

[image: Cover Image]






Empties


George Zebrowski


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com







   

   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

 

Epigraph

“Love your neighbor, but don’t pull down the fence.” 

—Chinese Proverb
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The morning sun burned in the old black man’s eyes as he sat on the bench by the East River, gripping his knees, a broken liquor bottle at his feet—as if the sunrise had frightened him to death, Benek thought, irritated at having been called out at dawn. There was dried blood in the grizzled wino’s ears, on his neck, and on the shoulders of his ragged tweed jacket. Benek looked for a head injury, but the thick, white hair, pasted down with sweat and dirt in the unseasonably hot morning, was undisturbed. 

“Looky here, Detective,” said the wiry young cop on the beat, squatting by the iron fence. Benek went over and leaned down. Ragged bits of what seemed to be ﬂesh were stuck to the sloppily painted black posts. “Looks like something got shoved through here,” the cop added. 

“See if there’s anything below,” Benek said as they both straightened up. Being up at this hour recalled his teen years in Perth Amboy, when his father would come home drunk at dawn, yelling for him to get up for school, hours too early, then staggering down to pass out on the unmade bed in the basement room to which his wife had exiled him. 

The hot sunlight made the city’s dust seem dirtier on summer mornings, but not in October. Benek peered down over the rail and coughed from the river’s stench, then turned and said to the cop, “Bag everything you can ﬁnd for the lab, front and back photos of the body, closeups of the head, front and side.” More wasted time would not pay for his lost sleep, but the dead man might have approved. 

The cop said with surprise, “For a wino?” 

Benek said, “And ask around the neighborhood houses. Maybe someone saw what happened.” He wanted to at least look as if he was doing the evidence team’s work for them, and it might make their judgment call look bad if something turned up. But that would not be his fault. As a kid he had always stuck his ﬁnger in the coin return slot when passing a public phone, and been rewarded often enough to keep doing it. Detectives Third Class needed all their chances. 

“Looks to me like he drank some bad stuff,” the young cop said. 

Benek looked at the unshaven face. Mouth open, lower lip sagging, glassy eyes staring into the dawn glare. A ﬂy landed on the nose, crawled down over the upper lip and crept onto the pissyellow teeth. What was it here that told a story? Any kind of story, or even a piece of one. Most likely there was no more to tell than what he could guess right here. A defeated man startled by his own end. Well, it got me, he seemed to be saying. It was my turn. Benek felt a twinge of compassion. 

The young cop took out a fresh handkerchief and wiped the sweat from his face. “So what do you think?” 

Benek grimaced, feeling sticky, and opened his raincoat. He was still wearing yesterday’s white shirt and underwear because he had slept in them. The slacks and blazer he had intended to drop off at the cleaner’s this morning. It had been unexpectedly warm when he’d left his apartment at 6:00 A.M. He had noticed too late to go back upstairs to leave his raincoat. Without a shower he’d get stickier as the day wore on, and he’d have to leave the coat at the station, and might forget to take it home with him. “Check his clothes for any kind of ID,” he said, then headed for his car just as the morgue wagon rounded the corner, crept quietly by the row of expensive apartment buildings, and pulled up on the river walkway, where it sat like a mournful beast. 

He stopped by his Volvo and considered knocking on a few of the shiny, brass-ﬁtted doors to ask the questions himself, but decided against it. These taxpayers might complain, even though it was one of them who had called the police, probably annoyed by the sound of the bottle breaking when it had slipped out of the dying man’s hand, but he knew they would look at him strangely if he came asking questions. The look on their faces would be a question: what do you care? 

He got into the car and sat back, resenting the loss of his remaining three hours of sleep, then turned and looked back at the man on the bench, where the youthful, almost angelic duty cop was going through his pockets, hurrying so that he wouldn’t further disturb the neighborhood by delaying the removal, getting a good start on his twenty-years-to-pension. It was a heart attack or massive stroke, Benek told himself. The old man might have felt it coming for some time, maybe even hoping that the bad liquor would hurry it along. He had died quickly, to get that freeze in his eyes. Benek wondered if the man had any living friends or family, feeling that there had to be something here to justify being called out so early. Of course, had to be was not the same as was, but any man’s death was a larger loss than the sleep of the living. It had to be, he told himself, or what are we? 

 

The precinct was deserted when Benek came in at 7:30 A.M. Andy Rubelev, the night sergeant, was still at his desk above the rail, reading the Daily News, but it seemed to Benek that it had always been another paper. In the far left corner of the large room, at the table shoved up against the green wall that never got painted, Arty Levin, the yeshiva student, was doing his usual clerical work before school. He sat in his skullcap and clean blue suit, staring at the computer screen as if studying a Talmudic text, which operating the computer might just as well have been to the other members of the precinct who had convinced themselves that they were no longer the right age to learn. In the far right corner, three teenage boys sat in the holding tank, exhausted and nearly asleep from their night’s doings. Repeat visitors, Benek knew that he would see them again. 

As he started up the iron stairs that snaked up from the center of the room to the second floor, he heard shouting behind him, turned, and looked back to see a tall, red-haired man come in cursing about what kind of city this was where your car got stolen an hour after you got here. He reminded Benek of Hadrian’s coin-proﬁles, the Roman general who had built a wall across Britain to keep out the barbarians. A short, blond guy came in after him, and they marched up to Rubelev, who rose and told them that he was going off shift but someone would be with them in a few minutes to take down their complaints. You gotta be kidding, the short blond guy said, and Benek pictured him as Caligula. Of course, no one really knew the color of Caligula’s hair, or Hadrian’s for that matter. 

Turning away from the morning’s comedy act, Benek hurried up through the ceiling to the Detective Division on the second ﬂoor and made for the food cart in the hallway. Mercifully, the red light on the coffee machine was already on. He ﬁlled a large Styrofoam cup and went to his alcove at the end of the hall, hoping to catch up on his paperwork before the day’s horrors began calling in. 

A black mood seized him as he sat down in his chair, and he pitied the stiff on the riverside bench. He stared at the blank screen of his computer terminal for a while, then sipped some coffee, but it was too hot. He put the cup down carefully on his desk. 

At 8:01 his phone chirped. The switchboard was wasting no time. He picked up the old wired receiver and said, “Detective Benek. Name, please.” 

“Uh—my name is Sammy Rebollo, and I’ve just been robbed,” the man said in a low grumbling voice, then gave his address, just six blocks from the precinct. “My groceries—I put them under the stairs in my lobby, then went to park. They were gone when I got back. Lobby’s locked, so it’s gotta be some bastard in the building.” 

“Do you have any idea who that... might be, Mr. Rebollo?” Benek asked, wanting to say that he would come right over and knock on each tenant’s door until he found the thief. 

“Yeah, I know who. On top of that I found my car gone when I went out to park it—but who cares. I don’t want the junker back even if you do ﬁnd it, like you did the other two times. Hell, I’m not going to even report it, but how will my wife and I eat tonight?” 

“Well, you’ll have to get the groceries again. Who do you think did it?” 

“For Chrissakes, how’m I going to go? In a cab? I’ve got to go to work.” 

“I suggest a cab, Mr. Rebollo,” Benek said. 

“Yeah, I guess.” 

“Who do you think took the groceries, Mr. Rebollo?” Benek asked again, staring at the steam coming up from his coffee cup. 

“Who else? The super!” 

“Come by and ﬁle a complaint.” He wanted to ask the man why he was careless enough to leave his groceries in the hallway of his house, but refrained. The overworked and unhappy man had probably always left his bags in the hall and been lucky enough to believe that a law of nature was at work protecting him. “And do you or don’t you want to report your car stolen?” 

“Nah,” the man said, and the dial tone ﬁnished up for him. 

The phone rang again at once. 

“Detective Benek. Name, please.” 

“My son’s bike was just stolen!” a woman shouted. “How’s he gonna get to school?” 

“You’ll have to come down and report it.” 

“He needs the bike!” 

“I sympathize, but it’s the only way.” He had once given out the usual story about how many bikes were stolen each year and if the police followed up on each one they’d never do anything else, but he no longer had the heart to tell them that not much could be done, that the bike was gone unless they could provide a lead or hunt it down themselves, as in a movie he had once seen, but those who had that kind of luck never called back to tell him about it. “Come over,” he said, trying to sound helpful, but she was gone. 

The phone gave half a chirp and stopped, then sang like a sparrow. 

“Detective Benek here. Name?” 

Silence. He hung up and tried his coffee. It was still too hot, but he tried to choke some down before the next call came in, wondering how much paperwork he could get done before a call sent him out, or Captain Reddy decided he should follow up on something from yesterday, or even last week. 

At 8:40 he turned on his terminal and scrolled up his cases, looking through the new annotations for anything that might suggest further investigation. Down the hall, he heard Silvera, Abrams, and Didsbury arrive at their partitions, each making his own characteristic noises. Silvera was very quiet as he sat down in his chair, and was probably grooming his black hair with his pocket comb. Abrams started to blow his nose, then began to open drawers in search of more Kleenex. Didsbury cursed softly to himself as he searched for notepaper. Benek waited for him to give up and wander over to Silvera for a quick gab, often about a woman. 

“What’s with you?” Benek heard Silvera ask. 

“I dunno,” Didsbury began. “Last night I had one suspect threaten to jump out the winda if I came into his place—over a mild assault complaint, would you believe? Another guy—just a crank caller, really—was hiding under the bed when I found him and just wouldn’t crawl out.” 

“So?” Silvera asked. “Little stuff like that bothers you?” 

“Little stuff like that wears away at you. It wears you down and wears you out. Little stuff like that can bury you.” 

“How so?” Silvera asked. He was always in a good mood in the morning, ready to lead anyone on into a swamp of questionable assertions. “Wears you down if you let it. I don’t let it.” 

“Makes you wonder about people when you don’t want to. You have no say in how it wears at you.” 

“Don’t sweat it. Little stuff takes up time and gets you through to retirement.” 

“Yeah, you’re right, you gotta use up the time. Who gives a shit. I just wish I wouldn’t think about it so much.” 

“Then don’t.” 

There was a sudden silence. Didsbury had gotten his ﬁx of whatever reassurance he needed and was back in his alcove, ready to go. 

A door closed loudly at the end of the hall, signaling that Captain Reddy had arrived. 

All the phones, including his own, started to chirp, and people began shouting in the main room downstairs as citizens and suspects started to come in, pounds of ﬂesh and those looking to get their pound of ﬂesh. It was just 9:00 A.M. as Benek reached for the phone and knocked his now cold coffee into his lap. 

He sat there for a few moments, thinking as he mopped it up with a paper napkin that there were people who felt things keenly, as a result of deep observation, and people who resisted their feelings and prattled about how over-insistent the ﬁrst kind of people were. To this second kind of person every strong reaction was a dramatic exaggeration of some kind. They were sincere and cool, this second kind, and he did not blame them; feelings could be misleading, but then so could rational constructions that had little or nothing to do with reality, or just enough connection to fool you. The “pitch” of self-possessed people seemed to be set too low, but they had no way to know it, since in their condition they dismissed sharp contrasts. 

Benek had tried to imitate the second kind of person, to be dispassionate and controlled, never to get personal with himself, especially about himself. But his self-rule was failing, and had been failing for some time before the unavoidable lessons of his job. A conquering horde was encamped on his frontiers, and had for years been sending threatening emissaries to his inner court calling for surrender; now they were sending raiding parties into his heart. He was beginning to see that the cool-headed ones of the world were rarely poor but always impoverished in a way they didn’t care about. They lived by the law, but they were free of honor’s demands, by which individuals were joined to each other’s domains. The coldest ones ruled the world; they ruled the law, and did not knock over their coffee in the morning. 

Captain Reddy tried to be a cold one, but he failed in joining the coldest. Silvera, Abrams, and Didsbury were only pretending and suffered in private. They were what the ruling hierarchy wanted, except when the violence and graft got out of hand and became partially public; then the top wanted what the thinkers called socially concerned ofﬁcers with some heart, fellow citizens of the people they policed, living in the same streets as the law-abiding and the waiting criminals, ofﬁcers who would go home and be seen to be tired out from their job, send their uniforms and laundry to the local cleaner, pay the same rents, get married and raise the same new hostages to fortune. 

Who was anybody? How did anyone know that there were others like them behind peoples’ faces? Clues led to assuming that awarenesses boiled behind eyes, but no one knew in the same way as they knew themselves. Even that sense of one’s innards seemed too little. He was not an empty shell because there was a spongy three pounds of stuff inside that called itself a brain, an electrical ﬁling cabinet and switching device; but where was the thing that knew itself and knew that it knew? It flickered in the soft circuits, looked out through light-adapted watery eyes, felt with bony ﬁngers and porous skin, smelled through a nose that collected dirt on behalf of the lungs. But the awareness was trapped, once believed to have come from somewhere else but still trying to escape... perhaps alone, the only one of its kind, lying to itself about all the others. There was no one home anywhere. Just things of some kind imagining themselves... 

“You’re all alone,” his drunken father had once said to him, sprawled on his cot in the basement. “It’s all a put up job around you, made to fool your eyes. There’s no one out there. Take my word for it, son, there never was anyone there. You don’t believe me? Go look outside. I mean really look outside. There’s nothing there! It’s all dark!” 

“Then why are you talking to me?” Benek had asked. 

The drunk had roared with laughter and said, “You don’t get it, do you?” It had not been a question, but an arrogant assertion of fact. Logic was long gone. “You really don’t get it at all?” he had repeated, as if catching a simple mistake in addition. 

“What?” Benek had asked. 

“I’m talking to myself,” the drunk had mumbled as he fell asleep. 
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“I want to ask you about this autopsy report,” Benek said from the doorway. The large ofﬁce was well stocked with plants, clearly belonging to a man who had made something pleasant of his workplace. 

The overweight, balding coroner did not look up from his desk. “You can want all you want, but my open door does not mean you don’t have to knock. Who are you?” 

“Sorry,” Benek said as he came forward and put the report on the man’s neatly arranged desk. “Detective Benek, homicide, 6th Precinct, annex A.” 

“Annex A?” He smiled to himself, as if the annex address had a special meaning. 

“Yes,” Benek said. 

The coroner glanced at the ﬁle and sighed. “It’s exactly as I put it down, Detective Benek.” 

Benek said, “I’d like more on this one.” 

“More of what?” the man said softly. 

In the week since the report had arrived on Benek’s desk, no one at the precinct, including Captain Reddy, had shown the slightest curiosity about the odd details. So Benek had decided to use some of the initiative that Reddy was always prattling about. If something smells, Reddy would say, then follow it up—but try not to waste the city’s money. 

The coroner looked up ﬁnally, obviously irritated. “What do you want from me?” His blue eyes were youthful, and seemed happier than the rest of his face, as if he were living somewhere else. “Why complicate your life and mine with this nonsense?” 

“What’s your opinion?” Benek asked, trying to sound polite. 

The coroner smiled. “Don’t waste any more of our time on what’s obviously a medical student’s prank.” 

“But your report seems to rule that out.” 

The coroner sighed again and put his work aside. “Sit down, Detective.” The look of living somewhere else faded from his eyes and he seemed resigned to the here and now. 

Benek lowered himself into the wooden chair. It creaked under him. 

The coroner asked, “How long have you been with homicide?” 

“Three years.” 

“And before?” 

“I was a sergeant.” 

“Married?” 

“No.” 

“Girlfriend?” 

Benek didn’t answer. He had always been suspicious of the game between the sexes, whatever that meant. Men were the predators, sex an invasive physical act, pleasure the reward for the mere attempt to reproduce, with no guarantees. About as much fun as picking ﬂowers. The players had no choice about playing the game, whose rewards shone in the short term, and the difficulties were revealed when it was too late to back out. Good looks made men and women mad and stupid, ill with each other, as Aristotle put it, and to see through the game left you with nothing to see in your wise unhappiness. 

“If you were married, or had a girlfriend, you wouldn’t worry about things like this. You’d do your job and go home, eat, and get laid. Must have taken you at least half an hour to get down here. Think of the crooks you might have stopped in that time.” 

“I’m on my lunch hour,” Benek said, then leaned forward and asked, “Have you ever seen anything like this before?” 

The coroner sighed even more impatiently and replied, “No, I haven’t, ever—but so what? Have you?” 

“Then how was the skull emptied without being opened?” 

“You don’t read very well,” the coroner said with a wave of his hand. “I didn’t say it wasn’t opened.” 

Benek sat back. The wooden chair creaked now as if it were going to break. The man was obviously a fan of ﬁne, oracular distinctions. “You didn’t say anything,” Benek said. “Or rather, you didn’t write anything down about it.” 

The coroner gazed at him sternly. “The brain could have been sucked out through the nostrils, like raw eggs through a small hole in the shell. The ancient Egyptians had a way of doing it as part of 

their embalming process. It’s nothing new.” 

“But was there any sign of that kind of... emptying?” 

“No.” 

“So what do you conclude?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Nothing at all?” 

“The procedure might not have left marks. A ﬂuid might have been injected into the head to ease the extraction. Or they might have used another method entirely.” 

“Did you test for foreign ﬂuids?” Benek demanded. 

“I won’t waste city money on a hoax. It wasn’t a homicide. No signs of violence anywhere on the body. Can’t tell what actually killed him, before the brain was removed.” 

“But it doesn’t make sense,” Benek said. “Was it a murder?” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Then what?” 

“You have my sympathy for being so curious,” the coroner replied, “but don’t ask me to speculate. How it was done would probably turn out to be foolishly obvious. I have no idea and I don’t care. And you shouldn’t care. For all I know, you’re pulling a gag on me and plan to sell the story to some junky rag to supplement your pay.” 

Benek smiled at him. “Now you don’t really think I would be doing that?” 

The coroner glanced at him. “No, I suppose not. But you seem ready to suppose much too much.” 

“Did you examine the body yourself?” Benek asked. 

“Brieﬂy. Johansen and his assistant did the actual autopsy.” 

“Were they surprised?” 

The coroner shrugged. “I really don’t know.” He sat back and looked bored. “Each case barely gets the attention it seems to deserve and no more. We’re too busy to look beyond what it seems to be unless it reaches out and bites us.” 

“And this has no... bite?” 

“None.” 

Benek said, “I want to see the ﬁndings for myself.” 

“Some coffee?” the coroner asked, taking out a fat thermos from his desk drawer. “Maybe it’ll make you less persistent. Funny, you don’t seem the overly nervous type.” 

“No.” Benek stared as the man poured, not knowing what else to say. “They dragged me out too early when they found the body. Made me feel I owed him something.” 

“Okay, Detective,” the coroner said after taking a sip. “Because you’re a ﬁne human being we’ll go look at the stiff together, and I’ll bet you a closer look will show us how it was done. The skull was probably opened and crazy-glued back shut. Don’t laugh. I once did that with a deep flesh cut on my thumb. Worked fine, with no stitches to remove. Went to a dress-up dinner without even a Band-Aid.” He shook his head and took another sip. “I’ll grant you, who would have expected an empty skull?” He smiled. “What about ﬁngerprints?” 

“Not on ﬁle,” Benek said. 

“And no one’s missing a body?” 

“Not yet. We’re checking addresses and phone numbers from his clothes.” 

The coroner emptied his cup. “Has to be med students, so you’ll never ﬁnd out the details. File the paperwork and forget it is my best advice.” 

Benek felt foolish. “You’re probably right.” 

The coroner put away his thermos and smiled again, then put his hand out across the desk. “I’m Frank Gibney.” 

Benek reached out and said, “William Benek.” 

“Is it Bill?” 

“Sure, why not.” There hadn’t been anyone around for a long time who wanted to use his ﬁrst name. His co-workers were not the kind of people who would call anyone William, and he had never encouraged the use of his nickname, so everyone just used his last name. 

Gibney stood up to his less than average height. “Let’s go look before we eat lunch. Better to risk killing your appetite now instead of losing your lunch later.” 

“I’m not... overly squeamish.” Benek got up, retrieved the autopsy ﬁle from the desk, and followed the coroner out the door and down the long, green-tiled hallway to cold storage. 

“You know,” Gibney said as he fell back and walked next to him, “you’re a pretty good dresser compared to the dicks out your way,” and Benek remembered how his mother had always yelled at him to be neat. “Even got a tie.” 

“My dead mother’s idea,” Benek said, wondering at his admission to a vague credential. 

Gibney turned left through an open door into a small room and stopped before a desk. “There should be an attendant here,” he said. 

“What’s the ﬁle say?” 

Benek looked inside hastily. “Drawer 104.” 

Gibney went past the desk and pushed through a swinging door. Benek followed him into a large, brightly lit room, and they crossed the white ﬂoor tiles to the far wall. Gibney located 104 at waist level, and pulled it out. “Ready?” he asked without looking up at Benek. 

“Go ahead,” Benek said, and Gibney unzipped the bag. The head was taped shut. Slowly, Gibney removed the adhesive strip 

and lifted the cutaway portion of the skull. Benek, feeling slightly queasy, peered into the bloody hollow, then flipped through the autopsy report. 

“What now?” Gibney asked. 

Benek found the notation. “Says here the skull was ﬁlled with blood when opened.” 

Gibney scowled and looked surprised. “I didn’t record every detail myself.” He took the report and checked the entry. “That just can’t be. A medical cadaver’s head just wouldn’t be filled with blood. It had to have been pumped in later—but why, even for a gag?” 

“Maybe to confuse us,” Benek said. 

Gibney nodded. “Bet you it was watered blood, maybe even red dye. I’ll check our samples. If it’s blood I’ll bet you there’s two types. That would indicate it’s part of some gag.” Then he shook his head. “Still a waste of time, ours and their effort. File the paperwork and get back to cases you can solve. It’s just plain stupid to chase after something like this. All you’ll ﬁnd is a lot of ingenuity. No crime has been committed.” 

“Then you rule out murder?” 

“Murder! There’s not one sign that he was anything but dead from natural causes, long before someone sat him down on that bench.” 

“But you can’t say when he died.” 

“No,” Gibney said, “but that’s not strange with a body that’s been on ice for a while, and brainless. I don’t know. It’s the damnedest thing. All I can say is that the evidence of what killed this man, or how long he’s been dead, is too old to trust, so unless we ﬁnd out who he was, we’ll just never know. And, as I said, what we would ﬁnd out, if we could and did, wouldn’t be worth the work. You’d have better luck staking out bicycle thieves.” 

“That’s been done, successfully, on occasion.” 

“Yeah, and my dog almost said a recognizable word to me, once, a long time ago.” 

As Benek watched Gibney zip up the bag and slide the drawer shut, it occurred to him that the hoax might easily have been set up right here, with Gibney in on it all the way, including everything he had just said. 

“I know, I know,” Gibney said, “but I assure you we had nothing to do with this. Consider for a moment that maybe our autopsy destroyed the signs of a previous brain removal. Johansen had not been instructed to be especially careful about the signs, after all. There was nothing exceptional about the body.” 

“Sounds plausible,” Benek said as they left the area. “Then why was an autopsy done at all?” 

“Johansen’s new at it. He needed the practice.” 

“That’s all?” Benek asked. 

“That’s it,” Gibney said. “We should have left well enough alone.” 

“Lucky we didn’t,” Benek said. 

“You like to be confused?” 

Benek told himself that ﬁnding questions that were not easily answered was good practice. 

In the hallway Gibney said, “When you think of all the human dead, with so many standing behind all of us alive today, you’d think that one of them might have risen from the dead, come back as... a statistical fluctuation of some kind and told us what it was all about.” He smiled. “Have some coffee before you leave?” 

“No, thanks,” Benek said. 

“I’ll check the blood type,” Gibney said. “Bet you it’s two different types.” 

Benek wanted to say that different types would make it too easy, too good to be true, and found himself wishing for the impossible to invade his life. 
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Gibney had to be right, Benek told himself at week’s end. The brainless body was a hoax, whose careful method had left no easy evidence. It turned out that there was only one type of blood in the body. Gibney had expected red dye. 

There was no way to continue the investigation. Brainless, it was difﬁcult to judge time of death accurately. The corpse might have been in cold storage a long time in preparation for the prank. 

Gibney had continued to be convincingly skeptical rather than irritated, despite losing his bet on the blood types and red dye, as he leaned forward over his old brown wooden desk, which he claimed to have liberated from the South Bronx High School, where he had once been a student before they tore down the building. Sentimental even when he did not seem to be. “You know, son,” he had said, “it troubles me that you want to pursue this case. Are you in so bad with your captain that you need to solve it? You won’t, you know.” 

“I’m not exactly the star of the precinct,” Benek had said, feeling slightly sorry for himself. 

“Do you screw up much?” 

“No, just a lot of unsolved cases,” Benek said, and wondered why he would tell Gibney anything about himself. He didn’t have to and didn’t much want to, but it was a pleasant change to have someone ask about him. “Not more than most, but I guess I just don’t seem to ﬁt in,” he continued. “I’m the only detective who dresses up, for one thing. The others wear casual clothes and make jokes about my neatness.” 

“I’ve noticed. Why do you dress up?” Gibney had asked, smiling. “I mean that you dress well, of course.” 

“I guess it makes me feel in control of myself,” Benek had said, wanting to tell him. 

Gibney had given him a sharp-eyed look. “Control is good, but it costs you in tension, and you enjoy that much less of life. Gives you an unconscious belief that you can control pretty much everything in the way of accidents and the unexpected. It unnerves you when you’re proven wrong even once. What do you like to do? Got any hobbies?” 

Benek had not answered. He’d never had enough leisure to ﬁnd out what he might like to do. Besides, there was no such thing as free time; every bit of it cost something. 

Gibney’s manner, more than his personal questions, had made him think. Nothing immediate depended on answering them. He had learned to set his personal feelings aside long ago, since they never seemed to interfere with anything practical in his job. The case was much more irritating than his errant emotional weather, however dead-end the case seemed to be. 

Who would set up such an elaborate hoax? There had been no mocking letters or phone calls bragging about it. The hospitals had not reported any missing cadavers. It made no sense except as a stunt that had gone wrong in some way. 

But how would it have gone right? What was there to have succeeded? 
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