

[image: Cover]




 

[image: ]

 

 

 

 

 




COPYRIGHT



Published by Sphere



ISBN: 9780751554199



All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.



Copyright © 1994 by George Dawes Green.



The moral right of the author has been asserted.




All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Sphere

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY



www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




 


LOVE LETTERS FROM THE CRITICS TO

THE CAVEMAN’S VALENTINE

 

“Amplitude, great vocal agility, profound subject matter, wit, and that gruff, riskful way with language…George Dawes Green has a great feel for what the American novel should be and he isn’t intimidated by it.”

—Keith Mano, New York Times Book Review

 

“A complex literary thriller that remains humorous while subtly attacking the excesses of our culture…Romulus’ character is so compelling that many readers will want to tear him from the page just to offer him a home-cooked meal....Character, plot, and style are braided so beautifully together that the whole book shines with its own wild light. The light of good writing. Or, as Romulus would say, ‘Divinity.’

—Los Angeles Times Book Review

 

“Masterly…[an] absorbing whodunit plot which he pursues with compelling narrative skill and a poet’s gift for language…Romulus Ledbetter becomes an ideal, versatile, and even indelible vehicle for capturing the alienation of our time.”

—Chicago Tribune

 

“Mesmerizing…a stunning detective character you won’t easily forget.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

 

“The most outrageously original protagonist and detective in years. Combined with a gripping plot and exhilarating execution, this first novel promises to be the beginning of a brilliant career.”

—Robert Campbell, author of Juice

 

“So much fun…wild and unpredictable, powerful and funny…one of those unique characters you’ll not soon forget. Mr. Green has a wonderfully quirky sense of humor…a voice so new and interesting, it screams for attention.”

—Washington Times

 

“This is top-flight stuff. The characters are fresh, the story is gripping, and the writing is just great. THE CAVEMAN’S VALENTINE is an original, and George Dawes Green is as good as they come.”

—Andrew Klavan, author of Don’t Say a Word

 

“Remarkable…superbly realized…Romulus is that rarity, a truly original character…Green makes a wonderful debut with this gripping, well-written portrait of modern dislocation and homelessness.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Skillful…hilarious…a must read for those who enjoy a quirky twist now and again…certain to raise eyebrows and bring praise as an extraordinary contribution to contemporary literature.”

—Commonwealth Journal

 

“An impressive debut by an exceptionally talented new writer. Romulus Ledbetter is certain to take his place as one of the most fascinating and freshly conceived characters in recent mystery fiction.”

—Marcia Muller, author of Wolf in the Shadows

 

“An engaging and action packed debut—with the quirkiness and contradictions of New York life arrayed in all their glory.”

—Kirkus Reviews

 

“A first-novel feat few seasoned writers would dare…Crazy as they make ’em and clever as they come, Ledbetter is one of the most original characters to surface in popular fiction in a long while....Green’s other incarnation as a poet reveals itself with striking images and turns of phrase. Sharply written, funny, and serious, this novel debut deserves more than a few valentines.”

—Flint Journal

 

“Buy this book....It is moving, sad, hilarious....The first-time author has taken big chances and gotten away with them.”

—Calgary Herald

 

“An absolute joy to read…Romulus Ledbetter is a character able to combine intelligence with sensitivity and forcefulness with compassion, the type of literary figure we want to probe and investigate and spend time with....It will be difficult to wait and see where he goes next.”

—West Coast Review of Books

 

“THE CAVEMAN’S VALENTINE is snappily plotted, but the crowning achievement of this delightful first novel is Romulus Ledbetter … truly original.”

—The Page Turner

 

“Nothing short of brilliant. It will make you laugh. And think. And hold your breath. And want to find out how it ends.”

—The Islander (St. Simons Island, GA)

 

“A lot of fun…you won’t be able to forget this book in a hurry.”

—San Mateo Times

 

“THE CAVEMAN’S VALENTINE is one of the most unique novels I have ever read. It is unique in plot, tone, and character and totally engrossing to boot....A solid rock of well-written enjoyment.”

—Inland Expire (Riverside, CA)
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1

Y ou figure now you got me in your clutches, you going to read me, like a book, right?—going to look right into my brain and you going to read it page by page, like I was some cheap-jack midnight entertainment to make you forget the mess you’re in—right? Get you chuckling, get your greasy thumbprints all over my thoughts, get you through another miserable lonely night, right, Stuyvesant?”

“Who’s Stuyvesant?”

“You’re Stuyvesant.”

“I’m not Stuyvesant.”

“No, you’re a zit on Stuyvesant’s ass. But you’re Stuyvesant just the same. You’re all Stuyvesant.”

“I just want to take you to the shelter, Mr. Ledbetter.”

“But watch out when you’re in my skull, because I got legions of angels in there, and they’re going to beat the shit out of you with their little wings, and pick your limbs apart and spin you around and slide you on out of there. Oh, I’m going to crap you out and be free of you. You hear me? I’M GOING TO CRAP YOU OUT, STUYVESANT!”

“It’s the coldest night of the year, Mr. Ledbetter.”

“It is cold.”

“If you stay in this cave, you’ll freeze. You’ll die out here.”

“I might. The world turns, it takes some of us with it. But if I swallow your con, if I go to your damn smelter—”

“Shelter, Mr. Ledbetter.”

“Then I would die for sure.”

“Oh, the shelter’s . . . well, it’s not a hundred percent safe, but . . . at least it’s warm.”

“Damn right it’s warm. You know why it’s warm? Because you burn the bodies in the furnace! That’s why it’s warm. Our livers you serve for breakfast, and our hearts you sacrifice to Stuyvesant, and the rest you cook up in the furnace! To keep everybody toasty.”

“Mr. Ledbetter, I’m freezing out here.”

“Then go.”

“Your daughter asked me to come looking for you.”

Romulus Ledbetter glared at his visitor.

Then he sloughed off his blankets and came out of his cave and rose up to his full height. Rose up before the social worker the way in a nightmare a grizzly will rise on its hind legs and it’s too late to run. His hat was a Teflon saucepan lined with the furs of squirrels killed on the Henry Hudson Parkway. His stink was enormous. For a scarf he wore the “Week in Review” section of the Sunday New York Times.

“My daughter.”

There was a wheeze in his voice, and the big eyes in his black face looked off somewhere.

“She’s worried about you. She says tomorrow’s Valentine’s Day. She says how’s her old man going to be her valentine if he freezes to death?”

“Well, you tell her not to worry. You tell her for me, tell her maybe I’m low, maybe they knocked me low, but I’m still a free man.”

He stood there and simply loomed. Until at last the social worker shrugged and went away.
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I t must have been much later that night, even colder, when Romulus Ledbetter half-woke in his cave to the sound of footsteps. Coming this way, up the park slope. In this cold with the air tense as piano wire you could pick up any sound, from a long way off, and what Romulus heard was these slow footsteps. And somebody huffing. Somebody was carrying something.

Romulus reached and pulled himself up out of the ooze of sleep. He listened.

Very close now, the steps.

They stuttered. A near-fall on the hard February crust. So not boots—whoever was out there was wearing slick soles. City shoes, money shoes. A grunt, then a muffled thud. Then the footsteps faded.

Still swaddled in blankets, Romulus stretched and grabbed the TV remote control and aimed it at his carcass of a Zenith, and zapped it on.

He watched the News.

The News was someone hurrying out of the park. A figure in crisp white coat and white cap. You could almost smell the new leather. The News followed the figure as it jogged through the dead-of-winter oaks. To the wall at the park’s edge, at Payson Street.

There, in the dark, an elegant white sedan waited. The white-cap figure slipped into it like a snake. The fancy car accelerated into its getaway. Romulus killed the picture.

The News, so what?

The News was all lies, always.

Come morning, though, when he woke and unwound himself from his cocoon of blankets, when he shook the cramps out of his limbs, and went out into the snow, and walked down the hill under the big beech tree to take a leak, when the steam rose up from his piss and he looked mildly into the clump of winter thorns before him, he found the valentine that had been left for him there.




3

T he nurse was hurrying down Dyckman Street, hunched against the cold and rushing for the bus, when she saw him. He was standing before a little three-sided telephone coop. She gave him a glance and it turned into a stare.

Look at that crazy man. Must be homeless by the looks of him but something of a house unto himself. He was a big man, icicles hung from the eaves of his beard, and he was pulling from the pockets of his many coats all sorts of weird attic bric-a-brac. Old theater tickets, children’s scissors, the skeleton of a shrew. Some of this stuff fell to the sidewalk without his even noticing.

Finally he fished out a quarter, which he also dropped. He looked down at it. Must be tough, she thought, for that swaddled-up giant to stoop. She stepped over and picked it up and put it in his glove—careful not to touch him. He didn’t say a word to her. He was in his own world. She leaned into the bitter breeze and went on her way.
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R omulus dunked the quarter in the slot and tapped out his former telephone number. He was calling his daughter the cop.

But somehow the tapping turned into that coffee-perking song from the old ad. Poppa-poppa-POP-pop. He played it again, this time throwing in a few flat and sassy grace notes. His shivering got into the rhythm, and whenever his fingers hit two keys at once the phone laid a fart in his ear, and he was running somewhat berserk with this music when a voice interrupted him.

“This call requires a twenty-five-cent deposit.”

“Oh bullshit. Your boss already got my quarter.”

“This call requires—”

“No no no, you listen to me, Miss Machine. You might not have got the News yet but guess what—you’re a slave. Just like the rest of us. News is, you been sold down the river to ol’ Massa Stuyvesant, and you going—”

“This call requires—”

He pushed five keys at once—raucous trumpet-chord of truth.

Then a human operator came aboard, and he made the call collect. He gave his name as Blast from the Past. His daughter accepted the charges.

“Daddy.”

“Little Lulu. Did I wake you?”

“Oh no.”

“I did, didn’t I?”

He remembered how she used to love her sleep, and it pained him to think he’d pulled her out of it.

“It’s OK, Daddy.”

Then he heard in the background his former wife Sheila. Or maybe his present wife. Seventeen years since she’d kicked him out, but he’d never asked her if she had yet bothered to divorce him.

He heard her ask Lulu, “Where is he?”

He could picture her precisely. He saw her standing at the kitchen door in her house robe with her big eyes blazing. She was fixing Lulu and the telephone, fixing them with her chickenhawk gaze and she was still a great part of him, he figured—by his rough calculation about one-third of Romulus Ledbetter was still this woman with the raptor eyes.

“Mama wants to know where are you, Dad?”

“Huh? I’m home.”

“At your cave?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You got a telephone in your cave now?”

“Oh, all the amenities. Tell your mama that. TV, Cuisinart, quadraphonic CD—everything no respectable homeowner could live without.”

Squawking in the background.

“Mama says get your ass over to the shelter. Did Mr. Simms come by?”

“Mr. Simms I don’t know.”

“The social worker.”

“Oh yes. He came by. I took him downstairs to my study and we shot a game of snooker. Tell your mama to call off her hounds. I have a home. It’s not fancy but it suits me fine.”

Further squawking.

“Mama says if you freeze to death she’s not paying for your funeral.”

“Funeral. That reminds me. Why I’m calling.”

“Why are you calling, Daddy?”

“Stuyvesant killed somebody.”

Silence. Years ago she’d have shot back, “But Stuyvesant doesn’t exist, Daddy.” Or, “Daddy, Stuyvesant’s just a figment of your paranoia.” But now at last she’d given up arguing. Sad, when they quit arguing with him. She just gave him a weary sigh.

“That’s rough, Daddy.”

“This time I’ve got the evidence.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Persuasive evidence.”

“Uh-huh.”

“He left the body outside my cave.”

“What body?”

“Lulu. I’m a paranoiac, OK? I’ve been wasted by failure, right, you got it, you know your old man. But as to this dead thing outside my cave? Now this one I believe is just as real as you’d like it. I mean it’s so shiny-real it hurts the eyes to look at it.”

“Daddy?”

Note of concern. Maybe even a glimmer of credence. He thought of her as a five-year-old. Hair done up brilliantly in cornrows, believing every story he told her. And why had he told her such damned outrageous lies? Well, they were the truth, for one thing. And anyway, it was half her fault—why had she just sat there with her big eyes always believing him?

“Lulu?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Lulu, please don’t put up a fuss, OK? Please, child? Just please can you come on over here?”




5

T he body in question was a thing of sculptural beauty.

A young man, a white man—though white wasn’t the word. It didn’t begin.

Alabaster, that was better. Or phosphor.

Or ice.

Romulus, waiting for his daughter to come rid him of this horror, knelt with difficulty and reached down and touched the kid’s cheek. No give. No give at all—he yanked his fingers back. Yes, ice was the word: the body was frozen through.

A tattered coat, but wide open. The summer rayon shirt was buttonless. No laces on the sneakers. The chest and the belly and the ankles were all exposed—all frozen into stone, and all flawless in form. Perfect, finely muscled. In places there were long ruby-beaded lacerations, and some gray bruises, but Nature hadn’t inflicted those.

Even Romulus, who professed to no eye for this sort of thing, could see that Nature had been in a large, giving mood when it had made this boy.

Small nose, gentle chin. A long blond mane of hair. Wide feminine eyes that were open and gazing into the branches of the beech tree, or into the sky, or somewhere further. And Romulus was hard put to conceive of this work as anything you’d want to call dead.

Would you call any of the marble god-statues in Florence—would you call them dead?
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W hite cap.” The detective looked down at his clipboard. “White coat. White car.” He shook his head at the meagerness of what he had written there. “That’s all you saw?”

“I said the car was fancy.”

“Oh yeah. Fancy white car. And where was this fancy white car again?”

“Down there.”

“Down there? You’re pointing at this tree.”

“I mean, on the other side of this hill.”

“Oh. But didn’t you say you were lying right here in this cave when you saw all this?”

“Right.”

The detective had a concave face. Like a satellite dish. Or a cake that had fallen. He was a smart-ass. He looked sidelong at Lulu. Lulu looked at the snow. The detective turned back to Romulus.

“Then if you were in this cave, how could you see the fancy white car?”

“I told you. Try listening for once, OK?”

“OK. I’ll try anything once.”

“I’m telling you, I saw the white car on my TV.”

“Oh. Sure, the TV in your cave. Now you’re talking.”

“And I can save you some time, I can tell you who the car belongs to. The car belongs to a man by the name of Cornelius Gould Stuyvesant.”

But the detective’s attention seemed to be wandering. He was watching the ambulance workers load the marble corpse onto a stretcher. They draped a dropcloth over the work and hauled it away. Then a cop came over and handed the detective an eelskin wallet, threadbare.

“Found it in his coat.”

The detective looked through it. Not much to look through, though. Supermarket receipts. A driver’s license, which the detective squinted at. Presently he passed the wallet back to the cop, who popped it into a plastic bag and took it away again.

Then the detective eyed the TV set that sat at the entrance to the cave. Spilling out of the back of the TV was a ponytail of frazzled wires that led nowhere.

“Hey, tell me something, Caveman. What kind of shows you get on that?”

“All the shows.”

“Like what?”

“Everything. The whole heady broth of American culture, right?”

“Right. You get cable?”

“Sure.”

The detective gave Lulu another look. A little worm of a smile slithering across his lips.

“Get any broadcasts from Mars?”

“No.”

The man kept looking at Lulu. Lulu had inherited the sweet shape her mother used to have, and the amazing ragged-edged irises. And also something else, a sort of anti-aura, something down-to-earth and knotty and impenetrable that fascinated men. And damned if this detective, this squash-faced beet-nose sucker, wasn’t leering at her. The blood began to pulse in Romulus’s temples. Stick to your own kind, fucker. He took a step forward, caught the detective in his shadow.

“Write it down.”

“Write what down?”

“The name of the murderer.”

“You mean ol’ Uncle North Wind? Hey, what’s the point of getting after him? I could book him, you know, but I’d never get an indictment. He’d blow down the frigging courthouse. You ever see the cheeks on that guy?”

“Write his name. What are you afraid of? Cornelius Gould Stuyvesant. Write it!”

Drumbeat of skull-blood, and a stirring of tiny wings inside his brain. Quickening toward a rage. But Lulu—only Lulu—kept it from boiling over. With a word.

“Daddy.”

Romulus let out a breath. Let his blood settle. He said:

“Well, tell him to write it, Lulu.”

“I can’t tell him anything, Daddy. This isn’t even my precinct. I’m just a nobody here, like you.”

But then the detective raised his clipboard again, and grinned a generous grin.

“Ah, what the hell, my friend. You got some help for me? Who am I to turn down help? So how do you spell ‘Cornelius’?”




7

L ater, nearly dark, Romulus was making his rounds, just shuffling along through one of the rich enclaves off Riverside Drive. His low-energy sleepwalk shuffle. Build up some momentum with a gait like this, you could go on forever, like a steamship. But when he came abreast of a familiar and reliable row of garbage cans, he pulled up.

A doorman across the street gave him a baleful eye.

Romulus ignored him. Lifted a lid.

Well OK, here was the afternoon newspaper anyway, not bad. He stuck it under his elbow.

The rest was just miscellaneous desk trash. But he gave the mess a quick stir anyway, just in case—and uncovered a trove, a gleaming trove! Sheet music! Sugary white-bread tunes. “Gentle on My Mind.” “The Impossible Dream.” “On the Road Again.” Some spoiled brat in the tower above him, practicing with sodden fingers every Tuesday and Thursday, till she was old enough to bail out, to ditch this foolishness.

But sheet music no matter how corny was always a pleasure to Romulus.

He took a sheaf of it and put it in his outermost coat, slid it through the tear in the lining. Then moved on before the doorman could start something.

He went about a block and it was getting dark and he was tired, he’d lost that momentum now, and he stopped where he was and sat on the sidewalk, with his back to the blond brick.

When he dipped his head, he caught a whiff of his own stink. A bubble of deep rank sincere stink. Made him ashamed of himself. Usually he showered and washed his clothes at least once a month at the Franciscans’ down on Broadway and 112th. Cleanliness—that was a point of pride with him. After all, he had his daughter’s reputation to think of. He had his handsome rocky home—homeowner’s pride. Could such an upstanding prophet in the community go about ill-groomed? But these last few weeks—such cold! He kept putting off going down to the Franciscans, kept waiting for a break in the weather—and pride had gotten itself frozen out.

Just frozen out.

Frozen, iced-over, snowed in . . .

He woke with a start. Shook his head to clear it. The newspaper was on his lap. He took it up, and braced himself.

He was ready to confront the Ice Apollo again, in a big front-page spread.

But the front page was enthralled by the VALENTINE GHOUL, who’d been caught digging up Andy Warhol’s grave. She swore that he’d asked her to. “He wants to be my love-zombie.”

Then pages two through six were communiqués from various SPURIOUS AND TRUMPED-UP WARS around the planet. The soldiers wore the same faces, just different uniforms. Of course. They were all extras.

Pages seven through twelve were taken up with the TEARFUL CONFESSIONS of pols who admitted to robbing the public blind but who promised to cut back just as soon as they could.

He was almost to the classifieds before he found what he was looking for.

HOMELESS MAN FOUND FROZEN TO DEATH

The lifeless body of Andrew Scott Gates, 20, was discovered early this morning in a remote section of Inwood Park on the northern tip of Manhattan. A preliminary autopsy report indicates that Mr. Gates was the victim of exposure to the sub-zero temperatures that have prevailed in the metropolitan area for more than a week.

Mr. Gates, an unemployed model, had been living since November at 144 East 4th Street, in a building owned by the city of New York but occupied by squatters.

Early this month, however, according to other tenants of the building, Mr. Gates had moved out onto the street. “He was depressed,” said Laurie Black, who lives with her husband in another room of the building. “He thought maybe he was dying of AIDS, and he kept talking about people out to get him.”

For some time after leaving the East 4th Street address, Mr. Gates had been noticed in and around the tent village at Tompkins Square Park. He had not been seen, however, for nearly a week.

Mr. Gates’s body may have lain undiscovered for several days, said Lieutenant Detective John Cork of the 34th Precinct. “It’s a little-trafficked area of the park. He might still be lying there if another homeless man hadn’t run across him.”

When found, the body was dressed in light summer clothes and an open coat. There were no indications of violence. Lieutenant Cork speculated that Mr. Gates may have been seeking shelter in one of the park’s shallow caves.

The police will conduct a thorough investigation, said Lieutenant Cork.

Mr. Gates is the third homeless man whose death has been attributed to the recent wave of arctic air. On Tuesday, an elderly Brooklyn man was found dead near a heating vent in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn. Yesterday an unemployed construction worker died of burn injuries he received when sparks from a cooking fire set ablaze his crude cardboard dwelling on West Street.

 

O farrago of lies! Lies and distortions.

The ol’ North Wind, sure. AKA Cornelius Gould Stuyvesant.

Mr. Gates’s body will be transferred to the Museum of Classical Ice Sculpture in SoHo, where it will be attended by seven vestal virgins from the Fashion Institute of Technology. If there’s ever a power failure, the remains will melt into a puddle and Stuyvesant’s minions will mop up that puddle and rinse it away and it will burble down the drain and into the sewers and the rivers and into the Atlantic Ocean and you can rest in peace then, Andrew Scott Gates, there’s not much more the bastards can do to you.

Easy, Romulus. Back off on the rage. Easy on the bitter visions. Remember that iniquity and injustice such as this are all in a day’s commerce here. Detach. Smile. Get out that sheet music and play.
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T he bankruptcy lawyer was one of the best in New York, a man to whom even the grimmest of grim tidings brought enrichment. And as the tidings from all points of the compass were very grim indeed these days, he whistled cheerfully as he walked up from the corner, where the car had left him, to his apartment house.

Then he saw the bum. The bum was sitting on the sidewalk with his knees drawn up, and he was reading something and his head was rocking from side to side. He was in some kind of bum’s rapture. He was a big black man. He wore a pot for a hat, and several coats, one on top of the other, and out of the pocket of the topmost coat stuck the ends of a bunch of bananas—coal-black, oozing at the seams.

The bankruptcy lawyer was not dismayed by the sight of bums and beggars. As symbols of abysmal failure they also stood, of course, for his own prosperity. But more than that, he thought they represented—in the constancy, the intractability, of their numbers, despite every attempt in every age of humankind to eradicate them—some stubborn and gloriously perverse willfulness in the human spirit.

Something to draw a kind of courage from.

Not that he ever gave them a penny.

But tonight was such a cold night. Tonight he saw this poor vagabond and felt, despite the firmness of his principles, a twinge of guilt. He veered to the edge of the sidewalk, to give the man a wide berth. He strode quickly and purposefully, hoping the crazy wouldn’t surface from his trance in time to badger him.

But not quickly or purposefully enough. The bum raised his eyes, fixed him, and said:

“Hey mister. You got a pencil?”

The bankruptcy lawyer waved him off. And was halfway down the block before he realized the man had asked him not for money but of all things for a pencil.

He turned around and came back.

“Did I hear you right? You asked for a pencil?”

“You got one?”

“This isn’t just to get me in conversation so you can hit me up for a dollar?”

The bum stared at him. The bankruptcy lawyer said:

“What do you want a pencil for?”

“I want to balance it on the end of my nose.”

“I mean—OK, you just want to write something, huh?”

“Right.”

“Well, I don’t have a pencil. I’ve got a pen.”

“That would do.”

“I don’t have a cheap pen.”

“No?”

“But here. What the hey.”

The bankruptcy lawyer handed over a gold Parker Executive. Foolish gesture. But one that triggered a little warmth in his breast. What the hey. It was just such foolish gestures that kept the Ghost of Christmas Future at bay.

Even in late February, a bankruptcy lawyer was wise to keep one eye out for the Ghost of Christmas Future.

He said to the bum, “Maybe if I ever see you again, you’ll give it back, OK?”

“OK.”

The bankruptcy lawyer started off again. Looked back again. The bum was writing furiously. What he had open on his knees was sheet music, and he was sitting there in the insane cold making emendations in the music—filling in notes where there were none, X-ing out whole measures, changing the key, block-printing commands beneath the bars. His head bobbing and bouncing, his eyes rolling, the Parker Executive dancing. The bankruptcy lawyer came a few steps closer, so he could read the title on the sheet.

Lord. “Gentle on My Mind”?
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B assoons and a banshee siren! Bass clarinets! Derail this rinky-dink choo-choo music! Two dozen harmonicas, wheezing destruction! And Romulus, scribbling away, dreamed of himself, none other, at the piano, bedazzling the ivories. Send this freight hurtling into the depot building! Cymbols, mayhem, and fiddles! Crash through that row of parked cars on Main Street, plough through the antique shops and the country boutiques. Smoke and rubble! Despair—

“Could I ask you what you’re writing there?”

Pinstripes was back. Big guy, woof-woof voice. Probably had played fullback in the Ivy League. But what threads! Romulus blinked at him and said:

“You want your pen back?”

“No, that’s OK. You a musician?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What do you play?”

“My skull.”

And then—the cold and the approaching dark making him sleepy and softheaded again—Romulus relented a little, opened his past just a crack for this stranger.

“I used to play other things.”

“Like—?”

“Like everything I could get my hands on. Mostly piano.”

“You had a piano?”

“Not of my own, no. But there were a good many where I went to school.”

“Where’d you go to school?”

“Juilliard.”

“Juilliard? Lord, then how the hell did you wind up here?”

Romulus roused himself. He tucked the sheet music into the lining of his innermost coat. He clicked back the point on the Parker Executive and dropped it in the pocket of his outermost coat, with the bananas. With a prodigious effort, mind over matter, he rose. He bent over and coughed. He wiped his nose on his sleeve. Adjusted his Teflon-saucepan hat, and said:

“You want to know how the hell did I wind up here?”

He shuffled away, down the block, and he beckoned Pinstripes to follow. At the corner he gestured toward the dusky view of lower Manhattan.

“I wound up here because that bastard wants me here.”

Romulus could feel them now—they were astir inside his skull. The Seraphs of Divinity and Vengeance. He felt them fluttering their little wings like moths against the soft walls of his brain. He felt their fury rising.

Said Pinstripes, “What bastard?”

“Don’t play stupid, Pinstripes. You know the bastard that lives in that tower.”

“What tower?”

“Don’t, Jack. Just don’t even bother, right? That tower right there. All right, use your pretty euphemism. Call it the Chrysler Building.”

“You can’t see the Chrysler Building from here.”

“Yeah? Yeah, but who gives a shit?—he can see me. He sees me at all times, you think I don’t know that? He sits up there in his tower and he watches, and what he sees he doesn’t like. I mean it curdles his stinking rancid blood what he sees, ’cause what he sees is a free man. Free man busting through to his own divinity, right?—you getting this? Ghetto kid making it in Juilliard? Making a name for himself? Young composer? Hot, jumping? Getting his notes straight from God hisself, am I right, you know this story? Getting an angle on what the truth sounds like, what love sounds like—and old Stuyvesant, you know what he says to that. He says, We’re going to crush that nigger. Oh yes, send some Y-rays that nigger’s way. We’re going to CRUSH THAT NIGGER! Right? Oh, don’t you back off, Pinstripes. Don’t give me that shit, you know what I’m talking about. YOU SIGN THE PAPERS, DON’T YOU? Send another load of darkies into the mine—you’ll sign off on that, won’t you, Mr. Overseer? Never going to see them poor suckers again. GET BACK HERE! YOU FUCKING COWARD! Stuyvesant’s gone and laced your mind with Y-rays, YOU’RE LIVING LIKE A JACKRABBIT! Oh, yes, RUN, Stuyvesant! Run like a fucking jackrabbit—but you sign the papers! Right? You say CRUSH THAT NIGGER! I hear you! STUYVESANT! I SEE YOU! You see me? I SEE YOU RIGHT FUCKING BACK!”
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R omulus was almost home, he was slogging up the last snowy slope to his cave, when he noticed the tracks.

One set of tracks going up—toward the cave. One set coming back down. No other tracks around. Of course. Who ever came this way? Nobody.

Except the murderer.

Last night. The footsteps he’d heard.

There was enough stray streetlight to read how smooth these marks were. That poor dead boy, he’d had sneakers on his feet, and sneaker tracks should have been filled with all sorts of strange sneaker hieroglyphics. Right?

Not these tracks. These tracks were smooth-soled.

Furthermore, thought Romulus, if this were the trail of a man who had been freezing to death, it should be wandering all over, shouldn’t it?

But these tracks were deliberate. They went right up, they dumped the body, they came right down again. No fuss.

These were Stuyvesant’s shoe prints.

So why the hell hadn’t the police found them?

Oh, but of course the police hadn’t found them.

These prints could have had a big S for Stuyvesant in the middle of the heel, they could have been glowing, could have been neon-red and pulsing, they could have stood up and danced the mambo, and still the cops would have overlooked them.

But nevertheless, let it go, Romulus. Forget it.

Remember, the poor boy was just bait.

It’s your soul that Stuyvesant’s really after.
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H e climbed up to the knoll above the cave and looked down.

And saw that someone was waiting for him.

Dark figure squatting in front of the cave, his back to Romulus. Looking nervously left and right. Listening.

Romulus stood there a moment.

Stuyvesant’s henchman, waiting for me. The angel of death. So why not just give it the slip? Turn around and go back the way I came. But that’s my home down there. They call me a homeless man, but uh-uh—and hell if Stuyvesant’s going to make me one. Chase me out of my own front yard—uh-uh.

Romulus waited till a truck went whining past on the highway down by the river, and then he started to move.

He moved down the snow-dusted rocks as stealthily as he could. It wasn’t like when he was a kid—when he was a kid, he was a panther. But now he was so big and so damn far from his feet, it was like trying to be stealthy on stilts. It was like a telephone booth on stilts trying to be stealthy.

Yet he found he hadn’t lost it all. A little panther magic yet clung to him, and he knew these rocks by heart, and there was a regular rhythm of trucks down on the highway to cover for him.

He clambered down from one rock to another. Then he paused and collected his balance and let the silence collect, and when another truck went groaning by, he shifted to the next rock. And the squatting henchman, who was so intent on listening, didn’t seem to know how to listen. He was always moving his head just as Romulus was moving. Never hearing, and never thinking to look behind him.

Then Romulus lowered himself between two boulders and stepped out to the edge of the last rock. There was just a small patch of snowy ground between him and his enemy. He took a breath. He leapt down and hurtled forward, gathering momentum and by the time the henchman turned wildly and rose, it was way too late.

Romulus barreled into him.

Knocked him back on his ass. Pounced, and had him by the throat, and swung the fucker to his feet and slammed him against a tree. Slammed the wind out of him. The fool doubled over, gasping for air.

“Rom! Don’t kill me! Please God don’t kill me!”

Matthew. Matthew the Weasel. The little Italian druggie. Now Romulus could see him, could see in profile the long eroded ridge of the kid’s nose. The slight build, the stringy hair. Romulus put his arms around the kid. The kid blubbered and wheezed.

“Jesus, I’m dead already Rom, what you want to kill me for?”

“Oh for Christ’s sake, Matthew.”

“I’m dead already.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I waited for you. You never came. God, I thought I was going to freeze to death. I heard those wolves, Rom.”

“Heard what? I can’t hear you, you’re talking into my coat.”

Matthew pulled his head back. He was weeping. “Those wolves. They were coming to eat me.”

Said Romulus, “We don’t have any wolves in the city, Matthew. What are you doing here?”

The kid kept weeping. He said, “Rom. You were the one who found him, weren’t you? They said the Caveman found him—that was you. You found him.”

“You mean found the dead guy?”

“Scotty.”

“Yeah, I found him.”

“I knew they were going to kill him.”

“Matthew, you’re shivering.”

“I knew they’d get him.”

“You’re too cold.”

“I don’t care.”

Romulus said softly, “Why don’t you care?”

“Rom, have you ever loved anybody?”

The kid shut his eyes tight. Balled his fist and brought it down against Romulus’s chest as though it were a wall. With all his coats, it nearly was—Romulus scarcely felt the blow.

“Oh Jesus. Rom.”

“You loved this guy?”

“Rom. I gotta die, too. I gotta. I gotta. Please, Rom. I gotta die, too.”

“Yeah but not now, OK? Tomorrow if you want, when it’s light out. Right now you’ve got to get warm. Come here.”

He helped the kid into the cave. It wasn’t much of a cave, just a deep recess in the rock. But it was his home, and he wrapped his guest in the rags of an old blanket, and sat him down, and then he untied some strings and unfurled a pair of mad harlequin curtains that stretched across the face of the cave. So his guest was shielded, a little, from the roaring cold.

Then he gathered an armful of kindling that he’d been drying all winter, and set about making a fire.

“Jesus, Rom, what are you doing? You can’t light a fire in the park.”

“Then let them come after me. What, now they won’t let a man make a fire? But that’s what a man does. Fires all over this fucking planet, Matthew. This one’s mine.”

When the pyre was ready, shrewdly built, Romulus pocket-hunted till he found a book of matches (970-NEED. Visa, MC) and lit it. A quick, sure blaze. He sat beside the Weasel. He put his arm around him. Some semblance of coziness despite the flagrant cracks around the curtains. They watched the fire.

“OK. Tell me.”
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T hey killed him, Rom. He was too beautiful for them. Did you see him? God, I used to just lie there and look at him. Sometimes he got in a bad mood, you know? I mean, they’d fucked him up so bad—and then he wouldn’t let me touch him, so I’d just lie there and look, for hours.

“Oh Jesus, Rom. Jesus. I feel like somebody just tore half my insides out. Why’d they do it to him? Why?”

Said Romulus, “Who? Who did it to him, Matthew?”

“He was just a country kid, Rom. He grew up in this little town upstate, and he was in love with this real simple girl and he was going to work his way through college and then he was going to marry her. I bet they’d a had seven kids, and I’d never have even met him, but that’s OK—he’d still be alive, Rom. But then that bastard got hold of him.”

“What bastard? Stuyvesant?”

“He was fifteen, you know, and his parents were killed in a car accident—so what could he do? The state was going to put him in some school for orphans. All he needed was someone to take him in for a while. And that bastard came along.”

“Who?”

“You don’t want to know. Rom, they’re going to find me, and they’re going to kill me, and if I tell you, they’ll kill you, too.”

“Tell me.”

“You want to know?”

“Who’s the bastard?”

“I gotta tell somebody. But you already know his name.”

“Stuyvesant?”

“David Leppenraub.”

“Who?”

“You’re kidding. You don’t know who he is?”

“Uh-uh.”

“Photographer? Trees of North America?”

“Wait a minute. Maybe I did see his name in the paper. Some controversy . . .”

“Every paper in the fucking country. He did these pictures of trees, all kinds of trees, you know, in the city and gas stations and malls and like that, just these normal American scenes except there was always a little bit of violence in them, just a touch of blood or something. And in every one of these pictures there was also an angel, and this angel didn’t have no clothes or nothing, and this angel was beautiful. I bet he was. ’Cause this angel was Scotty.”

“He was the model?”

“Yeah. He was Leppenraub’s model. He was also Leppenraub’s slave. He took him in, put him up on his farm up in Dutchess County. He said he was some kind of precious flower. He said he was too good for that girlfriend of his. He gave him presents, and he made him a glamour boy. He made him the mascot for all his fancy parties. He gave him drugs and shit, all the shit that’ll fuck up a kid the fastest, I know about that shit. He turned him into a zombie. He just sucked all the blood out of him, so he could do whatever he wanted. He made him fuck all his friends. He made him do all sorts of shit.

“Once Scotty tried to run away, and a couple of Leppenraub’s party-boy goons came after him, and they brought him back to the farm and taught him a little self-discipline, you know? I mean they beat the shit out of him. Taught him to do what he was told.

“One time—listen to this, Rom—one time Leppenraub made Scotty invite his old girlfriend up to the farm. And she still loved him, she still didn’t understand what had happened to him. And they had lunch, the three of them, and she was looking at Scotty and she started to cry. And Leppenraub, he consoled her, oh yeah. He told her Scotty just wasn’t ready for serious commitment, but be patient, child, perhaps when he’s ready—and all the while Scotty was doing what he was told. You know what he was doing, Rom? He was jacking off Leppenraub under the table. Rom! The man made him do that. The man’s a fucking monster.”

“Jesus.”

“He’s the most sadistic bastard that ever walked the face of the earth. You see what he did to Scotty? You see the scars?”

“He was dressed when I saw him, Matthew.”

“You see the brand, Rom? He branded him—fucking heart tattoo on his butt. Yours forever. Oh Jesus.”
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T here was something outside. Matthew talked on, and Romulus shut his eyes, and he felt it, felt them, gathering out there. Something colder than the cold. Not wolves. Much fiercer than wolves. Y-rays. Sent down from Stuyvesant’s tower. Dense miasma of Y-rays, gathering on the other side of the rude curtains, settling in around the entrance to the cave. Eyelessly watching and listening in on Matthew’s grief, listening to every word.
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M atthew said, “Then he got crow’s-feet around his eyes and sores on his skin, and he started to look sick. And that’s how Leppenraub knew he had it. How he knew he’d given Scotty the virus. So—so long, fucker. Get the fuck out of here, fucker.”

“He just kicked him out?”

“Just like that, yeah. He didn’t have no use for him no more. Got hisself another model. Go die now, Scotty. Go off somewhere and die.

“Leppenraub though, he was real sick himself. He went in the hospital after he kicked Scotty out, and he was supposed to die.

“So they had this big party for him just before he went in, so everybody could say good-bye to him. And they gave a lot of speeches and everybody said how gentle he was, all the big wheels, and they fed him a little cake. If I’d been there I’d have fed him dogshit till he choked. But I didn’t even know who he was then.

“But anyway, the thing is, Leppenraub didn’t die. He’s back on his fucking farm. He’s feeling so much better, thank you. The fucker. Scotty’s in some drawer somewhere in the city morgue but Leppenraub’s having a high old time.

“And of course everybody just loves him.

“I mean wherever you go now it’s Leppenraub. You see the bookstores last Christmas? Leppenraub coffee-table books and calendars and shit, and they had that big exhibit at some museum. The Whitman or something. Me, I never looked at any of it. I wanted to, you know, just to see what Scotty had been like before Leppenraub ruined him, but he wouldn’t never let me. All those pictures of him, they just humiliated him.”

The tears kept washing silently down the Weasel’s cheeks. Romulus found a wadded-up tissue in a pocket, and he gave it to Matthew and Matthew wiped his face with it, but it didn’t do any good. The tears kept coming. He said:

“I don’t know how Scotty made it before I found him. I took care of him best I could. But he was just crazy. He kept talking about revenge. He had evidence, he said. He said he had this videotape that Leppenraub had made at one of the torture sessions. He said he was going to go to the bastard and let him know he had it and get some money. He acted so crazy, he weirded everyone out in the squat. They threw us out.”

“You got evicted from a squat, Matthew?”

“Hard to fucking believe, huh? Hey, what can I tell you? They should have left me out on the hillside when I was born. But still, you know, I guess it was OK, ’cause I still had Scotty. We was on the street—but we still had each other. Till one day he says to me, ‘I called Leppenraub. He wants to meet me. He wants to negotiate.’ ‘You going to do it?’ I says. ‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘I got nothing to lose.’ I says, ‘You got us. You going to lose us.’ And he smiles, you know, and he says, ‘You and me, we’re going to Key West. We’re going to buy a mansion, and a boat, and live happily ever after.’ I says, ‘He’ll kill you.’ He says, ‘Yeah, well if he does, you tell ’em. Matthew, you gotta tell ’em you saw me. You saw what they did to me. You tell ’em.’

“And then he told me he loved me. And then he was gone. That was a week ago. That was the last time I saw him.”

Romulus got up and threw the last of the wood on the fire. Sparks flying wildly. Any moment the curtains might catch. But when you lived in a cave and owned nothing and had the feeling you were not long for this world anyway, this was not an oppressive concern.

He settled back down on his blanket again. It was warm enough that he could take off his saucepan hat. Underneath it he was three-quarters bald, and he took a minute to rub the bone of his head with his knuckles. Just did that, and looked at the fire. Now why is it, he wondered, after such a tale as this, such suffering and confusion, why did his thoughts feel so light and clear and sure-footed? It was as though the world had only to own up to its share of chaos and sham, for Romulus to peacefully acknowledge his share in the world—fair exchange.

“So did you talk to the cops, Matthew?”

“They—they came around.”

“Did you tell them about all this?”

“Rom. Oh, Rom, I couldn’t tell them. How could I have told them?—they’d have gone right to Leppenraub. And that’d be it for me. He’d a squashed me just like he’d squash a bug—and who’d give a damn? What I ought to do, I ought to kill that bastard myself. But I don’t have the guts. Oh Rom, for Christ’s sake, I’m scared. I got nothing to live for, so what am I scared of? But I’m scared to death. What am I going to do, Rom?”

“I don’t know. Seems like you’re too small. Nothing you can do. Nor nothing I can do for you.”

They sat for a long while watching the sparks.

“Rom, you know what—one time I brought Scotty up here to meet you. It was like, back in October. I says, ‘I know this guy that’s got hisself clear of all this shit. He don’t work for nobody. Lives up in this cave, and he fends for hisself, y’know, and so what if he’s a little nuts? He keeps himself healthy, and he don’t do no drugs, he don’t even drink, and he’s not even afraid of no wolves—’ ”

“I’m not afraid of wolves, Matthew, because there are no wolves in New York. Or if there are, I’m sure they’re on our side.”

“Anyway, Scotty says to me, ‘This guy I gotta see.’ So I took him up here. But you weren’t around.”

“When was this?”

“October.”

“I was probably out harvesting.”

“You what?”

“I’ve got a patch of pumpkins down by the highway.”

“Pumpkins—that’s what I mean. See, that’s what Scotty would have loved. He wanted to live just like you, see. He wanted to be free.”

Said Romulus, “Well, he’s free now.”

“You think so? I think he’s walking around in chains, Rom.”

“Matthew, get that notion out of your head right now. No such thing as ghosts. Right? Doesn’t matter what kind of garbage you’re carrying around, death’s going to shake it right out of you. Just hold you up by the ankles, and shake.”

“So what are you saying? You’re saying we just forget about it? About Scotty, about what they—”

“No, I’m saying Scotty just forgets about it. I guess you’re not going to be so lucky. Me neither. I mean, this thing just . . . pisses me off. Toss that boy’s body at my doorstep. You know why he did that, Matthew? To show me he dishonors me. He dishonors me the way he dishonored that boy.”

“Wait. You know Leppenraub, Rom?”

“Leppenraub, shit, Leppenraub’s just a shill. I know who’s behind him. I know the man he works for, and I know what that man wants. He wants to show us how little we are, Matthew. How he can break us in pieces any time he feels like it. Oh shit, Matthew. Old Stuyvesant, he got to us this time, didn’t he? I mean this one—looks to me like we’re going to be carrying this particular nasty insult around in our heads a long time.”

He rubbed his head awhile.

“Pisses me off.”



 


 

 


THE PERFECTLY REAL AND GOOD
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L ieutenant Detective Jack Cork stepped into the nave of the St. Veronica chapel on 207th Street. He crossed himself and felt stupid doing it, then crossed himself again because he’d felt stupid. He also felt edgy. He scanned the pews—there was no one to be seen. He shot a glance over his shoulder. Nobody behind him. He took a few steps down the aisle, into the open. Lord, if this is a setup, I’m in your hands, and please forgive me that this is the first time I’ve darkened the door of your church since . . . when—Rose’s wedding?

Actually, he didn’t think it was a setup. But there were many surprises in his business. If it was a setup, if some hunter was using one of the pews for a blind, he was a dead duck.

More likely, though, it was just another no-show.

There were multitudes of those in his business.

Then he smelled something. Faintly, faintly . . . He sniffed. Not a churchly fragrance. He sniffed again.

A rich, rank, bum stink.

Someone hissed at him. He looked over to the side aisle and saw the Caveman. Over by the confessionals, wagging a finger, summoning him. Well, he had figured it was probably just the Caveman. You couldn’t have known for sure over the phone, but there had been something unhinged and strangely civilized about that voice. And who else would insist on meeting in a place as unlikely as a church?

Cork went over to him. The Caveman nodded gravely, then slipped into the priest’s side of one of the confessionals. Shut the door.

Jack Cork sighed. He stepped into the penitent’s side. Shut his own door, and sat on the bench, and the little window slid open.

Said the Caveman, “Do you have any sins to confess, my child?”

“Ah, you don’t even know the lingo—but all right, yeah, I’ve got one sin to confess. It’s a whopper. I committed sacrilege. I agreed to meet an informant in your church. I’d like to say it’s ’cause I’m such a good cop and I was banking on this infinitesimal chance that I’d get something useful. But—nah, it was just an excuse to get away from my desk for a while. Anyway, it was a dumb-ass move, and if anybody catches me in here talking to this crazy man, I’m up shit’s creek, and I deeply repent it, Father.”

“You shouldn’t, my son. Stuyvesant fears religion, even bogus religion. A church offers your informant some privacy. It’s no sin, meeting here—merely prudence. Come now, have you committed no true sins?”

“Well maybe one or two, you know—but they’re private little suckers. That’s all for you.”

“Nothing you’ve overlooked?”

“Well, like what, for example?”

“Like covering up the murder of Andrew Scott Gates?”

“Oh, yeah. Well, I did that, but you gotta understand, Father. The guy that offed him was this big . . . I don’t know, Lord of All Evil or something, this guy Stuyvesant, and if I’d blown the whistle, they’d a boiled me alive or stuck me in some precinct in the Bronx. Anyway, there was just this smidgen of doubt in my mind that there had been any murder.”

“Despite the tracks?”

“What tracks?”

“The tracks the murderer left in the snow.”

“Oh, those tracks. Well, I guess I gotta give you a big mea culpa on that one, too. I totally missed them. Though if I might offer just . . . just a word in my defense. . . . We are talking about a park in New York fucking City, and on the day after a snowfall in any New York City park there’s about forty billion sets of tracks, and not one of them’s worth shit to a murder investigation. You know the real shame of it, Father? They don’t even teach tracking at the Academy no more. Not since Natty Bumppo died. Can I go now? I mean, I gotta get out of here.”

“Wait. Wait my son—I want to ask you a question.”

“OK, ask.”

“What if . . . suppose you found out there was a very famous person involved in this case? Suppose the victim had been held against his will by this famous person, and abused—I mean, abused, tortured—a real horror story, right?—then what would you say?”

“I’d say who’s the famous person?”

“Suppose that couldn’t be disclosed?”

“I’d say go fuck yourself, Father.”

“Well then, suppose, suppose there could be found some way . . . I don’t know, some way to slip you the name of the famous person—then what?”

“Then I’d say, Let me go back to work, Father, let me get out of here before I lose my marbles, too, and you work on some way to slip me that name without anybody knowing about it. And as soon as you’ve figured out how to slip me David Leppenraub’s name, you give me a call—and then I’ll tell you to go fuck yourself.”

“You know about Leppenraub?”

“Sure. Gates was his model. Until he quit, and came down here and went nuts on the streets of New York, which no one can hold against him. He decided that his employer had ruined his life. This you can’t hold against him either. I think the same thing about my employer. He started cooking up all these paranoid delusions. These do not in any way constitute what we’d call evidence of murder.”

“But suppose there was evidence? I mean suppose there was a witness, suppose—”

“A witness? A real witness? With a name and all?”

“Again, I’m not at liberty—”

“Then again, please go fuck yourself. Who’re we talking about anyway, that little weasely guy he lived with?”

“He—Matthew told you?”

“The Y-rays told me, Father. The Y-rays tell all.”

Silence from the priest’s side.

Jack Cork laughed. “Relax, Caveman, I’m just playing with your head here. Your daughter told me about your Y-rays.”

“You talked to my daughter about me?”

“Hey, take it easy. Girl’s got nothing but praise for you. She admires the hell out of you. She said if you could just get your little fits under control, why, there’s nothing you couldn’t do.”

“You stay away from my daughter.”

“She said the shrinks can’t quite get a bead on you. Paranoid, sure, but psycho? They can’t make up their minds. There’s some who think you’re kind of weirdly healthy. She used some shrink term . . .”

“‘ Well compensated’?”

“You got it. Like you manage to get by pretty good, in your own way, you know. She says you raise your own food.”

“In season. Winters I’m obliged to scavenge.”

“But anyway, you’re no run-of-the-mill homeless loony—”

“I’m not homeless. I live in a cave. I take care of it.”

“Right, what your daughter told me. She said you’re all right. She said sometimes she thinks you’re saner than anyone. Only . . .”

Cork hesitated.

“Only what?”

“Only sometimes she thinks maybe you’re a little—you know?—sometimes a little frightened.”

“Frightened?”

That stung. And Cork saw that it had stung.

“Oh shit, I shouldn’t have told you. Look, it’s better than what my kid says about me. Hitler’s zombie nephew, how’d you like to be called that?”

“A little frightened? Like I’m some schoolkid peeing in my pants? That’s what she said?”

“Forget about it, OK? She loves you. She respects you. I mean, your daughter and me, we had a nice long chat—”

“Don’t you chat with my daughter. Don’t you ever. Don’t you ever touch my daughter.”

“Touch her? You mean, carnally? Hey, no offense, but, uh, the ebony-and-ivory thing, that’s not really my bag. You know? Anyway, I got a wife and three grown kids. I’m just a good Irish daddy. All I got the hots for these days are the antique roses in my garden. Now those are some fucking sweet broads.”

Cork laughed again. “Look, Caveman, relax, will you? Your daughter and me, we are not an item. And your buddy Matthew?—he didn’t tell us nothing. He was scared out of his gourd. But he wasn’t the only one that Scotty Gates was blabbing his sob story to. A lot of guys down around Tompkins Square knew Gates had it in for David Leppenraub. So I gave Leppenraub a call. Kind of a spoiled prick, I thought, but he told me what I wanted to know. He said, yeah, Gates had tried to blackmail him, and he’d told Gates to eat shit.”

“Oh I’m sure he told him that. Right. He told him very persuasively—he killed him.”

“Your paranoid conclusion. Me, all I’ve got is the evidence. I been wasting a lot of time scrounging in the scum of this city for evidence, and the evidence is there ain’t any evidence. Of murder. There’s plenty of evidence that Gates was off his nut. He was running around with his shirt undone in the middle of winter, babbling about all his bad breaks. Everybody thought he was going to freeze to death. And I got me an ME’s report telling me that’s exactly what he did. The body was clean. Some scrapes, some bruises, maybe some rough play back in his sicko history somewhere—but no lethal blows. Just ice crystals.”

“What about AIDS?”

“HIV positive. Big deal. These days about every John Doe they wheel in there comes in positive. But the virus didn’t kill him either. Cold killed him. Hypothermia.”

“How do you know the morgue wasn’t covering up?”

“Hey, maybe they were. Or maybe they just screwed this one. Morgues don’t get our best and our brightest, you know. Maybe Gates was a pregnant eighty-year-old grandmother who died by assault from a chain saw—maybe they just missed all that. I wouldn’t put it past them. But what the witnesses say seems to suggest they got it right.”

“Then the witnesses lie.”

“Can I ask you something, Caveman?”

“Sure.”

“What the fuck do you care?”

For some time, just church-silence. Then Cork asked, “I mean, you sure you never knew Gates?”

“No. Never.”

“Because it strikes me kind of curious what the hell he was doing way up here in this neighborhood. I mean, he buys it right in front of your cave—now why? Seems to me maybe he was looking for you.”

“He’d heard of me. Matthew says he told him all about me. They even came up to see me once, but I wasn’t around.”

“So OK, maybe he thought you were the kind he could tell his delusions to. Maybe that’s why he came up here. But before he could get a load of your sage advice, he froze to death.”

Romulus said, “Sounds reasonable.”

“Yeah, it does, don’t it?”

“Sounds very reasonable. Except that when he was tossed at my doorstep, he was already dead. He was murdered. He wasn’t thinking shit, you fucking snake. You think you can snake this one over on me? But see, I know you! I know you! You’re Stuyvesant’s ass licker! You call me frightened? YOU LICK HIS SLIMY ASSHOLE, AND YOU CALL ME FRIGHTENED? OH, I KNOW YOU! I KNOW THE KIND OF SLIME—”

“Good-bye, Father.”

Cork got up and cracked the door and peeked out, and thank God there was still nobody there, and he moved out quickly, and as he got to the big front door the Caveman was still going at it, the empty chapel trembling from his sermon, and Cork crossed himself in a flash and got the hell away from there.
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B y that evening the bitter cold had broken. It was a misty, spring-thaw evening, and Romulus was down in the East Village.

He looked both ways, up and down Fourth Street. Nobody coming, so he stepped up quickly onto the milk crate by the window-hole. The window had once been sealed shut with concrete blocks, but somebody had taken a sledgehammer to them. Now there was a jagged gap, and Romulus scrunched down and clambered through it. Straightened himself and stood in a dark forlorn parlor, swatting at his coat to get off the masonry dust.

The light would have been dismal in here even without the cloud of dust. He peered. No furniture in this room. Up near the high ceiling, though, was a fine and delicate molding. The pride of some immigrant who was now spinning in his grave at 400 RPM because someone had written across the length of one molding-board—from wall to wall:

NOBODY HERE BUT US INSURRECTIONARY CHICKENS

He heard voices from above.

Then he spied a door, and passed through it. Pitch black. He went through his pockets and found matches—lit one. Haunted corridor. The floor groaning as he walked. Prodigious stench on the right: what had once been a bathroom. There was a bucket of water, and the toilet lid was in pieces all over the floor—and from the toilet bowl itself came a slow, sulfurous burbling.

His fingers started to scorch. He shook the match out, lit another.

At the end of the corridor, a staircase. The balustrade was gone, the steps sagged. A warning had been painted on the risers: KEEP RIGHT OR—then a skull and crossbones.

Romulus kept right, hugging the wall as he went up.

The voices grew louder. A baby whimpering. Echoes everywhere. Echoes pushing past you on their way down the stairs, or on their way back up. Echoes flirting with the shadows in the corners. A feeble light at the top of the stairs, and the voices were thundering now:

“Tell me not to look! What the fuck!”

“You’re always sliding your eyes all over me!”

“Put padlocks on my eyeballs, bitch? ’Cause you’re Miss Scarlett and I’m just the field nigger, is that it, bitch?”

“I think bitch is inappropriate, P.J.”

“She’s a BITCH!”

“You might find a less inflammatory term—”

“It’s P.J.’s mode, George. His verbal mode—”

“Yeah, what you doing stifling my mode!”

“He’s not staring at your tits, Rachel.”

“Shut up, bitch!”

“I agree with Anne, Rachel. She feels demeaned—”

“P.J. doesn’t mean to demean. It’s his mode.”

“MY MODE!”

“USE ANY MODE YOU WANT! JUST STOP STARING AT MY TITS!”

A child started howling. Another joined in. Romulus grinned in the dark. How his divinity did harmonize with such passionate discord!

“Can we move on? The slop pot issue—”

“You’re agendizing, Linda. We’re not done with P.J.’s staring.”

“Yeah, but I’m sick of hauling other people’s slops! You hear me, Albert? I’m fed up with hauling your slops!”

“My slops?”

“Tuesdays you’re supposed to haul the slop pot!”

“BUT IT’S NOT MY SHIT! I DON’T EVEN SHIT HERE!”

“THAT’S A FUCKING LIE! I’VE SEEN YOU!”

“WILL SOMEBODY GET THE BRATS OUT OF HERE!”

“SEE, THEY’RE MY TITS, OK, P.J.? SO GET YOUR EYES OFF OF THEM!”

Romulus stepped in quietly. They all looked up—this circle of fiery eyes under a naked bulb. The wire for the bulb went out the window and over to the next building.

“Caveman!” said someone.

“Yo, Caveman, tell us about The Guy with No Face!”

“Stuyvesant! What’s that old fucker Stuyvesant up to?”

“How’re the Y-rays tonight, Caveman? Bad out there tonight?”

“Tell us about Homeowner’s Pride!”

“Give us a fucking tirade, man!”

Romulus scanned the eyes, spotted Matthew’s. Matthew was sitting against the wall, outside the circle, with a demeanor of utter catatonia.

“Matthew.”

Matthew got up and came to the door. Romulus gave the group a smile before he led Matthew out.

“Rage on, people.”
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O ut in the hall by the grime-frosted window, a seep of gray light. The sound of water dripping from the snow-melt. Romulus said quietly:

“Matthew, they say he froze to death.”

Matthew shook his head. “He was murdered.”

“Yeah, right. But they say there’s no evidence.”

“They just don’t give a shit. There’s a videotape, Rom!”

“Maybe there used to be. But I guess when Leppenraub killed your man, he must have got the tape, too.”

“I bet not every copy.”

“There’s another copy?”

“Rom, listen—when Leppenraub was doing all this sadistic shit to Scotty, there were other guys there—and there was this one guy who was running the camera. Scotty said this guy didn’t seem to be into it, you know? He just made the movie like he was doing what he was told.”

“What was his name?”

“Scotty never told me his name. He just told me that one day this guy slipped him a manila envelope. ‘I made a copy for you,’ he says. ‘Just in case you ever need it.’ And that was the tape—that’s how Scotty got hold of it, all that sick stuff.”

“But Scotty never showed it to you?”

“Uh-uh. He said he was hiding it somewhere. Somewhere far off, safe.”

“And that other guy?”

“The guy that gave him the tape? Well, right after that is when Leppenraub kicked Scotty out. He never saw the guy again.”

“So if we could find the guy . . .”

“Maybe . . . Oh, damn, Rom, I’m crying again. I can’t stop crying, Rom, I gotta stop crying.”

“Where do we look for the guy?”

“I don’t know. How am I supposed to know something like that? Ask the cops. Ask Leppenraub.”

“Yeah. Right. That’s about it, Matthew.”

They stood and listened to the bustle and commerce of the echoes. Romulus said:

“I mean that’s it. You’d have to go up there, right? To Leppenraub’s farm. I mean, you’d have to meet the murderer in his lair, and get him to cooperate somehow. You’d have to be fucking crazy.”

“Yeah.”

Then Matthew gave him a look.

Romulus shook his head. “Oh no, not me. I’m paranoid—that’s a special type of crazy. Not good for this kind of work, uh-uh. No, this . . . this takes the kind of crazy that thinks it’s sane.”
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A ll the way back home the temperature kept climbing. Though without spirit, just climbing dull-footed into a drear drizzle.

Romulus got back to the cave and sat there in the dark, and zapped the remote control on his TV set.

Since the set had been disemboweled before he had found it, and since it wasn’t hooked up to anything, it took a while to warm up. The images came in blurry, ghosted.

Romulus watched, and munched. In a bag he had Doritos crumbs and shrimp scampi and hunks of somebody’s wedding cake, and extracts from an arugula-and-tuna salad. All gleaned from some generous cans in front of 28 Corbin Plaza. He popped tidbits of this compost into his mouth as if they were popcorn.

The images on the TV started to add up.

They turned into a movie starring Steve McQueen and Ali MacGraw. It was set in the fifties, but it had been made in the sixties and it was snappish and airy and callow.

The movie was called Prodigy.

Steve McQueen played a young music student at Juilliard. His family was poor, from the Bronx, but they were strivers. The parents were tough and demanding. No coarseness of speech, no dialect, was permitted about the house, and Steve McQueen’s older brothers were all embarking upon promising careers. Steve’s girlfriend—the Ali MacGraw part—burned up the screen with her beauty. The script was dumb but the music—the pieces the young student composed and played on the piano—these were strong and strange.

So, was this movie the biography of an actual composer? You couldn’t tell. No names were used.

Though there were hints that perhaps the Steve McQueen character was in fact supposed to be a young black man. At one point it was let drop that his great-grandfather had been a slave. And when the young composer wanted kicks, he went to Harlem, where he was treated like family. Also, at times it was flashed on the bottom of the screen that this movie had been

DECOLORIZED FOR POPULAR APPEAL

The young composer’s music was moving but destructive. He’d take sappy pop tunes and shake them till they cracked open and the syrup poured out of them, till they were rattling carcasses, but bone-lovely. Some of his peers at Juilliard thought he would be the greatest composer of the age. What a joyful jam his life was, and how sharp, mordant, and loving was Ali MacGraw!

But then came a shot of Stuyvesant’s tower—played, of course, by the Chrysler Building—and a beam of Y-rays shooting out from it.

Cut to Stuyvesant in his vast aquamarine office up at the top. Stuyvesant played himself. He wore a white cowl, and he had no face at all. His fingers rested on a glowing globe before him. He was receiving Y-ray reports on Steve McQueen.

He saw that the young man’s music was making a mockery of the American Heartfelt. He worried that the Perfectly Real and Good was being undermined.

He muttered something.

And right away Ali MacGraw got pregnant. Steve McQueen married her, left Juilliard, and went to work in the Domino Sugar plant in Brooklyn. Domino Sugar was owned by a holding company that was held by Stuyvesant’s lawyers, and they saw to it that Steve McQueen’s life was hell. He got angry and poured Domino Sugar into the machinery. He was fired. He got a job as a pianist, playing dinner music at a restaurant. He said to the patrons, “Here’s ‘Three Coins in the Fountain’ for all you mindless racist scum.” He was fired. Ali MacGraw came and begged his boss, and her eyes flashed and she looked like a bird of prey, and the boss took him on again. But he did things to “The Impossible Dream” that the patrons found unbearable, and they threw radishes at him. By now the movie had turned into a melodramatic litany of failure, the script was a pointless grind, and Romulus wished it were Christmas again so he could watch It’s a Wonderful Life.

He prayed for an ad.

But this movie was presented as a public service by the Stuyvesant Fund for Absolute Control, and there were no ads.
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I nstead he got more of Steve McQueen’s screaming rages, and one job after another, and mental hospitals and halfway houses, and one by one his other brothers coming around and trying to rescue him, but nothing doing, and more mental hospitals and halfway houses, and Ali MacGraw raising their little girl by herself, with her job at the welfare office.

And then the scene where he didn’t come home one night until about noon, and she said, “Where have you been?” And he said, “I’m a free man, right? I spent the night in a cave in Inwood Park.” And she said, “Then spend another night there. I can’t do this no more. I love you, but I got a kid to raise and I got to get on with it.”

So she threw him out.

And Steve McQueen was on his way back to Manhattan, crossing the Willis Avenue Bridge, when a big limo pulled up. The door opened, he got in. They went to Stuyvesant’s tower. There was a Jacuzzi in the elevator, and Steve McQueen sat beside it on this lovely sofa, and then the elevator door opened and there was Stuyvesant—and a grand piano.

“Come in. Come in, sit down, and play, my son.”

Steve McQueen played three selections from The Sound of Music—played them heartfeltly. When he was done he wept, and he told Stuyvesant, “I’ve learned my lesson.”

Y-rays flashed and crackled everywhere, like Tinkerbell. Stuyvesant gave him the Congressional Medal of Honor and said, “See how sweet reality can be once you accept it as your personal savior?”

Then Ali MacGraw and the kids came running in for a big embrace. Music up and out.

Romulus threw the remote control at the screen, but the screen had been made from the fingernails of South African miners, and wouldn’t break. Sirens sang down on Dyckman Street, and on the Henry Hudson Parkway. Stuyvesant’s minions making their rounds. And then when the sirens faded there was nothing for a while but the sound of the drizzle, and of the snow thawing and dripping in front of the cave, and Romulus managed a few rags of sleep.
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H e spent a great part of the next day at the Inwood Branch Library.

He was trying to fathom the hidden meanings in The Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature, but it was too damn hot in here to concentrate.

He took off his topmost coat and hung it on the back of his chair—this insulting school cafeteria plastic scoop-chair. Then ten minutes later he took off another coat.

But the lining didn’t come off with it, so he had to take that off, too, and nothing but battle-flag shreds it was—and all the while that old librarian was giving him this dark eye as though it were her battle.

And then ten minutes later he had to take off the last coat.

Peeling away—stripping down to a proto-Romulus he hadn’t seen in weeks, and releasing, as he did, ranker and ranker fumes of himself. He was disgusted. What was the matter with him, not bothering to wash? Falling apart at the seams here. The librarian scowled at him. A tableful of junior-high nasties kept bursting out in snorts of derisive laughter. He was having trouble staying awake, and he needed to take a leak. Meanwhile, The Reader’s Guide utterly resisted him. He rubbed his head, picked at his beard. He found morsels of the week-old croissant he’d had for breakfast. Picked them off and popped them in his mouth. The junior-high nasties turned blue trying not to laugh and then exploded. He got up and wobbled to the librarian.

She had set up her face to hurt you. Romulus showed her The Reader’s Guide.

“I can’t use this. It’s in Chinese.”

“Were you sleeping before, sir?”

“I had my eyes shut. I mean, it’s like an oven in here. What, are you baking us? You making a pie?”

“You can’t sleep in here.”

“You got one of these books in English?”

“What are you looking for?”

“I’m looking for articles about a certain murderer.”

“Did you look under ‘Murder’?”

“Yeah, but nothing about Leppenraub.”

“Leppenraub. You mean David Leppenraub? He’s a photographer.”

“You mean photographer-murderers are kept separate from regular murderers?”

She opened the book, flipped briskly to the Ls.

She said, “See there’s plenty of articles about Leppenraub. We don’t have most of these magazines though. We do have Artforum. All right, here’s one. September of 1992. You’ll find the Artforums up on that shelf.”

He asked her, “Where’s your furnace?”

“What?”

“Don’t get all excited, I just want to check out your furnace. It’s so goddamn hot. I want to see what you’re burning in there.”

“This is a library.”

“You won’t show me. Right. You don’t need to show me, either, ’cause now I know.”

He went and pulled down the bound copies of Artforum. Brought them back to his table. All the chairs in this place were the same color, an electric, executioner’s green. They hung on, in blobs, in the corner of your eye when you were trying to read, and drove you nuts. That and the heat. He took off his heavy shirt, so he was down to his Batman T-shirt. Fads always swing around again sooner or later, he thought—if I just keep wearing this shirt for another twenty years, it ought to be worth something.

He got up and went back to the librarian’s desk.

“I need to take a leak.”

“Excuse me?”

“A whiz.”

“This isn’t a shelter.”

“The key, OK?”

“You people think it’s your own private bathroom. You make a mess and expect us to clean it.”

“Not me. My aim is outstanding. You want to come watch? I’m a sharpshooter.”

She handed over the key.

In the bathroom there was a chain through the toilet paper and a padlock on the chain. Romulus’s aim was as fuzzy as ever. Oh, concede her these droplets all around the bowl, these little yellow vindications, it will satisfy her no end to find them here.
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