in love, how about that? I saw you laughing. Laugh now, you cocksucker.” He did another little hop and swung his foot and the toe of his boot exploded Markowitz’s eyeball. He reached down and grabbed what he could of Marko’s hair; he held his face straight up and dropped his knee fully onto his nose. He was in frenzy, unleashed. “Marko, you motherfucker. Laugh at this. This is a good one.”


    He took another pistol from under his coat, a bulbous silencer on the end. He unfolded the ball of Marko’s body, kneeled on his chest, stuffed the silencer down the front of Markowitz’s pants, and fired. Markowitz screamed and tried to shrink from the powder exploding. The bullet went through through his foot. “You just didn’t get Jerry’s scene, Marko. The money? If I can get it over, great; me and Pavo become buds. If not? Then fuck the money. Fuck him too, the little Colombian retard. The prize, Marko, was your chick over there. She was prime, lots of dirty shit on her after my pals got done with her in Spicetown. But you’ve set all my good works back weeks, months, letting her go back to that fucking asshole. She’s no fucking good to me now, is she, Marko? It could’ve been love, but you fucked it up, you fucked up both our happinesses. Cocksucker.”


    Behind him Julia Gurr was sobbing and calling to Marko.


    Jerry Kelly heard footsteps rushing down the road. He heard a voice yelling for him to stop, that he’d do the runs, just get away from Marko.


    “Hear that, Marko? I beat the shit of her and he sits up there jerking off. But I have a little sport with his buddy Marko and, wow, here he comes down here like fucking hammers. You fucking guys.”


    Marko’s pants were smoking and he was crying, rubbing at his crotch with his palms. His face was bloody shadows on the ground at Jerry Kelly’s feet. He twisted his head to look at where Bobby Preston’s voice came from. He tried to speak but his jaw felt in six pieces. He bubbled. He could only see with one eye and couldn’t tell how far away Preston was. Coming to save him. He tried to roll and crawl himself toward the voice. He said, “Bobby,” but to his one functioning ear and cracked brain it sounded like Ah-ee. He heard Jerry Kelly say something. He heard the faint sound of feet scuffling to stop near him. He felt a light tickle on his ear. He agonized his head into a position from which he could look for Bobby Preston’s face. The tickle on his ear became softly insistent, then there was a sudden pain as he felt the silencer on Jerry Kelly’s pistol grinding as it sent a flame of bright light into the centre of his brain.


    On the hill, Ray Tate held his cellphone close to his mouth. “Skipper, we’ve got dead people down here. A bystander. Markowitz, Jerry just took him apart. Maybe Gurr, too. Light’s going bad. Move them in closer, a lot closer. Jerry’s going ape. It’s bedlam.”


    “You guys okay, though? You see the dough?”


    Djuna Brown’s faint voice crackled over the freddy. “Ray, call ’em in. Call ’em in right fucking now.”


    Over the wire Preston was breathless and his pounding feet came to a halt. He said: “Marko?” In the background Jerry Kelly’s voice said, singsong, “Yes we have no Markos. Stay back there, Presto I’ll fucking kill you and the scrag, and then go and kill your fucking kid …”


    Djuna Brown said: “Ray? Ray?” It sounded like she was sucking the words out of the air and back into her mouth. “Ray?” He realized she was crying.


    He ignored her and spoke softly into the phone. “Boss, there’s a hostage in this, we don’t know where she is. Preston’s kid.” He spoke into his freddy: “Djuna, stop it. They’re on their way.” He spoke into the cellphone. “Move them right in, tight. Markowitz is down. Standing on the riverbank is Preston, Gurr and Kelly. All mutts. No sign of the hostage.”


    “I’ll move ’em, Ray. You guys get on the ground when I call you. You don’t want to be standing up.”


    Over the rig monitoring Preston, Ray Tate listened to heavy breathing and sobs. He told Djuna Brown they were moving down the hill, but she should be ready to get into the dirt when the boys brought their toys.


    He heard Preston say: “Okay, okay, Jerry, I’ll do the runs. Just stop this.”


    Jerry Kelly’s friendly voice said, “Attaboy, Presto. I knew we could work it out like civilized folks. We’ve had a little wrinkle in the plan. Marko couldn’t go the distance so he’s no help to us now. We’ll have to work around him.”


    Preston shook his head. “I’ll make the runs. Julia makes the last run with me. I want Zoe back.”


    “No can do, bud. Your chick makes the runs. I seen how much love you got for her, leaving her in great peril at the hands of a madman. Ooooo. No, she goes. If I don’t see her in two minutes after, you catch one in the head and Zoe … Well, right now Zo’s with pals. I got no reason to hold on to her, right? But afterward. I just want to get your variation done and then you guys, well, one big happy family.” He looked down at the motionless Marko. “Get the bags out of the cube. Get them over here. Then blow up the boat. Then we’ll send Marko in for a swim.”


    Preston shook his head. “He’s not going into the river. Leave him here. We’ll take care of him after you’re gone.” His voice caught. Marko in the river like a desperate migrant strangled him. He’d sent enough people into the river.


    “He was going to fuck you, you know that? ‘Beat Bobby’s head soft, Jerry,’ he said. ‘Leave him in the weeds,’ he said. He wanted to ride off into the sunset with this cutie here. Leave you for frog food. This guy was no pal of yours, Presto. He was a snake. I hadda stop him, for all of us. You can thank me later.”


    “He doesn’t go in the river, Jerry. We’ll do the crossings, but Marko stays right there until we’re finished. He doesn’t get wet, no matter what.”


    Jerry Kelly twirled his pistol and shrugged. “Suit yourself. Fat fuck’d probably kill the fishes, he’s so fucking toxic.” He kicked at the body and Preston told himself the real Marko had gone up into the lights. Jerry was just a nobody kicking nothing.


    Ray Tate called the Cashman. “Send ’em in a little closer. They’re running a boat. But hold tight, boss.”


    “My money going over, Ray? Can’t have that, man.”


    “Money’s still on this side. It’s getting darker down there. We got a rig on Preston, so we can hear. Sounds like Gurr’s taking a load over. Once she’s clear from here, we’ll take Jerry and Preston. Less to worry about.”


    “Stand by.” Cash went silent except for the audible clicking of his lips.


    Djuna Brown crackled faintly. “Ray, what’s the play?”


    “Just hold.”


    The rig on Preston only carried the laborious sounds of bags being dragged, then a generator, and then heavy breathing.


    Julia Gurr said Marko’s name a few times and then, “He’s going to do us in, Bobby. Jerry’s nuts.” She said, sadly, “You didn’t come down for me. I thought you’d come.”


    “I couldn’t. I didn’t see Zoe. I had to be sure she wasn’t around. He’d’ve pulled her out if he had her here.”


    “He was going to waste me, Bobby.” She sounded forlorn. “I thought we … You and me …”


    Softly, Ray Tate heard Preston say: “Cops, Jools. There’s cops all over. They want the money, not us. If you hear shooting, get down.”


    Faintly Jerry Kelly’s voice came over the rig, “Hey, you guys, c’mon. Chitchat later. Boat’s ready to go.”


    Cash’s voice came over the cellphone. “They’re coming in now. I’m sending them in. Give me a picture, Ray.”


    “I can make out Jerry by the edge of the river. Gurr and Preston are to his left, pulling bags from a cube truck. They’re all in dark clothing. Jerry’s the one to take right away. Jerry’s the one they have to put down. He’s shorter than them. Okay, Preston and Gurr are dragging bags over to Jerry. He’s at the side of the river with the boat. It’s getting dark down there, boss. They’re clustered, they’re bunched up. When Gurr’s in the boat and on the river, we go. It’ll be down to two … a fifty-fifty shot.”


    He could hear the scuffing sound of the dinghy being dragged across raw ground. Over the rig he heard Jerry Kelly say, “One bag. One bag first. If I’m happy and she comes back, we’ll load it up a little. You got two minutes after you land there, and if I don’t see you on the way back then Presto’s toast, you got that?”


    Julia Gurr ignored him. “Bobby?”


    “Jools, there’s a half-dozen currents. When you feel a pull on one side, paddle on the other. Aim for just near that light. If the current gets you, start spinning, paddle like fuck to get to the nearest shore. If you come back here, we’ll try again. If you make it over, beach the dinghy, drag the bag up, and just fucking leave it.”


    “Okay. Okay, I got it.” Her voice became stronger. She was standing very close to Preston. “We’ll take Marko, after, and bury him, right? Right, Bobby?”


    “I’ll see you in a couple of minutes. You can do it. It isn’t as bad out there as it could be, if it was winter. No ice, no wind.”


    Her sad voice said, “It was for Zoe, that you didn’t come down, before. Right? It’s okay if it was for Zoe, Bobby.”


    “I’ll wait for you. It’ll be fine. We’ll get Zoe back.” He said to Jerry Kelly, “Right?”


    Jerry Kelly said, “Absolutely. This is just about the money, you guys. No end for me in keeping her.” He sensed skepticism. “Seriously. That thing with Marko there, well … We had issues, long-standing stuff from our business. He was jumping into my pathology, and going for all the dough.” He laughed pleasantly. “That’s the way, big hug goodbye. Ah, love.”


    Over the rig, Ray Tate heard Preston’s voice softly whispering, “Stay over there, don’t come back, okay? I think Zoe’s dead. Soon as you’re clear I’m taking Jerry out.”


    At first the current was gentle, running down the margin of the river. It took her a little bit, but she used the paddle vigorously, digging into the water on the left side of the dinghy.


    But instantly, like it took a punch, the dinghy spun.


    In the middle of the spin she saw a blur of Jerry Kelly standing beside Preston.


    Another current took the nose of the dinghy invisibly, subtly at first, then rapidly, like a rushing insistent hand. She hustled the paddle to the other side and dug it in. The paddle corrected her, but almost instantly there was another cross-current of water. She could see it was running with a white foam of bubbles on it. Beneath it was a deeper color. She let the dinghy take the hit and rode it, shifting herself on the soaked bottom, her knees against the knapsack, letting the little craft come around in a full circle before trying to recover.


    She thought of Bobby Preston sending people out on this, thought of the last moments of dying. A mouth filling to capacity with water, then swallowing it down into burning lungs until they were filled too, and then the mouth filling again.


    She was almost at mid-river, about two dozen yards off course to the light that seemed to float in the air, when the dinghy seemed to soften, to relax, to breathe out. She could hear nothing over the increasing ferocity of the racing water. She took a hand off the paddle and felt the side. There was a softness there, a weakening of the air inside, a grim heaving sigh. She became frantic and glanced over her shoulder and saw a finger of light from the shore. One of the men was a standing smudge; the other lay on the ground like a pile of clothing at his feet. The standing figure stuck his arms in the air in a V and she heard a bellow of a laugh.


    One of the arms pointed at her.


    Another flash, then, and she felt a narrow rush of air near her face.


    Ray Tate heard Jerry Kelly say: “Wow, fuck. That must be one fucking wild ride. Think she’ll make it, Presto?”


    Ray Tate heard Preston say, “She’ll make it, Jerry. You’ll get your fucking money over.”


    Ray Tate heard Jerry Kelly say, “Money? Fuck money. Money’s for losers. Losers like old Marko there. Anybody in this game for money is fucked.” He took an inhalation so deep it carried to Ray Tate’s ear rig. “This is what it’s about, Presto. Anarchy. For life. A little tension, a night on the river, ripping up the corners of your life. How many folks, you think, can imagine themselves out there like your chick? What chaos of life must intersect to bring a person to this time and place? Fighting for her life against the evil forces of nature? For love. Love, Presto. God love love.” There was a pause, as if he was waiting for Bobby Preston to answer. “Nothing to say? Well, how about this, then?”


    Ray Tate heard an unidentifiable sound on the ear rig. Suddenly he could see only one smudge on the riverside and that smudge seemed to have its arms up in a V, and then one of them extended out over the water and there was a silent explosion of light at the end of it. And then another.


    Her face was cold and wet and greasy. There was an audible wind sighing past her cheek. She thought of a hornet. There were little winks of lights from the trees above the river where she’d launched. She glanced back, looking for Bobby Preston and didn’t see him or Jerry Kelly either, but suddenly there were lines of light pouring down from the hill and a staccato rip of faint gunfire, focusing on where they’d stood.


    The dinghy was puddling in on itself, slowly emptying like a lung.


    She was in full panic; she dumped the paddle and used both hands to manhandle the relaxing edges of the dinghy. To lighten the craft, she grabbed the knapsack, struggling to throw it overboard. The shoulder strap looped around her wrist and the river got a hand under the dinghy, she went into the water and the tightly packed bricks of condensed money in the knapsack took her to the bottom.


    Bobby Preston was sprawled on the ground, trying to cough blood and his front teeth from his throat.


    He’d heard Jerry Kelly say, “No? Well, how about this, then?” And the pistol had smashed squarely into his mouth. He’d felt teeth go in an audible snap and he was on the ground. He heard the recycling slide action of Jerry Kelly’s silent gun as it popped a round and then another, but he felt no impact.


    “Whee,” he heard Jerry Kelly say. “You go, girl.”


    Ray Tate heard muffled sounds. Preston was down, lying on the transmitter. He heard Djuna Brown grunt as though hit and he twisted in her direction. He saw her rise, saw the glint of her eyes, and she screamed, “Jerry.” Her arm stretched out and her little automatic popped until it was empty. In the flame-back he could see the reflection in the whites of her eyes.


    He didn’t see Jerry Kelly whirl and empty his gun in her general direction.


    A rip of automatic gunfire came down the hill.


    Anyone standing gets a haircut, she’d said.


    Ray Tate held his breath and scrambled to where she’d been standing and found she was already in the weeds. She was rolling toward him. They collided, and hugged themselves as small as they could.


    Then, from a clutch of bushes behind them, came another rip of gunfire. Rounds skipped off the water behind Jerry Kelly. Leaves wafted down, wood splintered. Ray Tate could hear Djuna Brown’s fast shallow breathing. As he hugged her he could hear the tinkling output of brass from the weapons up the hill behind him as the tac boys shredded the shoreline.


    When he heard the woman’s voice call his name from up the hill, Jerry Kelly crazily thought it was Julia Gurr, that somehow sneaky Presto had come up with a variation that moved her through space. But when the steady popping of light came from the bushes, he ducked, then realized nothing was coming close to him and he unloaded his pistol up there where the pussy pops came from, hoping to kill something.


    And that seemed to spark a fusillade of gunfire from several spots in the undergrowth further up the hill. Bark from the tree beside him shredded, branches came down. He felt the endless rounds close to him.


    Jerry Kelly said Holy fuck to himself and hit the ground. He was giddy with it, giggling. He saw sneaky Bobby Preston crawling away toward the riverbank. Jerry Kelly threw his empty gun at Preston, but missed. Fuck it, let him live, let him endure the pain of never seeing his daughter again. Heartbreak, Bobby, it’s our constant companion, old pal.


    Then Preston was gone silently into the water. There was a pause in the gunfire from the hill. Jerry Kelly crabbed quickly to his left, staying down on his belly. When he reached a shoulder-high stand of bush he rose to a crouch and began scuttling away.


    He found he couldn’t stop giggling.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 35

    



    There were no further fusillades.


    Ray Tate hit redial on his cellphone and told the Cashman it was over, that the money was still on the site, that there were dead people in the river, Julia Gurr and maybe Preston and Jerry Kelly in there as well. “We need supervisors here, boss. We need security to hold the vehicles and the money. We’re gonna need ambulances and teams for a river search, body recovery. This needs a major incident response. I don’t know if anybody made it across, but you better call the Canadians.”


    “Fuck, Ray, okay, hold on.” Ray Tate could hear him speaking rapidly, a one-way conversation. He came back on the phone. “You guys okay, Ray? Anybody hit? Djuna, any of you two guys? Tell me no.”


    “We’re okay, boss. Tell tac we’re fifty feet down the hill, in front of them. We’re armed and we’re staying down until somebody voices out our names.”


    Ray Tate heard a telephone ringing in the background and Cash told him to hang on. Away from the phone he said, “I got two guys down there, white guy Tate and a black chick Brown. We got bodies in the river. I need a security team to secure some currency … Never fucking mind how much. Me? I’m Cash, the commander of the asset recovery unit. You got a problem, call Hogarth at headquarters, but call him from the road, okay? Get somebody down there … I want my fucking people out.” He came back on the line. “Ray? Ray? The dough. Tell me it’s still there.”


    “Congratulations, boss. You hit the jackpot.”


    “Fuck. Oh, fuck. Ray. Just … Ray. Fuck. We know how much?”


    “We don’t. Millions though. Marko’s millions.”


    “And no Marko left, right? To make a claim?”


    “No, boss. No Marko, no claim.”


    “The Cashman’s Millions. Perfect.”


    A perimeter was set up around the vans. A helicopter played its light downriver, oscillating up and down, its spotlight running like silver over the river and the treeline. Ambulance workers spent a little time examining Marko Markowitz’s body, then idled around in expectation of more work. Ray Tate and Djuna Brown stood cautiously drinking boiled coffee and watching the cube truck being wrapped in swaths of yellow tape. Four swat team members stood on each side of the cube, their weapons pointed out. On the Canadian side the flashing lights of emergency vehicles gathered.


    A city Sector inspector asked Ray Tate what had happened.


    “Can’t say yet, man. My boss is on the way. He’ll have to tell you.” He sipped at his coffee. “It’s major incident stuff.” He made a circle above his head. “You know.”


    “Okay, I’m an asshole.” The Sector inspector turned away and took a call on his cellphone, then turned back. “How many went in?”


    “Three, I think. Two guys and a woman. No, four. There was a fisherman who got it a while ago. He went in, too. And there should be a raft out there, someplace.”


    A four-car convoy came down the road, each with blinking lights in the grill and on the side mirrors. The Cashman climbed out of the third car and badged his way through the police line. He introduced himself to the Sector inspector and they walked away, talking. Ray Tate leaned himself against Djuna Brown. “‘Djun? You okay?”


    She stared at him, her face blank, and said nothing. The surface of her coffee was surfing out of the cup onto her hands, down her wrists.


    He carefully took the cup from her. It was scalding but she didn’t react to the spill. “It’s down, Djun’.”


    “Except for losing Bobby. And his kid. And Marko and Gurr.”


    “They were mutts. They’re our business. You know that.”


    “I liked them. Marko and Bobby.”


    “End of the day, they die or go to jail. That’s what they chose.”


    “Yeah, yeah. I know.” She struggled to find a positive side to it all. “There’s Mona, Sharon Sherriff. Her, at least, we can save, right? Get her up home, get her safe?”


    They were in the ladies room at the Sector Eight station.


    Djuna Brown was throwing up in the toilet and Ray Tate was holding her shoulders and making okay-okay noises, smoothing her hair flat.


    A charger stuck his head in the door with Djuna Brown’s cellphone in one hand and her jacket in the other. “Your cell went off, Sergeant. A space cadet, it sounds like, asking for June. You June? You want her to call back?”


    She wiped her mouth against Ray Tate’s jacket. She took the phone and said her name.


    “June? It’s Mona … I mean, Sharon? Sharon Sherriff? From, like, up north, from … ah … before? You remember me? Buck’s my uncle?”


    “Yes, of course, Sharon. We were just talking about getting you home. We’re coming to get you.”


    “Jerry was just here. He said Gary … I’m alone, now. Jerry took Gary’s motorcycle? And his leathers and helmet?”


    “When?”


    “He just left. I think … Maybe it was … ah … yesterday? But I wouldn’t let him come in … I’m gonna kill the dogs, June. I’m going to go back home. I’m sick, I’m hot. You know? I think from the bites? I want to go home. To the people. To heal. Can you come get me?”


    “I’ll take you, okay? We’ll ride up together, get with Buck and make it right, okay? Get you healed.” She waited a moment. “Sharon, don’t bother with the dogs, leave them. Get out of the house. I’m on my way, wait on the porch. I’m on the way right now, okay? I’m coming, Sharon.” She listened to silence for a few minutes and cut her eyes at Ray Tate, biting her lip. “You there? Hello?”


    “It really smells bad in here, June.”


    “Can you get out?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “We’re on our way.”


    The Cashman was on the phone in the Sector Eight inspector’s office. When they came in he waved them to chairs and mouthed, “Hambone.” He had a big smile on his face and blew them a kiss of perfection off the tips of his fingers. Into the phone he said, “Ham, we don’t have a count. We’ve got the boys with toys securing the dough … At least ten million bucks … A body count … four, but they were all mutts … One guy outstanding, I think … He’s the doer, did the four, our guys put out some gunfire but by then all the dead were dead …” He listened and then laughed and hung up.


    A charger stuck his head in the doorway. “We got a carjacking near the river. Male white, pulled a guy from his car, tied him up, and jacked it. Sounds like our outstanding.”


    “Okay, Foley. Put it out there. Armed and dangerous.” The Cashman turned to Ray Tate and Djuna Brown. “Hambone is a happy man. I’m a happy man.” He sat back in the swivel chair and put his feet up. “You fucking guys. I love you. I got to say, I had doubts at first, but Ham was right. You guys came through.” He looked at Djuna Brown, fidgeting impatiently. “What’s up? Fuck, don’t tell me there’s a problem.”


    Djuna Brown said, “We need a door team to take down a house in Tin Town.”


    “There any dough over there?”


    “A victim.” She was too anxious to lie to him, to suggest there might be money in the house. “We need an ambulance and some guys to go in, kill some dogs, and get a girl out to the hospital.”


    “And,” Ray Tate said, “we’ve got a kidnap victim outstanding. We’re going to have to do something about that.”


    “Right, right. Okay, we’ll get on both of those tomorrow. Right now we’ve got to get our lies straight, get some details over to the press people at the Jank, set up a press conference.”


    “No, boss,” Djuna Brown said insistently, knocking her knuckles sharply on his desk as if to wake him up. “Listen up. I need a team now. Now. Tonight, not tomorrow.”


    “Djuna, we’re up to our eyeballs here. We’ve got big brass balls being pulled from bed, we’ve got media up on the river. There’s a lot of bodies and a lot of money. I promise you, we get this sorted, we’ll get on it. This is heavy headquarters shit. We’ve got to do it right.”


    She visibly relaxed. “Ray? Give us a minute, okay?” She had a sweet smile for him, but the cords in her neck were still tight and her eyes were too wide.


    “Djuna …”


    “A minute. Save yourself heartache later.” She became gay and sparkly. “Get us some café au lait, Bongo. And croissants. We’ll all have a Parisian breakfast.” She was smiling at him and it was a smile he’d seen the year earlier, during the riots when she went nuts on everybody. It was a smile that looked like it really hurt to make. She stared at him, not blinking. He didn’t move. She said, “Ray? You want to get the fuck out, pal.”


    Jim Cash looked back and forth at them. “What the fuck? Ray?”


    She rounded on him. “Talk to me, don’t fucking talk to him, you fucker. You wanted the millions and we got you the millions. They’ll be all night counting it, there’s so much.” She leaned over the desk, her hand on her cool little automatic in its clamshell. “I like you, boss. You’re a cool guy. But I’m promising you this, I’ll shoot you. I swear to fuck, if you don’t get on this, get me a door team over to Tin Town, I’m going to wait outside your fucking house one morning and when you come out to get on your cool motorcycle, I’m going to shoot you right in the fucking nuts. Your dick will be a memory while I’m in France fighting extradition and eating bouillabaisse.”


    “Ray, you hearing this? This shit?”


    Ray Tate knew she liked Cashman, liked that he rode motorcycles like a teenager and took the pain. He went avian. “Sorry, boss, I was thinking about birds. You know for the common Canada goose it’s a hard fucking life? We don’t give a shit about them, usually. Everybody, when they want bird for dinner, they go for the chicken or the turkey. Maybe, maybe sometimes the duck. But when you want foie gras, well, tough titty for the old goose. What they do is, they put this tube down the bird’s throat and pump —”


    “Ray, man.” She looked at him with a genuine love. “My little beatnik birder and his wing-ed thoughts.” She turned to the Cashman and gave him the sweetest smile as though she hadn’t threatened him and he’d already committed to putting a team together for her. “So, okay, give us an hour, a door team, and an ambo to take the girl to St. Frankie’s Heart. It’s the right thing, you know that.”


    “Yeah, yeah, you’re right. Fuck me.” He picked up the phone. “Go get her.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 36

    



    The house always had a funky odour even though Gary Dorset had lined the basement ceiling with plastic sheets and drywall and caulked it to keep the noise and the smell out of the main floor. But this was stronger, closer, somewhere in the kitchen. She’d looked for a source but she couldn’t find it.


    Sharon Sherriff tried to hang the telephone receiver on its long coil into the old fashioned cradle on the kitchen wall, but missed. She found herself losing balance and it fell to the floor. She collapsed in a wooden chair, her perfectly shaped but chewed and bruised bare legs straight out, and tried to parse the moves required to pick up the receiver and put it back into the cradle. But she became focused on her legs and feet. They were dark, almost black. There were nip marks on her bare feet from Gary teasing her with Arterial. Her jaw was tight and her teeth seemed stuck together. She stood up, then lost her balance again, and fell back in the chair.


    Once the little black cop came and got her and took her back to Indian Country, she knew there were healing ceremonies she’d have to perform to cleanse her spirit of shame and guilt. It would be painful, wrenching. There would be smoke and heat. Uncle Buck would help her out. She’d purge herself and get healthy.


    There was still goodness in her. Why else would the cats and little dogs, who were canny about such things, be so trusting of her as she wandered the streets at night, whispering with her pillowcase? She still had goodness about her.


    Arterial scrabbled his claws against the reinforced basement door. There were other dogs down there, but Arterial had a frantic murderous rhythm that she recognized. She couldn’t take her eyes off the door. It seemed to shimmer, float in the air. She was sick. Her eyeballs were sweating and wouldn’t blink.


    She focused. Empowerment meant she had to find her own power, and use it. Being a victim waiting to be saved meant she’d given up on her self, on her own spirit. She had to act, she had to take the first step. Once she did that she’d deserve to receive healing.


    Wobbling, she made her way to the refrigerator and spooned thick high-protein dog food into a pair of bowls. Then she took rat poison from under the sink and carefully stirred in a tablespoonful at a time. From the cabinet over the sink she took bottles of Seconal and began twisting capsules apart and pouring the powder into the mix. She stirred until it was smooth. Periodically she smelled it, but all she could smell was the funky odour of the kitchen.


    She picked up the food bowls from the counter, then as she reached for the basement door her throbbing foot became entangled in the mess of tangled telephone cord. She started to fall, but recovered herself, falling against the door and slipped the latch.


    She was looking in confusion, a bowl held in each hand, away from her body, at the basement door opening.


    Two pits boiled out, Arterial in front. He recognized her as his playful pal and went for the ripening rotted flesh of the purplish black of her leg, a flavour that unbeknownst to her had filled the house like a rank fog.


    The other pit got right down to business. It launched straight up between the bowls and in a silent rush took her throat right out from under her chin as she fell forward.


    The bowls clattered and after ten minutes the dogs became bored with dragging her inert body around the room and went to sniff at the bowls of food. It was the rat poison that tipped them off and they instead posed themselves on each side of Sharon Sherriff’s body and waited like guardians with bloody muzzles.


    There was an ambulance and a Sector car in front of the house in Tin Town when they arrived.


    The young charger from the Sector car walked up to the 500 as they climbed out. “A door team’s on the way. What’s the play?”


    “We’re doing a tactical rescue, a female victim,” Ray Tate told him. “It’s a dog house. You got an onboard shotgun?”


    “Yes, Sergeant.”


    “Get it.”


    Djuna Brown was staring at the house, biting her lips. “I told her to come out, wait on the porch.” She led the way up the steps and tried the door. “I told her to unlock it. Fuck.”


    An ambulance guy came up the steps, leaned around her, and sniffed around the door frame. “Ugh. This is going to be bad. This a dog house?”


    Ray Tate said it was.


    “Okay, health-and-safety issue. We’re waiting in our unit until you stabilize the stage. You whistle, we come.” He went down the steps. “That smell isn’t just dogs. That’s something rotting foul.”


    The young charger stood on the steps, holding his shotgun at port arms. Ray Tate held his hand out. “Gimmee.”


    The charger said, “If it discharges, I have to report it.”


    “Give it to me, man.” He waited. “Don’t make me humiliate you, okay?”


    The charger gave over the shotgun.


    Djuna Brown looked in the window. She could see right down the hallway into the kitchen. She saw the top half of Sharon Sherriff’s ripped body and the alert pit bulls flanking it. She made a sob. “Ray? She’s dead. There’s two dogs in the kitchen with her. She’s ripped up, Ray, we didn’t …”


    “Not now, Djun’, we’ve got to get her out, one way or the other. Maybe you should wait in the car.”


    “Oh, Ray, what they did to her.” She leaned and vomited nothing but coffee acid over the porch railing. “I … She’s all …”


    “Don’t look.” He put his palm on her heaving back until she finished. “I’ll get them for you, don’t worry.” He called the charger onto the porch. “I want you to softly scratch at the door. Nothing heavy, okay? I’ll take them through the window. But remember, softly, or they’ll run and hide and you get to go in there and get ’em. Softly, softly.”


    “No.” Djuna Brown held her hand out. “Gimmee.”


    He gave her the shotgun and stepped back and she gave him a smile as though he’d given her a gift.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter 37

    



    “Where’s Chyna, Roar? Where’s that girl of ours?” Jerry Kelly beamed, but his eyes were flat glitter and his bloodless smile was paint. The ride had taken him hours and it had been unpleasant with the chill of the late summer night cutting into him, slipping through the gaping zippers and the rips of Gary’s leathers. He’d had to stop for coffee several times, and to piss a lot as his kidneys rebelled against the constant engine vibes.


    Aurora felt terror in her throat and thought she might piss it out. “She took off. When she heard your bike. She said you were bringing more snakes.” She saw the real Jerry Kelly now, his motorcycle helmet dangling in his fist, a multi-purpose item, swinging gently, hypnotically. “Did you come back for me?” She tried to give him an alluring smile, but it trembled. Her eyes skated everywhere else, as though the emanations from his face were strong light and she couldn’t squint enough to avoid it.


    He looked out across the porch to where the ATV usually sat. The space was empty. The shotgun was there, leaning. He took her arm and brought her outside. “And where’s the other sweetie? Chyna’s guest?”


    “She’s in the lean-tos. Chyna sent her down there to hide out. I told Chyna you wouldn’t like it, but she wouldn’t listen to me.”


    “I think she’s around, nearby. I think she’s someplace close in the weeds waiting for me to leave.” He swung his helmet in an idle circle. He led Aurora to the porch steps and sat her down. Under his hand her nerves rippled and her muscles jumped. He held her close and entwined his hand gently in her hair. “How we gonna get her out here, I wonder. Any ideas? What, Roar, would make old Chyna make an appearance?” He stood up suddenly. “Maybe if you give her a shout, Roar … She’ll listen to you.” One hand was on her shoulder and the other entangled in her hair; he reefed her, pushing away with one hand and ripping her hair forward from the back with the other. He stepped back as she screamed, a ricocheting animal sound built from waves upon waves of escalating sound, layer upon layer, stacked into a crescendo. In his hand, he thought, it looked like the pelt of a small bloody animal, Aurora rolled on the ground, maintaining her scream for what seemed like an impossible time.


    “Perfect,” He swung the helmet hard against her head and she went still and he called, “Chy? Chy, dearie, c’mon out. Don’t make me go for the axe. You hear me? If you’re shy, you can just tell me where you stash your dough. I’ll grab it up and go. I want the stash, you hear me?” He listened and was rewarded with the pussy sound of the scooter. It skipped off the first attempt at ignition, then caught and buzzed in its weak hornet way. In the grey-blue dawn of the hollows he saw the flash of a purple muumuu.


    “Dootchbag,” he muttered. He tossed the helmet away, went onto the porch, and picked up the shotgun; he broke it and then dropped it. Fucking Gary, he thought, ate the last one. He got onto the motorcycle and kicked it. He sat revving for a few moments, looking for humour here, a little fun role for himself. Gladiator Jerry, he decided. The tournament? The joust?


    He twisted the accelerator and took off in a wide wow of dirt, like he’d done at club runs and field parties, back when he rode with the Riders. He came out of the arc with a mighty twist of the accelerator, aligned the bike to the centre of the road, and committed a confident wheelie. There was a soaring in his chest as he steadily rode down the centre of the road. Passing over the bridge, he decelerated but his backwash still set the trinkets a-song. Broken sunlight flickered through the trees and prismed on the bits of glass, flashed off the shards of tin.


    At the slaves’ workshop he stopped and shut off the engine. No sounds of the fleeing muumuu. With the economy of an Indian tracker, he dismounted and crouched over the dirt to read the tracks of the three-wheeler. Ahead it went, down the slight gully where the trees were fat and close together, an almost non-existent track leading to the horrors and maybe delights of the lean-tos, a refugee camp for seekers of reality-only-better.


    The scooter started now, afresh, and not too distant, he thought. Clever Chyna knew the old Indian trick of stopping to listen for the hoof beats of pursuers. The scooter engine revved into a hornet roar, a gear shifted, and it began running.


    Mindful that the angry Colombian dwarf could already be ogling stewardesses on a flight north from Bogotá, Jerry Kelly remounted the bike, figuring his timing. Two minutes and I got the fat bitch. Five minutes, no more, and she tells me where she’s been hiding her vast profits all these years. No tools to bury her in a big fucking hole and it’d be a waste of time, anyway. He thought about Presto’s kid and decided to play that one by ear. So I’m outta here in an hour, tops, maybe even with an abbreviated but creative wave of destruction.


    Branches of scrub brushed his shoulders on both sides as he idled down the narrow track. He climbed a short rise and saw, twenty-five yards straight ahead, the lean-to camp. The scooter was off the dirt road, sideways. There couldn’t be much past the lean-to. Attila the Hun, a long-time hero, would ride his horse right through that camp, he thought, revving up his speed. Start clubbing people down without pity. Laying waste.


    He saw the girl up there on foot, a little worse for wear, wearing one of Chyna’s muumuus, this one purple as well. She broke from the lean-tos and headed into the bush beyond. She looked back, her mouth open in appealing terror.


    He revved hard and picked up a good head of speed, letting the screaming engine terrorize all, near and far, with its power. He wished he had his helmet with its mysterioso visor, an anonymous plunderer, more a beast than a human.


    The trees overhead were in full canopy. Unaccountably, perhaps from another existence as a vastly different organism, Jerry Kelly had a déjà vu feeling he was travelling through the moist, bright thorax of a giant insect. The muumuu, purple, intrigued him. He received in his mind a clue: if Zoe had been the one riding the scooter, then where was old Chy —


    From behind a thick tree, Chyna Lily swung the axe with enough force that the sharp wedge of the head and the forward motion of the bike sufficed to take Jerry Kelly cleanly in the smiling, friendly mouth, to hold him in the air as the bike continued its road to plunder.


    The shock of it froze him like the flicking of a light switch. His life, such as it was, didn’t pass before his gaping, gawling eyes, but there were a series of faint life sketches, fog-like and superficial, old fading Polaroids that flickered against the screen of his cortex.


    Graduating from police academy, proudly smiling in his blue uniform.


    Told to grow his hair and beard and go street.


    Taught to ride a bike, to work his way into the drug trade of a downstate chapter of the Stateliners. Then their initiations and months of fun and frolic. Having the club crest and rocker tattooed onto his back. Dedication to his duty.


    And then scenes of depravity and excess and his bosses refusing to pull him out when he broke down in a weeping, drooling mess, leaving him out there to make one more buy, climb one more rung.


    He knew then that he was simply meat to them, something to be tossed into the pit for the animals to hopefully fuck up upon, to end in charges and prison.


    The club was a brotherhood that accepted him, nourished him, was loyal to him, more than the police force ever did. So he went under and stayed under and never came back.


    But it wasn’t enough, even that. The Stateliners saw his true nature emerge, and they didn’t like it much. Anarchy had no place in any infrastructure.


    Stabbed in the nuts by a broken beer bottle, his goodbye from the club. He lost his balls. Then the cheese grater, not as amusing a story as he’d made up for old Marko.


    And then north to the city. He saw himself arriving with his fingertips already burned off by acid. No longer a cop, no longer a crook. An anarchist of no name, the most heroic of characters.


    In his mind he saw Marko Markowitz’s smile of appreciation when Jerry showed up with his bodyguard’s shotgun for a dope deal.


    Don’t ask, man. I’m here, he isn’t. I got your back.


    And because an anarchist has no loyalty, it was Marko’s turn for attention. And Julia Gurr’s. And Bobby Preston’s. Everyone, everyone.


    Ah, Marko, I loved you, I loved killing you for no reason. You were my reason to be, man. You came through for me. Goodbye.


    He stared past Chyna Lily at the blue sky of his last moment.


    Naked, Chyna Lily gathered all the forces and powers she felt nature owed her for its betrayals. Owed for the arbitrary tricks that had allowed her only brief years as a striking young woman with a heart that beat for all in the most beautiful time imaginable, that had evolved her into … this. This gross thing.


    The strength of it filled her. She was bursting with it and would have broken into beautiful song but for the butchered, mumbling face of Jerry Kelly at her feet. Nature had never listened to her, never nourished or succored her. But Jerry Kelly, with the wide toothy gash where his twisted lips had been, where broken teeth resided and showed themselves through a mouth that had been extended all the way to his ears, Jerry Kelly would listen.


    “Beast,” she screamed at the still-stirring, moaning face as she brought the axe down and opened his chest cavity. She rested.


    “Ape.” The axe rose and fell above his collarbone, digging at a deep angle into his neck. There was a satisfactory spray there, then. She rested.


    “Destroyer.” She was barely able to raise the axe head much above her shoulder, but she leaned her weight into it as it landed in the centre of his stomach.


    Panting heavily, she wrestled the axe out of him, gathering the debt owed from the twisted fucking of nature with its arbitrary distribution of love and hate, beauty and beastliness, poetry and avarice.


    She screamed: “Wrecker.”


    And nature delivered to her the requisite strength to cleave the blade exactly through the centre of Jerry Kelly’s forehead.


    Zoe Preston was yoked with a piece of thick rope, short enough to keep her within stabbing range of the butcher knife Chyna Lily had taken from the house.


    Chyna Lily had her carry Aurora’s body to the end of a long line of plants. There was a shovel. Zoe dug and scraped until she had a grave. Naked Chyna Lily urged her to be gentle. Zoe dragged and rolled Aurora’s body into the ground and tucked a muumuu around her. Naked Chyna Lily sang to her as she worked. Her voice was stunning in its aria. When Aurora was embedded, Chyna told Zoe to leave the shovel, and took her by the yoke down the hill to where Jerry Kelly’s body was already being feasted by flies. The axe stood in his head


    “We’ll have to chop him up here. It’ll be easier. Would you be a dear and do it? I’m very tired.”


    The axe head wouldn’t come out of Jerry Kelly’s skull. Zoe yanked and twisted. It didn’t move. Zoe could smell the blood off his body, could smell the rancid sweat emanating from Chyna Lily’s fat. She could hear the thick buzzing of the disturbed flies. The rope rubbed her throat raw. She feared the butcher knife.


    Chyna Lily took the axe and told her to drag the corpse to the edge of the hill to dismember it. She wouldn’t have him in her garden, polluting.


    Zoe grabbed Jerry Kelly’s pants cuffs and pulled. The leather jacket slid up the corpse as she dragged it a few inches at a time. She pulled harder and his pants became loose, revealing scars on his groin. When she reached the edge of the hill she turned the body over, unable to look at his face. The jacket and sweater were gathered under Jerry Kelly’s armpits. His back was a mass of small round burn marks the size of the tip of a cigarette. There were wide blurs of scarred flesh.


    There was, caught in the belt at the small of Jerry Kelly’s back, the handle of a small automatic pistol.


    Chyna Lily didn’t see Zoe’s hand take the pistol, but she saw Jerry Kelly’s vast field of destroyed tissue, blurred flesh, and cigarette burns. She sobbed, “Ohhhhh,” and dropped the axe. She pushed Zoe out of the way and dropped on her thick knees beside the pale Jerry Kelly.


    One hand was wrapped with the yoking rope and the other gently stroked the carnage of Jerry Kelly’s back. She wept. “My God, oh God, you too, you too.”


    Under the beautiful glowing canopy of a thousand trees, Zoe Preston straightened up, the yoke rope taut, the gun held in both hands.


    Don’t ever hesitate, her Uncle Marko always said when he taught her to shoot in the basement.


    Shut off everything and just do it.


    Don’t analyze it, don’t get the what-ifs.


    She thought about her loving uncle, thought about her loving dad and loving mom, wherever they were, whatever might have come to them.


    In the finality of things, she thought, I hope I’m more my Uncle Marko than my dad.


    She turned and saw Chyna Lily had leaned forward to blow softly on the scars that revealed Jerry Kelly. Her eyes were closed as if remembering another time, as if hearing a faraway music. She whispered, “Oh, a boy …”


    She turned her head, her reverie disturbed by Zoe’s lack of motion or sound. Her face was sweet and the twists of her hatred and fear had melted away, revealing the vestiges of a girl strummer who had to love a tortured boy and bring him to peace through music and love and forgiveness, because her heart never stopped being what it once was.


    The first shot entered her open mouth and came out her cheek.


    The second went into the elephantine folds of her stomach, to no visible effect.


    The third and fourth went in higher, between the sagging breasts.


    The fifth and sixth went into the ripples at the throat, and the seventh went into Chyna Lily’s left eye. The ungainly body was complicated and it fell in parts and seemed to take a long time.


    Zoe Preston sat on the ground, still jerking the trigger to no effect.


    A man’s high-pitched voice came from deep in the trees: “Mur-der … Oh, mur-der …”


    A choir of other voices joined in, a deep hum of dirge that grew deeper but no louder.


    Zoe Preston held the empty pistol.


    Around her she saw in the forest flitters of life.


    A hollow man holding a baby peeked out from behind a tree.


    Two old, grey-haired ladies with their hands covering their toothless mouths, staring from a clutch of trees.


    A slim young woman darted naked from one tree to another.


    Zoe Preston backed away up the road, away from the forest’s chorus.


    Looking back she saw a crowd had emerged from the trees and a man was already stabbing a shovel into the ground beside Chyna Lily’s body.


    She turned away and went looking for her family.


    


    

  


  
    


    Epilogue

  


  
    Ray Tate and Djuna Brown were returning the fleet Ford 500 to headquarters when Abner Hussey pulled up beside them in his boss Cadillac at the traffic light leading to the span bridge.


    Hussey, staring straight ahead, looked like a middle-aged man enjoying his cigar while patiently waiting for the light to change.


    “Old Abbo.” Ray Tate said. “Our old pal that started all this.”


    “Huh.” Djuna Brown had been morose since the discovery of Sharon Sherriff in the little house in Tin Town. Simply saving Sharon Sherriff would have made it all worthwhile.


    She regretted the dogs she’d killed. She thought about them a lot, how her training had come to her and she rocked with the scattergun, racking fast as she’d been taught.


    Boom boom, almost a single sound.


    Shotgunning the pits had been grim business and it provided no relief.


    Bobby Preston and Julia Gurr, who she’d never met, dead. And Marko Markowitz. And Sharon Sheriff. And the anonymous Vietnamese fisherman. All gone up, all dead. She had little hope that Zoe Preston’s body would ever turn up.


    Only Jerry Kelly and Gary Dorset had got away. Two, Djuna Brown believed, who deserved the shotgun blasts more than the dogs. In her heart she knew that the angry, fearful, violent elements of her self that had run wild in the riots the year before had never gone away. She was capable of things, capable and willing and maybe even eager. Dogs were the least of it.


    She’d loved Ray Tate when he looked in the shattered window and gave her the thumbs up. “They’re lipstick.” But he took his gun from his ankle and, two-handed, aimed and fired twice through the window. “Good doggies.”


    Vaguely she mourned Marko Markowitz and his broken-hearted lost-boy moves when he was trying to hook her up at Gratelli’s. Bobby Preston, too, received a portion of her sympathy, for his human grief about his daughter and his sadness and shame for the migrants.


    She could live with them all, the people and the dogs, and knew that with time she’d put them into perspective. She’d just have to wait for it. But the death of Sharon Sherriff, the one innocent she thought she could rescue, twisted in her.


    “A lot of dead people, Ray, for a simple money grab.” She glanced at Abner Hussey rolling forward over the white line. “What if he’d kept his mouth shut when we pinched him? You think they’d all be alive?”


    “Nope.” He was definite. “Jerry Fucking Kelly had a game on. All those people were walking dead whether we were around or not.”


    “All those people dead, and Jerry Fucking Kelly gets away clean. For nothing.”


    “But we got the money. And that means two weeks in Paris, right?”


    She didn’t answer. She was thinking of the Sharon Sherriffs still up in Indian Country.


    “Djun’? Paris? Cassoulet? The Pompidou?”


    The light changed.


    “You want to take old Abner, don’t you, Ray?”


    “Well, we are cops and he is a crook.” He tried to cheer her up. “Maybe he’s rolling dirty.”


    She touched a light hand to his shoulder. “Go get him, Bongo.”


    The night before their flight to Chicago to catch the flight to Paris, they were sipping gin-and-taps on the bed in their faux atelier.


    No matter what he said, he couldn’t move her off her mood.


    “We didn’t make any difference, did we, Ray?” she said for the fiftieth time, as if at some point he’d correct her, show she was wrong. “Bobby Preston, Marko, Zoe, Julia Gurr, Sharon Sherriff, all dead. Kelly gets away. No difference.”


    “We can’t always, Djun’. We do what we do with what we know. We’re just cops. Stuff happens off-stage, you don’t know about. You can’t say, after, ‘Fuck I should’ve seen that.’ You can’t.”


    “You said yourself. Sharon was walking dead. And what did we do? We went for the money. We let her die, Ray. We should have stopped everything, saved her, let the money walk. In the end, what good are we to anybody?”


    “Day after tomorrow, we’ll be in Paris. Get some perspective.”


    “I’m not going. I’m taking Sharon home to Buck.”


    “Will you meet me, over there?”


    She looked very sad.


    At the Café de Paris the waiter asked Ray Tate if he wanted le eynzcatsoup. It was a joke. When they’d been on the run with the State card earlier in the year, the café became their go-to place where they’d meet up if they separated for the day, each off to their own artistic discoveries of Paris. When they’d been given a mayonnaise concoction for their frites, he’d asked for Heinz ketchup.


    The waiter recognized him, but with wisdom about important things didn’t ask about Djuna Brown.


    Ray Tate watched the intersection at rue Buci, expecting her to come through the evening crowds, around the corner with her camera around her neck and spiky hair and worn-out ankle boots and cool scarf, to discover him, waiting, knowing he would wait as long as it took.
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