Excerpts from the opening pages of:
FLATBROKE

         &  VINE
                 A novel
                         THE MOMENT HAD COME AND HE WAS blubbering like a child. No time to wipe his nose, which was weeping too. No hand to spare; this was no time to take one off the wheel, when any moment now the clash of fenders would surely make his car buck and the steering wheel leap in his hands. Through the flailing windscreen wipers, the sludgy dark green of the Dodge Gulliver ahead of him bulked like a house, its slablike rear filling his vision with wet metal. When the off-ramp’s low retaining wall had cracked in the monthlong rains and crumbled into cheesy lumps of concrete, to be replaced by a wooden barrier plastered with promises of imminent repair, Dan had begun to ambush the Gulliver on its descent to the Henry Hudson Parkway, waiting for its appearance, waiting for the day when the Gulliver would shed surrounding traffic and start down the steeply winding off-ramp on its own. Weeks went by and, in the unrelenting morning crush of cars, no such moment came. Dan had begun to doubt it ever would. Instead he had become addicted to the dry run, to the joy of stalking and deferring the encounter. Then today a blinding downpour and a logjam on the George Washington Bridge, locking up the Cross-Bronx, had begun releasing cars slowly, singly, onto the ramp. Under cover of the cloudburst, Dan had slipped in behind the Gulliver. As they peeled off together onto the curving, rain-pelted descent, the car behind him had stayed in line to inch on forwards into the Bronx, into the darkness and exhaust fumes of the approaching underpass. Above this stinking tunnel, before whose promise of asphyxiation drivers rolled their windows up tight, rose the grim residential blocks that Dan’s morbid friend and sole remaining ally, Lewis, liked to call Final Solution Towers. Now, braking cautiously on the off ramp, it was just Dan and the Gulliver, just the two of them, and a Final Solution of his own was at hand, at last.

He tried to murmur the words which, in imagination, had always accompanied the next move, the careful shift to the left, before the no less careful contact, the docking of his metal against hers, nudging against the left rear corner of her fender, then the acceleration, spinning the Gulliver to the right, into the wooden barrier, through it, and over the edge. You brought it on yourself. He tried to say the words aloud, but no sound came. A death for a death. It was his own death he was crying for, Dan realized. If it were a question of crying for her, for the woman piloting the weeping metal house in front of him––if there were only one death here, he would be as dry-eyed as he’d always anticipated. But he had been a dead man for a year and more. Unable to cry. And now, of all damn times, the tears came, unstoppable.

ZULFUGAR RUSTAVELI STIRRED in the grey light of a late, cloudy morning, and stretched with voluptuously exaggerated pleasure. Outside the windows of his 38th floor apartment, rain scolded the glass in angry gusts. Manhattan rain. How pleasant it was to lie in silky sheets and listen to it! Zulfi was almost sorry there was no companion beside him to admire his toned, fit body, legs slim yet muscular from years of competitive cycling, in his teens and twenties; almost sorry, but not sorry enough to spoil the perfection of his solitary, sated state. The girl last night had been enchanting; quickly yielding; exactly right. How much better to awake alone, like this.


She had looked Caucasian, American in every respect, yet he could swear there was a touch of Asia in her blood. Yes, this was New York––headquarters of the racial cocktail.

He could feel the germ of a new book, on its way. The rain against the windows was also rain on the soil of his mind, slipping into its parched cracks, luring little tendrils of narrative into the light, still greenish-white from the darkness of their germination. Albino ideas, as they always were, blind and pallid, until they found their way to the surface to be watered by his imagination. The thing to do, he knew, in order to accelerate a manifestation, in order for the new book to declare itself openly to him, would be to take a shower. The ancients had known the correlation of water and inspiration. All water was amniotic, guarding and stimulating the fruits of conception.

But do I really want to know yet? Zulfi wondered. Shall we cook it a little longer before opening the oven? With fiction––unless perhaps it was another non-fiction idea, like his last––there was less danger of an idea growing moldy in the dark than there was of greedily switching on the light too early. Embryonic fictions hibernated happily for decades. Non-fiction was another matter. Sometimes you had to seize the hour, as he had with Garba, his serial murderer––a matter of catching him between sentencing and execution, for the interviews that had so fascinated his Western readers. Garbachinski: The Mind of a Russian Murderer. Never mind that Garba really was quite an interesting case, a Moscow Jeffrey Dahmer without the deep-freeze storage facilities but with genius-level mathematical, musical and chess skills, all of which the man ignored in favor of his career of choice, serial murder. No, what sold the book was not the intriguing Garba himself but the word Russian. Still that word! As though the Soviet Union had never been, or as though the Cold War had never ended. As though American movies had not duly replaced Soviet Communist bugbear-villains with Chinese, or with Colombian drug lords, or now with fanatical Arabs. Still, for Americans, that magic word: Russian. Never mind that Zulfugar himself was Azerbaijani by birth, half Georgian and half Azerbaijani by blood, the word for him over here, if he wanted to flutter the henhouse, was still: Russian.

Had Mark Minching, the American professor who had set up this campus visit, seen enticing photographs of the Zulf, before inviting him? There were the dust-jacket portraits, of course, commissioned and selected with care; but had he sent Minching the spread in Salam! magazine which covered the house-warming at his newly completed mahogany boathouse on the Caspian? Zulfi privately likened his own looks to those of the French film-maker Roger Vadim, when Vadim was young, bien sur, the same dark eyes, curtain of silky yet unruly black hair, the same famished, unshaven and cadaverous yet sexy looks. Zulf was taller by nearly four inches. And better-looking. Nonetheless, the fellow was not an unworthy model. Roger Vadim Plemiannikov, Russian by extraction, had been the lover of so many of the screen’s most scrumptious poppets, including the American Fonda, Jane, in her salad days. Vulpine Vadim and Zulf the wolf––they could have prowled Paris together, had they only been contemporaries.

Zulfugar had lived in Paris for six years; in Rome for a year, while a movie project rose and fell and rose and finally collapsed; in Albania (what had he been thinking?) for a ghastly six months as State Visiting Laureatu. He had been in New York many times. This time, on arrival, he was puzzled to find his host, Minching, absent in pursuit of some unspecified extra-curricular goal. When eventually Professor Minching returned, he proved to be a tall, handsome Peter Pan with haunted eyes––the eyes, Zulfi reflected, of a Dorian Gray afraid that he might any minute glance into a mirror to find that he had changed places once more with his portrait––and a dance of misunderstanding began. Minching, as Zulfi belatedly realized, had only read Zulf’s latest effort, the notorious Garba book. He had drawn certain conclusions from its vivid articulation of the mind of a homosexual predator. Zulfi, for his part, briefly meeting the Californian author for the first time in the company of the lady chairperson of the department, heard Minching address her, startlingly enough, with the words, “Hey there, babe.” As a result, when Zulfi accepted Mark Minching’s invitation to a get-to-know-you drink at a West Village bar that evening, he turned up under a misapprehension that was promptly cleared up by Minching’s outfit and a confirmatory glance at the clientèle. Even to a visiting Azerbaijani, skintight jeans and a muscle-hugging white T-shirt evoked the hunting costume of a gay Manhattanite. Minching, meanwhile, was sure enough of his prey to disregard as Azerbaijani cluelessness Zulfi’s understated khaki slacks and cheap, baggy, almost wilfully unmemorable shirt.

“What’ll you have, Zulfugar? Did I say that right?”

The pronunciation of his name was so gruesome that for an instant Zulfi almost shouted, “Call me Zulfi,” over the din of the bar, before deciding against giving even the faintest invitation to intimacy. Instead he aimed a non-committal grunt in Minching’s direction and ordered a Guinness, ensuring as blatant a contrast as possible between the ogre’s brew of his choice and Minching’s mimosa in its frosted flute.

While they drank and chatted, Zulfi offered clear signals of sexual disaffiliation, using monosyllables and posture to assert a gruff European machismo. The more he did so, the more Minching’s response was an ever swishier simper, seemingly intended to assure Zulf that no matter how dominatingly curt Zulf’s pitcher was, he’d found a catcher who could bat eyelashes with the best of them.

When Zulfi attempted to pull back from this polarity and modify his growling act to include some more sensitive grace notes, Minching rose to the challenge, unsheathing a hearty masculinity. After a duet whose range had peaked, at one stage, in a disparity of several octaves, this brought their mutual vocal timbre back towards common ground. Both parties, Zulfi surmised, were glad to escape after an hour’s baffled skirmishing. Leaving Minching to the prowl indicated by his clothes, the Zulf proceeded, greatly in need, to his own.

Nor had it taken long. The girl had been nice. The girl had been delicious. This was exactly what he had come to New York for: to feast.

THE PART THAT Dan now couldn’t remember was the drive–– the entire drive, all of it––from the Upper West Side of Manhattan, over the Brooklyn Bridge (or had he gone through the Battery Tunnel?––he hadn’t the faintest idea) to Brooklyn itself.  Everything after the off-ramp, the long downhill skid and, below him, the distant yet unmistakable, unforgettable eruption of metal and glass––everything after that was a complete blank. Yet here he was, in charge of a vehicle, driving down Flatbush Avenue, barely a quarter of a mile from the campus. The only thing like it that he could recall was once waking to find himself in his bed, as a teenager, completely unable to remember the presumably drunken party of the night before or who it was that had driven him home.

Judging by the dry streets the sun had been shining for some time now, after the morning deluge. Or perhaps it hadn’t rained at all here in Brooklyn. More than anything else it was the weather on Flatbush Avenue that made him feel as if the entire episode on the off-ramp had been a hallucination. A dream of life before the flood, or rather a glimpse of the flood itself, of a life, of lives, changing forever. Yet he felt no different at all, merely stunned.

With a clarity that belonged, it seemed, to a remission of amnesia, Dan’s mind dwelt on the climactic moments. The clatter of the rain on his car roof had been so loud that if the sound of the Gulliver landing on the parkway verge could reach his ears, let alone penetrate his brain as he steered frantically to control his own skid, the explosion of shattering glass and metal must have been terrible to anyone nearby. Nudging the big clumsy Gulliver off its course had been even easier than he’d imagined it would be, so much so that Dan had lost himself in the sight of the lumbering sport utility vehicle veering towards the wooden barrier as if on its own initiative, smashing through the planks and into the foggy downpour, to vanish from sight over the edge of the ramp. He had merely kissed the left end of the Gulliver’s rear fender––feeling in his hands and body the faint shudder of the kiss––and then accelerated sharply, and reality itself had yielded in acquiescence. One quick, surprisingly faint crunch of wet wood and the Gulliver was gone. Gone on its travels––this was a phrase much exploited by the manufacturers’ advertising copywriters, and one he had relished so often, anticipating this moment.

Then almost at once Dan had become aware that he too was no longer in control of his own sliding, veering car. He felt and heard it scrape the concrete wall on the landward side of the curving ramp and willed himself with all his might to leave the brake pedal alone, praying that at the foot of the glistening, slippery ramp there would be no line of cars to smash into. 

As he prayed aloud came the distant, terrible noise of the erupting Gulliver, like the far-off sound of a building shattered by a bomb.

Cautiously applying the brakes, he had managed to slow down sufficiently to avoid disaster, slewing onto the Parkway and into a merciful gap in the sluggish traffic, a twenty-yard long space of wet road cleared between slow-moving cars as if awaiting him. God had approved; God had willed it to work. Yet he didn’t dare look back. Shaking, and still gripping the wheel for dear life: that was the last thing he could recall. Somehow he had proceeded, dumbly following the other cars as if magnetized, all the way to Flatbush.

LOOKING DOWN UPON the sunlit tree-lined quadrangle that matched and represented the surrounding (but mercifully invisible) purlieus of Brooklyn about as well as a vase of freshly-cut flowers in a trash can full of fast-food litter, Dr Piñon, the President of Flatbush College, felt completely unable to account for his presence in the scene. This was his college, this was his noble, spacious quad, filled with scurrying, idling, or prone specimens of humanity, if not the brightest and the best then at least a sample of moderately smart and ambitious human beings. And he was lord of all. It made no sense. Unless, perhaps, the vine accounted for it.

Octavio Piñon had never expected or even desired to go far. As a young man in Honduras, he was indifferently aware that his Indian heritage, while quite possibly royal (for they were surely among us, somewhere––and who knew who they were, the descendants of Ya-kuk-Mo and Smoke-Shell himself, of the kings of Teotihuacan and Tegucigalpa?), had bequeathed him certain characteristics likely to impede his progress in the wider, Anglo world: he was short and squat, like a man glimpsed in a concave carnival mirror. Or like a king glimpsed on the stelae of the Pyramid of the Moon. Either way, when compared to the elongated Anglos, creatures who looked as though they had been whittled out of twigs from the Honduran pine whose fruit gave Octavio his name, Octavio knew he looked as if he had been placed in a winepress and squashed until his features and physique reproduced the handily compact and powerful proportions of his kin, his ancestors, and millions of other short, stocky men. So what? So nothing, until fate seemed to propel Octavio Piñon, almost against his will, into ever more exalted positions, first in his native Honduras and later in the norteamericano world he had visited to complete a Masters in Mixtec iconography––(absurdly, he had to go and be taught by anglos in order to find the experts in the field, he who was the field, he who carried on his face the history of the Mixtec people)––and whence he had never returned to Honduras except on vacation, to see his family. The University of Texas had welcomed him with outflung arms (oh the wingspan of those brittle white arms!) into a Mesoamerican department that had everything except Mesoamericans; had promoted him rapidly from graduate student to adjunct professor to full-time, tenured Professor, to Chair and emblem of the department’s singular ethnic authenticity; had wept copiously on Octavio’s fierce black head when, sick of being an emblem, he had slipped sideways into administration and soon found himself head-hunted––he, Octavio, whose ancestors could have taught these headhunters a thing or two about hunting heads––by colleges who asked no better of the job market than that it should send them, ahead of the coming tide, a patently Hispanic President with modest charm and absolutely no agenda of his own.

Yet the idea – the idea for the vine – had been Dr Piñon’s alone. The term ‘ivy league’ had always intrigued him, suggesting as it did a hierarchy less intellectual than botanical, and an image of a class that clung to the walls and parapets of power. Looking back on visits to Ivy League schools to deliver a lecture on his native temples, Octavio doubted that their students were intrinsically much smarter than their Flatbush College contemporaries; better groomed, no doubt, in all senses of the word; but otherwise a mixed bunch of malleable minds awaiting only inspirational teaching. Picture this quad, Octavio had once declared to a group of Flatbush alumni whose pockets he was hoping to pick on behalf of the college, picture our quad wreathed in ivy, garlanded in rippling leaf. Octavio had a natural gift of rhetoric and a slow delivery which combined with his ancient, lapidary countenance to lend his words a confoundingly hieratic quality. Listeners departed, feeling that they had been in the presence of an oracle. Picture our quad red with chlorophyll deprivation, in the fall, Octavio had said. Who could tell us then from Harvard Yard?

Sometimes he amazed himself, hearing himself speak. He had meant nothing by it, except to impress on his listeners the merit of their alma mater, which lacked only a costume to be as imperial as the greatest institutions in the land. But he found himself obsessed with the image he had conjured, and reluctant merely to initiate a planting process whose maturity would grace the eyes of successors. Octavio was a deeply patient man, but he had a weakness for miracles. From frequent observation he knew the fastest-growing vine in the world, since it held many of his ancestral ruins in its gaudy embrace: convolvulacea Steinmetziana gigantea, known to archaeologists as Tegucigalpa Lucy. He could surely smuggle in a few seeds himself. Better still, he could obtain some cuttings from Lucy’s even more rapacious Brazilian cousin, convolvulacea gigantea var. festinans, which reputedly kept the Mato Grosso’s secret cities of gold hidden forever from view.

This latter scheme led to the unfortunate arrest of President Piñon’s chosen errand boy, the head gardener, Jed Askew, whose suitcase drew the US customs officials’ attention when Jed’s luggage was de-planed at JFK airport. Unable to wait for Flatbush College’s mulched flowerbeds, festinans had burst through the suitcase locks and begun to assault neighboring hold-alls, its unwanted attentions binding other luggage to Jed’s suitcase. Travelers assembled at baggage collection carousel no. 4 were greeted by the arrival of a heaving mass of apparently copulating luggage trapped in an eager net of vine.

Tegucigalpa Lucy’s seeds proved less of a handful to smuggle. Indeed, less than half a handful of them had been enough to trigger the explosion of glittery green and red now climbing the walls around the quad. This, Octavio thought as he gazed down from the presidential balcony; yes, this was destiny’s reason for bringing him to Flatbush. This glorious, shining wall of vegetation would be his legacy. As a student of Mesoamerican pictographs he had stripped Lucy from pyramid walls with his own hands. Now his gift to North America would be to dress its nakedness in the modesty of nature itself, in Lucy’s brilliant weeds of light.

…GRADUALLY CLEARING NOW to the north of the city, where, due to treacherous conditions…

Brian Truelove pursued his usual, solitary breakfast routine, only half listening to the TV traffic report, and settling with his coffee and cereal in front of the computer screen.

…after a tractor trailer overturned on the Sawmill Parkway…

Brian sipped his coffee, one hand clicking his way to his precinct’s amateurish ‘police blotter’ website, to log in, catch up with the overnight dramas, and wait––it would be a few minutes yet––for the morning’s items to flicker onto the screen, misspelt, hasty and somehow more convincing because of it. 

…and a fatal crash on the off-ramp leading from the GW where roadworks are in progress to repair the escarpment–– 

Escarpment. That was one you didn’t hear every day. Learn a new word a day, Brian’s father had impressed on him when he was a teenager, and by the time you’re 21 you’ll be on the way to becoming a professor. Buddy Truelove had been determined that his son would be educated. He himself hadn’t graduated high school, becoming a cop, and then, with a surprising measure of fame, a fireman.  

…through the retaining wall and fell a hundred feet onto the Parkway verge beneath the ramp. I believe we have some footage….
About his firefighting achievements, Buddy had been largely silent; his medals spoke for him. But of his six months in the blue uniform, Brian’s father had spoken often. Straight out of police academy, Buddy had been put at the wheel of a Brooklyn blue-and-white. His job: to drive the precinct bagman from collection point to collection point, and from one co-operative business to another. When at last Buddy was able to escape this disillusioning assignment, he found himself on traffic duty at the entrance to the Battery Tunnel, where the sluggish traffic largely regulated itself. One day a tractor trailer. piled high with chicken coops, presented itself, and Buddy, who had an eye for a precise height, doubted the tractor trailer load’s chances of making it through the tunnel intact. When he consulted his superior, having learned early that within what the police liked to call their family, initiative was rarely appreciated, Buddy was told to wave the truck through. He did, and within seconds the tunnel was awash with squawking, screaming and dying birds as the coops fell and splintered on both carriageways, to be met by astonished drivers who braked sharply and caused a pile-up requiring seven hours of disentanglement. For his role in this, Buddy received an official reprimand, a blot on his record, and the promise of extended traffic duty; the supervisor got off scot free. Buddy resigned from the police department and joined the noble tribe of firefighters, and although it would be nice to add that he never looked back, the truth, as his son knew only too well, was that Buddy never stopped looking back. His silence about his glorious firefighting career was only partly a matter of modesty; despite his fame and the respect of colleagues as brave as he could have found in any walk of life, he could never quite shake off the sense that the police were the princes of the city, ahead (only just but nonetheless ahead) of the fire department. This was true, he felt, regardless of police corruption. In his soul, though Buddy would never have admitted it, he felt that even the corruption attested to the supremacy of the police. Who’d bribe a fireman? He never regretted leaving the NYPD, but neither did he ever entirely recover from it.

All this Brian knew in his heart, without knowing that he knew. He knew that he loved books, and that his love of books was his father’s proudest boast. He would go to college. He would graduate, with his parents present, and that would only be the beginning. He would become a professor, and his father would watch him parade between files of students, at Commencement ceremonies, in a gown and fur-trimmed hood.

Then came the terrible Navy Yard fire that took the lives of eight firemen as the wind gusted off the Sound and tore into Ladder 47’s circumspect plan of battle. As Brian underwent the ensuing days of public grieving, the funeral and the acceptance of posthumous honors on his father’s behalf, he knew that it was precisely because Buddy would have wanted it so much, more than anything, that Brian should continue with their shared academic dream. It was the one thing he could still do for his beloved hero father. 

Instead, in a trance of misery and certainty, feeling himself to be the worst of traitors yet unable to fend off the conviction that this was, in fact, his own way of keeping his father alive, Brian appalled his family by giving up on college and joining, of all things, not the fire service but the police force.

His fondness for reading had not gone unnoticed, in his new guise, and he was swiftly christened “Jep” or “Jeopardy Man” for his supposedly compendious knowledge, which Brian and everyone else knew to be far from compendious. But he was studious. That was the word. He couldn’t disguise it. Whether by nature or by long collusion with his father’s ambitions for him, he liked to read, to collect strange facts and surprise people with them. There had certainly been times, over the years, when Brian wished he had “completed his education” in his father’s sense (and Buddy’s voice accompanied the phrase) by going to college. Not to be a professor. Brian wouldn’t have traded for any kind of book-lined existence the life and the education he had found, first in uniform, and now in a suit as a homicide detective. But he remained curious to know what he had missed.

“Bri-an,” Mary called in her distinctive, two-syllable way, bringing him back to the present.

…anyone who saw the accident, involving a blue Dodge Gulliver which was descending the ramp shortly before eight this morning…

 It was always strange to hear his real name, irksome and sweet at the same time, drawing a circle around his home, protecting it yet imprisoning him in his family self, in the Brian that was a continuation of his childhood self. But there were two of him now, Jep and Brian. Brian the Long Island Dad––that was how he had survived, and how his marriage had survived: Nassau County Brian and Brooklyn Jep.

“Getting up now,” came Mary’s voice in a coming-to-get-you singsong.

…from Department officials, regarding the safety of the off-ramp at the time of the…
It had been a few years before Brian had succeeded in persuading his wife of the importance to him of his solitary breakfast ritual. Mary too had always been an early riser. In time, the persistence with which Brian laid siege to her with bedside breakfast trays, confining her to the bedroom, convinced her that he could not do without his early morning privacy. She had initially mistaken it for a relic of bachelor days, a last mustang preserve, a lonely habit requiring gradual domestication. But for Brian it was not about the solitude, it was about reconnection. 

The precinct “blotter” had loaded at last, and print began to peck its way across the screen. It was Christine at the console, he knew her style, her messages to colleagues, private spellings and abbreviations.

…BnE 43rd deli no cas, JJ off sik till Fri, see Joe Nem JJ you slcker, Two 180s BQE, 3 doe Kings 6w d-b EP Utica 0015…

Even at midnight the corner of Utica and Eastern Parkway  was often crowded. Brian stared dispassionately at the briefly silent screen. Lucky only three dead in a drive-by at Utica and EP. Pause. Then more print. Nf Kings. News flash Kings Hospital.

… 4d…

Make that four dead.

…142 at 173 Brombg, Sal’s perp from last yr, Fammy 160 3rd floor Alto, Cac f 20 St Mark’s Place trashcan…

In Christine-speak Brombg, Fammy and Cac read as Bromberg, family, and Caucasian, 20-year-old white female, by the sound of it stuffed in a trashcan. Wouldn’t be the first time. The reports now hesitated, holding steady, and Brian pictured them as little lights flashing on the cited streets and corners of the city, a city appearing to others as a series of unforeseen manifestations arising like sea monsters out of the dull flurried waves of city life, a sudden wail of sirens or the shock of flashing lights and stationary blue-and-whites around a crime scene, but for him a network of emergencies like glowing pinpoints on a map of the city. A grid dotted with lights. A net, a cloth, a body with its skin pierced by needles. A maze of co-ordinates.

…c-hse 1 od 3 cust Billy 1192 Atl Ave, Bngo out 5/4 Dik don’t frget, 180 Ham Ave Ppk expway, 180 DiMag 35th…

A mathematics of crime.

He called it seeing the earth from the moon. It was his superstitious belief that if he experienced as purely random the often gruesome incidents to which his duty hours were devoted––and they were random, he never lost sight of that––he would begin to succumb to burnout, sooner rather than later. But by setting them in a pattern, by drawing them together as if viewed from a great height, in a higher perspective, he himself would always be connected to the larger design that was a city and its crimes. Private as this vision was, it wasn’t a kind of faith or some loony psychic crap; it was a grid, a net to catch him if he fell. Because it wouldn’t be the brutality of the world he patrolled, incident by incident, that would break his spirit, it would be their empty sequence in relation to each other, to the city, to life, to the world. It was tempting to bounce like a pinball from call to call, go with the flow until it left you senseless. But if you saw the earth from the moon, didn’t all the incidentals of which the planet was composed turn into a mosaic as serene as math, as abstract art––wasn’t it all in harmony, all necessary, when you glimpsed it in a single frame? The first time Brian had seen a Jackson Pollock canvas he had said what he thought was expected of him, something like, “What the hell is that?” But in his soul another voice had said, “That’s my city.”

Christine’s unseen hand hovered, waiting.

…BnE 43rd deli no cas, JJ off sik till Fri, see Joe Nem JJ you slcker, Two 180s BQE, 3 doe Kings 6w d-b EP Utica 0015, nf Kings 4d, 142 at 173 Brombeg, Sal’s perp from last yr, Fammy 160 3rd floor Alto, Cac f 20 St Mark’s Place trashcan, c-hse 1 od 3 cust Billy 1192 Atl Ave, Bngo out 5/4 Dik don’t frget, 180 Ham Ave n Ppk expway, 180 DiMag 35th…

AS A MURDERER, what did he feel? Sitting there in line in the file of cars outside the car park gates, Dan could see each driver sitting as stolidly as a crash dummy behind the wheel, thinking a professor’s morning thoughts. Couldn’t he simply pretend to be one of them, now and forever, lulled by the sunlight and the slow nudging forwards towards the campus gates? He could feel tension under his skin like a filmy layer of fearful anticipation. But the illusion of normalcy held sway over the memory and the thought, neither of which he wanted to summon directly, of what he had done. Any moment he would start to thaw and feel the flooding horror of it; feel the tide––surely––of guilt and shame; if nothing else, begin to feel the secret incarceration, the penalty of carrying hell within, for the rest of his life. As yet nothing, no emotion. Just a roiling sensation around his heart, temporarily nameless. As a murderer, Professor Sullivan, how do you feel? Dan pictured himself as a flushed, victorious jockey with the microphone in his face. Angry. As a matter of fact, he was shocked to find, he was angry. Seething with, of all things, surplus, unfulfilled rage. It was as if his guts were rehearsing his courtroom appearance, already staking out the grounds for his defence.


The woman destroyed my life, judge!
….

IN THE TWO years since Bridget had left him, Dan had found only one place of rest: his car. It wasn’t that the car itself was comfortable. The phrase, “a comfortable Toyota Corolla”, was surely in the dictionary beside “oxymoron”. But he wouldn’t have exchanged it for the plushest automobile on the market. It smelt of home and safety, of familiar decay; it asked nothing of him and, like a smelly old dog grateful to be scratched behind the ears, its engine coughed loyally into life, winter or summer, when he turned the key in the ignition, as if the car knew that in anyone else’s hands its next journey would be to the junkyard. Dan wasn’t usually much given to sitting in the car, stationary, whether with the engine on or off; when he did, the mulch of old newspapers and food wrappers beneath his feet and the stained seat covers oppressed him. In motion, however, and regardless of where they were headed, the car was his friend, keeping his mind off what, if asked, he would have to call his life. And off Bridget, of course.


In his head, he called them the years since his wife had left him, but every time he did so he was aware of a vague disjunction with reality, and of the glib self-pity of the words. Had Bridget actually left him? Or had he decamped first, after suggesting that she might want to set up house with the fellow whose trousers she was removing at every possible opportunity, as soon as Dan’s back was turned. That was a crude way of putting it, of course. But it was true to the way it had all unfolded.


To pinpoint where his marriage to Bridget had begun to fall apart… oh God, that was the search that every ex-spouse had to learn to abandon, the search that made locating the source of the Nile seem akin to finding your ass with both hands. Perhaps they had never been well-suited…

…


And yet…


And yet when Bridget teamed up with her pot-bellied fallen angel, something in Dan––while he could not truthfully say that he welcomed this development––embraced it. The worst about tumbling downhill was not the grassy dip at the bottom. The worst was the tumbling itself. The desire for a quick route to the very bottom was hard to resist. Dan moved out, offering to let Bridget stay in the apartment, with Carciofi, if that was what she wanted. Whether Bridget saw this as a masochistic gesture intended not only to resonate in her heart but to shame her and burden her future, or whether she simply wanted to make a fresh start with Vinnie in a dwelling free of ghosts, she refused. They sold the apartment and split the proceeds.


Dan took his share to the track.


It was a lot of money, close to a quarter of a million dollars. He was tempted to find a way to put it all on one horse, spreading it around among betting shops, but the fear that he might win and be turned into a millionaire was too appalling to contemplate. Why not just give it away? Or throw it away, if ostentatious self-destruction was his aim.


But standing there at the track, rich in cash… as suicidally miserable as he was, Dan couldn’t help feeling the gambler’s sap rise. Why not have fun, go out on a roll, make every nutty bet that had ever entered his mind? Try every arbitrary system he’d ever flirted with, bet blind, bet on numbers, colors, on the horse’s name, and to hell with its sire and dam and form. Use the damn money to hunt lady luck to her lair and catch her in the act! Yes!


And so it began: life at the track, not the cagy, frugal way of yore, the old salt of the turf with his battered hat and canny eye, but a whirling dervish of a bettor, betting every race to win, to place, doubles, triples, trifectas both standout and box, perfectas, exactas, superfectas, bets he’d never tried before, every combination known to racetrack betting. He dutched the field, laid horses to lose, bet on every race. He could scarcely keep track of his losses. Or his winnings. For weeks luck laughed in his face, bringing him victories where common sense made it impossible he should win, betting on horses and at odds he’d never have thought of touching in his life before; bringing him defeats where every scrap of horseflesh wisdom made a bet as safe as a bet could be.


After three months of what in his mind he called Crazy Bets, Dan was even marginally ahead. Changing tactics, he started playing to lose. Purely and simply to lose. A simple matter, surely. Put too much money on horses that couldn’t win, horses that had never won, horses that were only in the race to please a petulant, over-rich owner, horses that couldn’t win because they were lame, because they were spavined, because the syndicate had ordered them to lose, because they weren’t even the damn horse they pretended to be but a ringer, a nag from New Jersey under a thoroughbred’s name. Hundred-to-one horses. Five hundred to one horses. Horses so crippled no bookie would even take a bet on them, out of pity.


And still he won. Not big, not steadily, but enough, here and there, at odds so long that even to win once a week was enough to recoup the rest of the week’s losses.


Damn it, there had to be a way to lose––a way to get rid of the damn money without actually throwing it into this East River, an honorable, losing, gambler’s way that showed him hand in hand with destiny, saying, thank you, no.


The futility of his search was explained to him by a filly called Say No Maw (the annoying spelling had of course appealed to him), out of Speechless by Jaws My Luck (another potent name), a promising beast who lost every time Dan placed a bet on her. Finally, her odds having now fallen to 40-1 in an upcoming race, Dan backed her to lose, and she won in a canter, beating a strong field. Had Dan been less obsessed with the hand of destiny, he would have noticed, as cannier bettors did, that See No Maw’s belated win was nothing to do with fate, much less a cruel fate with Dan in its sights. Barring an enquiry, the victory had made a small fortune for the filly’s owner and friends, and for any gambler watching form closely enough to see that an opportunity had been carefully contrived. For his part Dan had contrived to inhabit the mirror image of this stalking-horse ride, losing all the way.


And that was precisely the way to lose, Dan saw with a sinking heart. The answer was to go back to the way he had always betted; to be the sucker he had always been, carefully deploying a knowledge of the track, of form, of conditions, of jockeys, of bloodlines, of gossip, and then from time to time succumbing to a hunch, or to the sudden sparkle of a name that seemed to speak to him alone. That was the way to lose: just to be himself, only more so, more regularly, losing every day instead of once a month, losing slightly larger sums, leaking it away in modest, sensible increments, without excitement or melodrama. He was a man once more reintroduced to the simplest of gambling truths: if you try hard, if you take your gambling seriously, you will lose. Because that’s what you’re gambling for in the first place: in order to lose.


Men he knew who gambled for a living mocked this easy sneer. They chuckled, and pointed to their bank account, their lifestyle, and the smile on their face. What they failed to understand was that they weren’t gamblers at all. They were businessmen. They had grasped how to work a game, be it cards or horses, sports or the turn of a coin. They had mastered the odds. And at that point it wasn’t gambling any more. Gambling was risk, and more than risk––it was embracing the prospect of throwing everything away on something as fatuous as the turn of a card. Only monks were as free with their life as that. Monks, madmen, and gamblers.


Finally, Dan had got through every last cent. He had spent six months at the track––at every track within reach of New York City. He had disposed of nearly a quarter of a million dollars in six months, and it had been the best, the absolutely unquestionably best time of his life.

…

GIANT BATKOWSKI WAS not a large man, physically speaking. Metaphysically, Giant liked to think, he was built on a grander scale––he was an inventor, he was a man who thought big––than most men, which was why he had recently changed his name, with his wife Lydia’s unswerving support, from Victor to Giant. The name Victor had always seemed a noble one, to him, but no-one else had ever seemed to notice its triumphal meaning. To all and sundry it had just been a name, and to his fellow sanitation workers (it was in his spare time that Giant was an inventor) he was Vic, as he had been to most of his intimates all his life. ‘Vic’ conveyed no majesty at all. The arrival of a newly acquired credit card emblazoned with ‘Giant Batkowski’ in raised gilt lettering had been one of the high points of his adult life.


Now he heard himself being introduced to the WCAP listening public as sanitation worker Giant Batowski (people never did seem able to read or remember that first ‘k’, but that would never change, and what was a ‘k’ between friends, now that he was a Giant?), Giant knew that a die had been cast. His new name was no longer a joke or simply an alias, it was his now, it was a name known to fame and the one o’clock news.


“I was hefting the trash from out back of the Korean deli in the alleyway, if it’s got a name I never noticed it. Off of St. Mark’s,” Giant heard himself say. “It was just another day, another line of trash cans. Until I got to the last one. This one was heavy, like those Koreans had decided to toss ten years of old phone books. Or worse. I’ll be honest with you, it felt like someone put grandma in the trash. There’s weight and weight. You do this for a living, you feel it when’s something’s off. I looked inside and there she was. This was no grandma.”


Giant glanced at the interviewer. Was he supposed to pause and take a question? Was he talking too much? But from the girl’s taut nod, her plucked eyebrows arched encouragingly, he figured he was supposed to keep going. The thing that troubled him, though, was what if one of the dead kid’s family or friends were listening? There was no name yet for the dead girl, but wouldn’t it freak you out to have heard some sanitation worker on the radio talk about a corpse in the trash and then find out later it was your kid, say, or your sister? When he’d mentioned this to the interviewer girl, her eyebrows had lifted, this time in a kind of a shrug. You don’t have to make it gory, was all she’d said. And Giant had sighed, thinking, I guess this is the news. When you think about it, you hear about a crash on the Jersey Turnpike and one day it might turn out somebody you know was in it. Still, you don’t have to make it gory.


“She was a young kid, twenty maybe but not more, she’d been folded like you’d fold a suit of clothes…”


Okay? Giant’s dark, soft eyes pleaded, hoping the interviewer would do her job and ask him a question. Hadn’t he said enough? The cops had told him if anyone asked about the corpse, anyone at all, he wasn’t to mention the strangulation marks on the girl’s neck, and above all not the curious, ugly wound under her jaw. Better simply not to add, then, that his first impression when he’d seen her, grey and limp, was that she was like a deflated rubber doll, like a person someone had let all the air out of.

….

ZULFUGAR RUSTAVELI’S BEST-KNOWN work of fiction, written before his recent, non-fiction triumph, Garbachinski: The Mind of a Russian Murderer, was the best-selling novel published in Britain and America as Midnight in Red Square, a title that does scant justice to the Azeri original, which uses an all but untranslatable phrase akin to “in the bulbous shadows of Red Square”. The events in the novel are seen through the eyes of Piotr Filipovitch, an ambitious young Moscow detective who is assigned to a sensational murder case, a series of cannibalistic murders occurring late at night in the shadow of the Kremlin. When suspicion falls––but of course you will already know the story, since anyone who has not read the book or heard the rudiments of its plot will surely have heard or read about these rudiments in connection with the highly successful Hollywood film adaptation, or have seen the film itself in a movie theater, on rented video or DVD, or on one of its television reruns… but still, for those of you who have spent the last five years on a research station in Antarctica: when suspicion falls on the Russian President himself, the brilliant young detective is put in an unenviable position. The promotion Piotr has been seeking is, he discovers, to be made available to him on condition that he turn his attention to suspects other than the most powerful man in Russia. Bravely, and at the risk of his career, the hunter continues––as the dust-jacket puts it––to pursue his formidable prey. It turns out that more is at risk for the detective than his  career. Piotr becomes the President’s penultimate victim. In the final scenes of the book, the Russian President, still unindicted and largely unsuspected, comes to the United States on a state visit, and eats America’s first female President. 

Remembering the hushed, exalted tones in which the late Gavril Garbachinsky had revealed to him the secrets of cannibalism, through the foul-smelling wire mesh that separated them in the Lefortovo prison interview rooms (on one occasion the MVD had brought Garba to Zulfi at the old Lubyanka, perhaps for a whiff of mortality), wire mesh coated in generations of desperate breath until the mesh itself was like a character in the interviews it accommodated, a malodorous immortal interpreter between the living and the moribund; on its stinking wire still hung, perhaps, Garba’s secrets of dismemberment and, needless to say, of cuisine, the details which enabled Zulfi to lend a singular authenticity to the exploits of Pavel Lvov, the Presidential hero of his book; and once again, recalling Garbachinsky’s burning eyes and his spirit turned inwards to the hoard of memories never to be recreated in the flesh, Zulfi now lies in grateful, sweetly-scented bliss, grateful for freedom and for Manhattan sunshine, on the grass of Central Park’s Sheep Meadow. 

Or is it called the Cow Pasture? Around him young Manhattanites are stretched out reading or sunbathing, as perfectly still as if posing for an unseen Seurat, or cavort provocatively, chasing Frisbees. Zulfi is wearing his black djellabah, a fine, simple black silk robe acquired in Fez, in the old city, at the bottom of the souk, a robe made of alternating quarter-inch-wide vertical black stripes, shiny and matt by turn, their alternation all but invisible yet giving the garment a majestical elegance. The robe hardly shows the Zulf’s buff limbs to best effect, but at the same time it enables the wearer to hide an erection (or, par contre, to indicate one) far more effectively than Western trousers, that sad, constricting item of clothing which, it often seems to Zulfi, serves as the emblem of Western inflexibility and lack of guile. For beneath the djellabah, who knows what frailties, what fat, or what surprising sinew may lie?

And of course Zulfi’s intention, in packing this rectangle of silk (simply a rectangle with armhole slits, lying on a bed like a mat, yet when worn––indossu––molding itself instantly to the body, coming alive at once with dark, watery, sympathetic motion), was to see what it would be like to wear the uniform of the evil ones en plein New York, to carry the mark of the terrorist into the subway, to sit in full view at the front of a sidewalk café, smiling and gazing serenely up at the city’s remaining sky-scrapers - at buildings that now spoke more of the absence of their twin exemplars than they did of their own presence, like the jaw of a mangy lion whose best incisors had finally met prey they could not chew.


Though not a practicing Muslim (the faith in which he had been raised, and which he now despised as he despised all creeds, belonged to his father’s Orthodox church), he looked the part: unshaven, nose of proud avian curve (his mother’s, only larger) and gaping nostrils, caterpillar-browed beneath his tremendous hair, Zulfi was the Arab threat made flesh. So far, whether out of courtesy or fear he could not yet tell, the many swift glances in Zulfi’s direction had been quickly withdrawn. Who, indeed, would challenge such a two-legged bomb, under whose robe black as night enough plutonium could be hidden to rock the planet––was that what they were thinking? At any rate, a magical circle appeared to surround him wherever he went, an expanded version, perhaps, of the American “personal space”. He had never been less jostled, a form of contact he hated, anywhere on the globe. In the subway train, as it rattled along, he had raised his arms to take hold of the vertical steel pole on either side of the doorway. The djellabah expanded with his arms to its full five-foot width. Zulfi knew that, standing there inside a five-foot-square expanse of black cloth, he looked like a giant bat. Glancing round to see if any of his fellow-passengers looked intimidated, he saw that not one of them was. Wretched beyond all possibility of intimidation, staring sullenly ahead, they seemed to have been intimidated so early and so thoroughly that not a jot of possible cowing remained. Subway travelers, Zulfi reflected, were more downtrodden than he remembered them to be. If there had been a special Olympics for rejects of every race and tribe, he was in its compartment, headed for the opening ceremony. Regardless of ethnicity, they were uniformly sad, warped, tatty and exhausted.


In a seat next to the doorway sat the saddest case of all, an old man leaning on a tall stick with an expression of such naked misery that it took Zulfi a moment to remove his gaze from the ancient, suffering face and notice that the long stick was a blind man’s. The old man rose to leave the train at Zulfi’s stop, and Zulfi put a hand under his elbow, attempting to guide him to and through the door. But the man seemed able to accomplish this. Then, on the platform, as the train departed, he was abruptly at a loss, tapping with his cane to locate the wall, and finding travelers’ legs instead. Zulfi guided him once more, leading him to the wall, where the blind man oriented himself at once, and set out down the platform. Zulfi followed unsure whether and how much further help was needed. When they came to a long steep flight of stairs, Zulfi once more held the old boy’s arm and spoke into a peeling red ear, explaining when his companion’s faltering steps reached a level section, on the way down. At the foot of the steps a concourse offered an empty space full of hurrying passengers; all around the perimeter, a choice of elevators and flights of stairs rose in different directions. Having established, once more with Zulfi’s pressure at his elbow, where the nearest wall was, the old man set out on a diagonal, silently bumping into passengers but staying true to the tangent he had chosen, with Zulfi at his side, hoping by their twosome to make passengers aware of the old man as a potential obstacle. Zulfi noticed approving glances from passers-by, and felt uncomfortably as if, in his djellabah, he was performing some kind of gratifying Arab atonement. The old man reached the base of the flights of the stairs he seemed to be aiming for, if indeed he knew where he was going and had found the correct flight. Zulfi helped him to climb.


So far their communication had been restricted to taps and squeezes, and Zulfi’s murmured directions. The old man had not responded, nor could Zulfi tell whether he was also deaf, or even deaf and dumb, as well as blind. He had the look of a very determined, very bent and bruised octogenarian warrior, a climber who kept falling off the cliff yet attacking it immediately again as if quite certain of ultimate conquest. At the top of the stairs another walkway led into the distance, and, as the old man set out in front of him, Zulfi realized they were now traversing the city underground, from one station to another. The old man scurried slowly along, shuffling, tapping the wall with his cane, bouncing off passengers where Zulfi’s warning squeeze had failed to halt or deflect him. It was like piloting a part of oneself made flesh, the old blind burrowing mole inside––even the old man’s skin, red and peeling, looked as if he had once discarded a shell––battling its way through the world utterly ill-equipped to communicate with it, knowing only its aim, its place in time rather than space, hearing none of the sounds, instructions or melodies that surrounded it, buffeted yet unbowed by the repeated impact of unanticipated events; legs, feet, arms, walls.


At the end of the walkway lay another set of stairs, downwards, and by this time Zulfi had become so impressed with the old man’s efficiency of purpose that he took less trouble to guide him as the first step approached. It seemed as if the man’s long cane established clearly for him, in his darkness, or rather in the tactile universe in his head, where the coming step was and how to negotiate it. But now perhaps the old man was distracted by some passing thought. He ignored his cane’s instruction and walked straight out onto the flight of stairs as though no drop awaited him. Afterwards, Zulfi thanked Allah, God and any and all powers that be, for his fitness and quick reflexes. As he saw the old boy stumble Zulfi threw himself forwards, anchoring himself to the balustrade with one arm and embracing the man’s frail torso with the other, hauling him back against his own body, holding him until his struggling ceased, then levering him back onto the flat lip at the top of the stairs. For a moment they stood panting while Zulfi set the man upright and pressed his hand. An answering squeeze came, but still no words as Zulfi mumbled about taking care; still no sign that the man could hear or speak.


Together they descended the stairs, carefully this time, and awaited the train on the platform. Seemingly the old man knew his route. Yet if Zulfi hadn’t been there, hadn’t decided to go out into the city at the precise moment he had chosen, hadn’t come to New York at all but had discarded Mark Minching’s letter as summarily as he discarded others, perhaps the old man would be lying now at the foot of the long stairs, like broken eggshell. The thought bound Zulfi, for the instant, to the man he had saved. Together, Zulfi’s hand once more under the man’s elbow, they got on the train, heading Zulfi had no idea where (and did the old man know?), and sat together. Zulfi murmured once more in the man’s ear, asking what his destination was and, when no answer came, explaining that he would stay with him until he left the perils of the subway. Now and then he felt an answering pressure as he squeezed the old man’s hand, but it seemed not to coincide with Zulfi’s words. After a long ride––Zulfi was to find himself in the wilds of Queen’s, not far from the airport––they rose to the street, and Zulfi bade the old man farewell, still without words of answer. Zulfi watched him tap his way busily, head down, along the street. He was afraid that to accompany this strange, bowed, ancient human insect, and perhaps satisfy some of his curiosity––(did he make this terrible journey often?––could he hear and perhaps even see, better than it appeared?)––would fill the old fellow with fear that he was being accompanied by a predator, a would-be burglar. And the old man, now scrabbling his slow, furious progress into the distance, past scruffy stores whose wares he smacked soundly with his probing cane, was indeed curiously self-sufficient, despite everything. He looked like the species of mechanical toy that bounces off obstacles and presses on, or a nocturnal creature hesitantly bobbing its methodical way across the jungle floor, unaware of the cameraman––and the world-wide audience later sharing the cameraman’s take––whose night-vision lens made the darkness bright and exposed the night creature’s cautiously shuffling moves as a comical daylight dance. The same was true for the stalwart old man––this was a dance of life, not of death. Was he not, Zulfi thought, the city’s emblematic inhabitant? Only as this thought entered his head did Zulfi perceive a deeper connection between himself and the old man in his dark warren.


From this remote neighbourhood––Howard Beach struck him as a stupid name, the name of an unsuccessful actor––Zulfi walked back to Central Park. He relished every moment of the walk, and not only because the old man served to make him grateful for youth, sound wind and limber legs. This was his pastime, his joy, recreation for the mind as well as the body. Time to reflect.


There were many different ways to use a city. Zulfi’s Parisian friend Philippe, after whom Zulfi had named his Muscovite policeman in Midnight in Red Square, knew Paris the way another person might know a village of a hundred souls. No change of chef, no new restaurant décor escaped Philippe’s notice and investigation. Zulfi, after six years in Paris, had not visited a single restaurant of note––unless in Philippe’s company––nor, even once, had he sampled its famous museums and galleries. Other than Maxim’s, which for all he knew was a mythic restaurant that had vanished with Balzac’s Paris, Zulfi could not even have named a single Paris restaurant. Names didn’t stick. They didn’t need to. Zulfi loved to walk, and if, on one of his solo journeys through side streets and remote neighborhoods, he came across a café sufficiently unobtrusive, sufficiently anonyme, Zulfi would make it his own, return to it, cultivate the regulars, make friends with the owner, and become, almost, a member of the patron’s family. For Philippe Lebel, a dandy, Paris was a compendium, a cornucopia of the best the city had to offer, a top fifty constantly edited and revised to remain worthy; it was the Paris of a connoisseur. Zulfi Rustaveli’s Paris was a collection of odors, the aroma of its streets and sidewalks after rain, the smells of his fellow pedestrians, the look and feel of its edifices and human traffic. Philippe was a gay dog; Zulfi was a night dog. All ways of enjoying a city were good, Zulfi reflected, sniffing the grass of the Cow Meadow (or Sheep Pasture?––who cared?), inhaling New York.

WHEN THE CALL came to the precinct, the assignment fell into Brian Truelove’s lap as if it were the very case he had joined the police force to investigate. A mysterious death at Flatbush College? One for Mr Jeopardy! Brian’s Captain, Joe Nemerov, loved to tease Jep for his quiet ways and his out-of-the-way vocabulary. A real bookish guy, an intellectual, wouldn’t show off ten-dollar words the way Jep did, Nemerov figured. (His father would have called them two-dollar words, but you had to allow for inflation.) It showed the guy was self-taught. Reassured by this, Brian’s Captain hid his liking for Brian under a show of mockery. “Spell that for me, detective,” he liked to say, and Jep responded by giving him reasons to say this. On the desk pad in front of him, Nemerov could see the word scrofulous, which Jep had used in conversation, only the day before, but damned if he could remember what it meant. Something to do with an evil king. King Scrofulus?


Well, this case at Flatbroke was one for the precinct’s very own King Scrofulus. Nemerov knew how close Jep had come to being a Flatbush College student, and told Jep he expected him to come back with at least nine academic credits to add to his record.


For his part, Brian felt queasier about the assignment than he was prepared to let Joe Nemerov see. In all likelihood it would be an open and shut case––Brian couldn’t picture a busy campus as a likely setting for an ingeniously plotted killing––but his duties there would be shadowed, haunted, by another Brian Truelove, the one that had almost been. The one that would have belonged among the shiny hopeful student faces, as he pictured them, and as they certainly seemed to him to be whenever he drove along Campus Road on other business. Happily bound, by their looks, for the safe shores of white collar employment. And he, who lived between worlds, blue collar in accent and often in behavior, yet the equal of all but the most exalted inhabitants of the city, would nonetheless be seen by most college students as someone taking a completely different journey from any lifetime they might choose. Well, that other Brian Truelove, the one that would have looked at a homicide detective and perhaps felt glad that he had been spared that option, was gone. Here was a chance (but why did his heart feel heavy at the prospect?) to put to rest the part of Brian that, like his father before him, still mourned the road not taken. That other Brian Truelove was dead and that was all there was to it. Perhaps that was what was troubling him––that the mysterious death awaiting him at the college was his own.

THE FAINTEST THICKENING of the city light had reached her bedroom window, and some monitoring network beneath her closed eyelids––or was it within her third eye?––had alerted Katie Tong that it was time to go to work. 17:50, blinked the red numerals on the bedside table. The limo would be at her door soon after six. Time to shower, brace her body and blank her mind for the human traffic to come.


Since early adolescence, Katie had attracted sexual interest the way other people attracted flying insects. Her flower-like face drew men and women regardless of age, and she soon learned that agreeing to play brought her all kinds of opportunities. It brought her goods, of course, cash and clothes and jewellery, but chiefly the freedom to choose between adventures, between company rich or poor, entertainingly creative or just awash with toys and expensive vacations. All the same, life––or her obstinately fickle heart––always landed her back on the street after a couple of months. Katie preferred it that way. She was easily bored, and she knew that another man or another couple, her specialty, would soon pull up beside her.


This evening’s limo had come about, for once, at her own initiative. Rather than call on her parents for financial help (the less they knew about her life the better, Katie had decided at an early age), she had chosen to pay her way through college by doing what she was best at––not just sex, but controlled sex. It was an arena where you had to enjoy the ringmastery more than the sex itself, since there could be no surrender. This suited Katie fine. She had applied to the city’s top escort services and bartered her evident charms and the popularity of Asian American escorts for an acceptable share, sixty-five percent, of the proceeds. And she had added a quirk of her own. Although the rest of the time she scorned metal, and shunned elaborate make-up. knowing it only made her look older, not younger, she went to work as a goth, as a gothic hooker––the gothic hooker as she maintained, reveling in the odd conjunction of the words. One more element readied her for the fray: years of martial arts training. Only the previous month she had cold-cocked her own limo chauffeur––the young ones often tried to take liberties the mostly nervous customers would never have considered. She had beaten him to the draw, seeing the move coming in his eyes. Now they sent her out with old guys who’d seen it all and restricted their flirting to jokes.


And she had fallen in the butter, this year. A steady client, two hours a night before his next shift came in, rich, forty, presentable, who liked to have girls around, naked, while he unwound from a day of deal-making. Buying and selling was all he would ever say by way of explanation. Although he clearly appreciated Katie, he never wanted to do more than cuddle, fondle her a little sometimes. Sometimes he wanted the girls to do more with each other. But that was it. Sipping his bourbon, he liked to look at her, and in its way that was more sordid than sex. It could have felt more exploitative, too, more degrading; but wasn’t he simply keeping his distance the way she liked to do, too, keeping it on her own terms? And he was interested in her, this Elliott guy, if that was his real name, he wanted to hear about her artworks and her movie-making dreams. He even wanted to hear her talk about Zulfugar Rustaveli, the author Katie worshipped. Once she started about the Zulf the wolf, there was no stopping her. Elliott claimed to be ready to pay her college fees, and help finance her first movie. Maybe he could, and would. But it was more than Katie wanted, whether there were strings or not. She’d been there before, more than once. Surrogate daughter, plaything, protégée. In the end there were always strings, if not in the giver’s heart then in the recipient. Everyone she knew thought of Katie as ruthless and hard. Ruthless she was, she believed, putting her own rules first, always. But she knew that hard was a pose, for her, a scorpion’s shell. It was as much a flight from her own capacity for attachment as it was a true propensity for solitude. This was her life’s struggle, to be herself while never yielding to herself. She didn’t see how it would end.


For the moment, however, there was the Zulf.


He was giving no undergraduate classes but she could crash his graduate workshop with his permission. And she would get his permission if she could catch him alone. She knew her powers. What kind of sex would Zulfugar Rustaveli go for? From his books, and the material, including photographs aplenty, that Katie had downloaded from the internet, she figured she knew exactly what kind of sex Zulf the wolf would go for.


Of course there was another way to seduce him. A literary way. Nourishing a dream to pursue her idol to Baku, as long as that might take (a worthy pilgrimage––she saw herself screwing her way across Europe, West to East), and never suspecting that Zulfi would descend from the skies to land on her own campus as a visiting professor, Katie had memorized passages from Midnight in Red Square, which she had planned to recite through the keyhole of what she anticipated would be a reclusive genius’s Caspian retreat.


Now was the hour of vampires, of golems, of small ferocious wood demons from Russia’s pagan past, descending from the Kremlin’s ancient crossbeams, where daylight and ignorance had kept them imprisoned for centuries, descending like so many martyrs sliding from their ikons, their wounds healed but their skins still grey, their eyes fiery yet sunken, their hair waistlong and their nails as long and curvaceous as the scimitars of the Cossack dead…

.

FLUSHED AND CHARMINGLY pink on forehead and cheekbones after his walk from the borough of Queen’s and his sunbathing hours in Central Park, Zulfi arrived on campus for his weekly workshop to find orange Do Not Cross police tape barring his way on the third floor. The wart-woman, it seemed, had died. But why did death require such an evident police presence? Had someone assassinated the wart-woman? Delicious thought. Perhaps his visits to Brooklyn would be more amusing than he had feared. This country was becoming more like Russia every day. To Zulfi, Moscow had always seemed more like Tombstone or Dodge City in their Wild West heyday than anywhere in America could possibly hope to be. There was lawlessness in America, bien sur. But Moscow was lawlessness, that was the difference.


His students certainly seemed unperturbed by murder, and a glance at Zulfi’s impassive, focused countenance discouraged a topic as frivolous as the real. The twelve of them (had there not been ten, the regulation number, last week?) were awaiting him, some with little gifts of savory food. Punjabi munchies, spicy dips, dried fruit. Smoked cheeses. An odd selection. They were clearly groping for the Azerbaijani palate. And these were paltry contributions compared to the lavish gifts––(to consider them as bribes would be as pedantic as to think of money as trust, an underlying but uninteresting truth)––required of any Azerbaijani student bent on getting good grades from his or her professor. It was so normal it could even be thought of as a touching kindness. So, de plus forte raison, could these gobbets his students discreetly slid in front of him. Zulfi favored the donors with a smile. And then gestured to the student who was to read his or her work that evening, to begin. He had succeeded in handing over the class so completely to student reading and group commentary––after the reading, each workshop member in turn recited their usually elaborate criticisms of the work being stroked and savaged that week––that Zulfi couldn’t remember whether he had yet actually spoken. It didn’t seem necessary, or required, given his students’ monumentally vain preoccupation with their own and each other’s response to their stories. Did they even know, for sure, whether Zulfi spoke, or for that matter, understood English? Did they care? It was quite clear from their sidelong glances at him, full of passionate self-abasement, that it was as a figure, not as a real human being, that he best suited their purpose. As a figurehead. They wanted to know that he was a real, i.e. a published, laureated writer, in whose presence they would read their own work aloud and tear other people’s to shreds. What he himself might actually to have to offer in the way of advice was a thrilling idea to them, but an idea to whose reality they were completely indifferent. Their advice to each other was so callow, even when they themselves had talent, that in order to remain silent he had to bite his tongue and think of other things, usually of precisely how he would put each of the workshop participants to erotic use if given the opportunity, or––one girl wore a tiny silver bull-ring linking her nostrils, and at the margins of Zulfi’s nauseated field of vision it suggested jeweled snot––how he would like to see each one killed, for maximum satisfaction.


Talent was widespread and usually manifested itself early or not at all––this much Zulfi felt was undeniable––and the little that could usefully be said by one writer to another, a form of wisdom that largely consisted in understanding what not to waste time saying, arrived a great deal later than creative ability. Why did Americans put such faith in talk? And, of all things––to pay for talk! Did they think you could purchase wisdom in the same way that you purchased an encyclopedia? No wonder the world regarded them with fond yet fearful scorn, these alarmingly rich, foolish and incendiary children…..
