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    You won’t find ordinary people here. Not after dark, on these streets, under the ancient warehouse canopies. Of course you know this. This is the point. It’s why you’re here, obviously. Wind comes gusting off the river, stirring the powdery air of demolition sites. Derelicts build fires in rusty oil drums near the piers. You see them clustered, wrapped in whatever variety of coat or throwaway sweater or combination of these they’ve been able to acquire. There are trucks parked near the warehouses, some of them occupied, men smoking in the dimness, waiting for the homosexuals to make their way down from the bars above Canal Street. You lengthen your stride, although not to hurry out of the cold. You like that stiffening wind. You turn a corner and move briefly into it, feeling your thighs take shape against the dress’s pleasurably taut weave. Broken glass shines like white mica in the vacant lots. The river has a musky tang tonight.




    Eastward now, you see four letters spray-painted on the side of a building. Mongrel scrawl. ANGW. But familiar somehow, burning a hole in time. And it comes back now from a distance of more than twenty years. The visit to Salzburg. The cousins, the games, the museum. Four letters engraved on a ceremonial halberd. Your father’s explanation: Alles nach Gottes Willen.




    Weapons have become godless since then. Weapons have lost their religion. And children have grown up to find they have traveled curious distances. You feel it’s imminent now, one more corner to turn, someone there, that silent bargaining that has nothing to do with goods or even services; only what you truly are, night-cruising souls agreeing to each other’s terms. A dark elation grows with every step you take.




    All according to God’s will. The God of Body. The God of Lipstick and Silk. The God of Nylon, Scent and Shadow.




    The young man drove an unmarked car north on Hudson. His partner dozed in the seat alongside. Turning west toward the river, Del Bravo expected a certain picture to present itself. Stacks of crates and cardboard boxes. A construction scaffold fronting an old building. Trucks and earth-moving equipment. Derelicts around a fire. Experience told him this is what he’d see.




    He hadn’t expected a woman. Coming this way, striding nicely. She had long hair, darkish blond, and from twenty yards, and closing, he could see how attractive she was. Her black coat was open, revealing a bright red dress.




    No kind of professional in her right mind would patrol deserted areas. She was eye-catching all right. If she was in the business at all, she wasn’t working streets. An unlisted number. A white high-rise in the East Fifties. To Del Bravo, easing up on the accelerator, she was a discrepancy in the landscape. A welcome sight, sure, but also slightly disquieting—she didn’t fit the picture.




    After she passed the car, he watched in the rearview mirror as she approached the demolition site, moving in that nice brisk sexy stride. A perennial all-pro, he thought. The radio squawked. He figured he’d swing around the block and catch her again at the end of the same long street. With nothing better to do, he wanted a second look.




    “Wake up, Gannett.”




    “What’s doing?”




    “Be alert, G.G. There’s something I want you to look at.”




    “Where are we?”




    “Just wait’ll I make this final maneuver here.”




    “I think I was dreaming.”




    “Where the hell is she?” Del Bravo said.




    “I was dreaming about rocks. All these big rocks on a beach. They were huge enormous rocks. I was there but I wasn’t there.”




    The street was empty. Del Bravo let the car inch forward. No one in sight. It had taken him very little time to circle the block. At the rate she was walking she should have reached this part of the street right about now.




    The fire was untended. There’d been some men standing around the fire in that vacant lot. It was still blazing. No one there. This he considered a near-discrepancy.




    The headlights picked up dust, a fairly heavy accumulation. It seemed to be coming from the second-story level of a construction scaffold in midblock. A possible discrepancy. No dust a couple of minutes ago. Dust now. Building should be unoccupied. Crew’s gone home.




    “You were there but you weren’t there.”




    “That’s the way I dream sometimes,” Gannett said.




    “I want to look in this building here.”




    “What for, Robby?”




    “Hand me the flashlight.”




    Del Bravo moved through a narrow alley between the gutted building and the one just east of it. Out back he found the windows boarded up, just as they’d been on the street side. He went to the front of the building and took a longer look at the scaffolding. He felt the dust in his eyes and mouth. Gannett watched from the front seat, sniffling a little.




    “You’re not thinking of climbing, are you, because I’d hate to have to get out of the car to give you a hand-hold.”




    “We both know the only thing your hand can hold.”




    “What are you looking for, Robby, so I can show some interest.”




    “If I reach that strut, I’m up and over.”




    Del Bravo hoisted himself up a series of interlocking rods and beams until he reached the second-story platform, about eighteen feet above street level. There was an unblocked window here, the one they used to empty the building of its contents. Del Bravo directed the light inside. Piles of floorboards bound together. Large chunks of plaster. Room walls all gone. Plumbing dismantled. He heard Gannett’s voice below.




    “Floor’s liable to give.”




    The flashlight beam picked her out through clouds of plaster dust just as he was stepping through the window. He took a short-barreled .38 out of the shoulder holster under his lumber jacket and played the beam of light across the floor. He moved slowly forward, immediately wary of protruding nails, more generally concerned by the aura, the presences, a field of unnamed sensation.




    She was on her back, vivid in the gray haze, head twisted to one side. There was blood still coming out of her, midbody, beneath the rib cage. All this dust, and the way her head was turned, and the condition of her clothing, indicated there’d been a struggle. A brief one, obviously.




    Del Bravo looked for a weapon near the body. Plaster and wood dust filled his nostrils. He smelled perfume as well, and sweat, and noticed that her mascara had run and that the thick layer of face powder was cracked in places. No trace of pulse. The blood came out. He made his way back to the window.




    “Call in, G.G.”




    “What do we have?”




    “Body, one, female.”




    He went over the whole area, stepping over objects, careful not to disturb the positions of things. He put the gun away and squatted by the woman’s body. He heard Gannett climbing up the scaffold. Events had been such that the woman’s coat had slipped off one shoulder, and her dress, of that shimmering red material, had twisted up toward the left side of her body. Her bra had become loose on the opposite side and he could see it was all padding.




    From a position on all fours, he directed the light down under the bra, spotting dark bristles of recently shaved hair. Without touching the body he moved the flashlight slowly over her hands, face, hairline, neck and legs.




    Gannett came in the window, panting and cursing. Del Bravo lighted the way for him, watching his partner approach in a hunched manner, although the ceiling was fifteen feet high. Gannett crouched down beside him.




    “What do we have?”




    “What we have is either a lady with a hormone problem— don’t get too close.”




    “What do you think, Robby, knife?”




    “I think definitely knife.”




    “Doesn’t look multiple. I see one entry.”




    “Or a man with a funny taste in clothes,” Del Bravo said.




    “If you can get your light under the hair.”




    “No touch.”




    “I call it one entry. I’m surprised all this blood.”




    “Advanced techniques.”




    “What do you call it, Robby?”




    “They don’t pay me to count stab wounds.”




    “I hate these wet ones.”




    “Seen a lot of wets, have you?”




    “Usually with me it’s the female that does the stabbing. I don’t know how many times I walk in and there’s some woman sitting on the sofa, looking a little sleepy, you know, and there’s the common-law husband on the kitchen floor with about skeighty-eight stab wounds. And the woman’s just about nodding off. Maybe they get tired. All that stabbing makes them tired. You want to put a blanket over them and turn off the radio.”




    “I think I hear them outside,” Del Bravo said.




    “I don’t know what it is but with me the body’s in the kitchen. Always the kitchen.”




    “Poor people like to be close to the food.”




    “What do you think, seriously here, one entry?”




    “They don’t like to stray from the food, even in the middle of a knife fight.”




    “If it’s one entry, they penetrated something vital.”




    “That’s safe. I’d go with that.”




    “All this blood,” Gannett said.




    “And it’s royal.”




    “Royal?”




    “Don’t touch, G.G.”




    “Right,” Gannett said. “A queen.”




    About half an hour later Del Bravo stood on the sidewalk blowing into his cupped hands. He wore the yellow hard hat that usually sat in the back seat of the car. An ambulance, two unmarked cars and two squad cars were nearby. Fingerprint men and photographers came and went. An emergency service vehicle pulled up. Seconds later a uniformed sergeant spotted Del Bravo and came over.




    “Move it, buddy, crime area.”




    “What?”




    “This area’s sealed.”




    With a weary sigh Del Bravo took out his shield and pinned it to his jacket.




    “These days, what is it? Everybody’s in disguise.”




    “I know, sergeant.”




    “Tell me how in the hell people are supposed to know who’s the police. All this dressing up. The police don’t know each other. Junkies, car boosters, beards, hats. Blind man with a dog, he could turn around and shoot you. It used to be you could go by the clothes. But you can’t go by the clothes anymore.”




    “You go by the sex organs,” Del Bravo told him.




    Gannett joined them, breathing steam, his arms crossed on his chest.




    “We missed the stairway,” he said.




    “What are you talking about, stairway?”




    “Place used to be a restaurant. West side of the building there’s an outside service stairway going up to the kitchen. Didn’t you go around the west side of the building?”




    “I went around the east side of the building,” Del Bravo said.




    “Anyway that’s how they got the victim up there. We’re climbing scaffolds. They walked him up the stairs and in the door. There’s a door at the top of the stairs, Robby. It wasn’t locked.”




    “I checked the back. I checked the east side, the front and the back.”




    “Three out of four,” the sergeant said.




    Arms still crossed, Gannett wedged a hand in each armpit.




    “Wouldn’t I like to be in Florida right now.”




    “Go coop some more. Maybe you’ll dream about it.”




    “That’s right, the beach.”




    “He dreams about rocks,” Del Bravo told the sergeant.




    “Rocks on a beach.”




    The sergeant waited for more.




    “I’m there but I’m not there,” Gannett said.
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    Lightborne, at sixty-six, took to using a walking stick on his frequent strolls down West Broadway and through the SoHo gallery district. This one spring evening the sole of his right shoe—he wore penny loafers—began flapping soon after he started out. This somewhat undermined the effect he’d sought to create with his walking stick.




    He headed back, gingerly, walking on his right heel. Entering a cast-iron building, he rode to the fourth floor in a self-service freight elevator, a drafty contrivance he feared and hated. The vast metal door to his loft bore the legend in red paint:




    COSMIC EROTICS


     THE LIGHTBORNE GALLERY




    He walked through the gallery and stepped past a partition into the area of the loft he used as living quarters. The furniture was dark and heavy, embellished with scroll motifs. An end table leaned a little. The front legs of a desk rested on matchbooks for balance. From a drawer in this desk Lightborne took a small bottle of Elmer’s Glue-All and tried to refasten the sole of his right shoe.




    About twenty people would be arriving at eight-thirty. They were the core of his clientele and he had some new things to show. Only one fresh face likely to appear. This would be Moll Robbins, a journalist planning a series of articles on sex as big business.




    The others were collectors, a couple of people who represented collectors, and the inevitable self-conscious dabblers who were captivated by the novelty of it all. Lightborne didn’t mind the latter group. They tended to regard him as an eccentric scholar, a font of erotic lore, and were always inviting him places and giving him things.




    Finished with the shoe, he took a pair of grooming scissors and snipped at his sideburns. Then he commenced brushing his hair into a near-ducktail arrangement. Lightborne’s hair was silvery gray tinged with a kind of yellowish discoloration, and he liked wearing it long. Finally he put on a string tie and belted corduroy jacket. Not that there was any reason to concern himself with appearance. These get-togethers at the gallery were always informal. The collectors preferred it that way. He served them Wink in paper cups.




    Moll Robbins, as it happened, arrived before the others. She wore jeans and a bulky sweater, a tall lean woman who walked in a sort of lazy prowl. Hanging from a strap over her right shoulder was a large leather case.




    Lightborne showed her around the gallery, which wasn’t the usual clinical space of right angles and clever little ramps. It resembled instead an antique shop in serious decline. There were small tables filled with bronze and porcelain pieces, with stacks of drawings and prints, with books and woodcarvings, vases and cups. There were several pedestals to hold the more interesting pieces, and on the wall were a number of oil paintings as well as enlarged photographs of Hindu temple façades and the lucky phalluses of Pompeii. Along the walls were bins of drawings, more prints, more photographs, and several glass cases full of rings, bracelets, necklaces.




    Moll Robbins roved a bit uncertainly through all of this, fingering the lid of a porcelain teapot (Chinese emperor with concubine, apparently), peering at a coin under glass (Greeks, male, dallying).




    “Innocent, somehow, isn’t it?”




    “It doesn’t move,” Lightborne said.




    “Doesn’t move?”




    “Movement, action, frames per second. This is the era we’re in, for better or worse. It seems a little ineffectual, what’s here. It just sits. It’s all mass and body weight.”




    “Pure gravity.”




    “Sure, a thing isn’t fully erotic unless it has the capacity to move. A woman crossing her legs drives men mad. She moves, understand. Motion, activity, change of position. You need this today for eroticism to be total.”




    “Something to that, I suppose.”




    When everyone had arrived, Lightborne closed the huge doors and began to circulate. Moll took off her sweater and draped it over the erect member of a plaster vicar, noting that Lightborne was spending most of his time at the side of a well-groomed and neatly dressed man, early thirties, seemingly a business type, the kind of junior tycoon who delights in giving crisp directives to his subordinates.




    She spoke with several people, finding them subtly evasive, not exactly reluctant to discuss their interest in erotica but unable to focus their attention on the subject. They seemed rushed somehow, distracted by some private vision, high-type horseplayers, secretly frenzied at the edges.




    Lightborne introduced her to the man he’d been talking to. Glen Selvy. Then was led away by several other people.




    “What got you interested, Mr. Selvy?”




    “What gets anyone interested in sex?”




    “We don’t all collect,” she said.




    “Just a pastime. Line, grace, symmetry. Beauty of the human body. So on, so forth.”




    “Do you spend a lot of money, collecting?”




    “Fair amount.”




    “You must know quite a bit about art.”




    “I took a course once.”




    “You took a course once.”




    “I learned enough to know that Lightborne’s better stuff is kept under wraps.”




    “What can you tell me about Lightborne that he wouldn’t want to tell me himself?”




    Selvy smiled and walked away. Later, when most of the people had gone, Lightborne talked with Moll in his living quarters. He answered all her questions, explaining that he got started in the business in 1946 when he was down and out in Cairo and managed to come into possession of a ring depicting the Egyptian god of fertility, highly aroused. He sold it to an ex-Nazi for a pretty sum and eventually learned that it ended up on the finger of King Farouk. After that, one contact led to another and he traveled through Central America, Japan, the Mideast and Europe, a worldwide network, buying and selling and bartering.




    “What about your friend Selvy? I’m curious. He doesn’t look quite the type. What’s his collection like?”




    “My lips are sealed.”




    “What do you mean?” she said.




    “Some people are here to look. Some to buy. Some to buy for others.”




    “Fronting.”




    “Sure.”




    “Buying on behalf of a person or group that doesn’t want his, her or its identity known to the world at large.”




    “That’s grammatically very clumsy but otherwise correct,” Lightborne said.




    “Do you know who Selvy buys for?”




    “Actually I only suspect.”




    “Someone I may have heard of?”




    “Selvy’s been on the job three months or so. Fairly good at it. Has a basic knowledge.”




    “That’s all you’re saying.”




    “It’s a business full of rumors, Miss Robbins. I get word about things sometimes. So-and-so’s turned up a bronze statuette in some sealed-off church cellar on Crete. Hermaphrodite: Graeco-Roman. I hear things all the time. I get word. The air is full of vibrations. Sometimes there’s an element of truth. Often it’s just a breeze in the night.”




    Glen Selvy stuck his head around the edge of the partition to say goodnight. Lightborne asked him in for coffee, which was perking on a GE hotplate in a corner of the room. Selvy checked his watch and sat in a huge dusty armchair.




    “My man in Guatemala tells me to expect choice items this trip.”




    “About time,” Selvy said.




    “Dug up from tombs with his own two hands.”




    “He’s found more tombs, has he?”




    “The jungles are dense,” Lightborne said mysteriously.




    “My principal is certain your pre-Columbian stuff is fake. Do you want to hear what he has to say about the handicraft?”




    “Tell him this trip.”




    “This trip it’s different.”




    “Different,” Lightborne said.




    He poured three cups of coffee. Moll believed she detected an edge of detachment in Selvy’s voice and manner. His reactions were just the tiniest bit mechanical. It was possible he was deeply bored by this.




    “In the meantime,” Lightborne said, “I can show you a lady with an octopus.”




    “Another time.”




    “It’s a porcelain centerpiece.”




    “Seriously, anything stashed back here? If not, I’m off.”




    “You say seriously. Did I hear you correctly?”




    “You heard.”




    “I was telling the young lady about rumors. The part rumors play in a business like this. Six months ago, for instance, I heard a rumor about an item that could prove to be of interest to any number of people, including your employer perhaps. The odd thing about this rumor is that I first heard it about thirty years ago, originally in Cairo and Alexandria, where my list of acquaintances was colorful and varied, and later the same year, if memory serves, after I went to Paris to live. The item in question was the print of a movie. To be more exact, the camera original.”




    Lightborne offered sugar, wordlessly.




    “I was telling the young lady that movement, the simple capacity to change position, is an important erotic quality. Probably the single biggest difference between old and new styles of erotic art is the motion picture. The movie. The image that moves. This assumes you consider movies art.”




    “Oh, I do,” Moll said.




    “In the same league with painting, sculpture, so on.”




    “Absolutely.”




    “All right then,” Lightborne said. “For several months I kept hearing rumors about this very curious film. People in the business. Collectors, dealers, agents. It’s a world of rumor-mongers. What can you do? But then the noise died. The little hum, it faded away to nothing. I don’t think anyone noticed. The rumor was implausible to begin with. Hardly anyone took it seriously. So, silence for thirty years. Not a word on the subject. Then, six months ago, the rumor is revived. I hear it from three people, none of them in contact with the other two. Precisely the same rumor. A film exists. Unedited footage. One copy. The camera original. Shot in Berlin, April, the year 1945.”




    Lightborne nodded to indicate a measure of absorption in his own commentary. He went to the refrigerator and got a box of Graham crackers. He offered them around. No takers. He sat back down.




    “In the bunker,” he said.




    He took a cracker out of the box and dunked it in his coffee.




    “Spell that out,” Moll said.




    “The bunker under the Reich Chancellery.”




    “And who appears in this footage?”




    “Things get vague here. But apparently it’s a sex thing. It’s the filmed record of an orgy, I gather, that took place somewhere in that series of underground compartments.”




    Selvy gazed at the ceiling.




    “I don’t believe it myself,” Lightborne said. “I’m the chief skeptic. It’s just the curious nature of the thing. The recent rumor is point for point the same as the original, despite a thirty-year gap between the two. And the few people who believe the thing, at least as a possibility, are able to make some valid historical points. I happen to be a student of the period.”




    Robbins and Selvy watched the soggy bottom half of the cracker in Lightborne’s hand detach itself and fall into the cup. Lightborne used a spoon to gather the brown ooze and eat it.




    “In any case I thought it might be useful to trace the story as far as I could, maybe with luck even to its source. Eventually a contact in the business, someone I trust, put me in touch with an individual and we arranged a meeting. He didn’t volunteer his name and I didn’t ask. Man in his thirties. Slight accent. Nervous, very jumpy. He said he knew where the footage was. Said prints had never been made. Guaranteed it. Said the running time would qualify it as full length, more or less. Then he grew melancholy. I can see his face. A performance, he said, that would surely take its place among the strangest and most haunting ever given. He also said I wouldn’t be disappointed in the identities of those taking part. All this and yet he wouldn’t give a straight answer when I asked if he’d seen the footage himself or were we dealing in hearsay.”




    Lightborne stirred his coffee.




    “The idea we agreed on was that I would act as agent for the sale. I have the contacts, I know the market, more or less. We further agreed that with sex exploitation reaching the level it has, certainly there’d be no problem finding powerful and wealthy groups who’d be utterly delighted at the chance to bid for distribution rights to something this novel. Think of it. The century’s ultimate piece of decadence.”




    “And it moves,” Moll said.




    Lightborne sat back and crossed his legs, holding the cup and saucer to his belly.




    “So,” he said, “a small-time dealer in erotic knickknacks, some good quality, some not so good, and here I am with a chance to act as go-between in some monumental pornography caper. I begin to send out feelers, veiled hints, to this part of the country, that part, to this fellow in Dallas, that fellow in Stockholm. As things begin to happen, as the market heats up, my man suddenly disappears. I have no idea how to reach him. He always insisted he would contact me. So I call people, I make inquiries, I hang around our usual meeting place. Finally I hear from the same man who put us in touch at the outset. X is dead, he tells me. Not only dead—murdered. Not only murdered—done away with under strange, very odd circumstances.”




    “How odd?” Moll said.




    “He was wearing women’s clothes.”




    Selvy looked at Moll Robbins, at the same time motioning for Lightborne to pause.




    “What’s in that case you’ve got?”




    “Nikon F2,” she said.




    “It stays inside, okay?”




    “I don’t know, you’ve got a fairly nice profile, Mr. Selvy. Might look good somewhere near the tail end of a story, just to break up lines of print.”




    “It stays or you go.”




    “And a Sony cassette recorder,” she said.




    “Take it out, please. I’d like to see it.”




    “Mr. Lightborne, this is your residence. You invited me to come here. You placed no restrictions.”




    Selvy picked the leather case off the floor, opened it, took out the tape recorder, turned it over, removed the battery case, opened it, took out the four small batteries and set them on the nearest table.




    “Quite a routine,” she said. “You must be handy around the house.”




    “No words, no pictures.”




    “It wasn’t necessary, you know. I’m not about to tape your insipid voice if you don’t want it taped.”




    Lightborne reacted to all this by taking his cup and saucer to the sink and washing them out. Returning, he pushed the box of crackers toward Moll. This time she took one, halving it neatly before taking a bite.




    “After this depressing turns of events,” Lightborne said, “the whole matter dried up and total silence prevailed. But I wanted to give you a little background, Glen, because just yesterday the smallest whisper reached my ear. If things get interesting again, I think your employer ought to be informed.”




    “Sure, absolutely.”




    “As for you, Miss Robbins, you’ll have to forgive a garrulous old man.”




    “It’s been interesting, really.”




    “Who do you work for?” Selvy said.




    “Running Dog,” she said.




    He paused briefly.




    “One-time organ of discontent.”




    “We were fairly radical, yes.”




    “Now safely established in the mainstream.”




    “I wouldn’t say safely.”




    “Part of the ever-expanding middle.”




    “We say ‘fuck’ all the time.”




    “My point exactly.”




    “Was that your point exactly? I didn’t realize that was your point exactly. I didn’t know you had a point exactly.”




    Selvy got to his feet, saying goodnight to Lightborne and then bowing toward Moll Robbins, clicking his heels together as he did so. She followed as far as the gallery area in order to pluck her sweater from the rigid appendage where she’d left it earlier, returning then to thank Lightborne for his time. He watched her replace the batteries in the tape recorder.




    “I was wondering,” she said.




    “Yes?”




    “Is he always in that much of a hurry? Could be a plane he’s got to catch. Or commuter train maybe.”




    “Glen’s not the type to hang around and make small talk.”




    “Of course if I found out who he buys for, and if it’s someone interesting and important, and if I use this information in one of the pieces I’m doing, it wouldn’t do you any good, would it?”




    “Wouldn’t do me much harm either,” Lightborne said. “The collector Glen represents hasn’t shown much interest in the stuff I’ve been coming up with. According to Glen, he may be on the verge of dropping me completely.”




    They walked out into the gallery and Lightborne went around turning off lights. He looked at Moll from a distance of thirty-five feet or so.




    “You mentioned trains and planes.”




    “Just wondering aloud,” she said.




    “If you were heading Glen’s way, and this is only speculation, you’d probably choose to fly. Although if you didn’t like flying, you’d be able to take a train.”




    “I don’t mind short flights. Anything over an hour, I get a little restless.”




    “I think you’d be all right.”




    “Trains are fun. I like trains.”




    “Three and a half hours on a train can be a little tiring.”




    “You could be right.”




    “Although Penn Station. If the old structure still stood. That would make it worthwhile. Just walking in the place. A gorgeous piece of architecture.”




    “I was also wondering,” she said.




    “What else?”




    “What would I need in the way of clothes?”




    “It might be slightly warmer.”




    “Slightly warmer, you say.”




    The last light went out and Moll stood in shadow in the open doorway, unable to see Lightborne at all.




    “I’m only speculating, understand.”




    “You’re not a meteorologist,” she said.




    “I only know what God wants me to know.”




    When she was gone, Lightborne locked the door and went back into the living area, where he took off his jacket, his string tie and his shirt. He went to the wash basin, took his razor out of the cabinet and then removed the top on an aerosol can of Gillette Foamy, noting a bit of rust on the inner rim. He had an appointment first thing in the morning and thought he’d save time by shaving now.




    Moll Robbins hailed a cab on Houston Street and twenty-five minutes later was on the phone in her West Seventies apartment, talking to Grace Delaney, her managing editor.




    “Do we still have a Washington office?”




    “It’s called Jerry Burke.”




    “What’s the number?”




    She put down the phone and dialed again.




    “Jerry Burke?”




    “Who’s this?”




    “I understand you have terrific access to the corridors of power.”




    “What time is it?”




    “This is Moll Robbins in New York, Jerry. We haven’t met, I don’t think, but maybe you can help me.”




    “You do movie reviews.”




    “From time to time, yes, but this is a different sort of thing completely. I’d like you to help me track someone down.”




    “You were full of shit about the new King Kong.”




    “I don’t doubt it, Jerry, but listen I’m looking for a man named Glen Selvy, white, early thirties, six feet one, possibly in government down there. There must be some kind of giant directory of government drones that this man’s name is listed in. If you could look into it or ask around or whatever, I’d be forever in your debt, within reason.”




    “Six foot one?”




    “I thought it might be important.”




    “What do I need his height for?”




    “Detective work,” she said. “All the particulars.”




    Glen Selvy drove from the airport to a four-story apartment building in a predominantly black area near the Navy Yard. He’d been living here for several months but the place looked recently occupied. It was severely underfurnished. A number of unpacked cartons were arrayed near the bed. There was a floor lamp with the cord still tied in a neat bundle at its base.




    This quality of transience appealed to Selvy. It had the advantage of reducing one’s accountability, somehow. If you were always ten minutes from departure, you couldn’t be expected to answer to the same moderating precepts other people followed.




    He took off his suit coat, revealing a small belt holster that contained a lightweight Colt Cobra, .38 caliber. The Smith & Wesson .41 magnum, with six-inch barrel and custom grips, he kept wedged in a carton near the bed.




    Late the next day Moll got a call from Jerry Burke.




    “I’ve been through a number of registers. No results at all. Then I remembered the Plum Book. Policy and Supporting Positions. Many, many government jobs. Descriptions. Names of incumbents.”




    “Excellent,” she said.




    “Your man isn’t listed there.”




    “Damn.”




    “But I came across an appendix in a Senate bulletin and there’s something called Congressional Quota Transferrals and it’s chock full of names and next to each name there’s an alphabetic code that refers you to page something-something. Anyway on this one little list I found a Howard Glen Selvy. According to his code letters he’s on the staff of Senator Lloyd Percival.”




    “Jerry, that’s terrific.”




    “He’s a kind of second-level administrative aide.”




    “Isn’t Percival in the news these days?”




    “It’s been going on for a while, really, but in closed committee sessions. He’s investigating something called PAC/ORD. It’s ostensibly a coordinating arm of the whole U.S. intelligence apparatus, strictly an above-board clerical and budgetary operation. Whatever Percival’s digging for, it hasn’t been leaked.”




    “Secret hearings.”




    “Every day,” he said.




    “What do the letters stand for?”




    “What letters?”




    “PAC/ORD,” she said.




    “Not many people in Washington could answer a question like that.”




    “Not many people in the whole world, I bet.”




    “Personnel Advisory Committee, Office of Records and Disbursements.”




    “Has to be evil, with a name like that.”




    “Or why else would Percival be involved?”




    “He’s a righteous type, is he?”




    “Never mind that,” Burke said. “What I’d like to know is why you’re interested in this guy Selvy.”




    “It’s just he’s so cute,” she said.
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    Glen Selvy in a three-piece suit walked slowly around the quarter-mile cinder track. There were birds everywhere, wheeling overhead, hopping mechanically in the grass.




    Fifty yards away a black limousine turned into the quiet street that skirted the athletic field. Selvy headed over there, watching the back door swing open, his mind suddenly wandering to a nondescript room, a bed with a naked woman straddling a pillow, no one he knew, and then sex, her body and his, relentless crude obliterating sex, bang bang bang bang.




    Lomax had a penchant for rented limousines. This was fine with Selvy, whose own car was a cramped Toyota. It was safe to assume the chauffeur didn’t come with the car; he’d be someone Lomax knew. Maybe the thinking was that inconspicuousness no longer amounted to much. Or that in a town like Washington a limousine was not readily noticeable. Maybe it was Lomax himself. A personal style. A departure from established forms.




    Lomax was pudgy, his hair mod-cut, graying a bit at the temples. He liked to pat and smooth and lightly stroke his hair, although it was never mussed. He was dressed for golf today, Selvy noticed. A set of clubs leaned against the far door.




    “I learned something yesterday,” Selvy said. “Lightborne knew Christoph Ludecke. Before Ludecke was killed, he and Lightborne had several meetings.”




    “In what connection?”




    “Ludecke claimed to have access to some movie that apparently the whole smut-industry power structure would love to get the rights to. So Lightborne was all set to act as agent for the sale.”




    “Help from an unexpected quarter,” Lomax said.




    “Sure, Lightborne. Who figured Lightborne would link up to any of this? It explains the whole thing.”




    “Does it?”




    “The Senator’s connection to Christoph Ludecke. Now we know. One way or another he knew Ludecke had this footage. One way or another his phone number, or one of his phone numbers, his least traceable phone number, which we nevertheless traced, ended up in Ludecke’s little book. That’s the absolute central fact, the core of his involvement. Percival wanted the movie for his collection.”




    “Does he do movies?”




    “This would be the first.”




    “What’s so special about it?” Lomax said.




    “It’s a genuine Nazi sex revel.”




    “Wonderful.”




    “Supposedly shot in the bunker where Hitler spent his last days.”




    “Grand,” Lomax said. “Simply grand.”




    Off the road a creek meandered east into the distance. In a park a group of young Orientals practiced the stylized movements of t’ai chi, a set of exercises that seemed to some degree martial in nature. The tempo was unchanging and fluid, and although there were eight of them involved it was hard to detect an individual dissonance in their routine. Almost in slow motion each man thrust one arm out while moving the other back, this second arm bent at the elbow, both hands extended, fingers together, as though the arms were hinged weapons and the hands not terminal attachments but rather the pointed ends of these weapons. Moves and countermoves. Front leg bending, rear leg stretching. Active, passive. Thrust and drag. A breeze came up, the lighter branches on the trees rising slightly as their leaves tossed in the agitated air. Eight bodies slowly moving in a revolving lotus kick. The creek reappeared at the end of a stretch of elms, swifter here, running in the sun.




    “We’ve got more than enough leverage to use against the Senator.”




    “I don’t make policy,” Lomax said.




    “We’ve got the smut collection to use against him. His interest in this movie is just an added twist of the knife.”




    “I execute policy, I don’t make it. I do fact-gathering.”




    “We know he’s got pieces that once belonged to Goering.”




    “People ask me questions. I frame a reply in terms of giving an answer.”




    “Among other notables,” Selvy said.




    “When the time comes, it comes. If he presses these inquiries, we’ll tell him what we know and how we’ll use it. His constituency will go bananas. Picture the media. Over a million dollars’ worth of sexually explicit art.”




    “No way he can move against us.”




    “But I don’t make policy,” Lomax said. “I just gather information.”




    “Who makes policy? Tell the policy maker. We have whatever we need on Percival. Meanwhile I keep moving paper in his office.”




    “Double cover,” Lomax said.




    In the current parlance, Selvy was a reader. He was reading Senator Percival. At the same time he and Percival had a clandestine alliance. No one else in the Senator’s office was aware that Selvy had been hired not to help direct the paper flow but to do Percival’s art buying.




    “But you shouldn’t call it smut,” Lomax was saying.




    “Did I call it smut?”




    “You said earlier, his smut collection.”




    “You’ve seen the photos, I take it.”




    “Interesting photos,” Lomax said. “You’re getting better at it.”




    “Less rush this time.”




    “There’s nothing shameful about the human body, you know. Some pleasant surprises in that collection. Some very nice things. I’d say the man has taste. Don’t call it smut. You called it smut.”




    Three Irish setters ran in a field near Reservoir Road, scrambling over each other when one of them changed direction abruptly. A group of schoolgirls played field hockey, wearing elaborate uniforms, their laughter and shrieks seeming to reach the limousine across a particularly clear segment of space, an area empty of distorting matter, so that the listener received a truer human voice, the vivid timbre of animated play.




    “We found the woman,” Lomax said.




    “Where is she?”




    “Traveling.”




    “Whereabouts?”




    “The old country.”




    It was cherry blossom time.




    Moll found Washington spiritually oppressive. Government buildings did that to her. Great weight of history or something. Guided tours. Schoolbooks. The last Sunday of summer vacation. I don’t feel well, mom.




    She wore thong sandals, a loose cotton dress and a hip sash—an outfit she used whenever she felt a deceptive appearance was called for. A date with a man she suspected she might dislike, for instance. She believed herself to be attractive, although not quite this way. Clothes, used in this manner, were a method of safeguarding her true self, pending developments.




    Her auburn hair, normally curled and frizzed and shriveled up, had an even more electrified look today. Deep-fried hair. Probably caused by humidity, the condition was extreme enough to be taken as a style.




    Along a corridor in the Senate wing she moved in her somewhat wary manner behind a group of reporters who were trying to keep up with Lloyd Percival. The Senator, still wearing orange makeup from an earlier TV appearance, answered only certain questions, and those curtly, talking out of the side of his mouth. He was sixty, a large man, beginning to go fleshy, with something of a burdened look about him, small tired eyes blinking above those folds of loose skin.
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