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Acclaim For the Work
            of SAMUEL FULLER!


“Rich in invention and bursting with daring conceptions.”


—Jean-Luc Godard


“Beautiful.”


—Francois Truffaut


“An amazing artist and voice in American history.”


—Jim Jarmusch


“One of the screen’s most dynamic directors [and] one hell of a writer.”


—Dalton Trumbo


“Uncompromising power and integrity…one of the masters.”


—Tim Robbins


“I love Sam Fuller.”


—Joe Dante


“Irrepressible…he allowed his most disruptively creative impulses to run wild…he was superlatively, extraordinarily himself.”


—New York Times


“A great, great, great storyteller…He got into the deep core of what makes up a human being.”


—Martin Scorsese




She studied his blank face. Eyes, nose, mouth, chin, contours normal like millions of people who have faces easily forgotten. Paul had not a single distinctive quality one could describe.


She was frustrated because parsing bagmen was like juggling smoke.


What did it take to be the most trusted men in the most dangerous business in New York City? What gave them that incredible, dependable virtue of loyalty and trust? What made them so impervious to money? To all that cash they carried every day and every night?


Bank tellers steal. Bank directors embezzle. Cashiers steal. Bartenders steal. Politicians steal. Government officials embezzle. But when one of them was caught, he didn’t face a bullet in the brain.


That bullet in the brain didn’t keep a bagman honest.


Their honesty was something that she could never figure out, no matter how often she tried. A bagman made good money but never in the class of other jobs; never a fortune.


Bagmen carried hundreds of millions without opening the bag to borrow a few thousand. Rarely had a bagman that vanished with his bag got away with it. The ones that tried it were caught.


Looking at Paul she finally suspected how his father had learned about the job, and about the qualifications for it. Some retired bagman who played the horses, placed bets with Barney, must’ve got drunk, run off at the mouth, told Barney that she was the boss of all the bagmen in Manhattan.


That son of yours, he must have said. What a bagman that boy would make…
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Love makes a bagman a poet or a madman.


—AL CAPONE
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Sixty seconds before the baby shot its father, leaves fell lazily in Central Park. Sparrow-weight with bulging jugular, the balloon peddler shuffled past the man sitting on the bench near the path bend, saw nothing to remember in Paul’s thirty-year-old cipher face. Paul was half-hidden behind a book of poems. Reading and re-reading Emily Dickinson’s If I can ease one life the aching, Paul relived the ten-year-old Paul suffocating his mother with a pillow. She didn’t struggle. He lifted the pillow. She weighed 97 pounds dead.


A leaf fell gently on the poem.


Paul heard the music box playing Frère Jacques without knowing the tune’s name. He’d heard it first a day ago. He didn’t look at his wristwatch. She was on time. Music or no music, she had pushed the carriage around that bend every morning at 9:30 for two months.


A bad thought flashed through his head. He had a ten o’clock appointment with Dr. Adson, arranged by the Boss. The doctor was to examine Paul, try to cure his brainquake. But Paul was going to be late.


For two months he had lacked courage to speak to her. This morning he had the courage.


The sun made the big, black carriage nosing round the bend shine like wet tar. He would write a poem about it. The red rose he’d left at her apartment door yesterday was clipped to the top of the carriage hood.


Suddenly he was slammed by an emotion he had never felt. Jealousy. For two months she was alone. Now the blonde, blueeyed, ivory-faced girl—his girl, his Ivory Face—was with a stranger, pushing the carriage past the two cops. One cop younger, one older. Paul had seen them every morning for two months at the bend. They were smiling at the baby in the carriage.


The baby was hypnotized by the toy monkey dangling from the wire clamped to the top of the hood between the music box and Paul’s rose.


The balloon peddler stopped shuffling. Only the cluster of his balloons was moving in the gentle breeze. His amused eyes followed the hypnotized baby who believed that the monkey was making the music.


It stopped.


The baby, having learned the magic way to make the monkey play the same music again, pulled the monkey’s long tail.


The music box began playing Frère Jacques. The gun fired from the carriage. The bullet shattered the stranger’s throat. His blood splattered the baby. The stranger fell. Ivory Face collapsed beside him. The baby cried. The balloon peddler hurled his soprano shout:


“The baby shot him!”


The two cops streaked past the peddler holding onto the cluster of balloons, his finger pointing at the carriage and the crying baby. Paul jumped to see if Ivory Face was hurt but his jump didn’t take place. He was nailed to the bench. The nutcracker squeezed his brain. Shouting in silence with excruciating pain, he heard the music of the flute. The tidal wave of blood drowned his brain. Paul jerked, shook, rumbled.


The brainquake came.


The explosion turned everything pink. The epicenter cracked his brain open, registering 7.7 on the Richter scale. Blood cells fell into the crevice. Fleeing blood cells were sucked into it. Paul ran naked. Another tremor. 7.8. Paul was chased by the toy monkey playing the flute. The monkey was chased by the two naked cops. The young cop was cranking blood cells out of the music box. The older cop swung the crying baby tied on a rope like a bola. The baby smashed into Paul who fell into the crevice. The rope coiled around Paul’s throat. Blood cells sucked them down toward death…


The brainquake was over.


Sound of flute, color of pink gone. Frère Jacques still playing on music box. Baby crying. Green grass blinding. Blue sky beautiful. White clouds lovely. Sitting on the bench with book still in hand, the sweating Paul was a trip-hammer staring at the darker blue blur rising from the unconscious Ivory Face.


“Just shock.” The blue became sharper. The young cop left Ivory Face on the ground.


His older partner, now in razor-sharp focus too, was still checking the dead stranger. The young cop reached into the carriage for the blood-covered crying baby.


“Don’t touch it!” his partner boomed. “Don’t touch a goddam thing in that carriage!” The old harness bull grunted, forcing himself to his feet, his back killing him, his hip knifing him. “Get Homicide and an ambulance.”


He left a trail of blood to reach the closest eyewitness, sitting on the bench with a book of poems. He jerked Paul to his feet, thumped Paul’s arms above his head, frisked him for gun, seized wallet, plucked the book from his hands, checked the book for a gun, tossed book on bench, checked bushes behind bench, turned trash bin upside down, dumped bottles, plastic bags, condoms, trash on ground, kicked around for the gun, pushed down Paul’s upright arms.


“Where’d that shot come from?” he thundered.


A scraping sound from Paul’s mouth. With effort he forced out each word.


“I was reading.”


“That why you’re sweating?”


Paul nodded.


“I didn’t hear you.”


“Yes.”


The old bull pointed to Paul’s throat. “What’s wrong with you? Cancer?”


Paul nodded. That was easiest.


“See anybody running away after the shot?”


Paul shook his head.


The bull boomed over his shoulder at the young cop, who was now ringed by men, women, children. “Keep ’em away from the carriage, goddamit! But don’t let ’em leave!” He blasted Paul’s ear, “You heard the shot. Where’d it come from?”


“Backfire.”


“You thought it was backfire?”


Paul nodded.


“You a wiseguy?”


Paul shook his head.


“What do you do, wiseguy?”


“Drive hack.”


“Why aren’t you?”


“Day off.”


“Come here on your day off?”


Be careful! He’ll take me in. The Boss’ll be angry. Why aren’t they taking care of her? She looks hurt. She looks dead. I’m all mixed up. What did he say? His voice hurts…


“I asked you—”


“Yes. Sit here. On my day off.”


Why did I tell him? Why is he staring at me?


Paul felt fear. The cop was old but big.


The cop pointed at the carriage. “Seen that carriage before?”


Paul shook his head.


“What company you hack for?”


“Indie.”


The cop opened Paul’s wallet, studied his driver’s license, read the words aloud: “Paul Page. One Rose Road. Where is Rose Road?”


“Battery.”


“Still reside there?”


Paul nodded.


“Rose Road…Rose Road…” He rumbled through years of street names in his head. “Old graveyard there?”


Paul nodded.


“Busted-down shacks near a busted-down warehouse?”


Paul nodded.


“You live in one of those shacks?”


Paul nodded.


The cop slapped the wallet shut, pushed it into Paul’s chest. “Stay put on that bench. Homicide’ll want to talk to you.” He left to question the people his young partner had detained. Paul sat down slowly, his eyes on Ivory Face, still lying on the ground looking bloodied and lifeless just like the dead man who lay only steps away. Why weren’t they doing anything about her? About the baby? How could a baby shoot that man?


Angry voices invaded his thoughts. The balloon peddler was screaming at the cops:


“I saw the baby shoot that gun!”


“Listen to him,” a man called out. “He’s a witness.”


“You cops are a joke!” a woman shouted.


The old bull controlled himself. “Ma’am, there’s no gun in the carriage.”


“Look again!” a man shouted.


Heckling didn’t bother him. But one of those bastards could report him for not following up on a citizen’s eyewitness bullshit. Four months to retirement, he had to tiptoe. Angrily, ashamed of himself, he returned to the carriage, trailed by the young cop.


He knew the people were watching him closely so he made a big deal of the way he looked in the carriage, saw nothing, just blood on the torn blue blanket and under it the baby, wailing. He whirled on the peddler, seizing chest bones, lifting the sparrow off his feet.


“You spread word that baby fired the gun, you castrated sonofabitch, I’ll book you in the shithouse.”


Then, thinking a moment, he put the man down, turned back. The baby’s shrill crying tore the cop’s ears but oddly enough it wasn’t the sound that bothered him. He looked in the carriage for the third time because he remembered that rip in the blue blanket. It was hard to see in the blood. But he remembered it, now studied it, kept leaning over, bending lower. He lifted the blood-splotched blanket. Why the hell hadn’t he done this before?


Between the baby’s blue booties was a tiny hole in the white comforter. Slowly lifting it, he met the muzzle looking up at him.


His partner was by his side. “I’ll be a sonofabitch, you’ll retire a sergeant!” The young cop reached down for the baby, and was jerked back hard and fast.


“The nut that rigged it could’ve planted a booby trap under the baby,” the old cop said.


“Bullshit!”


“I seen ’em in the war in toilets, water faucets, under dishes an’ corpses.”


“Bullshit!”


“Okay, go on, then, pick up the baby.”


The young cop’s hands reached down, touched the crying baby and froze.
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Word was spreading there was not just a gun but a bomb under the baby’s ass. Barricades had been rushed in, hastily erected, barely keeping the crowd back. The Pickpocket Squad was busy. It was a field day for cannons lifting wallets, flipping open shoulder-straps in the press of bodies. One enterprising bookman, a U.S. Army veteran who usually sold off a folding card table by the entrance to the park, had a box of pocket Bibles, going quick at $10 a copy to help pray for the baby. A guitar player with stringy hair and a rainbow strap ad-libbed a song about the baby who pulled the trigger, shot us all. Singing slow, strumming, now on the twenty-third verse, inspiration failing him, upturned baseball cap by his feet showing only a handful of coins, as much copper as silver. Television and newspaper cameras swiveled at each hint of movement, hung down again disappointed when no explosion came.


One news photographer, on deadline and out of patience, ran toward the baby in the carriage. A mounted policeman galloped after him. The crowd roared. Leaping down from the horse, the policeman got the photographer in a half-nelson, took his Nikon away from him.


The balloon peddler worked small groups in the crowd, giving his eyewitness account over and over.


The old cop led Paul off the bench, which another cop was piling high with equipment, and past the barriers, waving frontline people back with his club. They stopped by a tall lamp planted at the curb, the paint along its long metal column peeling.


“This spot belongs to you, Paul. Don’t move from it.” Paul watched him rejoin the young cop guarding the carriage. Behind Paul, the crowd was swelling. The rumor of gun and bomb under the crying baby was frightening, made people squirm. Even so, they had gathered like locusts to watch.


Paul didn’t hate the people in the crowd, but he couldn’t understand them. Watching for a baby to die, horribly. Maybe putting themselves in danger too. Why?


Paul turned away, looked over the heads of the cops, into the eyes of the police horse fifteen feet in front of him, a beautiful Blood Bay that made Paul’s mind race back…


…to horses staring at him from that big book when his father was trying to get him to talk…and with great effort after four years he managed to repeat the kind of horse each one was… white Albino…yellowish Buckeye…brown Chestnut…golden Calico…


The Blood Bay staring at him was flanked by other mounted police horses forming a half-circle around the carriage. Foot cops stood behind the mounted cops. Behind them all, an ambulance waited, rear doors open. Ivory Face was in it, on a stretcher. But the ambulance didn’t rush her to the hospital, so Paul figured she must be okay. They were waiting for the baby.


Paul thought about the man, the stranger, who had been put into a canvas bag and driven off. The word jealous came to mind, but this time only the word. He felt nothing. He knew what the word meant. He felt nothing.


There must be a reason that the stranger bothered him.


Why must everything have a reason?


Why was Ivory Face important to him? Every morning for two months when she pushed the carriage past him, she looked at him but he knew that she really didn’t see him. She looked right through him as if he weren’t there. He didn’t exist to her. Like other people, she saw him but didn’t see him.


When he was a child, a toddler, one of his teachers had called him a cipher, the word taunting him. Later, when he had learned to read, he looked up the word and it meant zero…nothing.


He remembered the first time he overheard his parents talking about him. He was about three years old. He could hear and see, but he was mute. They had tried to make a sound come from his throat. They couldn’t. They couldn’t even get a rasp out of him. When he slipped in the bathtub, hurt his finger, he cried tears but made no sound. His parents were worried he’d remain silent all his life. They would never put him in an institution where he’d be with children like him…but they were frightened for him, frightened about what kind of life he would have.


* * *


His thoughts went back to Ivory Face.


Why was he interested in her?


Why must everything have a reason?


Since seeing her for the first time, he’d had her face before him each time he closed his eyes. She was beautiful, but it was more than that. Or less than that. It wasn’t about beauty. The look in her eyes: haunted. Hunted. Like there was something waiting for her, just over her shoulder or past the next corner, waiting for her and her baby. Something was causing her pain, was causing her fear. She was maybe twenty years old, twenty-one, but her eyes were so much older. He remembered his mother’s eyes, at the end. If I can ease one life the aching, Or cool one pain…


Paul saw someone running at him. Not a photographer this time, a woman. She had broken through the barricade, slipped past the policeman, and was heading for the carriage, $10 Bible held high. One of the cops went to intercept her, keep her away from the scene, and she veered to the side, barreling into Paul shoulder-first. The impact drove him back, and he lost his balance. Then the cop was on her, wrestling her away. Seeing her struggle in the policeman’s grip, a man on the other side of the barricade ducked under, shouting, waving a fist in the air. Others in the crowd took up the shout. Paul, on his ass in the dirt, looked up at the faces, previously tense, now angry. He thought: They’d better do something soon.




3


Ivory Face twisted sideways on the cot of the waiting ambulance, balanced her flyweight on a fragile elbow, pressed her delicately chiseled face against the window and watched cops keeping the crowd away from her.


Sitting beside her was Helen Zara.


“Feel well enough to answer questions now?”


Ivory Face slightly turned her head, distorting her face.


“Yes.”


“What’s his name?”


“Frankie Troy.”


“Police record?”


“Wouldn’t surprise me.”


“Father of the baby?”


“Yes.”


“What’s Frankie’s real name?”


“That’s the name I married. I’m his widow. Michelle Troy. What about my baby?”


“Can’t be moved till specialists get here.”


“I’ve got to change his diapers, feed him. They can do their work without my baby.”


“They can’t.”


“Why not?”


“The gun’s under your baby.”


Michelle’s eyes turned glassy. Zara knew it was time to get the doctor back but she pulled out a silver flask, unscrewed the top, poured bourbon down Michelle’s throat, and waited until air gurgled through Michelle’s lips. Zara closed the flask.


“I’m all right, Lieutenant. Ask your questions.”


“Who taught your baby to pull the monkey’s tail when the music stopped playing?”


“Frankie.”


“How many times did he walk the carriage with you?”


“Only once.”


“Was he on your left or right?”


“On my right.”


“The whole time?”


“Yes.”


“Who installed the monkey and the music box?”


“Frankie.”


“Anyone help him?”


“No.”


“Did you see him install it?”


“Yes.”


“When?”


“Two days ago.”


“You mean that in two days he taught the baby to pull the monkey’s tail to start the music?”


“My baby’s smart.”


“Where did he install it?”


“Under the stairway on the ground floor.”


“Is that where you always keep the carriage?”


“Yes. We live in a walkup, fourth floor. My baby sleeps in a crib.”


“The other tenants know the carriage was kept under the stairway?”


“Yes.”


“Who else knew?”


“The superintendent.”


“Who else?”


“Frankie.”


“How long’ve you lived there?”


“Eight months.”


“How did Frankie get along with the tenants?”


“He didn’t know any of them. He barged in a couple days ago, found out where we lived.”


“You were hiding from Frankie?”


“Damn right I was.”


“Who told him where you lived?”


“Who cares? He used the monkey and music box to try to win me back.”


“Did he threaten you if you didn’t take him back?”


“He just begged and cried.”


“When did you run out on him?”


“A year ago.”


“Short marriage.”


“Not short enough.”


“Did he ever beat you?”


“No.”


“Try to get you to push dope?”


“No.”


“Ever pimp for you?”


“No.”


“Why did you leave him?”


“People leave people.”


“Why did you?”


“People don’t like people.”


“Why did you marry him?”


“I got pregnant.”


“Are your parents alive?”


“No.”


“No family?”


“Only the baby.”


“Where did you marry Frankie?”


“On a boat.”


“Where?”


“Crossing the Hudson.”


“What boat?”


“Small.”


“Rental?”


“Yes.”


“What’s the name of the boat?”


“No name.”


“Catholic marriage?”


“Justice of the Peace.”


“What’s his name?”


“Don’t know. Everyone was drunk.”


“Were you?”


“All of us.”


“Who else?”


“Guy who handled the boat. Willie something…”


“Has anyone threatened you recently?”


“Why me?”


“You could’ve been on Frankie’s right, where the gun was pointed.”


Remembering: “Oh, my God! I was! I was on his right! When we headed out. Then this woman dropped a bag of oranges. Frankie helped her pick them up.”


“Why didn’t he step back on your left side where he had been?”


“I moved to fix the blanket.”


“So, has anyone threatened you?”


“You asked me.”


“You didn’t answer it.”


“…A man phoned last night.”


“What time?”


“About seven. Frankie was out. The man said Frankie owed him ten thousand dollars and Frankie’d be sorry if he didn’t pay before eleven o’clock.”


“Deadline was eleven o’clock last night?”


“Yes.”


“What name did he give you?”


“He didn’t.”


“Did you ask him?”


“No.”


“A man phoned and threatened your husband and you didn’t ask the man his name?”


“That’s Frankie’s problem.”


“You told Frankie about the threat?”


“Of course.”


“What did he say?”


“He laughed. He knew the screwball. He said forget it.”


“Did Frankie tell you the man’s name?”


“Just called him a…black psycho.”


“I mean his name.”


“Frankie said that’s what he called him—Black Psycho.”


“Did Frankie tell you where this ‘Black Psycho’ lived?”


“That was Frankie’s problem.”


“Did the man sound drunk? High?”


“No.”


“How old?”


“Hard to tell.”


“Accent?”


“No.”


“Profanity?”


“No.”


“Stutter?”


“No.”


“Cough?”


“No.”


“Did he talk fast?”


“No.”


“Slow?”


“Normal.”


“Who were Frankie’s black friends?”


“I don’t know.”


“Any friends of Frankie been in a mental ward?”


“I never met his friends.”


“Why not?”


“Wouldn’t like them.”


“Because they’re into narcotics?”


“Wouldn’t like them.”


“How long did you know Frankie before you married him?”


“One week.”


“How did you meet him?”


“I got out of the subway. It was raining. He had an umbrella and walked me to where I lived.”


“Where did you live then?”


“504 West 176th Street.”


“How did Frankie make a dollar?”


“I never asked.”


“Did you move in with Frankie?”


“Yes.”


“Where?”


“Saint Charles Hotel, West 96th Street.”


“Did you work when you met him?”


“Cashier. French rotisserie restaurant. 137th and Broadway.”


“Still work there?”


“No. I’m at the Rex Western Grill on…”


“I know it. What daycare do you leave the baby with when you go to work?”


“Daycare? Can’t afford daycare.”


“Who looks after your baby when you work?”


“I do.”


“At Rex Grill?”


“Yes.”


“Where’s the carriage kept?”


“A storeroom off the kitchen. The owner, his wife and the help all chip in. They all love my baby.”


“Did Frankie give you the ten thousand?”


“You kidding?”


“It wasn’t on his body.”


“That’s Frankie’s problem.”


“It’s your problem now.”


“Are you crazy? I have nothing to do with him or his money.”


“It was a business bullet, Mrs. Troy. You get hit, Frankie pays. Frankie’s hit, you pay.”


Through the window Zara saw the Bomb Squad van pass. She stood up, bending over to clear the low roof of the ambulance. She spoke very quietly. “Mrs. Troy, they’re going to check the carriage. The man who planted the gun could’ve planted some kind of a booby trap too. To do the maximum damage, and cover his tracks.”


“Booby trap?”


“Your baby will be okay, Mrs. Troy. We’ll see to it. And we can give you protection for the day, maybe the week. But we can’t protect you forever. One day you’ll be right back where you are now. There’s no guarantee we’ll find the man who did this. And if we don’t, even a year from now, he’ll look you up and he’ll be very mad. Raise that money.”


“I can’t.”


“Pay him or your baby’ll die a baby.”
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Camera crews on the roofs of three network trucks were ready when Zara climbed out of the ambulance, strode past a whiteclad doctor sneaking a smoke, then marched through the opening made by cops keeping the press and the crowd back.


Shoulder-mounted cameras weighed heavily on operators keeping their balance by their assistants’ grips on their hips. News photographers and a platoon of reporters fell in behind the Pied Piper of the NYPD without firing a single question.


They knew Zara’s trademark. When ready, she’d make only one statement. To some of the print buzzards, Zara was arrogant, to others she was eccentric, but to all she was news. And professionalism, brevity, honesty. But most of all news.


Zara knew how they saw her and embraced it. Journalists had made her a tabloid figure, a star, rather than the working cop she was. So be it. If it helped bring killers in, she’d tolerate the headlines, the photos in the Post and the News, the insinuations from some in the department that she sought the attention out. She didn’t. A case was a case. A pro hit man or a domestic killer were the same to her. They killed. They must be put out of circulation.


She didn’t believe in redemption when it came to taking a human life. To her that was breaking the law of life, not the law written somewhere on a piece of paper. She didn’t believe in the why of murder, in any medical or psychological explanations for it. The hell with why. What, where, when, who. You kill, you’re caught, the door slams behind you. You can spend the rest of your life in a cage, or you can do the decent thing and kill yourself. That was fine. She never begrudged a killer a second killing, as long as the second victim was himself. And if he needed to be helped along a little, she didn’t mind that either. She had a dozen shootings to her name, every one of them righteous.


Of course it made her a target, too. For wanted fugitives, for criminals who hated that there was a cop they couldn’t buy, couldn’t finagle, couldn’t blackmail. This was her city, and she walked its streets, didn’t hide behind bulletproof glass or an office posting, strode with balls, but was always alert. Even now, tailed by the press, anyone masquerading as a cop or a reporter could open up the back of her skull with a bullet. She didn’t let it bother her. Fear came with the badge. No one forced her. It was her choice.


She lived alone in a small East Harlem apartment in the heavily populated Spanish area that once was inhabited almost entirely by blacks. She slept on the ground floor with unbarred window always unlocked. In the summer, she left it open, let in some air. She breakfasted round the corner, hating to make coffee. She hated to cook. She’d grab a sandwich for lunch, but dined like a queen at Dinty’s Chop House.


Her clothes cost a heavy dollar. Immaculate, she always smelled good.


A born bloodhound, though she had lost the scent of many fugitives too. Which is why she’d given Michelle Troy the advice she had, as much as it pained her to do it. Paying a murderer disgusted her, but it wasn’t the widow’s job to fight one. That was the police’s job, and until they did it Mrs. Troy had to do what she had to do, to keep herself and her baby alive. Meanwhile, Zara would work the case, do her damnedest to nail the killer. She’d nailed 77 to date, killed twelve of them. It wasn’t an art. It wasn’t a science either. It was shoe leather and sweat, and sometimes luck, though you could help luck along. She was helped by informers. Some stoolies informed for vengeance. Pros were paid. She preferred pros.


Majority of them were ex-cons. Without a canary, she was in trouble. It was ball-breaking enough to find the spoor of a killer in New York City. Almost impossible without a tip. Every homicide cop had a roster of informers. She had one of the best. She never paid them grudgingly. They had their way of earning a living, she had hers. In murder, every Judas was an angel. She had always wondered what would have happened at Little Big Horn if there had been a stoolie in the Sioux. Probably Custer would have been made president.


She was approaching the police-blocked dirt path leading to the carriage. The press knew that in a moment they would lose her. This was their last chance to get a statement. So they dashed past her and walked backwards facing her, quickening their pace so she wouldn’t steamroll over them before she vanished behind the final cop barrier.


She stopped. The cameras focused on Zara’s black eyes under groomed black hair, not kinky at all at the moment since just two days earlier she’d had it hot-pressed straight. Face black marble. Heavy breasts covered but not hidden by buttoned, custom-tailored gray jacket. Holster bulge invisible. Handcuffs invisible. Shirt white. Tie black. Long, lean legs striding under matching gray skirt. Black shoes with spike heels that had doubled as a weapon in the hands of the 34-year-old, six-foot-three-inch legend that give the New York Police Department such élan. She lived up to the reporters’ expectations and made her one statement:


“Here’s what we know. There’s been a murder. When the baby in that carriage pulled the tail of the toy monkey, it triggered a loaded gun concealed between the baby’s feet. Frankie Troy was shot dead. His widow, Michelle, is waiting in the ambulance for her baby. There is reason to believe there may be a bomb under the baby. Our job is to get the baby out safely and you’re going to help us do it by staying the hell away. Come within three feet of that carriage and I’ve given instructions to shoot. I’m dead serious.” No one doubted it.


She turned to go. Jaediker of the Daily News shouted:


“Any suspects, Lieutenant?”


“A threat was called in, by an unidentified male who may go by the street name ‘Black Psycho.’ ”


“Black…?”


“Psycho, that’s right, Mr. Jaediker. They come in all colors, even mine. Now move back.”


The media and the cops parted for her as she strode forward, as single-minded as a torpedo. She saw the men in the crowd watching her, and knew there was something in their eyes other than respect. Sometimes it was lust, sometimes fear. Sometimes anger. Sometimes…


Zara imagined what it had been like for her ancestor Jero Zara, the first nigra cop assigned to protect Andrew Johnson in New York. Jero Zara was killed by a bullet intended for Johnson, who became President when Lincoln was assassinated. She imagined her grandfather, Tom Zara, the first nigger to command the pioneering Vice Squad in the Force. Tom Zara was shot in the back by the pioneering Murder, Inc.


She walked with her head up and her back straight.


From a distance came the crying, the baby in that carriage busting its lungs to live in the world of savagery it had been born into.


Like Zara had cried, a baby sitting on her father’s knee, her mother standing beside them proudly, the three of them posing for the newspaper cameras the day her father, Ray Zara, became the first colored Captain of Detectives. He never liked the word colored, preferring Negro to the day he was hammered to death in a Harlem race riot.


The same savage world had awaited the baby sitting on Ray Zara’s knee, now working as the first black female Homicide Detective First Class, battle-scarred, with five citations for bravery, and as contemptuous of pithy epithets as her daddy had been. Nigra, nigger, colored, now black. What would they next change the color of black to?


Her mind turned to Frankie Troy. The dead man rankled her.


If he had no record, she had nothing. If he had no friends, she had only the widow’s word based on Frankie’s word that a man called Black Psycho had threatened his life. She only had the widow’s word about the ten thousand dollars Frankie supposedly owed.


If she could find out what business transactions Frankie Troy was involved in, maybe she’d have something to go on. But Michelle Troy looked to be no help there.


Was Black Psycho an actual psycho, a psych ward patient, a medicated schizophrenic? Or was it just a sobriquet, a nom de guerre? In gutter business or pavement conning, characters called each other psychos. Like Crazy Eddie wasn’t really crazy. Just his prices were insane.


Her watch said 10:30. Kelleher should be finished checking Frankie Troy’s prints. Zara was banking on those prints. She had to know all about Frankie Troy before she could go after his killer.


A sudden roar made her look up. A news helicopter was hovering above the carriage. They were filming three men wheeling a big machine down the ramp of the Bomb Squad van, moving it across grass to the side of the carriage. One officer waved the helicopter away but it remained. A second camera was on the crying baby.


Zara pulled out her gun, aimed it at the cameras. The chopper swept off like a hawk.


Would she have fired? Didn’t matter. What mattered was, they believed she would.


Reputation. It cost something, but it was worth something too.


* * *


Paul watched Zara put her gun away. He’d seen her first only at a distance, a woman crossing No Man’s Land. Not a single cop ran out to order her behind the cordon. Which meant she was a cop herself. When she got closer, he saw who she was. Black female detective, over six feet tall—there was only one. The Boss had told him about Zara, how she’d shot a pirate who killed a bagman and got away with his bag of cash. Zara tracked down the pirate, who drew first. She shot him between the eyes, read his rights to the corpse. In the hijacked bag was $12 million, which she turned over to her captain. The pirate was black. The Boss said that Zara was color blind when it came to homicide.


Paul looked over toward the ambulance, saw Ivory Face sitting up, watching the scene anxiously. He wanted to go over to her, find out if she was all right, tell her she didn’t have to face this alone.


But when he made a move in her direction, the cop on the Blood Bay drove Paul back to his spot.


* * *


Zara watched the Bomb Squad ready the X-ray. If there was a bomb…if it exploded with that baby still on top of it…


What happened six years ago could happen again. Six years ago Tolly Coleman used the headline BLACK MAN BLOWS UP WHITE WOMAN WITH GRENADE to cause a riot. A massacre—fourteen blacks had been killed. The men who held the bats, the pipes, the bricks were punished, sentenced, but Coleman? Coleman’s weapons were words. Zara failed to nail Tolly Coleman with multiple murder.


Of course Tolly Coleman was dead now. Four months later Tolly Coleman had raped a 15-year-old black girl in her basement. In court, found guilty, Tolly Coleman went berserk, seized a cop’s gun, shot him, ran out into the street shooting people, and was shot dead by another cop in front of the traffic-jammed Criminal Courts Building.


But Tolly Coleman’s organization, White America First, was still alive. The headline BLACK PSYCHO MURDERS WHITE BABY could bring another massacre.


But then, hell, so could BLACK PSYCHO USES WHITE BABY TO KILL ITS FATHER.


Zara had to talk to the Police Commissioner. He’d listen to her. A battalion of cops at the White America First headquarters would be enough to stop them from using this incident as a reason to butcher more blacks.


She would speak to the Commissioner right after the Bomb Squad did its job.


But the baby came first.
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Caked blood stung the baby’s face. Its howls could be heard all over Central Park. Zara squatted down beside the three men at the foot of the carriage.


She had seen baby skeletons in the remains of fires; hoisted from a rotted barge; under garbage; in stinking wooden boxes abandoned by mothers; in sewers, attics, excavation dumps.


Now—through the powerful X-ray machine—she saw, for the first time in her life, a tiny skeleton screaming for help. From the moving skull to the moving phalanges, she saw a living skeleton thrashing, wailing.


Charlie pointed. “The extension’s a different make.”


Zara ignored the dead wire holding up the toy monkey to focus on the extension spliced to it and continuing through tiny metal rings behind the upholstery of the carriage.


Charlie felt her body trembling against his.


“You okay, Lieutenant?”


“Are you?”


“No,” Charlie said.


Zara’s eyes followed the extension down the side, snaking under the comforter to end fastened to the trigger. The small gun was snugly wedged in a wooden box. The muzzle was between the tiny tarsal bones of the baby’s kicking feet.


Charlie said, “A pro would’ve used more metal rings to make sure the extension wouldn’t snag.”


“But it didn’t snag.”


“No, it didn’t.”


“Is that shape under the pelvis the bomb?”


“No, that’s part of the carriage.”


“Under the femur?”


“No. It’s under the spinal column.”


She saw a small, round area of darkness on the X-ray. “You sure that’s what it is?”


“Uh-huh. See that thinner wire that blends with the cartilage?”


“No.”


“Lowest vertebra.”


“Still can’t see it.”


“Near the disk?”


“Still can’t see it, Charlie.”


“Hidden behind the markings of the gun butt.”


“Thin as a strand of hair?”


“That’s extension number two tied to the trigger.”


“Two wires on the trigger?”


“Uh-huh. When the wire pulled the trigger that fired the gun, the second extension simultaneously activated the agitator over here.” He pointed.


“But then the bomb’s a dud, Charlie. It didn’t go off.”


“It’s reverse action. Weight keeps it from exploding.”


“The baby’s weight?”


“Uh-huh.”


“You mean lift the baby—and it blows?”


“Uh-huh.”


The three men rose, stretched their legs. Zara followed them to the van twenty feet away. Charlie gave her an auxiliary suit and the four donned their padded gear. They returned to the carriage. The crying of the baby grew louder, the repetitive earknifing squeal of a trapped and wounded cat.


Charlie moved to one side of the carriage, George beside him. Joe squatted across from them on the other side and gestured to Zara who squatted beside him. All wore protective gloves but Charlie.


Silence fell over the crowd as they watched. They didn’t know what was happening, but they knew something was.


Zara watched Charlie lowering his hands. His nails were cut short. She saw Charlie’s flesh vanish and then, through the baby’s ribs, his finger bone-tips appear, creeping along the squirming skeleton toward the small round object under it.


This time she could make out part of the mechanism inside the object…a mechanism like the works inside a tiny watch.


“One inch right,” Joe said.


Zara watched Charlie’s bone-tips moving right in direct line with the object. Seeing them through the bomb, through the baby, made Zara hold her breath.


Charlie sneaked five finger bones, palm up, under the skeleton as he sneaked his other finger bones toward the object. Bonetips touched it. The skeleton shifted partially off the object.


“Careful!”


Charlie’s bone fingers in unison stopped the shifting.


“Back one,” Joe said. “Left three quarters of an inch.”


Zara watched finger bones move the squirming skeleton back above the object.


“On target,” Joe said.


Finger bone-tips repeated the procedure, slowly shifting the skeleton with one hand, slipping the other hand toward the object. The skeleton of a fly landed on the tiny jaw bone, at the corner of the skull’s mouth. Zara watched finger bone-tips coming at her, creeping over the object until it was completely covered.


Then she saw the bone fingers pressing down hard on the object.


“Now,” Charlie said.


George lifted the baby. The skeleton fly took off. Flesh returned.


George hit the ground face down, covering the baby with his body. Zara hit the ground on the other side. Charlie raced with the object in his cupped hands to the van, Joe running beside him. Charlie thrust his hands into the van. Joe carefully closed the door until it reached Charlie’s hands.


Charlie jerked empty hands out as Joe slammed the door shut. The blast shook the van. Earth trembled. The crowd shook.


Joe swung the door open. Smoke burst out from the van. Zara heard the siren. Through the swirling black and gray smoke she caught a flash of the ambulance coming toward her. Shedding suit and gloves swiftly, Zara took the baby from George, still howling, but free now, safe. She hugged him to her breast.


“Get that carriage to the lab!” Zara said.


Paul saw her running with the baby toward the ambulance, climbing in, saw Ivory Face reach for her baby as the doctor, inside with them, pulled the rear door shut. The crowd’s silence broke, sound erupting again, some applause, some cheers, some shouts. But the balance shifted quickly, away from euphoria. Resentment swept the people, escalated as the police raised batons and tried to disperse the crowd. All the tension, pent up, had to go somewhere. One man stepped past the barricade, demanding something loudly of the policeman in front of him. Then another. Then all the barricades were going down.
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One of the first swept up in the press of bodies, Paul crashed into the Blood Bay, which reared, throwing the cop. Hoofs missed Paul by inches.


Dodging them cost him his footing. Paul rolled and skidded and crashed into others buffeted like leaves in a cyclone.


Panic took over.


Paul ran, slipped, ducked behind a bench. Took an elbow to the eye. Through a haze he saw the ambulance carrying Ivory Face speed away, siren screaming. People were chasing after it on foot. Journalists, maybe. Maybe spectators. It was like trying to catch up with a bullet in flight.


Another elbow, and Paul went down. In one corner of his brain he could see himself running in the rain at 12 and suffering his first attack, the first of the splitting headaches…or was he 14 then?…it was the headache that eventually led to his brainquake…


…at 14 running in the rain he saw for the first time pink rain…


…at 15 running in the rain he found refuge in a bookshop from the storm…he had never seen so many books…


…he picked up a book and rain from his clothes dropped on it…it was called 100 FAVORITE POEMS…he didn’t know what a poem was…


…he wiped the rain off and opened the book and one word stood out like a giant: SOLITUDE…the words were not like words in the books he read…there were only three or four words on a line…more words under it…sometimes only one or two words…he read the whole line…he read the whole poem…he read words that danced for him and words that he understood and words that understood him and were about him…words about being alone and liking to be alone…
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