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Although we are reasonably certain that the shocking story revealed in The Gulag Archipelago could not take place in this country, the facts of Roy Schuster’s case are reminiscent of Solzhenitsyn’s treatise… We can no longer sit by and permit the state to continue toying with his freedom.

—Chief Judge Irving R. Kaufman of the United States Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit


The Department of Correction

Tony Burton


Ruffians, pitiless as proud,

Heav’n awards the vengeance due,

Empire is on us bestow’d,

Shame and ruin wait for you.

—William Cowper


1

Crain wasn’t angry, just rueful because he’d come so close.

The night before, the toothy redhead on TV in Albany had set the colored balls bouncing and when they stopped he was one goddamned digit away from winning $4.7 million. A six instead of a seven and he’d have hit the jackpot.

But, hell, if he’d won, what would he have done with it? A new car, maybe. Have the roof fixed. Give some to the kids, maybe put it in trust for when they grew up. At their age, they didn’t have much time for a grandfather. He should spoil them more. If he gave them the money, it might make him seem pretty cool.

What else? He was content with what he already had. The millions wouldn’t bring Helen back. The hell with it. Money didn’t come close to the pleasure of a day in the mountains.

Even so, twelve hours later, it was still in his mind as he trudged slowly up the slopes toward a spot on the bank of a stream where he planned to sit and wait, shrouded in the noise of tumbling water. He knew where the deer moved; he had carried a gun in these woods since boyhood.

Halfway to his goal, Crain paused to catch his breath and look around. At their peaks, the mountains were bald with snow, but here, on the lower levels beneath the trees, the ground was still brown and crisp with leaves. Cloud cover from the west held back the coming bleakness; there was only a light breeze to carry the smell of pine and maple and of vegetation beginning to rot.

Crain wore high boots, heavy, wide-waled, corduroy pants, and a red woolen lumber jacket with his state license pinned on the back. His thick gray hair was uncovered. He carried the lever-action Winchester mounted with a Zeiss scope that he had bought years ago on a trip out West with Helen before her last time in the hospital. In his deep pockets were a bottle of branch water, the sandwiches he had prepared the night before, and a paperback he would read while waiting for a buck to come to him. He was a man who liked to occupy himself even when he was waiting, and he was not eager to kill. It was pleasure enough to be out in the clean, pungent air.

Crain was satisfied that he had lived an honorable and useful life. But too many of his working hours had been spent in confinement, first obeying orders, then issuing them. Now, with nobody to call master, no responsibilities beyond himself, he could enjoy life as he wished.

He looked down through the black branches at a small lake cupped in the valley below. His eyes ranged the hillside, and he thought he caught movement where he had climbed earlier, maybe a deer, more likely another hunter. Ever since he had left the road, he had felt the presence of other men with guns. It was the season. Men from the cities would blast away at anything that moved, and the hospitals and morgues would receive their annual harvest of stupidity.

He found the stream, busy now with recent rains, and settled with his back against a low, mossy rock, his weapon across his lap. For a while, he stared around, taking in the clearing across the water, the grassy aisle that escorted the stream down the hill through the trees. When it was all imprinted on his mind so that he would be able to bring up his gun and, in seconds, aim at an intruding animal, he took out his book and began to read about a Frenchman’s travels in Arabia.

They came on him silently, although the noise of the water would have covered any sounds of approach. One minute he was engrossed in his paperback, the next he was conscious of them bunched around him. He looked up and lowered the book. His hands went to grip his weapon.

There were three of them, all in hunting clothes, all carrying guns. They wore bizarrely patterned ski masks that left visible only the liquid glint of their eyes and the shape of their mouths. They all wore gloves.

“Any luck?” one of them said.

He shrugged. They could see for themselves.

“Nor us,” the man said. The voice was neutral, neither friendly nor hostile. A sense of alarm was growing in Crain and his hands tightened around his gun. They were too intent on him for this to be a casual encounter. It was at least a mile to the road where he had left his car, much more to the nearest house.

“Been here long?” another of the men said.

“Awhile.”

“What you got there, a Remington?”

“Winchester.”

“Anybody else around?”

He didn’t answer. They were standing no more than a couple of yards away from him on his right so that it would be impossible for him to bring his weapon around swiftly. Once, years before, he had been caught like that. Then it had been a big buck that stared at him as if recognizing his quandary. By the time he had shifted to turn his gun, the animal was off and running, an impossible target.

He heard something and, twisting, looked behind him. There was a fourth man standing there on the rock. This one was openly pointing his rifle at him.

“Aim that some other place,” Crain said. The mouth of the barrel looked enormous. It remained steady.

“Don’t act so nervous, it’s not like you,” the first man said. “After all, we’re old friends, all of us. We’ve come to say good-bye.”

“Good-bye? Who are you?”

“You’ll know us,” the man said. Holding his weapon in the crook of an elbow, he used his free hand to pull awkwardly at the wool around his head. The mask came off, leaving strands of brown hair pulled upright. Crain stared. He couldn’t place the man.

A second man and then the third stripped off their head coverings, and his mind went back through the years and now he knew them all. He didn’t bother to look at the one behind. He knew he was in terrible trouble.

“You remember us, PK?” the first man said. “’Course you do. You stole something from us, you and the rest of them. You stole something we can never get back. Now it’s payback time.”

The man behind moved swiftly. He came down off the rock on the left side and kicked at the gun in Crain’s lap. It went butt-over-barrel into the leaves. Crain pulled his legs under him and struggled unsteadily to his feet. He felt very tired, broken with fear. Trying to summon stoicism, he thought that even if he had won the night before, he would never have collected the jackpot. One of them put his boot on the fallen weapon.

“What d’you want?” Crain said. “It was all long ago. It’s over and done with.” He had difficulty controlling his voice. His gaze went past them in a hopeless search for help. Beyond the group, the woods were still.

“We’ve had a trial, which was more than you gave us,” the first man said. He seemed to be their spokesman, their leader. “You were found guilty. We’ve been watching you for a long time, just like they do on death row.”

Crain knew they planned to kill him. He had known since he recognized their faces. They were men who saw no great wickedness in killing another human.

He gathered his strength and threw himself at a gap between two of them. They were ready. It was as if they knew what he would do and what they would do. They were younger and stronger. They handled him with ease. They held him, breathing hard into his face from the effort of containing his struggles. There was a horrible intimacy in feeling their breath on his cheeks. He shouted then for help. And shouted again, but in the immensity of the hills the sound was frail, snatched away by the breeze.

They bore him to the ground. They pulled out two wide leather belts. With one they secured his ankles. The other they strapped around his frantically writhing body, pinning his arms to his sides. He was trussed like an animal prepared for the pot.

“You’re all insane,” he screamed. They forced his mouth open and filled it with an evil-smelling cloth. A dark stain was running down his pants from his crotch.

One of them stood back and removed a glove to take out a pack of cigarettes and a silver lighter. The lighter made a metallic clicking noise when he flicked the top open and closed, open and closed. Just as he was about to put the flame to a cigarette, the leader said, “Christ, Ferret, put that away. Those smokes have done you enough damage. And you can’t smoke here. Wait until we’re back on the road.” The smoker shrugged and returned the cigarette to the pack, but he continued flicking the lighter, open and closed, open and closed, like a heartbeat.

“It’s gonna be an accident, just another hunting accident,” the spokesman said to Crain, now squirming on the ground. “That’s what they’ll think when they find you. They won’t know it was an execution.”

The man called Ferret said, “You’ll have company in hell, PK. Your pal, Savage, that cocksucker, is joining you, just as soon as we get around to him.” 

“Fucker’s pissed himself,” one said. He had a Southern accent. “First, I’m gonna take down his pants and butt-fuck him, see how he likes that.” He reached down to pluck a thin knife, almost a dagger, from his boot and let the bound man see it. He ran his finger along the blade.

“Cuts on both sides,” he said. “Neat, uh?”

“For God’s sake, let’s get it done,” another of the men said. “The woods are thick with fucking shooters.”

“We got time,” the Southerner said. “Time to enjoy ourselves. I’m entitled.”

“Only his head,” the leader said. “You take down his pants, mess with him down there, they’ll find it. There’ll most likely be an autopsy.”

“He ain’t pretty enough, anyway, and he’s too old,” the Southerner said with a shrug. “His ass will be bony and wrinkled.” He knelt and almost affectionately put a hand at the back of Crain’s head to hold it still. The knife flashed down, gouged with a flicking movement, and their victim’s right eye was gone. Even through the muffling cloth, Crain’s shriek of pain and horror reached them as if it were issuing through his pores. Blood gushed down, turning his face into a red mask.

The knife-man was grinning wolfishly. Again the knife plunged and the other eye was out. One of the watching men turned away and threw up into the leaves.

“You always were too soft, Jackie, you hump,” the Southerner said. “Clean as an oyster from its little shell. Those eyes couldn’t see the truth, PK. So you don’t need them.”

“Jesus,” Jackie said, wiping his mouth. “That’s enough.” His face was pale. He scuffed twigs and leaves over his steaming vomit. The Southerner went to hold his knife and hands in the stream and let the rushing water carry the blood away.

The leader said, “Yet who would have thought the old man to have so much blood in him?” His voice was precise, cultured.

They pulled their masks back over their heads. The leader took the hunter’s gun from the ground, checked that it was loaded, and flicked off the safety catch. His gloved finger on the trigger, he held the muzzle under Crain’s chin, bending from the waist to keep the butt close to the ground. Blood was streaming down, some of it dripping onto the barrel. He hesitated, but it was only to reach out and snatch the cloth from Crain’s mouth. He pulled the trigger and the face disintegrated and the sound of the shot went rolling away into the mountains. Blood, tissue, and splintered bone sprayed out and the gunman swore and jumped back, letting the weapon drop to the ground.

Movement across the stream caught their eyes and they turned, astonished, to see a startled deer racing away from the death scene, its white tail darting through the trees.

There was no need to check if the man was dead. His face, the front of his head, was gone. Moving swiftly now, they unstrapped the belts from the body and stowed them in their pockets. They took his flaccid hands and pressed the fingers around the trigger guard and on the trigger itself before letting the weapon fall away to his side.

It had all been planned beforehand. As they moved away, the predators scattered handfuls of dry leaves to cover any marks left by their feet.

“Anything else?” one of them said. There was nothing else. It might be days before the body was found, before a search party came across it, for there were many thousands of acres in the mountains where a man might hunt and have an accident.

The four split into pairs, separated, and walked quickly away from the scarlet mess on the ground, the blood already dulling as it oxidized.

That was the first.


2

A large and energetic wave deposited Todd Paige on the sand of the shallows in a flurry of arms and legs. Swearing, he struggled to his feet and pulled his soggy underpants back into position. He didn’t know why he had gone swimming so early in the morning. It had seemed a good idea when he awoke with the sun dousing the living room and the couch on which he lay. Probably still drunk, he thought. Now, he was sober, he had grazed his elbow, and there was sand in his ears. Drunk, he had felt fine. Sober, he felt terrible. He moved painfully up the deserted beach toward the house just over the dunes.

The house had been designed by a fashionably expensive architect who believed that elegance is angular. A riot of sharp edges slashed through the skyline. Even the obligatory chimney was constructed in a triangular form. Whenever a fire was started, the house filled with smoke. The only bow to conformity with the other beach houses was a long deck overlooking the ocean. Only one of the bedroom doors was closed. Paige put his ear against it but could hear nothing. In the relentlessly chic kitchen, glittering with high-tech and stainless steel equipment that made it look more like a laboratory, Paige found some Colombian coffee and filled the pot. He switched on the radio and fiddled until he found an all-news station.

Taking food from the huge refrigerator, he tossed strips of bacon and two eggs into a big frying pan. In a bowl, he found some ancient-looking boiled potatoes, cut out the worst of the mold, tipped them into the pan, and turned up the heat. As the smell of frying invaded the kitchen, he pondered briefly before cracking another egg and making room for it with a spatula. He was ravenous. Along with his grazed elbow, he had stubbed a toe on one of the wooden steps from the beach, and he could feel the ocean salt drying stickily on his body. When the food was ready, he turned off the stove and, standing, ate directly from the pan, shoveling the food into his mouth with the spatula.

Fortified, he put the coffee pot, milk, sugar, and two mugs on a tray and approached the closed bedroom door. He balanced the tray on one hand and opened the door. It was even brighter in here than in the kitchen. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, beyond the deck and the barbecue and the empty glasses from the night before, the ocean shimmered. It looked vaguely menacing and it hurt his eyes. He turned away from it and looked at her.

She was sitting up against a pile of pillows in the king-size bed, a pale blue sheet pulled around her, the telephone at her ear.

“Lunch for three,” she said. She looked at Paige’s linebacker frame and added, “You’d better give us one reinforced chair. Safety first.”

Paige pushed aside a biography of Oliver Cromwell and put the tray on a table at the side of the bed. Also on the table was a photograph of three sweaty polo players with their arms around each other’s shoulders. The clothes she was wearing the night before, a short green skirt, white sleeveless sweater, and black bikini panties, were lying scattered on the floor, which was covered with a deep sand-colored carpet.

“In the name of Graham,” she told the telephone. “Lady Jane Graham.” She put down the phone. “The Blue Parrot in East Hampton,” she said. “One o’clock.” 

“You sure you have a title?” he said, pouring himself some coffee.

“They believe I have and that’s what matters,” she said. “It does so improve the service. And you quite like the idea, don’t you, darling? Pour me some of that coffee. Black.”

“You can’t prove you have a title.”

“One doesn’t need to. But one could.”

“How? Does Buckingham Palace issue a certificate or something?”

“Oh, my dear. Like a driver’s license, perhaps? How very American of you. It’s like that Rolls Royce fantasy of yours, sweet but adolescent.” In an unguarded moment the night before, Paige had talked about his ambition to own a white Rolls Royce driven by a blond chauffeuse.

“It’s more than a fantasy,” he said. “It will happen one day.”

“Quite,” she said. She had Dietrich cheekbones, a thin, arrogant nose, and prominent blue eyes that never seemed to blink. Paige reckoned she looked like a sexy trout. She lived in the ambiguous territory of approaching middle age, and the searching light from the windows picked out the lines at the corners of her mouth and eyes. But she wore her years without deceit, presenting herself with a take-it-or-leave-it flair. Paige wondered vaguely if she did have a title. Sometimes, dismayed by the vulgarity surrounding him, Paige thought that he really belonged on the topmost levels of English society. Maybe he had been stolen from a peer’s cradle and shipped secretly to this feral republic.

Certainly, she had a funny accent. You could call it Bermudese, Paige thought, since it seemed grounded somewhere between New York and London. Last night, she had talked about Mummy in Belgravia.

“You like the carpet?” she said.

“Sure.” The pile was so thick he could see his footprints.

“I see you wriggling your toes in it. You haven’t got sportsman’s foot, have you?”

“Athlete’s foot? No.”

“Your toenails need cutting.” They looked all right to him.

“Well?” she said.

“Well, what?”

“What’s your excuse for your failure to do your duty last night?”

“I don’t remember much of last night after we left the bar. What happened?”

“Nothing happened. That’s the problem.” She sat straighter and let the sheet fall around her hips. Her bosom, sagging slightly under its extravagance, courted his attention. Her sumptuous breasts were as tanned as her arms and face. She was letting him see what he had missed. He felt a familiar stirring in his loins.

“We had a couple more drinks in the Jacuzzi, gazing at the moon,” she said. “You were quite poetic. Said it was your idea of heaven, a drink in your hand, a blonde in your tub, and a fat moon above. Then, when we came inside, you collapsed on the couch, out like the tide, leaving me high and dry.”

“I was tired. I’ll make it up to you now if you like.”

“I don’t think so. You don’t deserve me.” She looked complacently at the activity beneath his damp shorts and said, “Too late. And you can’t come prancing into a lady’s bedroom looking like that. There’s a robe in the closet. God, you Americans are hairy.”

“Esau was a hairy man,” he said.

“Yes, and look what happened to him.” Paige wasn’t sure what had happened to Esau, so he let her get away with that one. He found the robe and pulled it on. It barely reached his knees and the sleeves ended halfway up his arms.

They had met a few days earlier at a literary cocktail party in Southampton that Paige had crashed for want of anything else to do. She seemed to find him amusing. Then, last night, he had run into Lady Jane, if she was a lady, in a bar around the corner from the motel where he had established temporary residence. She said she was slumming. She had carried him off to her beach house like some strapping trophy, only, it seemed, to have him disappoint her.

Paige, his belongings, and his rusty, secondhand Chevy Cavalier—97,000 miles if the clock were to be believed, and still not paid off—were in Suffolk County, the paper’s version of purdah, because the city editor, LaFleche, and his cronies had decided he was disrespectful. Paige had no great objection at first. It got him away from the office in Manhattan, that snake pit, and from the oily LaFleche.

The Long Island bureau chief, Stamp, was okay up to a point, and during the week, when the men were in the city, the women were hospitable. Still, the whole thing had begun to pall. Paige found it disconcerting to be covering school board meetings, local courts, and county elections after three years of poking around the underside of Manhattan.

Tonight, for God’s sake, he was due at a teacher’s strike meeting. His only hope was Savage. Savage could get him back to the city.

After using one of her little razors, Paige was in the shower, trying to get rid of the sand, when the glass door slid open. Lady Jane, wearing a sheet like a toga, stood there examining him as if he were a chestnut bay in the sales ring.

“You need to lose some of that weight,” she said.

“I’ve got the height to carry it off.” He reckoned she had changed her mind, was about to join him under the spray.

“Maybe, but this part needs to show a little more stamina.”

She reached in to give his penis a fierce tweak. Then she closed the door on him.

Dressed, he telephoned Stamp at the bureau in Ronkonkoma.

Stamp started going on about LaFleche.

“The jerk has discovered Newsday is still printing and he reads it every morning now and wants to know why we’re not covering every lousy sewer district meeting and PTA complaint and I’m gonna take the phone off the fucking hook and see where that gets him. Where are you, anyway?”

“One of the Hamptons. I’m not sure which. My hostess keeps me so busy I haven’t had a chance to find out.”

“You keep on using your prick like that and it’ll fall off.”

“What’s going on?”

“What’s she like, Paige? She got any chums I’d fancy?” Stamp was embittered that the golden people whirled around his Long Island bailiwick all summer and he never got a glimpse of them. He lived in the certainty that they were snorting cocaine, drinking champagne, and holding twenty-four-hour orgies, and he couldn’t get into the magic circle.

“Look,” Paige said, “if you don’t have anything for me, I’m going to lunch.”

“She paying? Okay, okay. Go to lunch. There’s nothing much until that meeting tonight. Oh, wait a minute, there was a call for you a minute ago. She left a message. Wait a moment…here it is. Some chick called vanAllen.”

“She’s not a chick. She’s a cop. Did she leave a number?”

“Nah, said she was moving around, playing it mysterious. She’s calling back. Do I give her your number?”

Paige passed on the number of the beach house and hung up. Detective Lieutenant Sarah vanAllen. Looking for a mention in the rag, he thought. Half an hour later, Paige was drinking more coffee while Lady Jane lazed naked on the deck when the phone rang. It was vanAllen.

“Get your ass in here,” she said.

“I’m respectable now. I don’t mess with disreputable types like you. I have an important meeting to go to.”

“Paige, cut it out. I’m doing you a favor and I don’t have much time.”

“Shoot.”

“I don’t know what the hell you’re doing lolly-gagging around the Hamptons, but you’d better get out of your Bermuda shorts and into Manhattan. It’s a hot one.”
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As Paige was emerging from the Atlantic, James “Mickey” Finn opened his eyes and stared up through the bushes at the sullen, milky sky. Across the East River, the sun was already glaring through the haze. It was going to be another hot one, like yesterday and the day before that. He fumbled around in the breast pocket of his jacket, thick tweed spun in the damp chill of the Western Isles, and brought out his last battered cigarette. It was a Pall Mall regular and Finn preferred a filter, but it was better than nothing. In another pocket, he found a book of matches, lit up, and sent a lungful of smoke through the leaves.

He shifted his buttocks into a more comfortable position on the dusty ground and watched a bug climb a twig above his nose. Today he would get moving. He would bum a ride up to City Island and Ronson would give him a job on one of his shrimp boats. All he had to do was pick himself up and find a ride. He didn’t move.

The park where he had spent the night lay between the end of Fifty-seventh Street and the East River. It hardly justified the title of park. A square plot no wider than Fifty-seventh Street, its surface was covered with worn red bricks. In the center was a sand pit, surrounded by iron railings, which the children used in the daytime. A few feet away, inexplicably, stood a weatherworn bronze statue of a wild boar. There were wooden seats around the edges of the brick paving. On the north and south limits were low concrete walls, beyond them behind low railings, patches of earth, and tired-looking bushes. It was here, on the south side, that Finn lay contemplating his future. He came here often, partly because it tickled him that he slept only a few yards from some of the most luxurious bedrooms in the world on Sutton Place, bedrooms where the rich and the powerful lay in slumber no different to his. The handsome brick townhouse of the secretary-general of the United Nations stood directly overlooking the park, and Finn, who liked to think he had a sense of humor if little else, murmured, “Good morning, Have a nice day.” Ban ki

Not that he had any respect for the United Nations, about fifteen blocks south. It wasn’t the bullshit that poured out of the place. It was the way they treated him. While tourists and foreigners walked freely into the grounds or the buildings, the guards always barred Finn. They would look him up and down and sneer and say, “Get out of here, you bum.” Him, a United States citizen.

And the tourists would stare at him and snicker and walk on past with their cameras and Bermuda shorts and silly white shoes. Once, he slipped through the gates in the middle of a crowd of visitors when the guards were distracted, talking to their fat sergeant. Finn spent a comfortable afternoon stretched out on a bench close to the statue of a muscleman turning a sword into a plowshare. Picked up a couple of bucks from some South Americans, too.

When he left, he walked right past the guards and didn’t say a word. He just smiled right at them, but after that they made sure he didn’t get in again. Assholes.

Scratching his grizzled jaw, Finn wondered idly when the cop would arrive. He knew who had complained about him. It was the skinny bitch who always wore high heels when she brought her two kids into the park. She never said a word to him, but he had heard her bitching to other mothers, saying he went to the lavatory in the bushes. Maybe it was true, but where was he supposed to go? He remembered his time in the Corps when he had pulled guard duty at the embassy in Paris. There had been these little places all over, pissoirs they called them, and men relieved themselves in front of anybody who wanted to watch. And anybody could go into a bar and use the john even if they weren’t customers. In New York, they always tossed him out of bars, except down in the Bowery, and Finn didn’t like the Bowery. Down there he saw himself in too many other men.

One day, he had awoken late to see the black-haired bitch standing up on the ramp that led down to the park. She had a cop with her and she was pointing down at him.

“It’s disgusting,” he heard her say in a nasal whine. “This park is used by children and these men come in and make it a cesspit.”

It wasn’t that bad. It wasn’t as if he used drugs or any of that stuff. He just liked to drink and live the way he wished. Finn knew there were drugs in the little park. On the north side, in the wall, there was a metal door. The padlock was broken and some guys used the darkness inside to deal and shoot up. Finn had gone in once and stumbled down some stairs and found they led straight to FDR Drive. He reckoned it was some sort of emergency exit from the drive in case there was a bad traffic accident in the tunnel below, where cars and vans pounded ceaselessly by.

But now the door wouldn’t open. The mothers must have complained. A new padlock had been fitted and the drug guys couldn’t get in anymore. He looked over toward the door and stared. There was somebody else in the park already, a guy in brown pants, an open-necked yellow shirt, and sneakers. He was doing something to the door. It looked to Finn as though he was using a key or something, trying to open the lock. Lying among the bushes, Finn watched in puzzlement. He felt obscurely irritated. This time of the day, the park belonged to him, never mind who showed up later. Once, the guy in the brown pants looked over his shoulder as if to make sure he was alone, unobserved. He didn’t see Finn in the bushes.

The door was a dull green and covered in graffiti. Finn saw it swing ajar. Brown pants had gotten it open. The intruder looked around again, then put the padlock in his pocket. What the hell was he after? Was he going inside to shoot up? No, he was putting something else in his pocket—the key?—and leaving the door barely open, and now he was turning and moving toward the ramp.

Finn shrank back among the bushes and snuffed out his cigarette in the dust. There was something surreptitious about the whole thing. The guy was fat and he had a peculiar shuffle when he walked. He seemed nervous. What the hell was it all about? Brown pants seemed to stare right at him. He had nasty eyes, narrow and close in his fat face. But the leaves and their shadows concealed Finn and the guy kept going, approaching within a few feet, but then turning to climb the ramp. A moment later he was gone.

For a while, Finn lay there considering the incident, wondering if brown pants was coming back. Finally, he rose painfully to his feet. His shoe touched the bottle he had finished the night before. Bending like a weary housewife, he picked it up and tossed it over the railings onto the broad lawn of the apartment building next door. While he took a piss in the bushes, he stared over at the green door. Gathering up the plastic bag that held his belongings, he left the bushes. The cop could be here any moment, but curiosity drew him toward the door. As he approached, he saw that it had been left so that, to the casual glance, it looked still closed.

Finn pulled it open and stuck his head inside. The roar of the traffic came up at him like a blow. He moved farther in. There was nothing, just the darkness and the stairs leading down. The hell with it.

When he stepped back into the park, he saw the cop. The cop was walking down the ramp, looking over the railings at Finn who stood there clutching his plastic bag. As the cop reached the bottom of the ramp, Finn started forward.

“Okay, okay,” he said. “I’m going.”

“Hold it,” the cop said. He was swarthy with pocked features dominated by a beak of a nose. His nameplate identified him as Faso. He had seen the door was open.

“How d’you do that?” he demanded.

“Not me,” Finn said.

Faso reached the door, pulled it open, and poked his head inside. When he reappeared, he looked puzzled.

“It’s supposed to be locked,” he said. “You pick it?” Finn became alarmed.

“It was a guy,” he said. “He had a key. A few minutes back, he opened it and he left it open. I was having a lie-down in the bushes and saw it. Then the guy took a hike.”

“What guy?” The cop couldn’t believe that Finn had opened the door. Finn was a bum, not a break-and-enter artist.

“A feller in brown pants. Fat.”

Faso tried to slam the door shut. It bounced back open with a metallic clang.

“You need another padlock to keep it closed,” Finn said. He moved closer to the ramp. “The Parks Department…they’ll have one. Give ’em a call.”

“Gee,” Faso said, “I really appreciate your advice. It’s that sort of thing that makes our jobs worthwhile.”

“Just trying to help,” Finn said, aggrieved.

“You can help by getting the fuck out of here. How many times do I have to tell you, huh? And zip your pants up for Chrissake, or I’ll take you in for indecent exposure.”

“I don’t do any harm,” Finn said, closing his gaping pants. “I’m gone by the time the kids get down here.”

The cop was looking at the door and the graffiti. They used their spray cans on everything. Whoever had opened it, it would have to be locked up again. It was the wife of that lawyer on Sutton Place who had complained about the bums and about the addicts shooting up at the top of the stairs. A shyster, but he had connections at city hall, and the women who brought their kids into the park had enough power to break the captain and have every man transferred out of the precinct. Their husbands were surgeons, politicians, lawyers, bankers, diplomats. Plutocrats.

Faso, who came from Flatbush, reckoned that the people who occupied the high-rises and townhouses within four blocks of the park could get together and buy Saudi Arabia, they had that much money. Some of the richest people in the richest city in the world. He would look at the women from this silken enclave as they strolled to the stores or got out of chauffeur-driven limos or, if it was nanny’s day off, brought their kids to the park. He thought they were like greyhounds, some of the younger ones, lean and nervous, as if they spent every moment worrying about putting an extra ounce on their cosseted bodies.

Faso sometimes fantasized about their underwear. It would be French, tiny little nothings of pure silk that would cling to the loins and breasts as if painted on, inviting the male to gaze at the smooth flesh underneath. There was a woman who lived in the building on the southwest corner of Fifty-seventh and Sutton, a woman who sometimes gave him a cool, speculative look and once had smiled faintly at him. Tall and dark and long-legged. A model, was his guess. She had a chauffeur who looked as if he had been hired as much for his looks as for his driving abilities, and Faso wondered what went on between them.

Faso had a wife and three children, and his mother lived with them, and things weren’t going too well between him and Jean, although they didn’t see much of each other now she had taken the job of night cashier in that Bayside coffee shop.

He followed the wino up the ramp. He would have to call the precinct and get that door taken care of. 
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The little park was one of Charlotte’s favorite places. It reminded her of the quiet city parks in Europe, shaded by old trees and far enough from the streets that traffic noises were reduced to a distant hum. She liked it best early in the morning before it filled with children and their custodians.

The twins, released from their walking harnesses, galloped off to the sandpit in a whirlwind of ill-controlled arms and legs. She unloaded the carriage. Two of everything. Two bikes, two toy cars, two plastic baseball bats, even two balls. Sometimes, as she walked the six blocks to the park, she felt weighed down like Mother Courage, and she envied the Sutton Park mothers, probably still in bed while nannies changed diapers and fed the children.

Charlotte went to lean over the curving rail above the East River. The broad sweep of the river always delighted her. Two tugs were squiring a long barge, low in the water, under the cable car that was bringing late-rising commuters across from Roosevelt Island.

She watched for a while, then went to sit on one of the benches. The twins were busily digging in the sand and she hoped they would find nothing unpleasant. Some people brought their dogs to the park.

“Charlotte!”

Melissa was steering her little David down the ramp. The twins raced over to interrogate him while Melissa in her usual black sunglasses gasped dramatically and sank onto the bench alongside Charlotte.

“Quel horreur!” she said.

“Another fight?”

“He stormed out of the apartment like Napoleon turning his back on Elba or whatever it was. My dear, the man was positively screaming. Said he was going to put me on a budget.”

“And there’s only one answer to that.”

“Exactly, darling. I shall go to Tiffany, Chanel, and Bendel this afternoon and teach him a lesson he won’t soon forget.”

Charlotte laughed. The reports and postmortems on Melissa’s fights with her husband, an investment banker with ambitions to become a player in Hollywood, were part of the attractions of the park. While Charlotte was constantly fighting her plumpness, Melissa was sickeningly slim. Today, Charlotte was in a print cotton dress from Macy’s, while Melissa wore astonishingly expensive jeans, high-heeled boots, and a silk blouse from Italy that was so elegantly simple it was positively deceitful.

Melissa had everything. A penthouse looking south toward the river and the United Nations complex. A Mercedes of her own in the garage below. Wardrobes jammed with clothes from the most fashionable designers. A house in the country. A multimillionaire husband. And—Melissa was quite open about it—the occasional lover.

Yet Charlotte was not envious. She liked Melissa for her careless chatter, for her sense of humor, the way she could take neither her money nor her men seriously. And, in spite of her frivolous approach to life, Melissa was one of the few wealthy mothers who brought her child to the park rather than dispatching him in the custody of a nanny.

Most of the nannies who came to the park were blacks who took the subway each day from the city’s grim slums to the palaces of the upper East Side. With the children, they were starting to come down the ramp in numbers now, and the little square was filled with cries and laughter and squabbles.

A fat, white-uniformed woman who spoke with the lilt of Jamaica settled onto a bench near to Melissa and Charlotte, opening a brown bag and taking out a chicken leg. Charlotte noticed that the old man had taken his usual place on the bench alongside the Jamaican. He held his walking stick between his legs. Even in the heat, he wore his tweed hat. Charlotte waved at him. Occasionally, when there was nobody else around, she chatted with him. He was gruff but seemed nice enough. He also seemed lonely. Once, when the children were suffering from a persistent virus, he told her he was a retired physician, but beyond that, he revealed little about himself.

After removing her sunglasses, Melissa was using her video-recorder to tape the activities of the children. “Hey,” she said, looking across the park. “It looks as though that door’s open again.” Charlotte looked idly toward the green, graffiti-smeared door set into the wall on the north side of the park.

“They’ve probably been shooting up in there again. I thought the parks people had it locked tight.”

“It was locked yesterday. I wonder how they got it open.”

“New York,” Melissa said, as if that explained everything.

“New York,” Charlotte agreed.

It was half an hour after Melissa first noticed the unlocked door that it swung open. At first, nobody paid any attention, even when three men came through it and onto the sun-splashed red bricks of the park.

But, gradually, the casual chatter of mothers and nannies subsided. Somebody whispered, “Oh, my God.” All around the park, eyes locked on the men who, in a tight group, were now walking steadily but without haste toward the southern side where Charlotte and Melissa were sitting.

Absurdly, in this heat, the men were wearing woolen ski masks, all decorated with lightning-like slashes, but that was not where the real horror lay. The terrifying thing was that all carried weapons, ugly-looking automatic rifles that affronted the innocence of the park like a vicious slap in the face.

A woman screamed, but the men ignored her.

One of them suddenly stopped, though, his masked head turned toward the railing at the top of the ramp.

“Cocksucker!” he said, the sibilants hissing through his teeth, and now the other men stopped, too, their heads turning as if pulled by a marionette master.

A uniformed police officer was standing at the top of the ramp.

The policeman—beak-nosed, in need of a haircut—was as bewildered by the scene before him as the masked men staring up at him. His hands, resting on the railing, made no move toward his gun. He was transfixed.

The men in the masks acted first. All three swiveled their weapons from their hips until the barrels, dull black in the sunshine, pointed at the officer as if in the hands of a firing squad.

A voice, only slightly muffled by the mask, shouted, “Freeze! Everybody stays where they are.” The words cracked with tension. The policeman silently stared down. His hands remained in view, clenched along the railing.

The order was obeyed by few of the children. Intent on their games, some youngsters ignored the intruders and the officer above. Some stared curiously at these strange adults who seemed to be acting out some weird game, but, even so, continued riding their tricycles, throwing their balls. A two-year-old walked on uncertain legs toward the gunmen.

But the mothers, the nannies, stared in horror at the guns. It had all happened so fast. Now, as if a spell had been broken, some shrieked in terror. Some shrank back, their hands going to their throats. A woman in a blue smock screamed, “No! No!” and the words dragged out into an incessant wail.

Charlotte Webster had been wiping the nose of one of the twins when the men emerged from the door and, at first, didn’t realize anything was amiss. She looked up as Melissa said, “My God, what’s going on?”

Charlotte pulled Ian to her breast and looked desperately for Bobby. He was playing on the bricks with Melissa’s David, no more than two yards from the gunmen. In that moment, except for the gradually slowing movement of the children, the scene in the park was frozen as if printed on film: the three men in the middle of the playground by the sandpit, the motionless officer above, the staring, terrified women. One of the men shattered the brittle moment.

“The kids!” he yelled. “Take the kids! That one…the blond kid in the gray pants.” Instantly, one of the invaders lowered his weapon, turned, and in two strides seized a child holding a yellow plastic baseball bat. As the tot was scooped up, he gurgled with laughter, seeing fun where everybody else saw calamity.

Above the ramp, the officer began to inch backward out of sight of the gunmen. His fingers no longer touched the railing.

“Hold it! Hold it, up there!” shouted the masked leader. He swung up his weapon and put the barrel to the blond head of the child in his partner’s grasp.

“You move out of my sight, shithead,” he rasped, “and this kid gets it. I swear I’ll do it.”

The cop halted as if his back was against a wall. “Fuck you,” he shouted. But he didn’t move. A dark flush of anger at his helplessness suffused his swarthy features, but he didn’t move. The child began to cry.

“And that one!” It was as if the gunmen believed their vulnerability lessened in proportion to the number of child hostages.

Charlotte stood up screaming. “Bobby! Come here. Come to Mommy.” With a puzzled expression, the boy half-turned and then he was swept off his feet by one of the men and carried off.

Charlotte began to run, moaning, whimpering, stumbling in shoes that suddenly were too loose. She was halfway around the railing of the sandpit when the chattering thunder broke out. Squadrons of pigeons whirred into the air in outraged flight. At the same moment, something smashed against Charlotte’s right shoulder and spun her around. She went off her feet as if lifted by a giant hand before toppling in a jarring sprawl. Even as she lay there, the firing continued and she waited fatalistically for the second blow that would kill her, end it all.

The stunned quiet, when it finally came, was immediately broken by an uproar of screams and shouts and wails. Panic commanded. Women ran to children, plucked them from the ground, held them.

Some turned their backs on the men, now retreating, as if to hide their charges from the wickedness that had ravaged the park.

One of the gunmen was shouting again, but his words meant nothing to Charlotte. She felt no pain. She felt nothing, as if her mind and body had become numb. She sensed somebody near, somebody bending over her, crying.

“Are you all right, darling?” Melissa said. She was clutching her own little boy. “Damn, damn, what a stupid question. It’s mad. The world’s gone mad. I knew it would happen.” Ian, stricken, was standing looking down at his mother.

“Bobby, my Bobby,” Charlotte moaned as the desolation of loss flooded through her.

The policeman was moving now, his hand going for his gun as if Charlotte’s doomed attempt to run had released him from his prison of frustration. Melissa twisted and looked toward the door. Two of the men and the children they had seized had already vanished into the darkness beyond the door. The third man, though, had not finished.

At the entrance, he turned and thrust his weapon forward at waist level. Again, the hammering of shots. To Melissa, crouching with the children over Charlotte, it was like a hurricane. She thought she could feel the raging wind set swirling by the passage of the bullets.

When he was done, the gunman let his weapon fall to his side like a workman at the end of a task. He retreated after his companions.

“Anybody who comes in here gets killed,” he yelled from the shadows. “Any, douche bag, you hear me?”
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