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  CHAPTER ONE




  

    Sol­ly Mar­tin had a the­ory that great ideas are di­amonds, not pearls. By which he meant

    that great ideas spring up full-​blown in flash­es of in­spi­ra­tion; they are not cre­at­ed,

    as a pearl is cre­at­ed, by lay­er af­ter lay­er of idea and change and im­prove­ment, un­til

    one day a piece of sand has been con­vert­ed in­to some­thing bril­liant and pure.




    So it sur­prised Sol­ly that when he had his great idea-​to burn down Amer­ica-​it had not

    come on him all at once, but had been care­ful­ly built in his mind from the first

    ir­ri­tat­ing sand-​speck of a thought.




    Sol­ly Mar­tin was a busi­ness­man, al­though when he told this to his Un­cle Nathan who was

    vis­it­ing his sis­ter, Sol­ly’s moth­er, in Coney Is­land, Un­cle Nathan had said to his

    sis­ter, as if Sol­ly were not in the room, “If this is a busi­ness­man, I am the Pope of

    Rome.”




    Sol­ly did not like his Un­cle Nathan; the old man had yel­low teeth, chewed with his mouth

    open and had a crav­ing for kre­plach that bor­dered on the un­nat­ural, and the abo­li­tion of

    kre­plach from the house had been Sol­ly’s first man­ly de­mand up­on reach­ing the age of

    pu­ber­ty and be­ing bar mitz­va­hed.




    “You’ll see, Un­cle Nathan,” Sol­ly had said.




    Un­cle Nathan buried his face in the dish of Jew­ish dumplings. “Just so he doesn’t go

    ask­ing me to in­vest any mon­ey,” he said to Sol­ly’s moth­er. “Some busi­ness­man. Al­ready

    start­ing to go bald, and still to earn his first smart dol­lar. It is to laugh.”




    Sol­ly shrugged off the com­ment. Un­cle Nathan was wealthy but he had nev­er had an idea in

    his head. His idea of suc­cess had been to buy fab­ric cheap and have it cut and sewn in­to

    gar­ments which he still sold cheap, but not so cheap that he didn’t make a prof­it. His

    suc­cess was pred­icat­ed up­on longevi­ty: he had made small amounts of mon­ey for enough

    years to turn them in­to large amounts of mon­ey. Sol­ly was go­ing to make large amounts of

    mon­ey, but not by out­last­ing the Amer­ican dol­lar. He was go­ing to make it with the

    bril­liant sparkle of his ideas that no one else had.




    So far, the big idea had just elud­ed him. The Mark Spitz gold medal memo­ri­al key chains

    hadn’t made it. Bat­tlestar Galác­ti­ca boardgames had bombed. No one had want­ed his pi­rat­ed

    eight-​track tape of the back­ground mu­sic from King Kong II.




    He had print­ed up 20,000 Elvis Pres­ley T-​shirts, couldn’t sell them, and had un­load­ed

    them for a dime on the dol­lar. Two weeks lat­er, Elvis Pres­ley had died, the T-​shirts were

    worth their weight in gold, but they then be­longed to some­one else.




    In des­per­ation, he had de­vel­oped a race­track bet­ting sys­tem based on the biorhythms

    of hors­es, but when he found out that it on­ly lost mon­ey, he stopped play­ing it and tried

    to sell it by di­rect mail to gam­blers. No one bought it.




    When the bal­ance in his bank ac­count was down




    to $20,000, from the half-​mil­lion he had been left by his fa­ther, Sol­ly Mar­tin

    de­cid­ed it was time to re­think his ca­reer as a busi­ness­man.




    He de­cid­ed he had lost the com­mon touch. He was so bril­liant, so far ahead of bis time,

    so ad­vanced be­yond the rab­ble, that he had for­got­ten to stay in touch with what they

    thought and be­lieved. He would move im­me­di­ate­ly to reestab­lish his con­tact with the

    buy­ing pub­lic.




    He told his moth­er, “I’m go­ing to open a store.”




    His Un­cle Nathan looked up from his plate. “He’s go­ing to sell sand to Arabs,” he told

    Sol­ly’s moth­er. “Open a branch in Iran. Sell Stars of David. A busi­ness­man yet.”




    He at­tacked the last help­less kre­plach which skid­ded around the plate away from his

    fork.




    “Yeah,” Sol­ly said. “Well, maybe that’s not such a bad idea. Think of all the Stars of

    David you could sell to peo­ple who want to burn them in demon­stra­tions and things. Want to

    de­face them. You ev­er think of that?”




    “No, thank God,” his un­cle said. “If I thought of things like that, I would be sleep­ing in

    the street, mak­ing soup in an emp­ty toma­to can, Mis­ter Busi­ness­man. Hah!” He looked at

    Sol­ly and showed his yel­lowed teeth.




    Sol­ly Mar­tin left the house. He felt un­com­fort­able. His un­cle was too old-​coun­try to

    know any­thing about to­day and the move­ments that were go­ing on in the world of mar­ket­ing.

    And be­sides he had got­ten un­com­fort­ably close.




    Sol­ly had just bought a build­ing off Main Street in White Plains, New York, in the heart

    of fash­ion­able Westch­ester Coun­ty. He was go­ing to sell Mid­dle East­ern im­ports, which

    could now be bought




    for a song with so much of the Mid­dle East go­ing un­der eco­nom­ical­ly.




    Buy cheap and sell dear. Was any­thing sim­pler?




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, Mid­dle East­ern coun­tries ob­vi­ous­ly did not re­gard ship­ping

    sched­ules as the life-​and-​death mat­ter that Amer­ican com­pa­nies did, so on the day

    Sol­ly’s store was to open, all that had ar­rived were two box­es of Is­lam­ic cres­cent pins,

    one box in cheap gold met­al and the oth­er in moth­er of pearl, and sev­en­teen car­tons of

    ban­ners bear­ing the Pales­tine Lib­er­ation Or­ga­ni­za­tion sym­bol, which Sol­ly did not

    re­mem­ber or­der­ing.




    He com­plained on the tele­phone to his sup­pli­er who, when he had tak­en Sol­ly’s or­der,

    had want­ed to be called Phil, but now ex­plained that his name was re­al­ly Faud Ban­idegh,

    and said that he had or­dered all Sol­ly’s sup­plies, he had, but it was Amer­ica’s fault,

    try­ing to make Ira­ni­an busi­ness­men in Amer­ica look bad to help re­store an

    im­pe­ri­al­ist regime in Iran, but what could one ex­pect of im­pe­ri­al­ists who slept with

    Zion­ists, and it was too late~ for Sol­ly to stop pay­ment on his check be­cause it had

    al­ready been cashed.




    Sol­ly’s first cus­tomer came in, looked around the store and.left with­out say­ing a

    word.




    His sec­ond cus­tomer was a wom­an with a gray pants suit, and gray­ing red­dish-​dyed hair.

    She looked around, then stood at the counter, fin­ger­ing an Is­lam­ic cres­cent.




    Sol­ly ap­peared be­fore her. “Can I help you?” he said.




    “Yes,” she said. “Hold still.” Then she spat in his face, dropped the cres­cent on the floor

    and ground it un­der her heel be­fore leav­ing.




    They were the last two peo­ple to en­ter the Lit­tleFlow­er of the East Shoppe in

    White Plains, ex­cept for bill col­lec­tors, me­ter read­ers, and de­liv­ery men sent by the

    lu­natic Ira­ni­an, Faud Ban­idegh, who seemed in­tent on bury­ing Sol­ly Mar­tin un­der

    moun­tains of Is­lam­ic cres­cents, half in cheap gold­en met­al and the oth­er half in moth­er

    of pearl.




    Sol­ly de­cid­ed to ad­ver­tise, but when the lo­cal news­pa­per said it want­ed cash in

    ad­vance, Sol­ly put signs up on his win­dows. BIG SALE drew no one. CLOSE­OUT did no bet­ter.

    Nei­ther did AB­SO­LUTE­LY LAST CLOSE­OUT. FI­NAL DAYS brought him no cus­tomers, but three

    peo­ple did stop in front of his store and ap­plaud and at night, one wrote un­der the sign

    “About time.”




    WE’RE GIVING IT AWAY brought in one teenag­er un­der the as­sump­tion that the Lit­tle

    Flow­er of the East Shoppe was a porn par­lor, but when he saw no peep movies, he snarled in

    dis­gust and walked out.




    On the day his mon­ey ran out, and still the box­es ar­rived bear­ing Is­lam­ic cres­cents

    and PLO ban­ners, Sol­ly de­cid­ed to do what he guessed most Amer­ican busi­ness­men did when

    faced with a dis­as­ter. He went to a sa­loon, and there he found out what many Amer­ican

    busi­ness­men did when re­al­ly faced with a dis­as­ter, and it wasn’t drink.




    Sol­ly told his tale of woe to two men sit­ting next to him at the bar.




    They cracked their knuck­les a lot and looked at each oth­er and nod­ded as they

    lis­tened.




    “Now I’m not on­ly broke, but I owe that Arab my lungs,” Sol­ly said.




    “You mis­cal­cu­lat­ed the Amer­ican psy­che,” said the short­er man, whose name was Moe

    Moscale­vitch.




    The taller of the two had the face of a bea­gle that had been cast in wax and hung on a

    sun­ny wall to melt. He nod­ded. “Def­inite­ly cor­rect,” he said. “A mis­cal­cu­la­tion of the

    Amer­ican psy­cho.”




    “Psy­che,” cor­rect­ed Moe Moscale­vitch. Ernie Flam­mio looked chas­tened. He said to

    Sol­ly, “There’s on­ly one way out.” Sol­ly looked up quick­ly.




    “I’m too young to die,” Sol­ly said.




    “Who said die?” asked Flam­mio.




    “Cor­rec­ti­tude,” said Moscale­vitch, who said things like that a lot. “No­body men­tioned

    your im­pend­ing demise.”




    ‘That’s right,” said Ernie Flam­mio. “No one men­tioned your at­tend­ing de­rise.”




    “Im­pend­ing demise,” said Moe Moscale­vitch.




    “Right. Im­pend­ing demise,” said Flam­mio.




    “What then?” asked Sol­ly Mar­tin.




    The two men did not an­swer him im­me­di­ate­ly. They called over the bar­tender, who filled

    their glass­es. They paid for the drink, the first they had bought since bump­ing in­to the

    self-​pity­ing Mar­tin, then took him to a cor­ner of the room, where they sat at a ta­ble and

    talked in whis­pers.




    “We’re talk­ing about a fire,” said Moscale­vitch.




    “A fi-” Mar­tin start­ed to speak, but Flam­mio clapped a big bony hand over his mouth.




    “That’s right,” Moscale­vitch whis­pered. “A fire. Just a match. Snap, crack­le, flash, your

    prob­lems are solved. You col­lect from the in­sur­ance com­pa­ny. You get your mon­ey back.

    You can start over again some­where else with some oth­er won­der­ful idea.”




    Sol­ly was cal­cu­lat­ing. A fire wasn’t bad. He re­mem­bered his fam­ily al­ways joked

    about Un­cle




    Nathan’s an­nu­al fire, which usu­al­ly seemed to break out when busi­ness turned

    sea­son­al­ly bad. A fire had some­thing else go­ing for it, too. It beat sui­cide, which was

    the on­ly thing Sol­ly Mar­tin had been able to think of on his own.




    “Well,” Sol­ly said and took a big drink from his vod­ka screw­driv­er. He looked around

    sus­pi­cious­ly to made sure no one was eaves­drop­ping. The two men nod­ded ap­proval. “A

    fire,” Sol­ly said. “But how …”




    “The how is up to us,” said Ernie Flam­mio. “We ain’t called the Fire Twins for

    noth­ing.”




    Sol­ly could have kissed him. How nice of these two men to help him out this way. It was

    three drinks lat­er that he re­al­ized the help was not just al­tru­is­tic. It was a $2,000 act

    of as­sis­tance, payable in ad­vance.




    He could get that much from his moth­er with­out a prob­lem. And then he would find a new

    busi­ness. One that the pub­lic would be smart enough to pa­tron­ize. He was tired of hav­ing

    the pub­lic’s stu­pid­ity make him in­to a fail­ure. The next time, he would give them what

    they want­ed. They want­ed stupid, he’d give them stupid. Boy, would he give them stupid. They

    want­ed ham­burg­ers made out of saw­dust, they’d get them. They want chick­en with coat­ing

    made of 712 tox­ic chem­icals, they got it. Fish that no one who had ev­er smelled an ocean

    could eat? No prob­lem. He was fin­ished with try­ing to im­prove Amer­ica’s life. He was

    go­ing to give them all what they de­served.




    When he woke the next morn­ing, Sol­ly Mar­tin had a ter­ri­ble headache. It got worse when

    he re­mem­bered what had hap­pened the night be­fore. He won­dered if Moe Mosoale­vitch and

    ErnieFlam­mio would be wait­ing for him at the Lit­tle Flow­er of the East Shoppe, but

    they weren’t. In­stead, they called him short­ly af­ter 11 A.M.




    “It won’t do for us to be seen there,” Moscale-​vitch said.




    “No. Right,” said Sol­ly. He won­dered how he could call this whole thing off.




    “It’ll be to­mor­row night, kid,” Moscale­vitch said. “Just re­mem­ber, leave the back door

    un­locked when you go. We’ll bust it up so it looked like bur­glars. And you make sure you’re

    out of town some­where, so no one can pin any­thing on you.”




    “All right,” said Sol­ly. He held on­to the tele­phone a mo­ment, build­ing up his courage

    to tell them to call it off. Then his eyes light­ed on the stack of bills sent him by the

    Ira­ni­an, Faud Bani-​degh, and he gulped and said, “Yeah. To­mor­row night. All right.”




    Served them right. Served them all right. Maybe those two could set a fire that would spread

    all the way to Iran. Maybe he could take his in­sur­ance win­nings and get Moe and Ernie to

    burn down Ban­idegh’s of­fice in New York. Maybe . . . maybe . . . and a glim­mer of an idea

    en­tered Sol­ly Mar­tin’s mind.




    He knew he shouldn’t be there. He knew it was risky. But Sol­ly Mar­tin couldn’t stay away

    from his store the next night. The idea that had been throb­bing gen­tly in his brain was

    be­gin­ning to take shape, and he want­ed to watch, to learn, to see if some­thing could

    re­al­ly be made to work.




    To pro­tect him­self, he had gone to his moth­er’s for din­ner. When she wasn’t look­ing, he

    had set the kitchen clock three hours ahead, then slipped asleep­ing pill in­to her glass

    of Man­is­che­witz grape wine. As he start­ed to nod off at the ta­ble, he called her

    at­ten­tion to the clock, which read mid­night, and told her, “It’s mid­night, Mom­ma, I think

    I’ll go to bed here, too.”




    He had put the old wom­an to sleep, then hus­tled down­stairs in­to his car and driv­en up

    to White Plains. Now he sat, parked in a dark­ened side street, di­ag­onal­ly across from the

    front en­trance to his store. The Lit­tle Flow­er of the East Shoppe looked even more dis­mal

    and for­lorn at night that it did in the day­time. No emp­ti­er, but sad­der some­how.




    He wait­ed, hunched down in the car, for al­most an hour be­fore he saw some­one walk­ing

    to­ward the store on the de­sert­ed shop­ping cen­ter street.




    He had ex­pect­ed Moe Moscale­vitch and Ernie Flam­mio. He had not ex­pect­ed a scrawny

    young boy with pipeclean­er arms stick­ing out of his rag­gy T-​shirt and pants that were two

    years and three inch­es too short.




    The boy paused un­der a street lamp. In Jhe am­ber-​bright light, Mar­tin could see he was

    about thir­teen years old. He had a mop of flam­ing red hair and a face that looked as if it

    be­longed on a poster urg­ing peo­ple to send the un­der­priv­ileged to sum­mer camp.




    The boy looked around, then dart­ed in­to the al­ley be­tween Mar­tin’s store and the next

    build­ing. Sol­ly leaned back in his car seat. His brow wrin­kled. Who was the kid? The two

    ar­son­ists had said noth­ing about a kid help­ing them.




    On­ly a few min­utes lat­er, Moscale­vitch and Flam­mio walked rapid­ly down the street.

    Flam­mic car­ried a bag. With­out hes­itat­ing or look­ing around.they turned sharply

    in­to the al­ley next to the store and head­ed for die back. Sol­ly Mar­tin nod­ded his head.

    He was sat­is­fied now that the kid had been a look­out.




    The back door to Sol­ly Mar­tin’s shop wasn’t just un­locked; it was wide open, and Moe

    Moscale­vitch grunt­ed his an­noy­ance. The kid Mar­tin was a putz. No one no­ticed an

    un­locked door, but an open door was an in­vi­ta­tion for neigh­bors to call the po­lice.




    He was about to say some­thing to Ernie Flam-​mio, when he heard a sound in­side the store

    and stopped in mid-​stride. He wheeled to­ward his taller com­pan­ion and raised a fin­ger to

    his mouth, cau­tion­ing si­lence. Flam­mio nod­ded. The two men lis­tened.




    Lester McGurl hummed un­der his breath as he tossed pa­pers from be­hind Sol­ly Mar­tin’s

    counter on­to the floor. He loved it. He just loved it.




    He pulled PLO ban­ners off the shelves, opened them and tossed them in­to one of the

    cor­ners. When he had first start­ed in the store, he had glanced ev­ery few sec­onds at the

    front win­dows to make sure that he wasn’t seen, but that cau­tion was for­got­ten now. He

    loved what he was do­ing, and some­times he wished that peo­ple would stop by to watch. He

    threw more pa­pers on­to the floor.




    Out­side, Ernie Flam­mio hissed to Moe Moscale­vitch, “He’s hum­ming ‘I don’t want to set

    the world on fire.’ “




    “No, he’s not,” said Moscale­vitch. “The name of that dit­ty is ‘My Old Flame.’ “




    “Oh. Some­thing like that,” Flam­mio said. “What’s he do­ing now?”




    “I don’t know.” Moscale­vitch was crouched down be­hind the open door. He peeked in­to the

    store. “He’s just a kid.”




    “Maybe that Mar­tin hired him, too.”




    “No,” said Moscale­vitch. “Just a free-​lancer, I think.”




    He stood up and walked through the door. Ernie Flam­mio, car­ry­ing the bag con­tain­ing

    gaso­line and lengths of twine that had been soaked in potas­si­um ni­trate and al­lowed to dry

    to be used as fus­es, fol­lowed him.




    “What are you do­ing in here?” Moscale­vitch said to the back of young Lester McGurl.




    The skin­ny boy wheeled and looked at the two men. In­stinc­tive­ly, he backed away. In the

    faint glim­mer from the street lights, fill­ing the store with a dull or­ange glow, he could

    see their faces. They were adults, and he did not like adults. Not these, not any. He had

    nev­er seen the men be­fore, but he had seen that kind of face be­fore. He had seen them at

    or­phan­ages and fos­ter homes, and the faces came con­nect­ed to heavy, strong hands that had

    spent years beat­ing on Lester McGurl. Un­til re­cent­ly. Un­til he had found a way to stop the

    beat­ings.




    Even from across the room, he could smell the gaso­line they were car­ry­ing and he knew,

    with­out think­ing, what they were here for.




    “This is my fire,” he said petu­lant­ly, still back­ing away. “Why don’t you just go and

    leave me alone?”




    Sol­ly Mar­tin knew it was wrong, but he had got­ten tired of wait­ing. And be­sides, he

    want­ed to know more about this whole ar­son thing.




    He got out of his car and walked through the alley sep­arat­ing his store from the next

    build­ing. The rear door to his store was open, and he paused, shak­ing his head. He didn’t

    know any­thing about ar­son-​for-​hire, but it seemed dumb to leave the door open so any­one

    might no­tice and call the po­lice. He walked to­ward the door, then heard voic­es in­side.

    They were talk­ing too loud­ly for his lik­ing. He didn’t think that was cool. He con­sid­ered

    get­ting the hell out of there, be­fore those two in­com­pe­tent loonies got him ar­rest­ed as

    well as them­selves. Screw it, he de­cid­ed. It was his mon­ey. He would just walk in and tell

    them to knock off the




    noise.




    He paused in the door­way and saw Moscale­vitch and Flam­mio stand­ing on­ly a few feet from

    him, their backs to him. At the oth­er cor­ner of the store was the young kid.




    Be­fore Sol­ly could say any­thing, Moscale­vitch




    spoke. “What do you mean, your fire? This is a bought




    and paid-​for job.”




    He and Flam­mio took a step for­ward.




    “I don’t want to hurt you,” Sol­ly Mar­tin heard the boy say. It was a child’s voice, too

    small and too thin to car­ry the threat that was in the words.




    Flam­mio laughed.




    “That’s a gas,” he said. “You hurt us? What are we gonna do with this creep, Moe?”




    “I think we’re gonna have to leave him here,” Moscale­vitch said.




    Mar­tin watched as the two men walked slow­ly to­ward the youth. The boy said again, “I’m

    warn­ing you.”




    Flam­mio laughed again.




    The boy spread his arms far out to his sides, as if he were plan­ning to fly away.




    If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, Sol­ly Mar­tin would nev­er have be­lieved it.




    The young boy put his arms out to his side, just as Flam­mio and Moscale­vitch charged

    to­ward him.




    Then the boy start­ed to shine. Right be­fore Mar­tin’s eyes, he start­ed to shine, first

    giv­ing off a faint blue glim­mer as if a gas flame were sur­round­ing his body. The glow grew

    in in­ten­si­ty, en­velop­ing the thin young body like a spir­itu­al au­ra. Moscale­vitch and

    Flam­mio stopped charg­ing. They stood root­ed in the mid­dle of the store, and then the boy

    point­ed his arms and fin­ger­tips for­ward at the two men, and the blue au­ra sur­round­ing

    him be­gan to change in col­or. First, it turned vi­olet, and then as the blue van­ished, more

    red­ness ap­peared-​more and more, brighter and brighter. Then there was an or­ange glow around

    the boy, the throb­bing col­or of a pok­er heat­ed in a coal fire, and it pained Sol­ly’s eyes

    to stare at it. But he con­tin­ued to stare, and through the or­ange haze, he could see the

    boy’s face, and the boy’s eyes were nar­rowed and glint­ing, and his mouth was wide open and

    his teeth shone in a broad smile of pure joy.




    Then, as if the two men were the neg­ative poles of a bat­tery and the boy a gi­ant

    pos­itive gen­er­ator, flash­es of or­ange light dart­ed across the room and en­veloped the

    men’s bod­ies. Sol­ly Mar­tin sti­fled a scream. The men’s clothes were burned off their

    bod­ies in­stant­ly, and the or­ange flame was con­sum­ing them, and be­fore Mar­tin’s eyes,

    they seemed to be melt­ing, sink­ing slow­ly to­ward the floor.




    They nev­er screamed, and Mar­tin knew they were dead, and then the can of gaso­line

    Flam­mio had been car­ry­ing ex­plod­ed and splashed flame all over the store, and in­stant­ly

    pa­pers and PLO ban­ners be­gan to burn.




    At the back of the store, young Lester McGurl was still glow­ing. He spun around and

    point­ed his hands to­ward the far wall, and flash­es of flame jumped for­ward from his

    fin­gers. Where the long sparks of flames hit the wall, the dried old wood be­gan to burn

    im­me­di­ate­ly.




    The boy looked around. He nod­ded. The two ar­son­ists’ bod­ies in the mid­dle of the floor

    were still burn­ing, fat sput­ter­ing from their car­cass­es, and where the splash­es touched

    the wood of the floor, the floor be­gan to burn. The rest of the store was burn­ing, too, and

    the young boy be­gan to change col­or slow­ly, back­ing from or­ange to red to pur­ple to blue,

    and then back to bis nor­mal col­or, al­most as if he were a bat­tery and the last drop of

    juice had been drained from him.




    Lester McGurl ran to­ward the rear door. Sol­ly Mar­tin made one of those judg­ments that,

    lat­er, he would ask him­self where he got the courage tomake.




    As the youth ran by him, Sol­ly grabbed him around his skin­ny shoul­ders and be­fore the

    star­tled boy could fight, Sol­ly hissed, “We’ve got to get out of here. Come on. I’m your

    friend. I’m not go­ing to hurt you.”




    He was sur­prised at the frailty of the boy’s bones. It felt as if he had a bird in his

    hands. The boy of­fered him no re­sis­tance, al­most as if he had no en­er­gy left. Sol­ly

    Mar­tin led him quick­ly down the al­ley to­ward his wait­ing car.




    He want­ed to get out of there be­fore the po­lice ar­rived. He knew that, in the crook of

    his arm, he had the com­mer­cial com­mod­ity he had al­ways been look­ing for.




    He had nev­er in his life been able to make a dol­lar sell­ing any­thing to the gen­er­al

    pub­lic, but he was go­ing to have a dif­fer­ent clien­tele now. He was go­ing to be sell­ing

    fires to peo­ple who want­ed fires, and in Lester McGurl he had the com­mod­ity that

    sep­arat­ed him from any­one else ped­dling ar­son in the Unit­ed States.




    Lester McGurl let him­self be put in­to the front seat of the car.




    When Sol­ly got in be­hind the wheel, he saw that Lester was star­ing at him.




    “You go­ing to hit me?” McGurl said.




    “No,” said Sol­ly. “I’m go­ing to feed you.”




    The boy shook his head. “You’re go­ing to beat me,” he in­sist­ed.




    “No, I’m not,” said Sol­ly. ‘Tm go­ing to make you rich. And I’m go­ing to give you all the

    fires you want. How’s that sound?”




    “I’ll be­lieve it when I see it,” Lester McGurl said.




    “Be­lieve it,” said Sol­ly Mar­tin.




    They were gone be­fore the fire en­gines ar­rived.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    His name was Re­mo, and the sand that land­ed on his bel­ly was damp and cold.




    He opened one eye to look at the three-​year-​old blonde girl who squat­ted over a long

    ditch she was dig­ging in the sand of the beach.




    “Why are you throw­ing sand on my bel­ly?” Re­mo asked her. He was in a bathing suit, ly­ing

    on his back on a Mick­ey Mouse tow­el in the bright sum­mer heat of Point Pleas­ant Beach at

    the New Jer­sey shore.




    “I’m dig­ging a moke,” the girl said with­out look­ing up. Her lit­tle tin shov­el-​the

    first Re­mo had seen in years be­cause he thought on­ly plas­tic shov­els were be­ing

    made-​flashed down in­to the sand with­out pause, dig­ging up a small spoon-​sized scoop and

    throw­ing it past her left shoul­der, where most of it land­ed on Re­mo’s stom­ach again. Her

    lips were pressed to­geth­er tight­ly as she con­cen­trat­ed on her daz­zling feat of

    earth-​mov­ing. “What’s a moke?” Re­mo asked. “It’s what you dig around a cas­soo,” the lit­tle

    girl said. “My big sis­ter Ardaff told me all about it.”




    “That’s not a moke,” Re­mo said. “It’s a moat.” He wiped the sand from his stom­ach. “And

    be­sides,where’s your cas­tle? Why are you build­ing a moat around a cas­tle when you

    don’t have a cas­tle? I think it’s just a trick to throw more sand on my bel­ly.”




    The girl kept dig­ging. More sand kept land­ing on Re­mo’s stom­ach. Some of it, dry­er than

    the rest, land­ed in his face. “I’m mak­ing the moke first ’cause it’s eas­ier to make the

    moke,” she said.




    “Moat,” Re­mo said.




    “Moke,” the girl agreed. “Then I’ll make the cas­soo.” She had long blonde pig­tails,

    dot­ted with fresh wet sand that glis­tened like di­amond chips. Her body was pink, not yet

    burned by the sun, and it seemed made of ovals-​curvy, round, and soft with no dis­cernible

    mus­cles.




    “Why’d you de­cide to build it next to me when you’ve got this whole beach to build it on?”

    Re­mo asked. He spread his arms wide to in­di­cate the ex­panse of beach and got a shov­el full

    of sand in his un­pro­tect­ed face for his trou­ble. He turned over on his side and propped

    him­self up on one arm to look at the girl.




    “‘Cause I thought if drag­ons comes, you gonna de­fend my cas­soo,” the girl said. For the

    first time, she looked at him and smiled. Her eyes were sky blue, and her lit­tle ba­by teeth

    were even and sparkled white like pearls.




    “Why me?” Re­mo said. “You ev­er see a drag­on?”




    “‘Cause you looks nice,” the girl said. “And my big sis­ter Ardaff told me all about

    drag­ons, and they’re big­ger than me.”




    “You think I look nice?” Re­mo said. He looked down at his hands. They had been

    re­spon­si­ble for hun­dreds of deaths, and while the blood­stains weren’t vis­ible, they were

    there-​in his mind. Re­mowon­dered when any­one had last thought he was nice.




    “Sure, you’re nice,” she said with the un-​self-​con­scious­ness of the very young. “Very

    nice.” She was back to dig­ging, toss­ing sand over her shoul­der at Re­mo.




    “I’m not nice.”




    “Yes, you are.”




    “Will you mar­ry me?”




    “Not un­til I build my cas­soo,” she said.




    “I guess I’ll just have to help you build it, won’t I?” Re­mo said.




    The girl had dug a ditch in a rough­ly square pat­tern, four feet on a side. Re­mo knelt

    along­side her, and the hands that had been trained to kill be­came as gen­tle as a sur­geon’s

    but more pre­cise than any sur­geon’s ev­er had been.




    Us­ing the girl’s wa­ter buck­et, Re­mo wet sand and scooped it up in­to large

    rect­an­gu­lar shapes. Us­ing fin­ger­tips as punch­es, he knocked out win­dow holes in the

    sides of the large walls. Then, atop the base, he built twist­ing tow­ers and bat­tle­ments,

    pil­ing sand on top of sand as the girl sipped her breath, know­ing the tow­ers must fall. But

    Re­mo could feel through his fin­ger­tips the in­ter­nal ten­sion of the sand, and just at the

    mo­ment when he knew it would col­lapse of its own weight, he backed off and be­gan work­ing on

    an­oth­er tur­ret.




    The cas­tle was a cre­ation from Oz, mock stone tow­ers reach­ing in­to the sky, stand­ing

    taller than the lit­tle girl her­self. Peo­ple on the beach be­gan to watch the struc­ture, now

    al­most six feet tall, some­thing from a fairy tale.




    Re­mo stepped back away from the cas­tle, ringedby its dis­mal me­an­der­ing ex­cuse

    of a moat and said, “There we go. Mar­ry me now?”




    “Af­ter I play a lit­tle bit. You’re re­al­ly nice.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him

    down to her so she could kiss his cheek. As Re­mo stood up, he saw all the peo­ple on the beach

    watch­ing them, and he felt self-​con­scious and em­bar­rassed.




    “Al­ways the way,” he said. “Al­ways my luck to fall in love with a wom­an who wants to play

    a lit­tle bit first.”




    Be­hind the crowd, he saw the per­son he had been wait­ing for-​a tall, spare man with

    thin­ning gray hair, wear­ing a gray three-​piece suit even in the sum­mer heat of the Jer­sey

    shore. He was stand­ing on the nar­row board­walk, look­ing down to­ward Re­mo, and when their

    eyes met, he nod­ded. Re­mo nod­ded back.




    “I’ll be back in a lit­tle while,” he told the girl. He squeezed her hand and then walked

    across the hot sand to where Dr. Harold W. Smith, head of the su­per-​se­cret agen­cy CURE,

    wait­ed on a bench for him. Re­mo walked slow­ly, obliv­ious to the scorch­ing heat

    un­der­foot.




    Re­mo sat next to Smith, brush­ing dried sand from his chest and stom­ach. Re­mo was tall

    and lean, and his body was that of an ath­lete, trim and trained but not ex­cep­tion­al. The

    on­ly thing that might have called at­ten­tion to him were his thick wrists, which he kept

    work­ing by ro­tat­ing his fists, as if his wrists were sore. He had dark hair, as dark as his

    mid­night pools of his eyes, which were buried deep be­hind high cheek­bones that some­times

    made him seem al­most Ori­en­tal.




    “I’m glad to see you’re main­tain­ing your usu­al low pro­file,” Smith said.




    “You think the kid’s an en­emy agent?” Re­mo said. “Wait here, I’ll go kill her.” He

    start­ed to rise.




    Smith sighed. “Sit down,” he said. “Why does ev­ery con­ver­sa­tion start off the same

    way?”




    “Be­cause you’re al­ways dump­ing on me right at the start be­cause I’m not hid­ing be­hind

    a bush or some­thing,” Re­mo said. “Hey, this is the Jer­sey shore. Half those guys on the

    beach are Jer­sey politi­cians. They’re watch­ing the ocean try­ing to fig­ure out a way to

    steal it. The oth­er half are fed­er­al agents, watch­ing the politi­cians. No­body’s watch­ing

    me.”




    He looked at Smith, then back at the lit­tle blonde girl in the red bathing suit. She was

    squat­ting next to her sand cas­tle. Her lips were mov­ing, busi­ly en­gaged in play

    con­ver­sa­tion with her­self. Re­mo smiled. It was nice to do some­thing nice for some­one.

    Maybe he was nice af­ter all.




    “What’s on your mind?” he asked Smith.




    “It’s Ru­by,” Smith said.




    Ru­by was Ru­by Jack­son Gon­za­les, the light-​skinned black wom­an who was Smith’s

    as­sis­tant. Ex­cept for Smith, Re­mo, and who­ev­er was pres­ident of the Unit­ed States at

    the time, she was the on­ly per­son who knew of the ex­is­tence of the se­cret agen­cy CURE,

    which had been set up years be­fore to fight crime with­out pay­ing too much at­ten­tion to the

    niceties of the law. Re­mo was its killer arm. Re­mo thought of Ru­by, then re­mem­bered her

    screech­ing rock-​split­ting voice and told Smith, “I don’t want to hear about it. She’s your

    prob­lem. You hired her. What’s she try­ing to do, over­throw you and sell stock in the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion?”




    “She wants to quit,” Smith said soft­ly. He fold­ed his hands across the at­taché case on

    his lap. Re­more­al­ized he could not re­mem­ber ev­er see­ing Smith with­out an at­taché

    case, and he won­dered what was in it that Smith kept so close to him all the time. It was as

    if the CURE di­rec­tor wore a four-​piece suit: trousers, vest, jack­et, and at­taché case.




    “Good,” Re­mo said. “Let her quit. I’m tired of lis­ten­ing to her yell at me all the time

    any­way.”




    “It’s not that easy,” Smith said. And of course it wasn’t. Re­mo knew that. Some­one out

    there who knew about CURE but did not work for it was too big a prob­lem and too big a threat

    to en­dure.




    “Why does she want to quit?” Re­mo asked.




    “She says she’s bored. The work is dull. She wants to go back to her wig busi­ness and make

    some re­al mon­ey.”




    “Try giv­ing her a raise?” Re­mo asked.




    “I tried that.”




    “What’d she say?”




    “She said there wasn’t enough mon­ey in the world to make the job less bor­ing.”




    “That doesn’t sound like Ru­by,” Re­mo said. “That wom­an likes mon­ey. She must re­al­ly be

    bored.” He watched the lit­tle girl mov­ing her tiny arm in and out of the win­dows of the sand

    cas­tle, play­ing some fan­ta­sy ad­ven­ture script­ed in her mind. “You want me to talk to

    her?” Re­mo asked.




    “No,” Smith said.




    “What then?” Re­mo asked.




    “I want you to . . . to re­move her.”




    Re­mo wheeled about and looked at Smith’s face. It was as im­pas­sive as ev­er, star­ing out

    at the gray” sea.




    “Ru­by?” Re­mo said. “You want me to kill her?” He stud­ied Smith’s face, but it was

    un­changed,chart­less, as smooth as the wave­less ocean. But he nod­ded curt­ly.




    “That’s right,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly. “You just sit there and nod, but what we’re talk­ing

    about is killing some­body. One of our own. Did you for­get? Ru­by saved me and Chi­un once.

    And you sit there like some kind of gray mum­my and shake your head up and down and to you,

    that’s shak­ing your head, but to me that means go kill some­body, go kill a friend.”




    “Re­mo, I know how you feel. But she knew the risks when she signed on. I don’t know why you

    think I like this.”




    “Be­cause you do like it, you blood­less . . .”




    Re­mo stopped. He had been look­ing to­ward the wa­ter, and he saw it com­ing. A big tanned

    blond man with shoul­der-​length hair, car­ry­ing a surf­board un­der his arm, was run­ning

    along the beach, and ma­li­cious­ly, he plowed through the sand cas­tle that Re­mo had built.

    Even a hun­dred feet away, Re­mo could hear his hap­py ex­ul­tant laugh. The lit­tle girl in

    the red bathing suit looked at the run­ning man in sur­prise and shock, then looked at the

    wreck­age of her dream cas­tle, then sank slow­ly in­to a squat, cry­ing. Even from his

    dis­tance, Re­mo could see her back rack­ing with sobs.




    “Ex­cuse me,” Re­mo told Smith. “Wait here.” He jumped light­ly over the board­walk

    rail­ing, down on­to the hot sand, and ran over to the lit­tle girl and the wreck­age of the

    cas­tle.




    Tears streamed down her cheeks. She looked at Re­mo with hurt in her face.




    “You were ‘up­posed to watch out for drag­ons,” she said. “And now look what hap­pened.”




    “Don’t get on my case,” Re­mo said. “We’re not mar­ried yet. Any­way, we’ll fix it up

    again.”




    “We will?”




    “You betcha,” Re­mo said. He sent the girl to fill her pail with wa­ter, and with skilled

    hands, he quick­ly re­built the cas­tle, even taller and grander than be­fore. As he worked,

    the girl rocked from foot to foot, watch­ing him, bare­ly able to con­tain her hap­pi­ness.




    When he was done, she looked at him with love, and he brushed the tears from her eyes. She

    said, “You know I’m not al­lowed to get mar­ried. My big sis­ter Ardaff said I’m too

    lit­tle.”




    “I know,” Re­mo said.




    “But when I’m big­ger, I’ll mar­ry you.”




    “I hope so,” Re­mo said.




    “Be­cause you’re nice,” the girl said.




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said. He stood up. “Now, you play here and have a nice time, be­cause I

    have to go.”




    “Do you want to go?”




    “No,” said Re­mo. “But I’ve got some­thing to do.”




    “Will I see you again?”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh,” she said, ac­cept­ing that with the res­ig­na­tion of chil­dren to whom most of Ufe is

    still a sad sur­prise. “I love you.”




    “I love you, too,” Re­mo said.




    He walked away from the girl, down to­ward the next beach where a cove cre­at­ed by two long

    rock jet­ties caught the waves and cre­at­ed enough tur­moil from the usu­al­ly placid ocean to

    al­low for mi­nor-​league surf­board­ing.




    The big blond surfer stood on a small hillock ofsand over­look­ing the beach, like a

    Greek god sur­vey­ing his do­main. His surf­board was stuck in the sand in front of him like a

    Per­sian shield.




    Re­mo walked .around in front of him. The young man was big­ger than Re­mo and huski­er. He

    looked as if he drank sun­tan oil for sus­te­nance. .




    “You’re in my sun,” he said un­pleas­ant­ly.




    “You knocked down that lit­tle girl’s sand cas­tle,” Re­mo said.




    “She shouldn’t build things in the traf­fic lane,” the blond said.




    “That’s not why you knocked it down,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh? Why then?”




    “Be­cause you’re not a nice per­son,” Re­mo said. “Now, I am. I have it on the very high­est

    au­thor­ity that I am a nice per­son.”




    “Nice guys fin­ish last.”




    “Not any­more they don’t,” Re­mo said.




    He lift­ed the surf­board out of the sand, raised it a foot above the lev­el of the beach,

    then slammed the fiber­glass pan­el back down in­to the sand. To get there, it had to pass

    through the toes of the young man’s right foot. It did.




    The man looked down at his foot. He lift­ed the front of it and saw that his toes were

    miss­ing.




    “My foot, my foot,” he yelled. “My toes.” He looked at Re­mo. “What . . . ?”




    Re­mo smiled.




    “Hang five,” he said ca­su­al­ly, as he walked off.




    He walked straight back to the board­walk, where Smith still sat on the bench.




    “Smit­ty,” said Re­mo, “I’ve got some­thing to tell you, but first I’m go­ing to do you a

    fa­vor. Does Ru­by know you’re meet­ing with me?”




    Smith said, “Yes.”




    “Then she knows what’s on your mind,” Re­mo said. “She knows what you came here to tell me.

    I’d sug­gest you make sure that she didn’t plant a bomb in your car.”




    “It’s all right,” Smith said. “I came down on the bus.”




    “You would,” Re­mo said.




    “You said you had some­thing to tell me?” Smith said.




    “Yes. You can take this as­sign­ment and stuff it. You can take this job and stuff it. I’m

    done.”




    “Just like that?” Smith said.




    “Just like that,” Re­mo said.




    “Mind telling me why?”




    “No. I don’t mind. I’m too nice to work for you peo­ple. That’s why.”




    Re­mo turned and walked away. At the steps lead­ing to the side­walk, he paused, then walked

    back to Smith.




    “As long as it doesn’t mat­ter any­more,” he said, “I’m go­ing to sat­is­fy my cu­rios­ity.”

    He slapped aside Smith’s hands and opened the gray leather brief­case. ‘




    In­side was a portable tele­phone and a pill bot­tle. There was one pill in­side.




    “Mind telling me what this is for?” Re­mo said.




    “Of course not,” said Smith. “The phone’s hooked up to CURE’s com­put­ers. If I need to, I

    can di­al a num­ber and erase ev­ery­thing that’s on our tapes, all trace of our hav­ing

    ex­ist­ed.”




    “And the pill?” Re­mo asked.




    “If I have to erase the tapes,” Smith said, “I’d have to erase me, too. It’s for that.” He

    looked at Re­mo, his face as bland and un­con­cerned as ev­er.




    The an­swer gave Re­mo lit­tle sat­is­fac­tion. He slammed down the lid of the case. “I hope

    you don’t ev­er have to use it,” Re­mo said.




    “Thank you,” Smith said.




    Re­mo walked out in­to the small town. He wan­dered the streets of small, garage-​size

    hous­es that for the most part con­sti­tut­ed New Jer­sey shore ar­chi­tec­ture. The tough part

    was still to come. How to ex­plain to Chi­un, his teach­er and train­er, that he had quit CURE.

    Re­mo had quit be­fore, many times be­fore, but some­thing al­ways seemed to bring him back.

    This time, there would be no com­ing back. He was sure of it and just as sure that this would

    of­fend Chi­un, the reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, head of an an­cient house of Ko­re­an

    as­sas­sins who had been as­sas­sin to king and shah, em­per­or and pha-​raoh, and to whom the

    on­ly thing more sa­cred than ful­fill­ing one’s con­tract was the ne­ces­si­ty of get­ting

    paid on time. Prefer­ably in gold.




    Chi­un would not un­der­stand. He had tak­en Re­mo soon af­ter Re­mo, then a young

    po­lice­man, had been framed for a mur­der he didn’t com­mit and sent to an elec­tric chair

    that didn’t work, and Chi­un had trained Re­mo Williams to work for CURE. And in the years of

    train­ing, he had changed Re­mo’s body and his mind, had made him some­thing more than oth­er

    men. He had made him a man who used his body and sens­es ful­ly, but he had nev­er been able to

    make Re­mo a Ko­re­an. And he would not un­der­stand Re­mo’s want­ing to leave the ser­vice of

    an em­ploy­er who al­ways paid on time. To Chi­un, Smith was the best of Em­per­ors.




    Re­mo had thought he was wan­der­ing aim­less­ly, but when he looked up, he was back in

    front of the Nor­field Inn, where he and Chi­un were stay­ing,and now he walked in the

    side en­trance and up the worn car­pet­ed stairs to their sec­ond-​floor room.




    Chi­un was not there. Remó thanked God for small fa­vors and packed his overnight bag with

    his on­ly be­long­ings-​a change of un­der­wear, a tooth­brush, ara­zor.




    He slipped off his bathing suit, show­ered, and changed in­to black chi­nos and a black

    T-​shirt. Maybe he was a nice per­son af­ter all. He had been raised in an or­phan­age, but who

    knew, maybe he came from a long une of nice peo­ple. Maybe his an­ces­tors had al­ways been

    nice.




    “Nice guy, Re­mo Williams,” he mum­bled to him­self. “Proud de­scen­dant of an un­bro­ken

    string of nice guys.”




    He took his bag and walked down to the small back­yard swim­ming pool be­hind the an­cient

    ho­tel and found Chi­un sit­ting in a cor­ner of the yard, un­der­neath a tree, his hands

    fold­ed qui­et­ly in his lap. Light breezes blew the wisps of white hair along­side Chi­un’s

    lined parch­ment face. The an­cient Ko­re­an was star­ing ahead at the wa­ter of the pool,

    which was rip­pling slight­ly from the ag­ita­tion of the fil­ter­ing sys­tem.




    Re­mo stood in front of him silent­ly un­til Chi­un looked up.




    “Chi­un, I’ve quit.”




    “Again?”




    ‘Tor good this time.”




    “Why?” Chi­un asked.




    “Be­cause I think I’m a nice per­son. Do you think I’m a nice per­son?”




    “I think you are an id­iot. Sit here and talk to me.”




    Re­mo sat on the grass next to Chi­un.




    “Smit­ty want­ed me to kill Ru­by,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh,” said Chi­un. Re­mo could tell by the tone of voice that Chi­un was con­cerned at

    this.




    “Be­cause she wants to leave CURE,” Re­mo ex­plained.




    “And now that you have be­trayed your em­ploy­er, you think she will live? You think that

    Em­per­or Smith will just say, oh, Re­mo will not re­move Ru­by and there­fore Ru­by must live?

    You know he will not say that, Re­mo. He will take steps to dis­patch Ru­by an­oth­er way. So

    what have you gained? In­stead of do­ing what you have been trained to do and guar­an­tee­ing

    that her death will be pain­less and swift, you have made it like­ly that she will suf­fer at

    the hands of some id­iot. But she will still be dead. You will have ac­com­plished noth­ing.”

    ,




    “Chi­un, I know all that. But I just don’t want to be part of an or­ga­ni­za­tion that kills

    their best-​like Ru­by. I just can’t han­dle that any­more. Let me ask you-​would you kill

    Ru­by?”




    “If my em­per­or said to ply the as­sas­sin’s art up­on her, then I would. The de­ci­sion to

    do that is em­per­or’s busi­ness and there­fore not mine. I am not an em­per­or. I am an

    as­sas­sin.”




    “Just like that, you’d kill her?”




    “Just like that, I would do as my em­per­or wished.”




    “Smit­ty may send you af­ter me,” Re­mo said. “Will you take that as­sign­ment?”




    “I love you as a son, be­cause you are my son,” Chi­un said, watch­ing the shiny wa­ter of

    the pool.




    “I know,” Re­mo said. “And you love your thou­sands of years of Sinan­ju tra­di­tion.”




    “Yes, I do. As you should.”




    “I’m leav­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “Where will you go?”




    “I don’t know. I want to think about my­self and just who I am. I’ll let you know where I’ll

    be if you need to find me.”




    Chi­un nod­ded.




    “Will you be all right here?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yes. I will be all right.”




    Re­mo stood up. He looked down awk­ward­ly at Chi­un, won­der­ing what he might say to break

    the si­lence, to lift the ten­sion of the mo­ment.




    “Well, so long,” he said.




    Chi­un nod­ded.




    When Ré­mo walked through the gate, Chi­un stared af­ter him for a long time. Then soft­ly

    to him­self, he said, “Fool­ish chüd. No one will kill Ru­by Gon­za­les all that eas­ily.”


  




  

    CHAPTER THREE




    Af­ter driv­ing Dr. Harold W. Smith to the bus sta­tion, Ru­by Jack­son Gon­za­les had not

    gone back to Fol­croft San­itar­ium, the build­ing in Rye, New York, which served as the cov­er

    for CURE’s op­er­ations and housed the mas­sive com­put­er net­work of the crime-​fight­ing

    agen­cy.




    For the past four days, she had cau­tious­ly been clean­ing out her desk-​car­ry­ing

    per­son­al be­long­ings home at night in her purse-​and now she went di­rect­ly to the

    three-​room lux­ury apart­ment she rent­ed in Rye, to pick up her suit­cas­es, packed the night

    be­fore.




    She and Smith had not dis­cussed where he was go­ing, but she knew from the charge bills

    that had come across her desk that Re­mo and Chi­un were at the Jer­sey shore. And she knew,

    too that Smith had made the ap­point­ment with Re­mo him­self, a task which nor­mal­ly would

    have been Ru­by’s. That meant Smith didn’t want Ru­by to know what they were talk­ing

    about.




    Fat chance. She knew the on­ly way any­body left CURE would be in a box, and Smith was on

    his way to tell Re­mo to ice Ru­by. Let him try; be­forethe ice ar­rived, this cold­cut

    was go­ing to be long gone.




    A half-​hour af­ter Smith’s bus had left town, Ru­by was aim­ing her white Con­ti­nen­tal

    south al­so, to­ward Newark, ¦ New Jer­sey, a city where she had rel­atives and where her black

    face would be just one among hun­dreds of thou­sands of black faces. There she would fig­ure

    out what to do next. Go­ing home to Nor­folk, Vir­ginia, at the mo­ment was out of the

    ques­tion; it would be the first place they’d look for her.




    As she was driv­ing out of Rye on the Cross-​Westch­ester ex­press­way, an idea came to her,

    and in­stead of tak­ing the Tap­pan Zee bridge to New Jer­sey, she turned south on the New York

    Thruway and head­ed in­to New York City. There was some­thing she want­ed to do first.


  




  

    CHAPTER FOUR




    Newark, New Jer­sey. Cross­road of 300,000 pri­vate lives. Gi­gan­tic stage on which are

    played a thou­sand dra­mas dai­ly.




    And on this day, three spe­cial dra­mas.




    Re­mo was nev­er sup­posed to go back to the town be­cause he had left it dead. But he had

    been there once since, and St. There­sa’s or­phan­age had been an old soot-​cov­ered brick

    build­ing, with the win­dows and doors board­ed up, a dead build­ing wait­ing for the rest of

    the neigh­bor­hood to catch up with it.




    That had been a cou­ple of years ear­li­er, and now the neigh­bor­hood had caught up with

    the old or­phan­age. The street was a col­lec­tion of emp­ty lots and fire-​gut­ted build­ings.

    Even in the day­time, rats scur­ried across the street. Re­mo parked his car there and looked

    up at the old or­phan­age build­ing. It was dead still, just as much of Newark was dead, just

    as Re­mo Williams-​that old Re­mo Williams who had grown up in this build­ing and been

    pun­ished with rulers across the knuck­les when he’d been bad-​just as he was dead too. He

    sighed. What had he ex­pect­ed? A brass band and a memo­ri­al plaquedes­ig­nat­ing this

    as the spot where Re­mo Williams was raised? There were no brass plaques erect­ed in this kind

    of neigh­bor­hood. Junkies stole brass.




    The idea of trac­ing his parent­age, find­ing out just when and how and why he had got­ten

    to St. There­sa’s as a boy, sud­den­ly seemed like an in­sur­mount­able prob­lem to him. He put

    the car in gear and drove off. He would think about it to­mor­row. First, he would get a ho­tel

    room.




    Lester McGurl, who had de­cid­ed he liked to be called “Sparky,” al­ready had a ho­tel

    room.




    He was sit­ting in it now, the tele­vi­sion tuned in to an af­ter­noon soap opera, a

    drink­ing glass from the bath­room on the floor five feet in front of the chair in which he

    lounged.




    The boy had filled out. In á few weeks since had had met Sol­ly Mar­tin, he had gained

    al­most twen­ty pounds, and now all that poundage was en­cased in an ex­pen­sive suit that fit

    cor­rect­ly. Still, Sparky would have loved the suit even if it hadn’t fit, sim­ply be­cause it

    was his suit, owned by him, not a hand-​me-​down that had been rubbed raw by a half-​dozen

    wear­ers be­fore it fi­nal­ly got to him.




    He pulled a match from a book, scratched it lit, and tossed it to­ward the glass on the

    floor. It hit the edge of the glass, then dropped back on­to the floor, where it burned a

    mo­ment, char­ring a black spot in the ny­lon rug be­fore sput­ter­ing out. The glass was half

    filled with burned match­es; the floor pocked with a few dozen burned black spots. He ripped

    out an­oth­er match and tried again. It dropped in­to the glass, kept flam­ing, then set afire

    the twist­ed stack of match­es in­side the con­tain­er.




    Sparky got up from his seat and poured somewa­ter in­to the glass to ex­tin­guish the

    fire. Sol­ly didn’t like it when he broke glass­es on the rugs or set fires in ho­tels. That

    was the on­ly thing wrong with Sol­ly: he didn’t want Sparky to set any fires un­less they were

    paid first for them. But he didn’t hit the boy, and he kept him fed and clothed, and he didn’t

    think Sparky was some kind of freak be­cause he had a pow­er to ig­nite fires, and all in all,

    Sol­ly Mar­tin was the first kind hu­man be­ing Sparky had ev­er met. Think­ing “fa­ther” was

    painful to Sparky; he had nev­er known a fa­ther, just a suc­ces­sion of heavy drinkers and

    their des­per­ate wives who had used the boy as a ve­hi­cle to get fos­ter par­ents’ checks

    from the state and then had abused and de­grad­ed the child. No, not a fa­ther. Sparky didn’t

    want to think fa­ther. But a big broth­er. That’s what Sol­ly Mar­tin was like to him, and the

    boy was young enough that he was not em­bar­rassed to say to him­self that he loved Sol­ly. He

    lit an­oth­er match and flipped it in­to the glass. Just to make Sol­ly hap­py, he would not

    set fire to this ho­tel when they left.




    Two miles away, Ru­by pulled her Con­ti­nen­tal in close to the curb, and three loi­ter­ers

    came down off the front stoop to ex­am­ine the car more close­ly.




    Ru­by opened the car door and made a large show out of set­ting the an­ti-​theft alarm on

    the dash­board, then got out of the car and care­ful­ly locked the door.




    “The Jack­sons live here?” she asked one of the three young men, the biggest one with a

    gi­gan­tic bush of an Afro.




    “A lot of Jack­sons around here,” he said sul­len­ly. “Nice car.”




    “That’s not a nice car,” said one of the oth­er younger men. “A deuce and a quar­ter, that

    be a nice car. A hog be a nice car. This just be a Con­ti­nen­tal.”




    “Shut up,” said the biggest youth. “This car’snice.




    ‘That’s right,” Ru­by said agree­ably. “It’s a nice car, and I’m the nice own­er, and I’m

    ask­ing you nice one more time. The Jack­sons live here?”




    The big youth met her eyes, and there was some­thing cool and con­fi­dent in her look that

    made him give ci­vil­ity high­er marks than usu­al.




    “Fourth floor, back,” he said. “Who you?”




    “Friend of the fam­ily,” Ru­by said. “Keep an eye on the car, will you? Tell any­body who

    tries to steal it that there’s a poi­son gas can­is­ter in­side that goes off if any­body tries

    to start it with­out a key.”




    “Is there?”




    “Sure,” Ru­by said. “But it’s not as bad as it sounds. It doesn’t re­al­ly kill them. Just

    makes them per­ma­nent­ly blind.”




    “That’s heavy,” the youth said.




    Ru­by nod­ded. “Makes it tough to sink jump shots.”




    She walked quick­ly up the steps of the old build­ing, whose stone en­trance­way looked like

    an en­try blank in the in­ter­na­tion­al four-​let­ter-​word con­test. At the top of the

    stairs, she pushed the Jack­sons’ bell. Be­hind her, she heard the three youths dis­cussing

    vig­or­ous­ly where they might be able to steal a gas mask so they could steal the car with­out

    be­ing blind­ed. She smiled to her­self. There was no an­swer to the door­bell, so she pushed

    open the un­locked in­side door and walked up­stairs.




    There was an­oth­er bell out­side the Jack­sons’ fourth floor apart­ment, and it did not

    work ei­ther. She pound­ed on the door un­til a voice from in­side said, “Stop that bang­ing,

    for heav­en’s sakes. Who is it?”




    But the door did not open. “Aunt Let­tie, it’s Ru­by.” “Who?”




    “Ru­by, your niece.”




    The door still didn’t open. The wom­an’s voice in­stead asked, “What’s your ma­ma’s

    name?”




    “Cor­nelia. And she still smokes her corn­cob pipe and still wears that sil­ver dol­lar

    medal you gave her * once.”




    The door swung open. A lit­tle black wom­an, her face prune­like with age, looked Ru­by up

    and down, then grabbed her by the el­bow and pulled her in­side.




    “Ru­by, child, what’s the mat­ter? Who’s af­ter you?” She quick­ly closed the door.




    “Why do you think some­body’s af­ter me, Aunt Let­tie?”




    ” ‘Cause not many peo­ple comes to Newark just to vis­it. You all right, girl?”




    “I’m fine, Aunt Let­tie. Re­al­ly fine.” And when the old wom­an was fi­nal­ly con­vinced,

    she swal­lowed Ru­by up in a hug strong enough to make up for the last ten years in which they

    hadn’t seen each oth­er.




    “Come on in, girl. My, my, how pret­ty and big you got. Come in and talk to your Aunt

    Let­tie. How’s your ma­ma? What brings you here, any­way?”




    “I thought maybe you could put me up for a few days,” Ru­by said, as she fol­lowed the

    wom­anthrough the neat but sparse­ly fur­nished rail­road rooms in­to the kitchen.




    “Now I know some­body’s af­ter you,” Let­tie Jack­son said, “you want­ing to stay here.”




    Ru­by laughed. “Re­al­ly, Aunt Let­tie, you are the most sus­pi­cious wom­an I ev­er saw.

    Can’t I just want to vis­it?”




    Fi­nal­ly, ca­jol­ery and Ru­by’s ob­vi­ous good hu­mor paci­fied the old wom­an. As Ru­by

    sat at the kitchen ta­ble and they talked, the old wom­an fussed about the kitchen, bak­ing

    cook­ies, mak­ing tea, in­sist­ing that Ru­by tell her ev­ery­thing about what she had been

    do­ing and how she was and how her moth­er was and her broth­er, no-​ac­count-​Lu­cius, which

    the old wom­an pro­nounced all in one, as if it were a ti­tle and name like Prince Charles or

    King Ed­ward. No-​ac­count-​Lu­cius.




    Through­out the day, chil­dren drift­ed in­to the apart­ment. Let­tie’s chil­dren, her

    chil­dren’s chil­dren, her nieces, her nephews. She in­tro­duced them all for­mal­ly to Ru­by,

    daugh­ter of her sis­ter, Cor­nelia, and Ru­by in­stant­ly for­got all their names. In the big

    com­mune, no one seemed to mind. As it grew dark, Mrs. Jack­son ex­plained to Ru­by that since

    she was a guest, she would have a bed to share with on­ly one oth­er per­son, a

    six­teen-​year-​old cousin who had heard that Ru­by was in the wig busi­ness and want­ed her to

    send two wigs, one for day­time and one for night­time, so she didn’t have to mess with do­ing

    her hair.




    At last, Ru­by went to sleep.




    ‘That’s the place?”




    Sol­ly Mar­tin looked away from the gray build­ing and at Lester Sparky McGuri.




    “Yeah,” he said. “Then well get out of this town and go some­place to make some mon­ey.” He

    waved to­ward the street. “Look at this street,” he said, in a voice crisp with in­dig­na­tion.

    “You’d think any­body with brains’d want to burn down the whole city. But the guy paid us for

    this build­ing, and so this build­ing’s it.”




    “I bet­ter go do it then,” Sparky said.




    “You all right?” Sol­ly asked “You all charged up and ev­ery­thing?”




    “I guess so. I feel okay,” the boy said.




    “It knocks me out,” Sol­ly said, “how you can just go in­to a build­ing and wave your arms

    around and fires start, just like that.”




    “Me, too,” Sparky said. “I nev­er know how it works. It just works. I think it’s get­ting

    stronger, too. The last time I was re­al­ly good.”




    Sol­ly nod­ded. His eyes looked around the street. It was dark and emp­ty. He was sur­prised

    to see a fan­cy white Con­ti­nen­tal parked in front of the build­ing. It was not the kind of

    car one would as­so­ciate with this street. Sure, there was a myth that wel­fare chis­el­ers

    drove Cadil­lacs and spent all day watch­ing col­or tele­vi­sion, but the fact was that the

    Cadil­lacs were usu­al­ly five years old and burned three quarts of oil go­ing around the

    block. This Con­ti­nen­tal didn’t look like one of those.




    Sparky McGurl slipped out of the car, ran across the de­sert­ed street and in­to the

    ten­ement build­ing.




    Sol­ly wait­ed. Newark was bad pick­ings. Ev­ery­thing worth burn­ing down in town had

    al­ready been burned down. There was on­ly this build­ing, and the goal tonight wasn’t

    prop­er­ty de­struc­tion, it was death. The man who had hired them want­ed peo­ple to die.

    Sol­ly shrugged. It was all the same tohim. He looked at the five-​sto­ry ten­ement

    build­ing. And it was all the same to Sparky. The boy would set any­thing afire just to see the

    flames.




    Sparky walked qui­et­ly up the five flights of stairs. He set his first fire in the top

    floor left, then sparked off one more on each land­ing on his way back down. Be­fore the. fire

    was dis­cov­ered, the stair­wells would be burn­ing good, he thought.




    Re­mo walked across the nar­row street in front of his ho­tel, in­to a park that had been

    con­struct­ed over an un­der­ground park­ing garage.




    When he was a child, the nuns of the or­phan­age would, once a month, take their class­es to

    the Newark mu­se­um, but the high­light of the day was stop­ping lat­er to eat a pic­nic lunch

    in this park. It had been el­egant then, spot­less­ly clean, filled with fam­ilies and

    stu­dents and busi­ness­men.




    But it too had suc­cumbed, as had the city it­self. As he stepped in­to the park, Re­mo felt

    cheat­ed. Very lit­tle of his child­hood be­longed to him; very lit­tle of it had any mean­ing;

    but he had re­mem­bered this park fond­ly, and it sad­dened him to see it now.




    Winos sat sprawled on the bench­es, un­der the sharp glare of the over­head night light­ing.

    Back in the bush­es, Re­mo could hear young cou­ples gig­gling in the dark. He walked far­ther

    in­to the park and saw a black drug push­er, wear­ing al­most as much gold around his neck as

    he had in his mouth, lean­ing against a small main­te­nance build­ing.




    A pack of youths stood about twen­ty yards away from the push­er, watch­ing him, and Re­mo

    re­al­ized they were wait­ing their turns. First one would come up to the push­er, hand over

    some mon­ey, andget a small pack­age in re­turn. As soon as he start­ed to walk away,

    an­oth­er would come up from the wait­ing group to take his place. Re­mo won­dered if the

    push­er gave them num­bers, as in a bak­ery, and they had to wait for their num­ber to be

    called be­fore they could come up to buy their drugs.




    Re­mo looked at three bench­es be­fore he found one that wasn’t bro­ken, then sat down and

    watched the push­er. He saw the fold­ing mon­ey flash white un­der the over­head light, and he

    saw the glit­ter of the lit­tle bags the push­er hand­ed out, af­ter first in­spect­ing the

    mon­ey and stuff­ing it in­to his pock­et. He won­dered where the po­lice were, and he was glad

    that Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet had not lived to see this hap­pen in their park. Some­thing be­gan

    to bub­ble deep down in­side Re­mo, and at first he thought it was anger, but then he

    re­al­ized it was deep­er than anger. It was sor­row. He had, thought to get away from the sick

    world in which he made his liv­ing and re­turn to this city and the in­no­cent days of his

    youth. But the sick world had in­vad­ed here, too, and he won­dered, just for a fleet­ing

    mo­ment, if there were any­place left in Amer­ica that was clean, any parks where chil­dren

    still played and didn’t have to wor­ry about junkies or winos or push­ers.




    The push­er saw Re­mo watch­ing him. He showed no fear, on­ly cu­rios­ity, and Re­mo thought

    if it had hap­pened years be­fore, when the push­er still had his own teeth and Re­mo was still

    a Newark po­lice­man, then the man would have felt fear.




    Re­mo won­dered how long he would be able to sus­tain sor­row be­fore it turned in­to a

    com­pul­sion to do some­thing about the cause of that sor­row.




    He watched the push­er call the small pack of wait­ing youths over to him. They were

    con­fer­ring;the push­er was point­ing at Re­mo, and the sor­row went, re­placed by a

    cold, bit­ter anger. Re­mo got up from the park bench.




    “All right,” he said aloud. “Ev­ery­body out.”




    Eight faces turned to­ward him in sur­prise.




    “You heard me. Ev­ery­body out of my park,” Re­mo said. He walked to­ward the group. They

    looked at the slim white man, then at each oth­er, ex­chang­ing winks and grins.




    “Yoah park?” the push­er asked.




    “Yeah. My park. Clear out,” Re­mo said.




    ‘This be the peo­ple’s park,” the push­er said. Re­mo was clos­er to him now, and the

    push­er slid back un­til he was sep­arat­ed from Re­mo by a wall of young men.




    The wall wasn’t thick enough. Re­mo’s hand reached in be­tween the youths, grabbed the

    push­er by the gold chains around his neck and yanked. He flew to­ward Re­mo like a ball

    fly­ing out of a pin-​ball ma­chine chute.




    “Hey, don’t do that. He be our main man.”




    “Yeah,” grum­bled an­oth­er voice.




    But be­fore they could charge Re­mo, he had the push­er up­side down, hold­ing him by his

    an­kles, shak­ing him. Nick­el bags of pow­der and pack­ages of grass fell from his pock­ets.

    Re­mo shook hard­er. Mon­ey, bills and coins dropped out on­to the ground. Ev­ery time Re­mo

    shook, the push­er’s head hit the pave­ment and he groaned.




    “Help me,” he moaned. “Free if­fen you helps.”




    “Shut up, you,” Re­mo said. “It’s free any­how.” He kicked with his toes at the drugs and

    mon­ey and skit­tered them across to­ward the sev­en youngmen.




    “There. Take what you want. Just get out of mypark.” He kept shak­ing the push­er, and

    more drugs and mon­ey fell. Re­mo kept kick­ing them to­ward the group. They seemed to con­fer

    with them­selves silent­ly, then to­geth­er, they made a lunge for the drugs and the cash.

    With­in fif­teen sec­onds, the ground was clear again, and the last of their foot­steps could

    be heard van­ish­ing in­to the night. “I get them for that,” the push­er said. “It’s ter­ri­ble

    to re­al­ize you’re all alone,” Re­mo said, “isn’t it?”




    “Who are you?” the push­er de­mand­ed. “What you want? Stop hit­ting my head.”




    Re­mo turned the push­er right side up. He was as tall as Re­mo but even thin­ner.




    “Just an­oth­er stu­dent of Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet,”" Re­mo said. “She doesn’t like what

    you’re do­ing to her park.”




    The push­er was busy straight­en­ing his cloth­ing. “I told you, this the peo­ple’s park.”

    The push­er rubbed his head with his left hand. His right hand reached in­side the rear

    waist­band of his trousers and came out with a switch­blade knife, which he clicked open and

    point­ed to­ward Re­mo. In the over­head light it was brit­tle and glassy look­ing.




    Re­mo shook his head. “Too bad,” he said. “And I was go­ing to let you go.”




    “You let shit,” the push­er said. “You cost me and I tak­ing it back, suck­er. Slice by

    slice.”




    He waved the knife at Re­mo’s throat. Re­mo leaned back. The knife passed harm­less­ly in

    front of his face. Then Re­mo had the push­er, up­side down again, drag­ging him across the

    pave­ment to­ward the park bench. He lift­ed him up, then dropped him head first in­to a

    lit­ter bas­ket. The push­er’s head hit with a glassy clunk against thebot­tles that

    filled the bas­ket. The push­er didn’t fit. Re­mo pressed down un­til he did. The crack­ing of

    bot­tles was the on­ly sound af­ter one strong ini­tial groan. Fi­nal­ly, he fit. On­ly his

    shoes stuck out of the bas­ket. They were ug­ly yel­low shoes with soles and heels two inch­es

    high. Re­mo bent the man’s legs un­til the shoes fit in­to the bas­ket, then gave one last push

    down for good mea­sure. Ev­ery­thing fit now. He wiped his hands over a job well done and went

    back to sit on the bench.




    Ten min­utes lat­er, he heard foot­steps ap­proach­ing him. They were loud, heavy

    foot­steps, meant to be loud and heavy. To Re­mo that spelled cop. Young cop.




    Re­mo looked down at the pave­ment when the po­lice­man spoke. “What are you do­ing here,

    mis­ter?” There was a fright­ened qua­ver in his voice.




    “Just sit­ting in my park,” Re­mo said.




    “Your park?”




    “Yeah. Mine and Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet’s,” Re­mo said.




    The pa­trol­man re­laxed a lit­tle, as if de­cid­ing that Re­mo was a harm­less nut

    case.




    “You go­ing to keep sit­ting there?” he asked Re­mo af­ter a pause.




    “Yes.”




    “This park is dan­ger­ous for a white man,” the cop said.




    For the first time, Re­mo looked up from his feet and his eyes met the pa­trol­man’s

    eyes.




    “Not tonight,” he said. “Not tonight.”




    Ru­by had smelled it be­fore she heard it or saw it. She snapped up in­to a sit­ting

    po­si­tion in bed. She took a deep breath. There was no mis­tak­ing




    it; it was a smell that she had lived with since child­hood.




    Fire.




    Ru­by jumped out of bed and shook her six­teen-​year-​old cousin awake.




    “Leno­ra, wake up. The place is on fire.”




    The teenagers was grog­gy, slow to re­spond, and Ru­by slapped her hard across the

    cheek.




    The girl woke, shak­ing her head, her hands go­ing in­vol­un­tar­ily to her cheek.




    She looked at Ru­by, who was al­ready mov­ing to­ward the door. “The place is on fire,”

    Ru­by called over her shoul­der. “We’ve got to wake ev­ery­body up.”




    Work­ing to­geth­er, the two roused the Jack­sons. Al­most as if it were a fire drill, the

    chil­dren moved to­ward the door­way lead­ing to the stairs, each one of the old­er chil­dren

    tak­ing re­spon­si­bil­ity for one of the younger chil­dren.




    Ru­by hand­ed eigh­teen-​year-​old Mol­ly her suit­case.




    “Take this down­stairs,” she or­dered. “Lock it in the trunk of my car and drive my car

    around the cor­ner, so it doesn’t get burned.” With­out wait­ing for a re­ply, she ran along

    the hall­way and be­gan bang­ing on ev­ery door she reached. “Fire,” she called. “Ev­ery­body

    awake. It’s a fire.” She no­ticed that the steps lead­ing up­stairs were burn­ing, walls and

    floor ablaze, but she no­ticed no smell of gaso­line or fu­el and saw no sign of pa­per or

    oth­er tin­der that might have been used to start the fire.




    She heard foot­steps on the steps, and when she looked up, she saw the young man with the

    huge Afro who had been hang­ing around out­side to­day.




    He was wear­ing jock­ey shorts and a T-​shirt and was jump­ing down the steps four at a

    time.




    He start­ed to pass Ru­by with­out slow­ing, but she reached out her left arm and grabbed

    him around the waist.




    “Where you go­ing?” she said.




    “Fire. This place on fire.”




    “Right,” she said. “Do peo­ple live up­stairs?”




    “Sure. Leave me be.”




    He strained against her left arm and just as he broke loose, Ru­by reached in­to the right

    pock­et of her blue che­nille bathrobe and pulled out a small snub-​nosed .38 cal­iber

    re­volver. She put it against his head, be­tween his eyes.




    “Up­stairs and wake them up.”




    “Sheeeit.”




    Ru­by shrugged. “Do that or die here. What­ev­er makes you hap­py.” She cocked the gun.




    The young man gulped. “Sheeeit,” he re­peat­ed. Ru­by pressed the gun against his fore­head,

    and he turned and ran up the steps, through the flames, shout­ing at the top of his voice,

    ‘Fire! Fire! Firel”




    Ru­by glanced up­ward and saw flames at the top of the steps. The fire had been set, she

    re­al­ized. It was not one fire, but a string of in­di­vid­ual fires set in dif­fer­ent places.

    But who would want to torch this build­ing, ex­cept for nut­ty kids?




    No point won­der­ing. She looked around. Peo­ple were be­gin­ning to stream out of the

    apart­ments, and she had the fleet­ing feel­ing that she was at the cir­cus watch­ing two dozen

    peo­ple get out of one Volk­swa­gen. They marched out of the apart­ments by hand­fuls, two and

    two, four and four, rub­bing sleep from their eyes, their tired­ness slow­ing their steps.




    Ru­by lis­tened for a mo­ment to the con­tin­uing bel­low of “Fire” on the fifth floor. Then

    she pushed her way through the stream of kids go­ing down­stairs and hopped down to the third

    floor, where she pound­ed on more doors and roused more fam­ilies.




    She worked her way down through the build­ing un­til she was out on the side­walk. She was

    glad to see her car had been moved.




    Down the street, Ru­by could hear the whoops of fire en­gines. Flames were now lick­ing out

    through the win­dows on all five floors of the ten­ement.




    Aunt Let­tie ran to her and said, “Oh, girl, I thought you was caught.”




    “I’m all right,” Ru­by said. The fire en­gines were on­ly a block away. “Is ev­ery­body

    out?”




    Her aunt looked around at the crowd clus­tered on the side­walk. “I think,” she said. “Lemme

    see.”~ She looked again, point­ing her fin­ger, tick­ing off peo­ple. “I don’t see the

    Garigles.”




    Ru­by fin­gered a gold­en medal around her neck. “Where they live?” she asked.




    “Top right, in the front,” her aunt said. The fire en­gines drew near­er. Ru­by ran off. Her

    aunt’s voice echoed af­ter her. “Girl, don’t go back in there.”




    The Garigles came out. Ru­by didn’t. They told Aunt Let­tie that they had not seen her

    niece.




    The fire­men could not save the build­ing and, ten min­utes af­ter they ar­rived, the roof

    went, col­laps­ing down in­to the build­ing like a sur­ren­der­ing souf­flé.




    The oc­cu­pants of the house had been pushed back across the street, where they were be­ing

    in­ter­viewed by bored po­lice­men.




    When she saw the roof go, Aunt Let­tie cov­ered her face with her hands. “Oh, God,” she

    cried. “Oh, my poor Ru­by. Oh, child.” The Rev­erend Ho­ratius Q. With­er­spool, dressed in an

    Ital­ian suit of nub­by gray silk, put his arm around her in con­so­la­tion. “It’ll be all

    right, Mrs. Jack­son,” he said. Even as he spoke, he looked around at the oth­er ten­ants of

    the build­ing, as if count­ing.




    An hour lat­er, the walls tum­bled in. Fire­men work­ing from the mid­dle of the street and

    the build­ings on each side pumped thou­sands of tons of wa­ter in­to the apart­ment build­ing.

    They were not able to en­ter the ru­in for an­oth­er two hours. They poked around the rub­ble,

    but it wasn’t un­til day­light that a rook­ie fire­man found the body. He was root­ing around

    in what had once been the base­ment. Ac­com­pa­ny­ing him was a pho­tog­ra­pher from the Newark

    Post-​Ob­serv­er, which had re­cent­ly been ac­cused of in­sen­si­tiv­ity to the black

    com­mu­ni­ty and had there­fore post­ed a stand­ing as­sign­ment to get pho­tos of

    sub­stan­tial hous­ing fires in the black neigh­bor­hoods. It had tak­en the ed­ito­ri­al board

    two weeks to de­cide what kind of fires they should take pic­tures of. Were they in­sen­si­tive

    if they ig­nored fires with fa­tal­ities-​as if black corpses had no news val­ue? Or were they

    in­sen­si­tive if they pub­lished fires with fa­tal­ities-​as if blacks were on­ly news­wor­thy

    when dead? The ed­itor-​in-​chief made the de­ci­sion: no pic­tures of fa­tal fires, un­less

    three or more peo­ple were killed at once.




    This was a fire with­out ap­par­ent fa­tal­ities, so the young pho­tog­ra­pher was in the

    base­ment with the rook­ie fire­man, look­ing for an in­ter­est­ing pic­ture. The

    pho­tog­ra­pher tripped over some­thing that skittered away from him. It was long and about as

    wide around as a base­ball bat. It was dark brown and charred. The pho­tog­ra­pher bent over to

    look more close­ly.




    Then he threw up.




    It was an arm.




    The fire­man called for help, and they re­moved the rub­ble from over the hu­man

    rem­nants.




    The pho­tog­ra­pher told ev­ery­body who would lis­ten, “I tripped over his arm. Over there.

    That’s his arm.”




    “It’s not his arm,” one fire­man said.




    “It is. It’s his arm. I tripped over it,” the pho­tog­ra­pher said.




    “It’s not a his. It’s an its. Un­til we iden­ti­fy the body, it ain’t a him or a her, it’s

    an its.”




    When they dug down to the body, there was no way to tell if it had been a man or a wom­an,

    so to­tal was the de­struc­tion of flesh by fire.




    The pho­tog­ra­pher was in a quandary. Now there was a body found. One dead made this fire

    no pic­ture for the Newark Post-​Ob­serv­er. But if he went back to his of­fice with­out a

    pic­ture and lat­er they found two more bod­ies in the rub­ble, that would make it a

    three-​fa­tal­ity fire and that was a pic­ture and he wpuld be chewed out for not get­ting

    one.




    He was saved from a de­ci­sion by the fire­man who turned over the body. Some­thing un­der

    it glit­tered. It was a gold­en medal-​a nar­row trape­zoid with a slash mark an­gling through

    it




    The pho­tog­ra­pher took a pic­ture of the medal. No more bod­ies were found in the fire,

    but the mys­tery of the gold­en medal in­trigued the city ed­itor and he ran the pic­ture on

    page one. No one,po­lice or civil­ian, had in­ter­viewed Let­tie Jack­son. The corpse was

    uniden­ti­fied.




    Re­mo awoke with ths sun shin­ing bright­ly in his fourth-​floor win­dow over­look­ing the

    park. He went to the win­dow. He could see the bench where he had spent most of the night

    sit­ting and think­ing. The trash bas­ket next to the bench was still filled, and he could see

    a glimpse of the yel­low shoes still jammed in­to the bas­ket. The sight made him feel wann all

    over. Noth­ing like a glimpse of beau­ty to be­gin a day.




    Even though he wasn’t hun­gry and gen­er­al­ly ató very lit­tle, Re­mo called room ser­vice

    and or­dered a half-​dozen scram­bled eggs, two rash­ers of ba­con, home fries, toast, and a

    large pot of cof­fee. As an af­terthought, he or­dered a pitch­er of bot­tled wa­ter and a bowl

    of rice, un­fla­vored. And a news­pa­per.




    Was that what nor­mal peo­ple had for break­fast? Why not? He had thought about it a lot

    dur­ing the night, and there was no rea­son he was not a nor­mal per­son. So, some of his

    child­hood mem­ories had turned sour and a lot of his life had been spent work­ing for a

    gov­ern­ment agen­cy he wasn’t too fond of, but he didn’t need to be an as­sas­sin as Chi­un

    need­ed to be an as­sas­sin. Re­mo could be a lot of things. He avoid­ed try­ing to name any of

    those things.




    He had show­ered by the time the food ar­rived on a big rolling tray with the news­pa­per

    neat­ly fold­ed along­side his plate. He tipped the bell­boy ten dol­lars, looked long­ing­ly

    at the eggs and ba­con and cof­fee, then put the rice on­to his plate and be­gan to chew it

    tena­cious­ly in­to a liq­uid be­fore swal­lowing it. He opened the news­pa­per and was

    star­tled by a pho­to­graph on page one.




    It was a pho­to of a gold­en medal, and the medal was the sym­bol of Sinan­ju-​a trape­zoid

    in­ter­sect­ed at an an­gle by a long slash mark.




    Quick­ly, he read the sto­ry about a fire gut­ting a ten­ement build­ing in the Cen­tral

    Ward. The body that had been found had been iden­ti­fied as that of an un­known wom­an; the

    medal was found ly­ing un­der­neath her. The fire was ar­son, fire­men said, be­cause sep­arate

    fires had be­gun at four dif­fer­ent lo­ca­tions in the build­ing.




    A Sinan­ju medal. But who? And how? He had nev­er seen such a medal, and on­ly he and Chi­un

    knew the Sinan­ju sym­bol. On­ly he and Chi­un . . . and . . . per­haps Ru­by.




    Re­mo pushed the rice away from him and sat on the bed next to the tele­phone.




    He di­aled the num­ber of the Nor­field Inn at the New Jer­sey shore.




    When the desk clerk an­swered, Re­mo said, “Is the old Ori­en­tal gen­tle­man, Mis­ter

    Chi­un, still reg­is­tered there?”




    ‘Tes,” said the clerk. “Shall I ring him?”




    “No, no, no,” said Re­mo. “I want you to take him a mes­sage.”




    “Why don’t I just ring him and you can give him the mes­sage your­self? I just saw him go up

    to hisroom.




    “Be­cause if you ring his phone, you’re go­ing to have one phone crunched in­to pow­der.

    Look, just do it my way. It’s worth twen­ty dol­lars to you.”




    The clerk’s voice be­came sus­pi­cious. “You go­ing to send it to me over the phone?’




    “Chi­un will give it to you. Just do what I say. If Ihave to come down there and

    de­liv­er some­thing to you, it’s not go­ing to be twen­ty dol­lars, pal.”




    “All right,” the clerk said dis­gust­ed­ly. “What’s the mes­sage?”




    “Go up and tell Chi­un that Re­mo is on the phone.”




    “Re­mo?”




    “Yes. Re­mo. Tell him I’m on the tele­phone and then when you ring, he’ll pick the

    tele­phone up with­out rip­ping it out of the wall.”




    “All right,” the clerk said. “Hold on.”




    Three min­utes lat­er, he was back on the phone.




    “I told him,” he said.




    “What’d he say?”




    “He said some­thing about that he’s not no sec­re­tary. He’s not go­ing to be spend­ing all

    day talk­ing to peo­ple on the tele­phone. He said Re­mo who. He said you should write him a

    let­ter. He doesn’t want to talk to you. He said some­thing about a piece of pig’s ear. Stuff

    like that.”




    “All right,” said Re­mo. “Now you go up­stairs again . . .”




    “Wait a minute. How many trips you want for twen­ty dol­lars?”




    “It’s up to fifty dol­lars,” Re­mo said. “Go back up­stairs and tell him that Re­mo said

    it’s im­por­tant It’s about Ru­by.”




    “I don’t know. He didn’t look hap­py.”




    “He nev­er looks hap­py. Fifty dol­lars.”




    “Oh, all right.” The clerk put down the phone again at the desk.”




    When he re­turned, he said, “He says he will make an ex­cep­tion to a long-​stand­ing rule

    and talk to you.”




    “Good.”




    “How do I get my fifty dol­lars?”




    “I’ll tell Chi­un to give it to you.”




    “I knew it was go­ing to be some­thing like that,” the clerk said.




    “What’s the mat­ter?” Re­mo asked.




    “I saw this Chi­un in ac­tion yester­say. He came in here for lunch. He or­dered wa­ter. He

    wouldn’t let any­body sit at the ta­bles next to him. When he left, he walked around all the

    ta­bles and he picked up the change peo­ple left for tips for the wait­ress. He ain’t giv­ing

    me no fifty dol­lars.”




    “Trust me,” Re­mo said. “I’ll see that he does.”




    “All right, but I don’t be­lieve it,” the clerk said. “Hold on, I’ll put you through.”




    Re­mo heard the tele­phone click and then buzz as the room was be­ing called.




    The tele­phone rang a dozen times be­fore Chi­un picked it up. As usu­al he did not speak

    in­to the phone, not even to iden­ti­fy him­self. He lift­ed it off the re­ceiv­er and

    wait­ed.




    “Chi­un, this is Re­mo.”




    “Re­mo who?”




    “C’mon, Chi­un, stop fool­ing around. Re­mo.”




    “I once knew a Re­mo,” said Chi­un. “He was an un­grate­ful wretch. As a mat­ter of fact,

    his voice even sound­ed a lit­tle like yours. That screech­ing nasal whine that white peo­ple

    have. Es­pe­cial­ly Amer­icans.”




    “Lis­ten, Chi­un, i'll wait while you work off your snot, be­cause I’ve got some­thing

    im­por­tant to tell you.”




    “This oth­er Re­mo per­son al­ways said he had im­por­tant things to tell me al­so, but when

    I lis­tened, he told me non­sense.”




    “Chi­un, it’s about Ru­by.”




    Chuin was silent, wait­ing for Re­mo to say more.




    “Did you give her a Sinan­ju medal?”




    “No,” said Chi­un.




    “Oh …”




    “But she had one,” Chi­un said. “She won it from me in a game of cards. She cheat­ed. I

    nev­er will for­give that wom­an.”




    “A gold medal with the Sinan­ju em­blem on it?”




    “Yes.”




    Re­mo groaned, a long,, an­guished oooooohhh..




    “What has hap­pened to my medal?” Chi­un asked.




    “It’s not your medal, it’s Ru­by. I think she might be dead.”




    “With my medal?” Chi­un said.




    “Will you stop wor­ry­ing about your damned medal?” Re­mo said. “I told you I think Ru­by is

    dead. They found a body in a fire, a wom­an’s body, and she had a Sinan­ju medal.”




    “That’s ter­ri­ble,” said Chi­un.




    “Give the desk clerk fifty dol­lars,” Re­mo said.




    “Cer­tain­ly. Medals here, fifty dol­lars there. You must think I’m made of wealth.”




    “Just do what I say. Give him fifty dol­lars and hang around there for a while. When I find

    out more, I’ll let you know.”




    Chi­un hung up with­out an­swer­ing. Re­mo looked at the dead phone for a mo­ment, start­ed

    to di­al an­oth­er num­ber, then put the tele­phone down and went back to the break­fast

    ta­ble, where he again read the Post-​Ob­serv­er’s sto­ry. Ar­son sus­pect­ed, but a pe­cu­liar

    kind of ar­son. Fires start­ed in four dif­fer­ent lo­ca­tions, but no sign of tin­der or

    in­cen­di­ary de­vices used to torch the blaze. Re­mo thought about the lo­ca­tion of the

    fires. Itwasn’t van­dals. Van­dals start­ed one fire and ran. Start­ing four fires meant

    a pro­fes­sion­al job, but who would want to burn down an old-​ten­ement? It wasn’t like a

    busi­ness, where the own­er, af­ter a fire, could claim in­sur­ance loss­es on equip­ment and

    goods he had al­ready stolen from the build­ing and sold. But in­sur­ance on a Newark ten­ement

    fire wouldn’t even cov­er the cost of re­plac­ing the door­knobs.




    But who? And why?




    He went back to the tele­phone and di­aled an 800 area code num­ber. It hooked in­to a

    com­mer­cial num­ber that ad­ver­tised a swingers’ sex club.




    A breathy wom­an’s voice came on­to the phone.’




    “Hi, lover,” it said.




    “Hel­lo,” said Re­mo to the tape record­ing. “I’d like to buy a plow.”




    “If you’re as horny as I am,” the record­ed voice said, “You’re prob­ably just throb­bing

    for some com­pa­ny.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I was go­ing to watch the Tar­tridge Fam­ily’ re­runs,” Re­mo said.




    “Lis­ten to this,” the record­ing said. Her voice fad­ed, and there was the sound of a

    wom­an breath­ing hard and a man grunt­ing and the wom­an hiss­ing, “Don’t stop. More, more,

    more,” and as the or­gias­tic di­alogue went on, Re­mo said clear­ly in­to the tele­phone:

    “Five, four, three, two, one.”




    The tape died. Re­mo heard a buzz and then Dr. Harold W. Smith came on­to the line.




    “Yes?” he said.




    “Smit­ty, I’ve got to tell you, I like your new mes­sage bet­ter than the Di­al-​a-​Prayer I

    used to have to call.”




    “Oh, it’s Re­mo. What is it?” Smith said. His nor­mal­ly cool voice was chill­ier than

    usu­al.




    “Where’s Ru­by?” asked Re­mo.




    “Don’t you know?” Smith said.




    “If I knew, would I ask?”




    “She’s gone. When I got back here yes­ter­day, she wasn’t here. I thought you had some­thing

    to do with it.”




    “Ru­by didn’t need me to tell her to split be­cause a place was get­ting too warm,” Re­mo

    said. “You haven’t heard from her?”




    “No”




    “Any ideas where she went?”




    “She didn’t go home to Nor­folk,” Smith said. “I al­ready checked that.”




    “Where else would she have gone?” Re­mo said.




    He could al­most hear Smith shrug over the tele­phone. “She could have gone any­where. She

    has rel­atives in Newark. I don’t know. Why? Have you de­cid­ed to come back to work?”




    “Not yet,” Re­mo said. There was a sink­ing feel­ing in his stom­ach. More and more he knew

    that the body found in the fire ru­ins, charred be­yond recog­ni­tion, was that of Ru­by, young

    and beau­ti­ful and vi­brant Ru­by who want­ed noth­ing more out of life than to live it. For

    the sec­ond time in less than twelve hours, he felt sor­row sat­urate his body, all the sad­der

    now for be­ing a re­mem­bered emo­tion. The night be­fore, his sor­row had been for him­self,

    for re­al­iz­ing his child­hood was gone. But this sor­row was deep­er, built on the ter­ri­ble

    knowl­edge that for Ru­by all of life was gone. And for the sec­ond time in twelve hours, the

    sor­row gave way to an­oth­er emo­tion-​anger.




    “Smit­ty,” said Re­mo, “this is im­por­tant. Do you have any­thing in your com­put­ers about

    ar­son?”




    “Can I take this to mean you’re com­ing back to work?”




    “Please, Smit­ty, don’t bar­gain with me. What about ar­son?”




    There was a qual­ity in Re­mo’s voice that prompt­ed Smith to say, “What kind of ar­son?

    Any­thing spe­cial? Any char­ac­ter­is­tics?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said. “Maybe mul­ti­ple fires start­ed in one build­ing. No signs of

    fu­el or in­cen­di­ary de­vices.”




    Smith said, “Wait.” He put Re­mo on hold. Re­mo could pic­ture him putting down the

    tele­phone and press­ing the but­ton that raised the tele­vi­sion con­sole and com­put­er

    key­board on his desk. He could see Smith care­ful­ly punch­ing in­to the ma­chine the

    in­for­ma­tion he want­ed, then sit­ting back to wait for CURE’s gi­ant mem­ory banks to strip

    them­selves, to try to match up what they knew with what Smith re­quest­ed.




    Smith was back on the tele­phone nine­ty sec­onds lat­er.




    “There have been five fires like that in the last two months,” he said. “First two up in

    Westch­ester Coun­ty. Near here. Then three in North Jer­sey.”




    “Make it four now,” Re­mo said. “Any idea who’s do­ing it?”




    “No. No wit­ness­es. No clues. Noth­ing. Why? Why is this so im­por­tant to you?”




    “Be­cause I owe it to some­body,” Re­mo said cold­ly. “Thanks, Smit­ty. I’ll be in

    touch.”




    “Is there any­thing else you want to tell me?” Smith asked.




    “Yeah. Don’t wor­ry about Ru­by any­more. You can call off your blood­hounds.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand,” Smith said. “What is this all about?”




    “Don’t wor­ry about it,” Re­mo said. “We’re just do­ing a fa­vor for a friend.”




    “Re­mo,” said Smith.




    “Yeah?”




    “We have no friends,” the CURE di­rec­tor said.




    “Now we’ve got one less than that,” Re­mo said.


  




  

    CHAPTER FIVE




    “How long, Lord, how long?”




    “How long?” the con­gre­ga­tion shout­ed back.




    “How long, Lord, you go­ing to vis­it this op­pres­sion up­on us poor black peo­ple? Say how

    long?”




    “How long?” the con­gre­ga­tion com­plied.




    The Rev­erend Dr. Ho­ratius Q. With­er­spool stood high up in the pul­pit over­look­ing the

    con­gre­ga­tion of 120 per­sons, 100 wom­en and 20 men past the age of 65. His arms were raised

    dra­mat­ical­ly over his head, his bright white cuffs shoot­ing out from un­der the sleeves of

    his black mo­hair jack­et, his gold and di­amond cuf­flinks glit­ter­ing in the Sun­day

    morn­ing sun­light like day-​old junk jew­el­ry.




    “We have lost an­oth­er,” he said.




    “Amen,” said the con­gre­ga­tion.




    “Fire has again struck and tak­en one of us away,” the Rev­erend Dr. With­er­spool said.




    “Tak­en away,” the con­gre­ga­tion chant­ed.




    “We do not know who.” He paused. “We do not know how. And we have to ask our­selves, was

    this per­son ready to meet her mak­er? Was she ready?”




    “Was she ready?” the con­gre­ga­tion echoed.




    “When they find out who she was, will they find out that she thought of those she left

    be­hind?” Helooked around and fold­ed his hands to­geth­er on the edge of the ros­trum.

    He looked over his con­gre­ga­tion with his sin­cere look, which in­volved tilt­ing his head to

    the right and slight­ly squint­ing his eyes.




    “Or will they find that this poor wom­an left this mor­tal coil to be with the Great Lord

    and all she-​left be­hind for those who loved her were debts and bills and the eter­nal

    foot­steps of the cred­itor? Is that what we will find?” He looked around.




    “We must al­ways re­mem­ber. When God calls, we want to be ready to meet Him. But we leave

    oth­ers be­hind. We want to go and meet that Lord, and we want to be able to smile and look

    that great Lord right in that great Lord’s eye, and say, ‘Oh, Lord, I has done right by those I

    left be­hind. I has left them with the things they need to get on. I has left them with mon­ey

    from the in­sur­ance, and when they goes to bury me, they aren’t gonna have to sell the

    fur­ni­ture or like that, but they will just cash in that in­sur­ance pol­icy and they will

    find the means . . .’” He paused. “The means,” his con­gre­ga­tion said. “‘And the

    where­with­all,’” With­er­spool said. He pro­nounced each syl­la­ble very pre­cise­ly.

    “Where­with-​all.”




    “Where­with­all,” his con­gre­ga­tion said. ” ‘To bury me. And even the church I love, the

    First Evan­gel­ical Abyssini­an Apos­tolic Church of the Good Deal, the Rev­erend Doc­tor

    Ho­ratius Q. With­er­spool, Pas­tor, was re­mem­bered in my in­sur­ance pol­icy, and they will

    be able to go right on do­ing your work, Lord.’ “




    He looked around again. “And the good Lord is go­ing to say, “Why, bless you, Sis­ter, and

    come onright in, be­cause tru­ly you has done my work and shown your kind­ness and your

    good­ness, and I on­ly wish that ev­ery­one would do that, so we could all live to­geth­er up

    here in eter­ni­ty. . . .’”




    “In eter­ni­ty,” the con­gre­ga­tion chant­ed.




    “In hap­pi­ness,” With­er­spool said.




    “In hap­pi­ness,” came the echo.




    “And with paid-​up pre­mi­ums, to pro­tect our fam­ily and our church,’ ” said

    With­er­spool.




    “To pro­tect us, Lord,” said the con­gre­ga­tion.




    “Amen,” said With­er­spool.




    He met his con­gre­ga­tion at the back door of the church as they left, pump­ing their hands

    with his right hand, and with bis left, slip­ping in­to their pock­et or purse a fly­er from

    the Safe­ty-​First Grand­slam In­sur­ance Com­pa­ny, ex­plain­ing how, for a mere sev­en­ty

    cents a day, with­out med­ical ex­am­ina­tion, they could buy $5,000 worth of term in­sur­ance

    on their lives. The fly­er al­so in­clud­ed an ap­pli­ca­tion blank, al­ready par­tial­ly

    filled out, ear­mark­ing $2,500 of the in­sur­ance pro­ceeds to the Rev­erend Dr. Ho­ratius Q.

    With­er­spool, pas­tor of the First Evan­gel­ical Abyssini­an Apos­tolic Church of the Good

    Deal.




    When the last parish­ioner had left, With­er­spool closed the doors and walked back down the

    aisle of the small church, whistling “We Are Fam­ily.”




    He stopped short in the door­way of tie small room be­hind the al­tar of the church. There

    was a white man sit­ting at the ta­ble, look­ing at the sports sec­tion of the New York News,

    where the Rev­erend Dr. With­er­spool had cir­cled the base­ball teams he was bet­ting on that

    day.




    The white man looked up. “I wouldn’t take the Red Sox,” he said. “They’re about ready to

    starttheir mid-​year fold, and lay­ing nine to win five doesn’t sound very good.”




    “Who are you?” With­er­spool de­mand­ed. He won­dered if the white man was from the city’s

    an­ti-​gam­bling po­lice squad.




    “I know how in­ter­est­ed you are in in­sur­ance,” the white man said.




    ‘”I don’t know what you mean,” With­er­spool said. He leaned back slight­ly in the

    door­way.




    The white man stood up and con­tin­ued talk­ing as if he had not even heard the

    min­is­ter.




    “And I rep­re­sent the ‘This Is Your Last Chance, Suck­er In­sur­ance Com­pa­ny,’ and I have

    an amaz­ing pol­icy that, for no cash pre­mi­um at all, guar­an­tees you’re go­ing to

    live.”




    With­er­spool squint­ed his eyes. He had nev­er heard of an in­sur­ance pol­icy like that.

    “Live?” he asked. “For how long?”




    “Long enough to see if those cuf­flinks tar­nish,” Re­mo said. “And the on­ly pre­mi­um

    you’ve got to pay is to tell me who you paid to torch that build­ing down the street.”




    He smiled. With­er­spool did not.




    “I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about,” he said. The man was an in­sur­ance

    in­ves­ti­ga­tor. He was sure of it.




    He in­sist­ed he didn’t know what the man was talk­ing about. He was still in­sist­ing it

    when he was stuffed in­to the trunk of a rent­ed car, and even though he was sure the driv­er

    could not hear him, he kept shout­ing that he knew noth­ing about it for a twen­ty-​minute car

    ride, un­til he heard the car pull off the main high­way and pass on­to a grav­el road.




    He didn’t know what this lu­natic was up to, but




    for God’s sakes, didn’t he know that mo­hair wrin­kled? And if he got grease on this suit,

    it was ru­ined. Five hun­dred dol­lars shot to hell. He was go­ing to kick this hon­key’s ass

    as soon as he got out of this trunk.




    When the lid opened, he blinked once at the noon sun, crawled out of the trunk, and threw an

    over­hand right at the thin white man’s head. It missed and he felt him­self yanked around and

    dragged by the col­lar of his suit, along the ground be­hind the man.




    “You’ve got no re­spect at all for cloth­ing,” With­er­spool said.




    “Where you’re go­ing,” Re­mo said, “You won’t need any.”




    With­er­spool could not move his head, but rolling his eyes right and left, he saw that he

    was on the grounds of one of the big re­finer­ies that bor­dered the north­ern part of the New

    Jer­sey Turn­pike near Newark Air­port.




    The crazy white man was drag­ging him to­ward one of the two-​hun­dred-​foot-​high stacks

    that burned off gas waste from the re­fin­ing pro­cess. Up ahead, cran­ing his neck, the

    min­is­ter could see the top of the stack and, high up above, the ev­er-​present flames

    spit­ting out the top as they did twen­ty-​four hours a day. Then the white man was at the base

    of the yel­low brick stack, and With­er­spool won­dered what he was do­ing. He had lit­tle time

    to won­der be­cause sud­den­ly he was off the ground, and the white man, hold­ing With­er­spool

    in his left hand and us­ing just his right hand and feet, was climb­ing up the smooth brick

    sides of the stack.




    With­er­spool was so fright­ened, he did not evenboth­er to won­der how the white man

    was climb­ing up the smooth, slop­ing sides of the stack, but he felt the rough bricks against

    his back, and when he peeked down­ward, he saw he was al­ready a hun­dred feet off the ground.

    And he prayed, re­al­ly prayed for the first time in years, and he prayed, “Oh, Lord, I don’t

    know what this lu­natic wants, but let’s make sure, Lord, that he don’t lose his climb­ing

    skill in no hur­ry, right now.”




    A few mo­ments lat­er, With­er­spool was at the top of the stack. He could feel the heat

    from the burn­ing gas fumes. He felt the white man sling him up­ward and then let go.

    With­er­spool reached out with his hands and caught the edge of the top bricks and was hang­ing

    there, his feet kick­ing in­to the air be­low him.




    “Don’t kick,” Re­mo said. “It makes it hard­er to hang on.”




    With­er­spool looked up. Re­mo was sit­ting on the ledge of the top bricks, as un­con­cerned

    as if he were on a park bench.




    “I don’t like be­ing up here,” the min­is­ter said. “Take me down.”




    “Just let go. You’ll get down quick enough,” Re­mo said.




    With­er­spool clutched hard­er with his fin­gers. “What do you want?” he said.




    “Now, as I was say­ing, who did you hire as a torch to burn that build­ing?”




    “I don’t …”




    “Let me warn you, Rev­erend Doc­tor,” Re­mo said. “One more lie from you, and I’m drop­ping

    you down the mid­dle of this smokestack. I may do that any­way. Now, who?”




    “You bring me down if I tell your”




    He looked im­plor­ing­ly at Re­mo, who shrugged and said, “I don’t know.”




    “You let me live if I tell you?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo re­peat­ed. 1″You not drop me down that smokestack?” With­er­spool

    asked.




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said.




    With­er­spool swal­lowed. His fin­gers were get­ting sore and weak, and his stom­ach was

    feel­ing the heat of the stack. “Okay,” he said and tried to smile at Re­mo. “Then we got a

    deal.”




    Re­mo didn’t smile back.




    “Who?” he re­peat­ed.




    “His name was Sol­ly.”




    “Sol­ly what?” asked Re­mo.




    “He didn’t say,” said With­er­spool. “A young white guy. Sol­ly. Maybe twen­ty-​eight years

    old. He had a part­ner.”




    “Who was the part­ner?”




    “I didn’t see him, but I heard about him.”




    “What’d you hear?”




    “He’s a kid. Like four­teen years old. Sol­ly calls him Sparky and says the kid is a

    ma­gi­cian at start­ing fires.”




    “Where’d you meet this Sol­ly?”




    “He con­tact­ed me. I put the word out that I was look­ing for a torch.”




    “And he con­tact­ed you?”




    “Right.”




    “Is he from Newark?” Re­mo asked.




    “I don’t think so. I met him in the lounge of the Roberts Ho­tel.”




    “Was he stay­ing there?” Re­mo asked.




    “I don’t know.” With­er­spool looked again at Re­mo, who glared at him.




    “Wait,” said With­er­spool. “He signed for the bar check. He put it on his room. He mus­ta

    been stay­ing there.”




    “Thanks, Rev­erend,” Re­mo said. He pushed him­self off the ledge. Slow­ly, with his back to

    the bricks of the stack, he be­gan to walk down the smooth side of the chim­ney. “Vaya con

    Dios” he said.




    “Hey, wait.”




    Re­mo stopped. He was ten feet be­low With­er­spool, stand­ing stuck against the side of the

    chim­ney as if he were a house­fly on a wall.




    “What?” Re­mo asked.




    “You can’t leave me here.”




    “Why not?”




    “It’s not . . . it’s not . . . it’s not hu­mane.”




    “That’s the biz, sweet­heart,” Re­mo said.




    He start­ed down again. He had gone an­oth­er fif­teen feet when he stopped and called up to

    With­er­spool.




    “Pull your­self up and sit on the ledge. Some­body’11 no­tice you even­tu­al­ly,” he

    said.




    “Thanks,” said With­er­spool. “For noth­ing. How is this gonna look? A man of the cloth on

    top of a smokestack?”




    “You can al­ways tell them the dev­il made you do it,” Re­mo said. He moved again down the

    side of the stack, al­most run­ning, seem­ing to be able to dig his heels in­to the small

    cracks be­tween the bricks and us­ing them as if they were broad steps. When he reached the

    bot­tom, he turned and waved up at With­er­spool, who sat with his am­ple butt on the brick

    ledge, try­ing to keep his rear end from be­ing ig­nit­ed by the flam­ing ex­haust gas­es.




    As With­er­spool watched, Re­mo walked over tohis car, got in­side, and drove off,

    back on­to the New Jer­sey Turn­pike. He had two stops to make.




    The man­ag­er care­ful­ly ex­plained to Re­mo that, yes, he knew it was im­por­tant but, no,

    he was very sor­ry, he could not let Re­mo look at an­oth­er guest’s bill be­cause, well, just

    be­cause it was against ho­tel pol­icy and sim­ply could not be done.




    Then he sat down in his chair, un­able to move, as Re­mo be­gan to look through all the

    bills at the Roberts Ho­tel.




    He found one for Sol­ly Solomon. It was the on­ly name that was close.




    “This Sol­ly Solomon,” Re­mo asked the man­ag­er. “What did he look like?”




    The man­ag­er tried to work his mouth but could not speak.




    “Oh,” said Re­mo. He leaned over from the file cab­inet and touched a spot on the

    man­ag­er’s neck. He could speak now, even though he could still not move.




    “Young guy, maybe thir­ty, medi­um height, dark hair.”




    “He trav­el with a kid?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yeah. Skin­ny lit­tle kid. Maybe thir­teen. Kept light­ing match­es and drop­ping them in

    wastepa­per bas­kets. I think he was re­tard­ed.”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    He took all the charge bills from Sol­ly Solomon, put them in a mani­la en­ve­lope, and

    walked to­ward the door.




    “Hey, wait,” the man­ag­er said.




    “Yes?”




    “I can’t move. You can’t leave me like this.”




    Re­mo shook his head. “It’ll wear off in fif­teen min­utes. Re­lax and en­joy it. You’ll

    feel great when it’s over.”




    Out front, Re­mo walked to the first yel­low cab wait­ing in line. He leaned in the open

    win­dow on the pas­sen­ger’s side.




    “You go out of town?” he asked the driv­er.




    “If the price is right.”




    “Rye, New York.”




    “Too far,” the driv­er said.




    “A hun­dred dol­lars.”




    ‘The price is right,” the driv­er said.




    Re­mo hand­ed him the mani­la en­ve­lope. “This has to be placed in the hands of a Doc­tor

    Harold Smith at Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York. You got it?”




    “Got it: Must be im­por­tant.”




    “Not re­al­ly.”




    “Where’s my hun­dred?”




    Re­mo hand­ed him a fresh hun­dred-​dol­lar bill. While the driv­er in­spect­ed it, Re­mo

    looked at the name­plate over the taxi me­ter. When the driv­er looked back at Re­mo, Re­mo

    said, “Now, Irv­ing, I know your name and your cab num­ber. If that isn’t de­liv­ered, I’m

    go­ing to make your life In­ter­est­ing.”




    The driv­er looked at Re­mo with dis­dain. His right hand moved in­stinc­tive­ly across the

    seat, to­ward a still­son wrench he kept there in full view.




    “How in­ter­est­ing?” he asked mock­ing­ly.




    Re­mo reached both hands in the win­dow and picked up the wrench.




    “This in­ter­est­ing,” he said. He bent the wrench in both hands. The thick iron han­dle

    snapped in half. He dropped both halves on the seat.




    Irv­ing looked at the wrench, at Re­mo, and at the wrench again.




    He dropped the cab in gear.




    “Rye, New York, here I come.”




    “Doc­tor Harold W. Smith, Fol­croft San­itar­ium,” Re­mo said.




    “I got it.” As an af­terthought, Irv­ing said, “It’s Sun­day. Will he be there?”




    “He’ll be there,” Re­mo said.




    He wait­ed at curb­side and watched the cab drive off. Then he walked down to city po­lice

    head­quar­ters. He stood across the street from the build­ing for a long time. It had not

    changed since he had walked a po­lice beat in this city and gone in and out of the build­ing

    sev­er­al times a day. It had not changed, but Re­mo had. Where once it had just been an old

    build­ing with wide steps, now it was dif­fer­ent to Re­mo. He could sense the wear of the

    steps; he knew how much pres­sure it would take to crack the stone. He could look at the old

    brick walls and know with­in a pound how much force it would take to chip the mor­tar out from

    be­tween the blocks. He had re­mem­bered a heavy wood­en door, but now he saw a wood­en door

    and knew im­me­di­ate­ly how hard he would have to hit the lock with the heel of his hand to

    make the door snap open.




    He was dif­fer­ent. The town had not changed; he had. Peo­ple said you couldn’t go home

    again, but that wasn’t true. You could go home again; it’s just that when you got there, you

    re­al­ized it was not your home and nev­er re­al­ly had been. A man car­ried his home with him,

    in­side his head, in his knowl­edge of who he was and what he was.




    Re­mo thought these things and then asked himself, but what are you? And be­fore he al­lowed

    him­self to an­swer, he walked across the street and in­to po­lice head­quar­ters.




    Pa­trol­man Cal­icano was work­ing the po­lice prop­er­ty desk. He was a fix­ture,

    im­plant­ed in the job by a po­lit­ical­ly con­nect­ed un­cle, and do­ing it just well enough

    that he would be too much trou­ble to trans­fer or fire.




    Re­mo stood in front of his desk.




    Cal­icano looked up. For a mo­ment, he seemed to rec­og­nize Re­mo, then looked back down

    un­con­cerned­ly at his pa­pers.




    “What can I do for you?” he said.




    Re­mo tossed an FBI iden­ti­fi­ca­tion card bear­ing the name of Richard Quigley on­to the

    desk.




    “FBI,” Re­mo said.




    Cal­icano in­spect­ed the card, checked to see that the pho­to matched Re­mo’s face, then

    hand­ed the card back.




    “FBI, huh? Maybe that’s where I seen you. You look kind of fa­mil­iar.”




    “Prob­ably,” Re­mo agreed.




    “What can I do for you?” /




    ‘That fire yes­ter­day. I want to see that medal that was found.”




    Cal­icano nod­ded. He rose heav­ily from his chair and lum­bered to a large wall of

    pi­geon­hole box­es. He took a long mani­la en­ve­lope from one of them.




    “What’s the FBI in­ter­est­ed in a fire for?” he asked. �




    Re­mo shrugged. “Some­thing to do with tax­es. That it?”




    Cal­icano opened the mani­la en­ve­lope, which was per­fo­rat­ed with holes and tied in the

    back with red string.




    “Yeah.” From the en­ve­lope, he took a sheet of pa­per and a small­er white en­ve­lope.




    “Have to sign here first,” he said.




    Re­mo took a pen and as he start­ed to sign his sig­na­ture, he couldn’t re­mem­ber the name

    that was on his FBI iden­ti­fi­ca­tion card. Richard. Richard some­thing. He fi­nal­ly wrote

    Richard Williams.




    With­out a glance at it, Cal­icano put the sheet on the desk and opened the white

    en­ve­lope. He dropped the gold­en medal out on his hand. He hand­ed it to Re­mo. Re­mo took

    the medal in his right hand and the white en­ve­lope in his left.




    He looked at the medal. He made a show of bounc­ing it on his palm. He held it up to the

    light as if in­spect­ing it for mi­cro­scop­ic scratch­es, then nod­ded, and as Cal­icano

    watched, ap­peared to drop it back in­to the white en­ve­lope, licked the flap of the

    en­ve­lope, and sealed it tight. He hand­ed it back to the po­lice­man.




    “Okay,” he said. “That’s all I need.”




    He turned away. Cal­icano dropped the white en­ve­lope back in­to the large mani­la

    en­ve­lope, then picked up the white sheet Re­mo had signed.




    He looked at it, then called out, “Hey, Williams.”




    Re­mo stopped and turned. “Yeah?”




    “I thought your name was Quigley. On your ID,” the pa­trol­man said.




    Re­mo nod­ded. “An old card,” he ex­plained. He walked away, leav­ing the po­lice­man

    scratch­ing his head and won­der­ing why that Williams, that name and that face, seemed

    fa­mil­iar some­how. Like some­body he knew once. But the base­ball game was com­ing on, and

    Cal­icano turned on the set and for­got Williams and the medal. Un­til that night, when he woke

    in bed, his face con­tort­ed like a man




    who’d seen a ghost. He sat qui­et­ly for a mo­ment, lis­ten­ing to his heart beat­ing in his

    tem­ple, then told him­self he was be­ing fool­ish, that Re­mo Williams had died many years

    ago, and promised him­self that he would go easy on the lin­guine with white clam sauce

    be­cause it al­ways af­fect­ed him this way.




    He lay back and went to sleep with a smile on his face.


  




  

    CHAPTER SIX




    Dr. Smith hand­ed the gold­en medal to Chi­un. The two men stood fac­ing each oth­er across

    Smith’s desk, and though the CURE di­rec­tor was not in­or­di­nate­ly tall, he was a full foot

    taller than the aged Ori­en­tal.




    “Rec­og­nize this?” Smith asked. Chi­un fon­dled the medal, then quick­ly slipped it in­to

    one of the folds of his vo­lu­mi­nous yel­low day­time robe.




    “It is the sym­bol of Sinan­ju,” he said. “Re­mo said that you gave it to Ru­by,” Smith

    said.




    “Ah, yes. Re­mo. And where is he now?” Chi­un said.




    “That medal was found in a fire. Ru­by’s dead,” said Smith.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un, his face im­pas­sive, his voice bland and with­out emo­tion.




    Smith had seen and heard the look and voice hun­dreds of times, but still they made him

    un­com­fort­able. He knew that he was con­sid­ered emo­tion­less by the few peo­ple who knew

    him. But Chi­un, when he chose to be, could be cold­er and hard­er than Smith ev­er dreamed of

    be­ing. The CURE direc­tor was al­so sus­pi­cious of Chi­un’s ap­par­ent in­abil­ity to

    un­der­stand CURE and what it did. He was sure that Chi­un un­der­stood a lot more than he

    ap­peared to.




    “I think Re­mo is try­ing to find the peo­ple who were re­spon­si­ble for the fire,” Smith

    said.




    “And were peo­ple re­spon­si­ble for it?” Chi­un asked.




    Smith nod­ded. “It was ar­son. Re­mo sent me some in­for­ma­tion on some­one who might have

    been in­volved. When we put it through the com­put­ers, it turned out that the man in­volved

    was the man whose prop­er­ty was first to burn in this string of fires. Sol­ly Mar­tin. We

    ob­tained a pic­ture of him from his fam­ily, and now Re­mo has it.”




    Chi­un nod­ded. Smith felt un­com­fort­able stand­ing up, but Chi­un made him feel awk­ward

    about sit­ting down un­less Chi­un sat first.




    “These fires? They were set for a fee?” Chi­un asked.




    “Yes, Mas­ter,” said Smith. “This Mar­tin and a young boy . . . they have been work­ing

    their way across the coun­try, set­ting fires for hire.” He was sur­prised to see con­cern show

    it­self across Chi­un’s wrin­kled face.




    “A young boy?”




    “We know very lit­tle about him, ex­cept that he is thir­teen or four­teen years old. Why he

    should be in­volved with Mar­tin, we don’t know. He’s not a rel­ative. We’ve checked that

    out.”




    “These fires,” Chi­un asked. “Are they start­ed in the con­ven­tion­al way?”




    Smith looked at Chi­un with nar­rowed eyes. The ver­ti­cal frown lines over his nose

    deep­ened.




    “Well, ac­tu­al­ly, no,” he said. “They are un­usu­al be­cause they start with­out . .

    .”




    “Tin­der,” Chi­un sup­plied. “And fu­el.”




    Smith nod­ded. “Why?” he asked. “Is this im­por­tant?”




    “It is im­por­tant to me,” Chi­un said. “Where is Re­mo?”




    “I don’t know. There’s been a string of fires in cities head­ed west. I gave the list to

    Re­mo. He’s prob­ably fol­low­ing it. Do you want it?”




    Chi­un shook his head. “All Amer­ican cities sound alike to me. New some­thing or some

    In­di­an or some saint. I will find Re­mo on my own.”




    He walked from the of­fice. As Smith watched him go, he sank in­to his chair. He wished he

    had been able to find out why the fact that a child was in­volved in the ar­son cas­es was

    im­por­tant.




    Chi­un paused in the hall­way out­side Smith’s of­fice. He with­drew the gold Sinan­ju medal

    from his robes and looked at it with a smile. He flipped it up and down in his hand a few

    times, as if weigh­ing it, then put it back in­to his robes.




    Then he walked away quick­ly. This time he was not smil­ing.


  




  

    CHAPTER SEVEN




    Re­mo sat in the front seat of his car, fold­ing his map, but ev­ery time he fold­ed it, the

    pan­el he want­ed to look at kept com­ing up on the in­side.




    The next stop would be St. Louis. He was sure of it. The fires had been fol­low­ing a

    pat­tern, from White Plains to Newark, then city by city, small city by small city, first down

    the At­lantic coast, and then west­ward across the coun­try. He looked up and saw a road sign

    that read 40 miles to St. Louis.




    He threw the map out the win­dow in­to the road­way and stomped on the gas ped­al.




    In St. Louis, he had no idea where to look to find an ar­son­ist. Did they have hir­ing

    halls, like long­shore­men? Be­cause he could think of noth­ing bet­ter, he reg­is­tered at a

    ho­tel, then stopped to buy a news­pa­per, and a head­line at the bot­tom of the page caught

    his eye.




    HOW THE AR­SON­IST MADE ME A BET­TER PER­SON By Joey Ger­aghty




    Down at Purchlde’s Sa­loon, where my friend Wal­lace T. McGin­ty sits for so long that

    peo­ple try to stick spig­ots in his ear, he was telling me that thereare some things

    that peo­ple won’t do, even for mon­ey. He proved this to me by ex­plain­ing that he would

    nev­er think of run­ning a bus­load of blind nuns off the road in­to a ditch.




    “This is a fact,” he said.




    I said that he would not know a fact if it bit him in his pay­ment book from House­hold’

    Fi­nance. Look­ing around me in Purchkie’s Sa­loon, I said I knew that you could get any­body

    to do any­thing, ex­cept per­haps to breed wise­ly.




    For some rea­son, Wal­lace T. McGin­ty took this per­son­al­ly. He said we would ask the

    next per­son through the door, his opin­ion would de­cide, and the los­er would buy a drink.

    Since even a fifty-​fifty chance to get Wal­lace T. McGin­ty to buy his first drink since

    Har­ry S. Tru­man made the world safe for democ­ra­cy by in­cin­er­at­ing Japanese was a

    bar­gain, I agreed.




    The first per­son through the door was Arnold the Match­less, who hangs out in Purchkie’s

    when he is not prac­tic­ing his pro­fes­sion of turn­ing un­suc­cess­ful busi­ness­es in­to

    ur­ban re­new­al sites through the ap­pli­ca­tion of gaso­line and flame.




    Arnold got his name. when, on his very first job as an ar­son­ist, he for­got to bring

    match­es. He tried to ig­nite the fire with an elec­tric ex­ten­sion cord and wound up get­ting

    a shock that put him in the hos­pi­tal first and in the state pen sec­ond. He re­mem­bers the

    match­es now.




    “You are ask­ing me,” he said, “if there are some things that peo­ple will not do for

    mon­ey.”




    “That is cor­rect,” said Wal­lace T. McGin­ty.




    “Of course there are,” said Arnold the Match­less.




    “Buy the drink,” Wal­lace T. McGin­ty told me.




    “Wait a minute,” I said. “What, for in­stance, would you not do for mon­ey?” I asked Arnold.

    “Have you ev­er turned down a job, any job, for cash? I chal­lenge you to say yes.”




    “Yes,” said Arnold, and pro­ceed­ed to tell me about a mu­tu­al friend of ours who was once

    in the busi­ness of hors­es but whose prob­lem was that he was be­com­ing too fa­mous,

    es­pe­cial­ly to the po­lice of the gam­bling squad when they were not busy tak­ing bribes.




    So this mu­tu­al friend was ar­rest­ed for the sev­enth time and he was go­ing to spend the

    rest of his life mak­ing lit­tle ones out of big ones, and he came to Arnold the Match­less

    with a propo­si­tion, be­cause, he said, Arnold was the on­ly one who could save him. He had

    Ulis won­der­ful the­ory that noth­ing could hap­pen to him if his records were lost. He was

    re­fer­ring to his ar­rest record.




    “How can I help you?” said Arnold. “For a thou­sand dol­lars,” said our mu­tu­al friend.

    “What do I have to do?” said Arnold. “Burn my records,” said our mu­tu­al friend. “Where are

    they?” said Arnold. “In po­lice head­quar­ters,” said our mu­tu­al friend. “Wait a minute,”

    said Arnold. “Let me get this laugh­ably straight. For a thou­sand bucks you want me to go burn

    down po­lice head­quar­ters.”




    “That is cor­rect,” said our mu­tu­al friend. “You can pick a time when there are not many

    cops on du­ty. This will re­duce the death toll.”




    Arnold looked at me and then at my friend, Wal­lace T. McGin­ty. “And there you are,” he

    said. “This is a thing I will not do for mon­ey, this burn­ing down of po­lice

    head­quar­ters.”




    There seem­ing to be no al­ter­na­tive, I bought Wal­lace T. McGin­ty a drink and threw one

    in for Arnold, top, there­by set­ting a pat­tern for the day from which they do not like to

    de­vi­ate.




    Arnold the Match­less is like Drac­ula. He works on­ly at night, and as the sun set over

    Purchkie’s Sa­loon, he lurched to­ward the door, his bel­ly filled with my booze, for which I

    had bet­ter be re­im­bursed.




    At the door, he stopped and smiled, blind­ing me with his on­ly tooth.




    “That is why you are nev­er go­ing to be a suc­cess in your cho­sen pro­fes­sion,” he said.

    “Why is why?” I asked.




    “Be­cause you don’t ask the right ques­tions,” said Arnold.




    “What ques­tion did I ask wrong?” I said. “You asked me if I would take mon­ey to burn down

    po­lice head­quar­ters.”




    “Right,” I said. “And you said you wouldn’t.” “Cor­rect,” said Arnold. He turned back to

    the




    door, then stopped again. “But I would have done it fornoth­ing,” he said.




    This, then, is a no­tice to ev­ery­one I in­ter­view fromnow on. I have giv­en up

    ask­ing easy ques­tions. Letsome­body else buy the drinks.




    Re­mo read the col­umn twice, then found Purchkie’s Bar list­ed in the phone book, and a

    help­ful po­lice­man told him how to get to LaDoux Street.




    When Re­mo got to the bar, there was a tele­vi­sion truck in front. A line of peo­ple stood

    out­side the bar, and a young man in a Span­ish leather jack­et and de­sign­er jeans was

    push­ing peo­ple away from the front door.




    Re­mo walked up to him. “Sor­ry, pal,” the young man said. ‘The bar won’t be ope’n for a

    cou­ple of hours.”




    “Why not?” Re­mo asked.




    “Shoot­ing a com­mer­cial in­side.”




    “Good,” said Re­mo. He seemed to drift away. The guard turned slight­ly to chase off

    some­one else, and Re­mo, watch­ing the guard’s eyes, wait­ed un­til he was turned just enough

    so Re­mo was out of his pe­riph­er­al vi­sion, and Re­mo moved in be­hind him and through the

    door of the sa­loon.




    “Sor­ry, you can’t go in yet,” the guard told an­oth­er man, a work­man in plaid jack­et and

    blue jeans by Farmer Brown.




    “Why’d you just let that guy in?” the man asked.




    “What guy?”




    ‘That skin­ny guy.”




    “Go ‘way. I chased him, too,” the guard said. .




    “You’re a dope.”




    “Come back in a cou­ple of hours,” the guard said.




    The old wood­en floor of the tav­ern was criss­crossed with thick elec­tri­cal ca­bles, and

    the light­ing was as bright as a ball­park at night.




    A man was stand­ing at the bar. He was a thick and heavy man, wear­ing a suit that looked as

    if it had been mailed to him in a pa­per bag. Re­mo rec­og­nized him as Joey Ger­aghty from the

    pic­ture that had ac­com­pa­nied his col­umn.




    Be­hind Ger­aghty stood a man and wom­an, two mod­els dressed neat­ly to look like

    cus­tomers. Be­hind the bar stoo’d a bar­tender, who looked au­then­tic, per­haps be­cause his

    apron was wet.




    Re­mo sat at a ta­ble to watch. The di­rec­tor was stand­ing at the cam­era, lis­ten­ing to

    Ger­aghty com­plain.




    “We ev­er go­ing to get this done?” Ger­aghty asked.




    “As soon as you get the lines right.”




    “If I have to drink any more of this slop, I’ll puke.”




    “Don’t drink it. Just wet your lips. Now let’s try it again.”




    He nod­ded to the cam­era­man, and Ger­aghty turned around to face the bar­tender.




    The two peo­ple next to him start­ed to talk loud­ly. Canned juke­box mu­sic start­ed up.

    Ger­aghty be­gan telling the bar­tender why he thought Shi-​ite Mus­lims were re­al­ly good

    peo­ple and how the world would be safe in their ten­der, lov­ing hands.




    The di­rec­tor wait­ed un­til the sound mix­er looked up from the tape recorder and nod­ded

    that the mix of back­ground sounds was just right. “Now,” the di­rec­tor said.




    Re­mo could see Ger­aghty’s shoul­ders hunch up in ten­sion. He wheeled on the di­rec­tor

    and whined, “This suit itch­es. Why do I have to wear this suit?”




    “Be­cause it fits in with your im­age as a man of the peo­ple.”




    “Peo­ple, my ass. Some peo­ple wear Pierre Cardin suits. Why can’t I?”




    “Peo­ple who wear Pierre Cardin suits don’t drink Bun­co beer,” the di­rec­tor said.




    “No­body drinks Bun­co beer,” Ger­aghty said.




    “Come on. Let’s just do the com­mer­cial and get out of here,” the di­rec­tor said.

    Ger­aghty turned back to the bar. He be­gan to tell the bar­tender about the vi­cious

    dis­crim­ina­tion against the Span­ish-​speak­ing in St. Louis. The bar­tender looked

    bored.




    The di­rec­tor wait­ed for the sound mix­er, then said, “Let’s do it.”




    Ger­aghty slow­ly turned from the bar­tender and looked at the cam­era, as if he were

    sur­prised to see it there.




    “Hel­lo,” he said, ‘Tm Joey Ger­aghty.” He stopped and looked at the di­rec­tor. “When do I

    get my check? My agent told me to be sure to get my check.”




    “I’ve got it here,” the di­rec­tor said. “Now will you do this damn thing?”




    “AH right,” Ger­aghty said.




    They set up again, and when the di­rec­tor called “Move,” Ger­aghty again turned to the

    cam­era, again feigned sur­prise, again said, “Hel­lo, I’m Joey Ger­aghty, and I’m not an

    ac­tor, I’m a news­pa­perman.




    ‘Tm here at Purchkie’s Bar with a cou­ple of friends.” He waved over his shoul­der at the

    twomod­els be­hind him, who du­ti­ful­ly smiled at the cam­era and made be­lieve they

    were lis­ten­ing to Ger­aghty.




    “I’m mak­ing this com­mer­cial be­cause they paid me to. But al­so be­cause who knows more

    about beer.” On cue, the two pseu­do-​pa­trons laughed. The bar­tender tried to smile. He was

    miss­ing his two front teeth, Re­mo no­ticed.




    “So let me give it to you straight,” Ger­aghty told the cam­era, “the way I try to give

    ev­ery­thing to you.” He raised the glass and wet his lips with his beer. Re­mo could see he

    kept his lips pressed tight­ly to­geth­er. Ger­aghty reached down and picked up the can from

    the bar.




    “Bun­co beer is good beer. That’s the way I’d put it.” He looked over the di­rec­tor’s

    shoul­der at the girl hold­ing the cue cards. “It’s a beer for all night. A beer for friends.

    So when you’re spend­ing all night with a friend, drink Bun­co beer. Say Bun­co and you’ll be a

    win­ner.”




    The bar­tender laughed, and so did the two cus­tomers as Ger­aghty turned back to the bar

    and again raised the glass of beer to his closed lips.




    “Okay,” the di­rec­tor yelled, “that’s a wrap.” Ger­aghty said, ‘Thank God,” and poured the

    rest of his beer over the bar. “I hate this stuff. It tastes like horse piss.”




    He waved at the bar­tender. “Purchkie, my usu­al.”




    Purchkie poured a pre­cise ounce of Cour­voisi­er brandy in­to a snifter. He put it in front

    of Ger­aghty, who swiyeled it around in the snifter, smelled it, and said, “Thank Je­sus for

    some­thing a hu­man be­ing can drink.” He sipped it and yelled at the di­rec­tor, “Don’t

    for­get my check.”




    He told the bar­tender, “Purchkie, I’m mak­ing you fa­mous.”




    “You’re mak­ing me broke,” Purchkie said.




    “My columns make you fa­mous.”




    “Fa­mous don’t hack it, Joey. You bring me peo­ple in here and they don’t spend noth­ing.

    They just stand around gawk­ing at the reg­ulars. Can’t you get me fif­teen beer drinkers?”




    “The on­ly place you can find fif­teen beer drinkers to­geth­er is in jail,” Ger­aghty said.

    “Be­sides, beer drinkers sweat. I’m go­ing to go change.”




    He left the bar abrupt­ly for the men’s room. The cam­era crew was al­ready dis­man­tling

    and mov­ing to­ward the doors. Re­mo went to the bar. He passed the two mod­els who had been in

    the com­mer­cial.




    He heard the wom­an say, “That Ger­aghty. What an ass­hole.”




    Re­mo stood at the bar, and when Purchkie ap­peared, Re­mo or­dered a beer.




    “So that’s Joey Ger­aghty?” he said.




    Purchkie nod­ded.




    “Good cus­tomer?”




    “Naaah. I nev­er even seen him in here and then he start­ed writ­ing about the place. He

    picked it out of a phone book. When he kept do­ing that, I in­vit­ed him down. But he don’t

    come much, which is good.”




    “Why?”




    ‘”Cause I got work­ing peo­ple hang­ing out here. If he hangs out with his fan­cy French

    suits and his patent leather booties and his brandy, for Chris-​sakes, brandy in a snifter, and

    starts talk­ing about po­lice op­pres­sion and civ­il rights and like that, my good

    cus­tomers’11 leave him in a spi­toon.”




    “What about all those peo­ple he writes about?” Re­mo said. “What about Irv­ing the

    Match­less?”




    “He makes that crap up. But I’ll tell you. Some peo­ple are like re­al dopes and ev­ery day

    there’s a col­umn like that, you watch. I get a dozen guys in here. You can tell they run shirt

    stores and they’re go­ing bust. And they sit at the ta­bles and look around wait­ing for an

    ar­son­ist to come talk to them. But they don’t drink worth a fart.” “They ev­er find an

    ar­son­ist?” “I don’t know,” Purchkie said. “Some days, there’s a lot of guys com­ing in with

    pin­stripes. They ain’t my reg­ulars. There’s a lot of con­ver­sa­tions I don’t want to know

    about.”




    Joey Ger­aghty re­turned to the bar, wear­ing a light gray plaid suit, nipped at the waist,

    with straight-​legged pants. The jack­et’s lapels were with­in M inch of what Gen­tle­man’s

    Quar­ter­ly had ad­vised would be the sea­son’s hottest style. His tie was two inch­es wide at

    the base, down from last week’s three inch­es. He looked at Re­mo.




    “What do you think about Is­lam­ic des­tiny?” he asked Re­mo.




    “It’s okay,” Re­mo said, “as long as it don’t make col­ored folk up­pi­ty.”




    Ger­aghty looked at his brandy. “I should’ve known. In this place.”




    “What do you think about Is­lam­ic des­tiny?” Re­mo asked.




    “I think it’s the wave of the fu­ture,” Ger­aghty said.




    VWe all go­ing to march for­ward to the fif­teenth cen­tu­ry?” Re­mo asked.




    “You can’t judge what a move­ment is go­ing to belike af­ter the rev­olu­tion, when

    it’s in the mid­dle of a rev­olu­tion.”




    “When peo­ple eat each oth­er, you can be pret­ty sure they’re not go­ing to turn out to be

    veg­etar­ians,” Re­mo said.




    “You’re a racist,” said Ger­aghty. He took an­oth­er sip of his brandy.




    “No, I’m not,” Re­mo said. “I just like to be able to tell one wide re­ceiv­er from

    an­oth­er. When they all start call­ing them­selves Mustapha, I’m in trou­ble.”




    “Racist,” said Ger­aghty.




    “Aren’t we all?” said Re­mo.




    “Right. We are. All of us. What’s your name?”




    “Re­mo.”




    “Don’t tell me your last name. I don’t like last names.”




    “How about Irv­ing the Match­less?” asked Re­mo. “He have a last name?”




    Ger­aghty looked de­fen­sive. “Sure. Who wants to know?”




    “I was just won­der­ing. He come in here?”




    “Sure,” said Ger­aghty.




    “In­tro­duce us?”




    “Well, if he comes in. And if I’m here. But I’m not stay­ing. And he’s not usu­al­ly here

    to­day.”




    And Re­mo knew the bar­tender was telling the truth. Irv­ing the Match­less was a fig­ment

    of Ger-​aghty’s imag­ina­tion.




    Re­mo left a five-​dol­lar tip and took his beer to a ta­ble. The bar­tender had been right.

    With­in a half-​hour, the bar, even though it was still be­fore noon, was fill­ing up with

    ner­vous men who or­dered Oli­vas on the rocks, didn’t drink it, and sat around look­ing at

    each oth­er and at the door when­ev­er itopened. Half the men wore hair­pieces. The

    oth­ers need­ed them. Re­mo won­dered if there was a cor­re­la­tion be­tween dwin­dling re­tail

    sales and hair loss. Maybe it came from scratch­ing one’s head each month when the bills came

    due.




    A man came in the door. His hair was his own, but his suit looked as if it were on loan from

    Al­coa In­dus­tries. The man looked around the room at the ta­bles.




    The men at the ta­bles looked up hope­ful­ly like hook­ers in a Hon­olu­lu broth­el. Re­mo

    stood up and walked over to the man at the door. “Come talk to me,” he said soft­ly. “Why?”




    “Be­cause if you don’t, I’m go­ing to fry your eye­balls,” Re­mo said. He took the man’s

    right el­bow be­tween his fin­gers and squeezed. “Owww. Well, if you put it that way . . .”

    “Let’s go.”




    They sat at Re­mo’s ta­ble. Re­mo re­leased the man’s el­bow, and he ran his hand through

    his bushy dark hair.




    “What’s on your mind?” the man said. “Let’s do it just right,” said Re­mo. “One. I’m not a

    cop. Two. I un­der­stand you know some­thing about fire for hue. Three. I want you to talk to

    me about it.” “Why should I?”




    “I thought we set­tled all that just now,” said Re­mo. “You want me to re­mind your el­bow?”

    “All right. What do you want to know?” “First, how’s busi­ness?” asked Re­mo. “Punk,” the man

    said. “But Ger­aghty’s col­umn al­ways brings out peo­ple with things to burn. Ev­ery­body

    around here.”




    “Okay. Why’s busi­ness bad?”




    “Same thing with my busi­ness as theirs. Too much com­pe­ti­tion. You know, there’s on­ly so

    many shirts you can sell and so many fires you can set.”




    “I’m look­ing for a guy named Sol­ly. His last name’s Mar­tin but he calls him­self

    some­thing else maybe.”




    Re­mo looked at the man’s eyes, which blanked out. “Sol­ly? I don’t know any Sol­ly.”




    “He’s from out of town. He trav­els with a kid . . .”




    The man’s face erupt­ed with in­ter­est. “The kid. Sure.”




    “You know them?”




    “No, but I heard about them. They’re in town here sell­ing. I heard about them. That’s why

    busi­ness is bad. They’re tak­ing all kinds of jobs.”




    “Where I'll find them?” Re­mo asked.




    “I don’t know.”




    Re­mo looked down at his un­touched glass of beer. He picked up a pack of match­es and lit

    one. , He used it to light the re­main­ing nine­teen match­es. The match­book flared in­to

    flame. Re­mo wrapped his hand around the burn­ing match­book and ex­tin­guished the fire with

    his palm. “I hoped you’d be more help than that,” he said, with sin­cer­ity. He dropped the

    charred match­book on the ta­ble. “So did your el­bow.”




    “Truth, mis­ter, truth. I don’t know. I just heard about them. They got in­to town

    yes­ter­day, and some­how they been get­ting to mer­chants.”




    Re­mo waved around the room. “They didn’t seem to get to these guys.”




    “I just heard about them from the grapevine. Sol­ly and Sparky. They’re around.”




    “How can I find them?” asked Re­mo.




    “I don’t know.”




    “Think about it. Ill make it worth­while,” said Re­mo.




    “Yeah? How?”




    “I’ll leave you with two work­ing el­bows,” Re­mo said.




    “All right, al­ready. I’ll give you a name.”




    “What’s the name?”




    “John Bar­lin.”




    “Who’s he?” Re­mo asked.




    “He owns the Bar­lin Sports Em­po­ri­um on Quim­by Street. I know he was shop­ping for a

    fire. Then when I was go­ing to call him, friends of mine said nev­er mind, he al­ready made

    his deal with this Sol­ly. God­damn car­pet­bag­gers.”




    Re­mo stood up. “Thanks.”




    “Thanks for my el­bow,” the man said.




    The Bar­lin Sports Em­po­ri­um on Quim­by Street was a long, low frame struc­ture with

    apart­ments over­head. It was packed in­to a long block of build­ings that all shared the same

    ba­sic frame build­ing. The side­walks in front of the store told the sto­ry of the

    neigh­bor­hood, lit­tered with dirt, unswept by the mer­chants. The Sports Em­po­ri­um and its

    com­mer­cial neigh­bors had fold­ing ex­ten­sion screens out front, which pulled over at night

    and locked shut to pro­tect their dis­play win­dows against van­dals. If Re­mo had been

    look­ing for a text­book ex­am­ple of a fail­ing busi­ness ready for burn­ing, he re­al­ized he

    could have used the Bar­lin Sports Em­po­ri­um.




    As he had ex­pect­ed, the own­er was not at the em­po­ri­um. A very help­ful clerk told

    Re­mo that Mis­ter Bar­lin had flown to Chica­go on busi­ness and would be back the next

    day.That meant the fire would be tonight, Re­mo re­al­ized.




    He de­cid­ed to kill time by go­ing to the movies. There were three the­aters in a row. One

    was show­ing “Hong Kong Fury” and “Fists of Steel.” The next was show­ing “Hong Kong Tyran­ny”

    and “Fists of Iron.” The third was show­ing “Hong Kong Holo­caust” and “Fists of Stone.”




    Re­mo saw them all. He re­gard­ed it as a very en­ter­tain­ing af­ter­noon and evening. He

    learned that movies are nine­ty min­utes long, that black men are al­ways mil­lion­aires who

    trav­el the world do­ing no ap­par­ent work, de­spite which they own their own apart­ment

    build­ings and pri­vate jets. He found that these same black men, in striv­ing to bring

    peace-​and jus­tice to an im­per­fect world, al­ways join with an Ori­en­tal mar­tial arts

    ex­pert who can beat any­one in the world in hand-​to-​hand com­bat, ex­cept the black man,

    be­cause both of them were trained by the Ori­en­tal’s fa­ther. To­geth­er they kill a lot of

    bad peo­ple, all of them white and most of them fat. These fat white men are all cow­ards,

    cor­rupt, con­trol the gov­ern­ments wher­ev­er they live, and abuse blacks and Ori­en­tals.

    The two heroes al­so do not like doors, ex­cept to kick down while they are fly­ing through the

    air. They fly a lot.




    White wom­en are all pros­ti­tutes, lust­ing af­ter the black man’s body. Black wom­en are

    all no­ble and they won’t give it up, un­til the end of the movie, and then on­ly be­cause it’s

    true love.




    There was a lot of cheer­ing in the the­ater when­ev­er a white man bit the dust. Re­mo

    de­cid­ed if there was ev­er go­ing to be peace be­tween the races, all these films would have

    to be burned first. He won­dered if, when he left the the­ater, he shouldfly through the

    air and kick down the front door of the movie house. He de­cid­ed against it. Sym­bol­ic

    protests were not his cup of tea.




    He left the third the­ater just as it was get­ting dark. The iron grates had been pulled

    closed across the front of the Bar­lin Sports Em­po­ri­um.




    Re­mo stood in front of the closed store, and when the small line at the the­ater box

    of­fice had gone in­side and the street was again de­sert­ed, he grabbed the pad­lock on the

    iron grat­ing be­tween his thumb and in­dex fin­ger. He felt across the sur­face of the lock

    for the slight­ly raised spot un­der which the tum­blers were lo­cat­ed. When he found the

    spot, he squeezed. The top hasp of the lock popped open. Re­mo quick­ly re­moved it from the

    grate, slid be­hind the iron fence, and then re­locked the grate.




    He worked his way to the front door of the store. The lock was a sim­ple dou­ble-​ac­tion

    dead­bolt. Re­mo looked over his shoul­der to make sure no one was watch­ing, then slammed the

    heel of his hand against the wood near the lock. The door flew open. Re­mo stepped in­side the

    dark­ened store, closed the door, and reat­tached to the door frame the lock re­cep­ta­cle that

    his blow had loos­ened.




    In the back he found the steps lead­ing to the base­ment store­room, and as he ex­pect­ed,

    the store­room had shown signs of be­ing can­ni­bal­ized. It was filled with large car­tons and

    box­es, but the box­es were not filled with sports sup­plies. They held junk, news­pa­per, old

    shoes, bro­ken equip­ment. What the own­er ob­vi­ous­ly had done, in an­tic­ipa­tion of his

    fire, was to sell off all his equip­ment. Af­ter the fire, he would claim it was all lost in

    the blaze and file an in­sur­ance claim. A dou­ble dip.




    Re­mo sat against a box in the dark. For the ar­son to be a com­mer­cial suc­cess, the

    cel­lar’ would have to be set afire. It would be the right place to wait for Sol­ly and Sparky;

    the right place to pay them back for the life they had tak­en from Ru­by Gon­za­lez.




    As he sat there, some­thing gnawed at his mind. There was some­thing he should do;

    some­thing he should do now. But he could not think of it.




    Time slipped by slow­ly in the dark base­ment. It had been al­most three hours, and Re­mo

    re­al­ized why: the two ar­son­ists would wait for the the­aters down the block to close

    be­fore they struck. It was just too dan­ger­ous to try work­ing in a crowd. He de­cid­ed to

    nap, but he had slept on­ly an­oth­er hour when he heard foot­steps over­head. They were soft,

    al­most brush­ing sounds, but un­mis­tak­ably foot­prints.




    On­ly one set. Re­mo wait­ed and lis­tened, but there was on­ly one per­son in­side the

    store. The oth­er must be the look­out.




    It would make more sense for him to go up­stairs. That-​way, he could get the one in the

    store, and still have a chance to get out­side and get the look­out be­fore he es­caped.




    He moved silent­ly through the dark­ness to­ward the steps lead­ing up­stairs.




    The boy was laugh­ably small. Re­mo watched as the youth pulled box­es off shelves and

    over­turned dis­play cas­es of base­ball bats and sports equip­ment.




    “Slop­py,” Re­mo said.




    Sparky spun around. He saw Re­mo in the dim light fil­ter­ing in­to the store from out­side.

    Acrossthe street, Re­mo saw a car parked, with a man in­side. That must be Sol­ly. It

    matched his pho­to. This was Sparky.




    “What do you want?” Sparky said.




    “Don’t you know yet that the fire should be in the base­ment to cov­er the stolen

    mer­chan­dise?” Re­mo said.




    “Don’t wor­ry,” the boy said. The fright was gone from his voice now. “My fire will get

    down­stairs.”




    “Not tonight, kid. I’m putting the damper on you,” Re­mo said.




    He took a step for­ward, but then stopped. The boy had raised his arms out to his sides, as

    if he were do­ing a Drac­ula im­per­son­ation at a back­yard car­ni­val.




    Then, be­fore Re­mo’s eyes, the boy be­gan to glow. A blue au­ra sur­round­ed his frail

    body. As Re­mo watched, the col­ors be­gan to change … to pur­ple, to red, to or­ange, to a

    bril­liant sun­ny, fiery yel­low, and then as Re­mo moved across the floor to­ward him, Sparky

    point­ed his hands at Re­mo, and splash­es of flame flew across the room. Re­mo slid side­ways,

    but he felt the flame brush his cloth­ing. It was burn­ing. He was burn­ing. He dropped to the

    floor and rolled, try­ing to put out the fire. He stopped rolling just short of an­oth­er dart

    of fire aimed at him by the boy. The cloth­ing fire was out. Re­mo moved to his feet. But

    again, there was fire flash­ing at him. It hit the wood­en floor be­fore his feet, and

    sud­den­ly the floor was ablaze. Flames spat up­wards at Re­mo. He could feel his trousers

    be­gin to ig­nite. The heat seared his face. And there were more fires-​he was sur­round­ed by

    the darts of flame from the boy. He heard Sparky laugh. Re­mo was sur­round­ed by a cir­cu­lar

    wall of flame, and itifwas burn­ing in to­ward him. He dove though the wall of

    fire, hit the floor on a roll, and moved be­hind a counter, where he beat out the flames on his

    cloth­ing.




    He heard the soft thud­ding around him as flames shot out by the boy hit the walls and the

    dis­play cas­es. Ev­ery­where fires flared. Above his head, box­es be­gan to flame, then fell

    off the shelves on­to Re­mo. His hair was singed. His shirt again caughtfire.




    He rolled along the floor to put the fire out Im­ages flashed in­to his mind. The boy

    glow­ing, shoot­ing out flames. How was he do­ing it? What kind of pow­er was that?




    He stood up be­hind the counter. Sparky was al­ready at the door. Re­mo saw that he had

    paled in col­or from a fiery white-​yel­low back to a red. Did it mean that he had no more

    pow­er to throw flame? Be­fore he could move from the counter, Sparky wheeled to­ward him. He

    aimed his arms at the ceil­ing above Re­mo’s head, and then two twin splash­es of fire lined

    their way through the air to the ceil­ing. As Re­mo watched, the boy’s flame col­or van­ished.

    Then Re­mo looked up, just as large chunks of burn­ing ceil­ing fell to­ward him. He rolled

    away. Chunks of burn­ing wood spat­tered around him. The store siz­zled now with the

    crack­leof fire.




    There was a smell, too. A bit­ter­sweet smell of roast pork, and then Re­mo re­al­ized it

    was the smell of his flesh where he had been burned.




    Had it been this way for Ru­by Gon­za­lez? He heard Sparky laugh­ing as he ran out in­to the

    street. Had the last thing she heard been the laugh­ter of that in­sid­ious lit­tle bas­tard?

    Re­mo, with a growl,




    jumped over the counter and ran to the open door. Sparky was get­ting in­to the car across

    the street. The man be­hind the wheel saw Re­mo com­ing and quick­ly threw the car in gear. He

    drove off down the block. Re­mo changed his run­ning an­gle. He knew he could reach the car

    be­fore it got away.




    And then be­hind him, he heard it.




    A scream.




    He groaned, stopped, and turned. The flames were pour­ing through the win­dows of the

    Bar­lin Sports Em­po­ri­um, lick­ing their way up­stairs in­to the apart­ments. He knew now

    what he had been un­able to re­mem­ber in the cel­lar-​some­thing he knew was im­por­tant.

    Be­fore Sparky and Sol­ly ar­rived, he should have cleared the bund­ing so no one would be

    in­jured in the fire.




    He ran back to­ward the build­ing. The en­trance-​way to the apart­ments was along­side the

    store. As he ran up the in­side stairs, he could feel his breath com­ing heav­ier. He knew that

    the fire had done dam­age to his body, but his adrenalin was pump­ing so hard, he had no chance

    to find out where. As he ran along the hall­ways, he kicked open door af­ter door, and shout­ed

    “Fire” in­side. By the time he reached the top floor, the fam­ilies were all up. One by one, he

    made sure that each of them was head­ed to­ward the stair­way. He checked all the apart­ments

    to be sure they had been emp­tied. Down­stairs he heard the klax­on whoop­ing of fire en­gines.

    Flames sur­round­ed the build­ing now, burn­ing through the floor from the sport­ing goods

    store be­low.




    Re­mo want­ed to an­swer no ques­tions. He got back down to the sec­ond floor, just as

    fire­men were com­ing in the en­trance­way. Re­mo saw them,turned, and ran back down the

    hall to a rear hall­way win­dow. With his fad­ing en­er­gy, he kicked out the win­dow and then

    dove through it, out in­to the yard two floors be­low.




    He bit the soft grass, rolled over, and then lay still. He was not just an­gry any­more. He

    was fright­ened al­so.




    Up above his head, he heard voic­es. “Hey! There’s some­body in the yard.”




    “Check it out.”




    Re­mo got slow­ly to bis feet and limped off in­to the dark­ness.


  




  

    CHAPTER EIGHT




    Re­mo stopped out­side the door of his room. For a fleet­ing in­stant, he had felt that

    there was some­one in­side, but now as he lis­tened, there was no sound. He heard no

    breath­ing, nor the rus­tle of gar­ments as some­one’s chest rose and fell from breath­ing. He

    put his hands gen­tly on the door, touch­ing the wood with his fin­ger­tips, try­ing to pick up

    vi­bra­tions from in­side. There were none.




    Re­as­sured, he opened the door and stepped in­side the room. He was a wreck and he knew it.

    The cab driv­er had not want­ed to pick him up. Usu­al­ly, Re­mo could con­vince cab drivers by

    break­ing their door locks and twist­ing their ears. He was too weak for that tonight. He had

    paid two hun­dred dol­lars cash for the cab­bie to bring him to his ho­tel.




    In­stinc­tive­ly, he knew that he must show­er and then stop to think this out. He had seen

    some­thing tonight that he had not known ex­ist­ed, and if he was go­ing to sur­vive it, he had

    to un­der­stand it.




    He pushed the door shut be­hind him and walked across the soft car­pet to­ward the

    bath­room. He stopped as he heard a voice be­hind him.




    “A dis­grace.”




    Re­mo wheeled. Chi­un sat in the cen­ter of thefloor, atop a couch cush­ion, look­ing

    at Re­mo, shak­ing his head and cluck­ing.




    “Look at you,” Chi­un said. “Look­ing like dog doo-​doo, act­ing like a rab­bit. Is this

    what all my train­ing has come to?”




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. Had Chi­un been sent by Smith? Was this to be the end of poor Re­mo? He

    stayed in po­si­tion, watch­ing, and then he saw that there was in Chi­un none of the

    in­ten­si­ty Re­mo had so of­ten seen when Chi­un was in­volved in a mis­sion. The old

    Ori­en­tal sat, fin­ger­tips touch­ing across his lap, shak­ing his head in dis­may at Re­mo’s

    ap­pear­ance.




    “I had some trou­ble tonight,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh. You had some trou­ble,” Chi­un said. “I was sure that ev­ery­thing was go­ing

    won­der­ful­ly for you. You look so good.”




    “Knock it off, Chi­un. This hasn’t been an easy night.”




    “And they will get no eas­ier. A fish out of wa­ter might not like the first few min­utes,

    but he can be sure that the next min­utes will be even worse.”




    “Please,” said Re­mo. His body, which had with­stood the burn of heat and flame, was now

    pay­ing the price the ten­sion had de­mand­ed. Re­mo felt weak. He could feel his tis­sues

    de­hy­drat­ed and dry­ing. All the flu­ids he had pushed to the sur­face of his body to guard

    against be­ing bad­ly burned were now dis­si­pat­ing through­out his body, and his skin felt

    parched. His mouth need­ed wa­ter. He could feel a light­ness in his head and for a mo­ment, he

    felt him­self sway­ing to the right. He al­most fell, but held him­self up by catch­ing on­to a

    dress­er with his right hand.




    Chi­un was at his side. “Fool,” he hissed. “Fool­ish, fool­ish child.”




    Re­mo tried to say some­thing flip, but no words part­ed his dry lips. He felt him­self

    be­ing steered, al­most lift­ed, be­cause he had no sense of mov­ing his mus­cles as he was

    pushed in­to the bath­room and Chi­un was at his side. He left Re­mo lean­ing against the sink,

    turned on the tub wa­ter, then helped Re­mo out of his charred cloth­ing and lift­ed him, like

    a ba­by, in­to the tub.




    “Stay here,” he snarled and ran in­to the room.




    “I wasn’t go­ing any­where,” Re­mo mum­bled.




    Chi­un was back in a few sec­onds with a small stone vial. He took out the curved stone

    stop­per and up­end­ed the bot­tle over the bath wa­ter. A thick blue liq­uid dripped from the

    bot­tle in­to the bath. Chi­un stirred it around with his hand, and as Re­mo felt the liq­uid

    touch­ing his body, he felt his skin tin­gle with a del­icate throb­bing, al­most as if Chi­un

    had in­tro­duced the faint elec­tric cur­rent of a flash­light bat­teiy to the wa­ter.




    “Not bad,” Re­mo said.




    “Fool, fool, fool, fool,” said Chi­un.




    “Not now,” Re­mo said. “I’ve got a headache.”




    “You will have more than a headache if this con­tin­ues,” Chi­un said and, just as Re­mo

    feared, Chi­un did not leave the bath­room, but stood over the tub look­ing down at Re­mo.




    “Don’t you know you have obli­ga­tions?” Chi­un said. “You just can’t stop killing peo­ple

    be­cause you don’t want to kill them any­more. An as­sas­sin has re­spon­si­bil­ities.”




    “Let some­body else have them,” Re­mo said. He felt a tired­ness com­ing over him, a wave of

    sleepiness.




    “What would hap­pen if ev­ery­body de­cid­ed hedidn’t want to do his job any­more?”

    Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “In this coun­try, not much,” Re­mo said soft­ly.




    “No?” Chi­un said. “Who would roast chest­nuts in the streets? Who would fail to teach

    Amer­ican chil­dren to read or to write to or have good man­ners if your teach­ers all walked

    out of their class­rooms to­mor­row? If you leave, who will do Em­per­or Smith’s

    as­sas­si­na­tions? Are you go­ing to leave it all to am­ateurs? Is that what you’re telling

    me?”




    “Yes,” said Re­mo.




    “That is what’s wrong with Amer­ica to­day,” Chi­un said. “No one takes pride in his work.

    Ex­cus­es for as­sas­sins wan­der around blow­ing up peo­ple ev­ery­where, and we all get a bad

    name. Have you no sense of re­spon­si­bil­ity at all?”




    “Yes, I have,” Re­mo said. “I feel re­spon­si­ble for get­ting the guys who are be­hind

    these fires.”




    “At least, that is a be­gin­ning,” Chi­un said.




    “Be­cause I owe it to Ru­by. She was our friend.”




    Chi­un sighed, sur­ren­der­ing mo­men­tar­ily in the face of an in­tel­lect that would not

    re­spond.




    “Do­ing good is still good,” Chi­un said, “even if it is done for the wrong rea­sons.”




    Re­mo nod­ded, al­though he did not un­der­stand what Chi­un meant. He was too tired, and

    then he slipped down in­to the tub so that the wa­ter cov­ered his body up to the neck, and he

    closed his eyes to sleep. Be­fore he dozed off, the last thing he re­mem­bered was a damp face

    cloth be­ing placed gen­tly on his face, and he sensed the tin­gle of his skin as it

    re­spond­ed to the lo­tion in the cloth. He thought fleet­ing­ly how easy it would be for

    Chi­un just to press his hand down over the wash­cloth and slide Re­mo’s head un­der the wa­ter

    and hold himthere un­til he breathed no more, but he put that thought out of his mind as

    sleep came over him.




    Chi­un looked at his sleep­ing stu­dent and said soft­ly, “Sleep, my son, be­cause there is

    much yet to be learned.” And then, to watch Re­mo, to make sure he was well, Chi­un sat down

    care­ful­ly on the tiled bath­room floor, fold­ed his arms, and wait­ed.


  




  CHAPTER NINE




  

    Re­mo did not know how long he slept. When he opened his eyes, Chi­un was sit­ting on the

    floor of the bath­room.




    “You been sit­ting there?” Re­mo asked.




    “No,” said Chi­un. “I came in to see if I had dropped some­thing in here.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. Sud­den­ly he re­al­ized that the pain was gone from his skin. He lift­ed his

    right hand from the wa­ter and raised it in front of his face. The red­ness was gone; where his

    skin had been scored with thin lines, seem­ing­ly ready to crack, the flesh had re­ab­sorbed

    mois­ture and filled out again.




    “Good stuff you put in the bath,” Re­mo said. “What was it any­way?”




    “The eyes of toads,” Chi­un said. “Ground goat horn. Dried calves’ gall blad­ders.” Re­mo

    cov­ered his eyes as Chi­un went on. “Drop­pings of wa­ter­fowl. Pick­led tongue of newt.

    Sala­man­der or­gans.”




    “Stop it, I’m go­ing to heave,” Re­mo said.




    “You asked,” Chi­un said.




    “If you were kind, you wouldn’t have told me’,” Re­mo said. As he start­ed to rise from the

    tub, Chi­un rose and turned his back and Re­mo wasamused at the aged Ori­en­tal’s

    mod­esty. He wrapped a tow­el around him­self. “Was it re­al­ly all those things?” he

    asked.




    “Get burned again and I’ll make you drink it,” Chi­un sniffed.




    He walked out of the bath­room, and when Re­mo had put of fresh clothes, he came out in­to

    the liv­ing room. He knew that Chi­un was go­ing to try to talk him in­to re­join­ing CURE, but

    he was will­ing to put up with that, just to be with Chi­un again. He had not re­al­ized how

    much he could miss the old scold­er.




    “I guess you’re go­ing to try to talk me in­to go­ing back to work for Smit­ty,” Re­mo

    said.




    Chi­un was stand­ing at the win­dow, look­ing out over the St. Louis night sky. Be­hind him,

    in the dis­tance, Re­mo could see the arch­es cross­ing the Mis­sis­sip­pi Riv­er. Chi­un waved

    his hand.




    “Do what you want,” he said.




    ‘Then why are you here?” Re­mo asked. Again, for the briefest mo­ment, came the fear that

    Chi­un was here on Smith’s or­ders to elim­inate Re­mo. But that was fool­ish. Would Chi­un

    have nursed Re­mo back to health just to kill him? Fool­ish? Per­haps but Re­mo knew it might

    be like Chi­un to do that, prob­ably to ful­fill some an­cient leg­end of Sinan­ju that was old

    be­fore the Wall of Chi­na. One nev­er knew.




    “Why, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked again.




    “I want to know about these fires,” Chi­un said.




    “Some­body’s set­ting fires around the coun­try. They killed Ru­by. I want to even the

    score.”




    “I know that,” Chi­un said in dis­gust. “But tell me about these fires. Who is set­ting

    them?”




    “A man named Sol­ly and a young kid. I met thekid tonight. Chi­un, I’ve nev­er seen

    any­thing like that.”




    Chi­un turned. His hazel eyes seemed to burn in­to Re­mo’s. He said, ‘Tell me what

    hap­pened.”




    “I found a place they were go­ing to burn up,” Re­mo said. “I went there and I caught the

    kid in the act. I was try­ing to get to him . . . Chi­un, he start­ed to glow . . . like

    elec­tric­ity was pass­ing through him. He was like a hu­man flame throw­er. He was across the

    room, tut he just point­ed his hands and fires were start­ing up all around me. Ev­ery­where I

    turned there was a fire. I couldn’t get through to him. When I fi­nal­ly got out, he was gone.

    I missed him.”




    “You are for­tu­nate,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo sat on the so­fa. It was a good ho­tel, but the so­fa slip­cov­er was made of the spun

    iron that all ho­tel so­fas were made of, im­per­vi­ous to ev­ery­thing but dirt.




    “How do you fig­ure that?” he asked. “I’ve been chas­ing these guys all across the coun­try

    and they get away.”




    “That is why you are for­tu­nate,” Chi­un said. His hands came out of the folds of his

    flow­ing sleeves and waved in the air. Re­mo had rarely seen him so ag­itat­ed.




    “Are you pay­ing at­ten­tion?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “Of course I am, but this isn’t go­ing to run in­to one of those long sto­ries, is it?”




    “I can tell this one in no more than an hour,” Chi­un said. “That should be short enough

    even for you and your lim­it­ed at­ten­tion span. Then we will go see the place where this fire

    was.”




    “I’ve got a won­der­ful idea,” Re­mo said.




    “Your hav­ing any idea is won­der­ful,” said Chi­un.




    “Talk in the cab,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un tried to. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, so did the cab driv­er, who want­ed to know why two nice

    gen­tle­men want­ed to go to that neigh­bor­hood, even if one of them was, you know, not

    Amer­ican.




    Chi­un asked Re­mo, “Is this per­son in train­ing to be a cut­ter of hair?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said. “Why?”




    “Why then will he not be qui­et?”




    “He will,” Re­mo said. He leaned for­ward and whis­pered some­thing to the driv­er, who

    stopped in mid-​sen­tence.




    Re­mo sat back. Chi­un asked, “What did you tell him?”




    “I told him you were a homi­ci­dal ma­ni­ac who would vis­it re­venge on sev­en

    gen­er­ations of his fam­ily if he didn’t shut up.”




    Chi­un nod­ded as if pleased. ‘This is a ter­ri­ble sto­ry I am about to tell you,” he

    said.




    Re­mo looked out the win­dow at St. Louis. “They all are,” he grum­bled.




    “This one is even more trag­ic than all the rest,” Chi­un said. “It is about Tung-​Si, the

    Less­er.”




    “Not to be con­fused with Tung-​Si, the Greater, no doubt,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un, “but I would ap­pre­ci­ate your not in­ter­rupt­ing this sto­ry with

    guess­es, even if they are cor­rect.”




    “Yes, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “Tung-​Si the Less­er was the on­ly Mas­ter of Sin-​an­ju ev­er to fail,” Chi­un said.




    “He got stiffed on a bill?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ex­cuse me?”




    “He didn’t get paid? Some­body didn’t pay him?”




    “You are re­al­ly crass,” Chi­un said. “All you think about is mon­ey. Sit silent­ly and

    lis­ten.”




    “Yes, Chi­un.”




    “Tung-​Si the Less­er failed. He took up­on him­self, for the good of the vil­lage, a

    mis­sion and he failed in it. It is for this rea­son that his name has been erased from the

    records of Sinan­ju. Oh, fail­ure.”




    “How’d you learn about it?” Re­mo asked.




    “Mas­ters have ac­cess to oth­er records,” Chi­un said. “Oth­er­wise we would nev­er learn

    any­thing. Any­way, this hap­pened in a land far off from Ko­rea, in what you would now call

    Mon­go­lia.”




    “Now we call it Rus­sia,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes. It was a very bad time for the vil­lage of Sinan­ju. For many months, the vil­lagers

    had been send­ing the chil­dren home to the sea be­cause there was no food for them to eat. Nor

    was there a mis­sion for Tung-​Si the Less­er, be­cause the truth is that he was a lazy,

    sloth­ful man who did not show ini­tia­tive. Like an Amer­ican.”




    Re­mo grunt­ed.




    “And then an as­sign­ment came to him from across the sea in Mon­go­lia, and even though

    Tung-​Si the Less­er would rather have stayed in the vil­lage, he went on the mis­sion. And

    nev­er re­turned,” said Chi­un.




    Re­mo drummed his fin­gers on the side win­dow of the cab. St. Louis was ug­ly. When he had

    been a young cop in Newark, he had been a pret­ty good drinker, and since then, look­ing at

    cities all over the world, he won­dered if city peo­ple drank more than coun­try folk in plain

    re­sponse to the ug­li­ness of their en­vi­ron­ment. Did a drink help you to put up with the

    ug­li­ness of a city? Then St. Louis would take a bar­rel­ful. Two hun­dred proof. And

    Newark?




    His Newark? An ocean of booze. Grain al­co­hol. Swim in it.




    “And he nev­er re­turned,” Re­mo mum­bled.




    “He went off to far-​off Mon­go­lia,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo sighed. “And there he met the peo­ple who lived with fire and the fire con­sumed him

    and he nev­er came back and that was the end of Tung-​Si the Less­er, not to be con­fused with

    Tung-​Si the .Greater. Or even with Tung-​Si the Medi­um,” said Re­mo.




    “None of this is fun­ny,” Chi­un said. “When you are siz­zling and splat­ter­ing suet drops

    on the floor, you will hope that you lis­tened.”




    “Sor­ry,” said Re­mo.




    “At any rate, in Mon­go­lia, Tung-​Si the Less­er met the peo­ple who lived with fire and

    the fire con­sumed him and he did not re­turn. But a mes­sage did and it told of a bat­tle

    be­tween the Mas­ter and a boy who could cre­ate fire out of the air with­out flame, with­out

    fu­el, with­out ta­pers. And this young boy had been lay­ing waste the coun­try­side, be­cause

    what else is there to do in Mon­go­lia? And when the Mas­ter went to stop him, as was his

    mis­sion, he was burned by the boy. But he knew of the dan­ger the boy could bring to the

    peo­ple of Sin-​an­ju and so, de­spite his pain, he lin­gered long enough to write the mes­sage

    to the vil­lage and to the Mas­ter who would suc­ceed him.”




    The cab driv­er pulled to a stop. “Geez, that’s a beau­ti­ful sto­ry,” he said.




    “Why don’t you ride with him?” Re­mo said. “I can walk.”




    “We’re here,” the cab­bie said. He point­ed to po­lice bar­ri­cades on the cor­ner by

    Bar­lin’s Sports Em­po­ri­um.




    ‘Tip this man well,” Chi­un or­dered Re­mo. “I will fin­ish this tale lat­er.”




    The fire was out and al­though it had been wa­ter-​soaked and gut­ted, the build­ing still

    stood. Re­mo’s in­ter­fer­ence had stopped Sparky from in­cin­er­at­ing the build­ing to

    noth­ing.




    Po­lice­men stood guard out­side the build­ing. Wa­ter still drib­bled from up­stairs

    win­dows and out from un­der the doors.




    Re­mo led Chi­un through an al­ley, and they slipped to the rear of the build­ing and then

    in­side through an open door.




    “Where did he stand?” Chi­un asked in a whis­per.




    “He was here,” Re­mo said. He point­ed to a spot on the old wood floor. Chi­un bent down and

    touched the floor with his fin­gers. Re­mo had not had a chance to no­tice it be­fore, but

    there were two foot­prints brand­ed in­to the floor, as if by hot irons.




    “And where were you?” Chi­un asked.




    Re­mo backed away about a dozen feet. “I was here.”




    Chi­un turned, as if gaug­ing the dis­tance from him­self to Re­mo.




    “And he pro­duced flames across this dis­tance?”




    Re­mo nod­ded. When he looked down again, he saw the al­most per­fect­ly cir­cu­lar ring of

    fire around where he had stood, where Sparky had start­ed fire af­ter fire. Above him, the

    beams of the ceil­ing were vis­ible, charred black and flak­ing char­coal.




    “Let us leave,” Chi­un said. With­out wait­ing for Re­mo, he walked out through the

    shat­tered front glass of the door. Re­mo walked out be­hind him.




    Two po­lice­men on du­ty saw them and spun,their right hands at their sides, their

    fin­gers creep­ing to­ward their hol­sters.




    Re­mo rubbed his eyes.




    “Hey, you,” the first cop called. “Where you been?”




    “We were sleep­ing,” Re­mo said. “There a fire here?”




    “Sure was. Where were you?”




    “In the back apart­ment,” Re­mo said. “We mus­ta slept right through it.” As he spoke, he

    and Chi­un kept walk­ing past the po­lice­men to­ward the cor­ner, where Re­mo had parked bis

    rental car ear­li­er that day.




    “You’re lucky you didn’t get hurt,” one of the po­lice­man said.




    “You betcha,” Re­mo said. “I’m haul­ing my butt to­mor­row to a lawyer. Sue the ass off that

    land­lord. You two can be my wit­ness­es.”




    Re­mo’s sug­ges­tion had the ef­fect he ex­pect­ed. The two cops turned away at the threat

    that they might spend un­told hours in court, with­out pay, as wit­ness­es. “Naaaah,” one said.

    “Don’t sue,” the oth­er said.




    Re­mo and Chi­un turned the cor­ner. Be­hind them, the po­lice­men looked at each oth­er.

    Af­ter a few sec­onds, the small, fat one said, “They couldn’t have stayed in there with­out

    be­ing found. The fire­men went through ev­ery apart­ment.”




    The sec­ond cop nod­ded. “And if they were in an apart­ment, how come they came out the door

    of the store? Maybe they were the ones who set the fire. . . .”




    The fat one snapped bis fin­gers. “You know, for a change, you’re prob­ably right.”




    They ran to­ward the cor­ner. When they turned it,Re­mo and Chi­un had gone. They

    could hear the ac­cel­er­at­ing roar of a car’s mo­tor a block away. They start­ed run­ning,

    but the car’s sound van­ished as the ve­hi­cle drove off.




    Chi­un sat in the pas­sen­ger seat with his arms fold­ed.




    “So what did you learn?” Re­mo asked.




    “It is as I feared,” Chi­un said. “A young boy. The pow­er to cre­ate flame from his own

    body. Un­touch­able. Un­reach­able. It is very bad.”




    “You say­ing this has some­thing to do with Tung-​Si?” Re­mo asked.




    ‘The Less­er. Yes. The mes­sage he sent back to our peo­ple while he was dy­ing told of such

    a boy. The Mas­ter told how, when he was burned, he had put the curse of Sinan­ju up­on the

    boy. And the boy laughed, and he told Tung-​Si the Less­er, ‘And up­on all the Mas­ters of

    Sinan­ju, I put míj curse and my chil­dren’s chil­dren will put their curs­es.’ “




    “Come on, Chi­un. You don’t be­lieve in that. You don’t be­lieve in curs­es.”




    “I be­lieve in his­to­ry,” Chi­un said.




    “So what’s his­to­ry?”




    “His­to­ry is the rest of the Mas­ter’s mes­sage. He told of the boy’s curse. And the boy

    said that some­day, a young boy of the line of fire peo­ple would meet the youngest Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. It would be a bat­tle to the death. And the line of Sinan­ju would end

    for­ev­er.”




    Re­mo took his eyes off the street and glanced over to­ward Chi­un. “He’s just a kid,” he

    said.




    “And you are the youngest Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said, look­ing stoni­ly ahead.


  




  

    CHAPTER TEN




    Re­mo let Smith know very clear­ly that this did not mean he was com­ing back to work for

    CURE. That part of his life was in the past, back be­fore he re­al­ized what a nice guy he was,

    but just to show his nice­ness, he was go­ing to give Smith and CURE a chance to do some­thing

    good for Amer­ica by let­ting them help dis­pose of the fire­bugs, Sol­ly and Sparky.




    “In oth­er words, you’re stumped,” Smith said.




    “I need some re­source help,” Re­mo said, an­noyed with his own trans­paren­cy.




    “About what?”




    “About peo­ple who can set their bod­ies on fire and then use them to set oth­er things on

    fire,” Re­mo said. Even as he said it, he re­al­ized how un­be­liev­able it sound­ed. Smith

    con­firmed his judg­ment.




    “That’s un­be­liev­able,” Smith said.




    “Be­lieve it,” Re­mo said. “There are more things in heav­en and earth than you ev­er

    thought about . . .”




    “. . . Ho­ra­tio,” Smith com­plet­ed, “and you messed up the quote. Are you se­ri­ous?”




    “Dead­ly,” Re­mo said. “I saw it I got burned my­self.”




    “I don’t know then,” Smith said. “I’ll try to find out some­thing. Where can I reach

    you?”




    Sud­den­ly, Re­mo was sus­pi­cious. Smith was stalling to find out where Re­mo was. “I’ll

    call you,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s not sen­si­ble,” Smith said. “You’re in a hur­ry, I take it.”




    “Yes.”




    “Well, sup­pose I have sev­er­al peo­ple who know some­thing about this. At least let me

    pick the one that’s clos­est to where you are.”




    “You do that,” Re­mo said.




    “I can’t if I don’t know where you are.”




    “Try the Mid­west,” Re­mo said, pleased at his clev­er­ness.




    “Just where in St. Louis are you?” Smith asked.




    “Dammit, Smit­ty, how’d you know that?”




    “I’ve tak­en to read­ing fire re­ports. There was a fire in St. Louis last night that fit

    the pat­tern.”




    Re­mo gave him the name of his ho­tel.




    “I’ll be back to you as soon as I can.” Smith promised.




    Re­mo felt vague­ly fool­ish wait­ing for the para-​psy­chol­ogist at St. Louis

    Uni­ver­si­ty. He had al­ways re­gard­ed para­psy­chol­ogy as kids’ games for peo­ple with

    ed­uca­tion. In Amer­ica, uni­ver­si­ty para­psy-​chol­ogists, af­ter what they claimed were

    con­trolled lab­ora­to­ry tests, had cer­ti­fied that hors­es could count and read minds, that

    un­suc­cess­ful Is­raeli ma­gi­cians could bend keys and start bro­ken watch­es with waves sent

    out over the tele­vi­sion set, when al­most any­one could start a bro­ken watch by car­rying it

    to a tele­vi­sion set. Just jar­ring it by car­ry­ing it was enough to start most bro­ken

    watch­es, since most of them weren’t bro­ken any­way, but had just been over­wound.




    Re­mo re­gard­ed para­psy­chol­ogy as not much dif­fer­ent from psy­chi­atry, ex­cept that

    when you were wrong, no one com­mit­ted sui­cide.




    He was ex­pect­ing a lit­tle old la­dy in Earth shoes, car­ry­ing a tarot deck, a di­vin­ing

    rod, and a head­set to lis­ten to the heav­en­ly voic­es. What he got was a tall, lis­some

    red­head, with the kind of face that would make the heav­en­ly voic­es wait on line to talk to

    her.




    She smiled at him warm­ly and waved for him to fol­low her back in­to her of­fice.




    The wom­an stood be­hind her desk. “Won’t you sit down?” she told Re­mo. She was wear­ing a

    vi­olet jer­sey dress, and it clung to her body as if it had de­vel­oped an at­tach­ment for

    her flesh which, Re­mo de­cid­ed, was no dif­fi­cult mat­ter. The wom­an’s voice was soft, with

    the mu­si­cal hint of a laugh in it.




    “I’m Doc­tor Ledore,” she said. “I have been told by a sci­en­tif­ic foun­da­tion in New

    York City, which pro­vides us with some re­search funds, that I am to be help­ful to you. I am

    not to ask you any ques­tions. Those are my in­struc­tions.” She smiled at Re­mo. “So, of

    course, I’ll vi­olate them. I’m in­ter­est­ed in know­ing who you are.”




    “Maybe your oui­ja board will tell you,” Re­mo said. He re­al­ized by the sud­den

    dis­ap­pear­ance of her smile that that was not a ter­ri­bly bright or wit­ty thing to say.

    “Just kid­ding,” he said lame­ly.




    “Yes,” she said. “What is on your mind?”




    What was on Re­mo’s mind was Doc­tor Ledore’sfine chest. He hes­itat­ed a mo­ment

    be­fore re­mem­ber­ing what he had want­ed to say. “I’m in­ter­est­ed in peo­ple who are able

    to set their bod­ies afire and use them as a torch to set oth­er ob­jects afire,” he said.




    “Have you ev­er heard of SHC?” she asked. She sat down be­hind her desk.




    “Yeah, you put it in your car so it stops burn­ing oil,” Re­mo said.




    “Not ex­act­ly,” she said.




    “SHC stands for spon­ta­neous hu­man com­bus­tion,” she said. She rose from her seat and

    walked around the front of the desk. She was close enough for Re­mo to touch, and he could

    smell the faint woodsy scent of her per­fume. He felt as if she were do­ing some spon­ta­neous

    com­bus­tion of his body. He looked at her bo­som, soft and full in her cling­ing dress.




    “Pay at­ten­tion,” she said sharply, and Re­mo looked up to see her face. Her words were

    sharp, but her face was smil­ing.




    “SHC is just what it sounds like,” she ex­plained. “A hu­man body burns with­out ap­par­ent

    cause, and the fire feeds on it­self.”




    Re­mo shook his head. “That sounds like non­sense,” he said.




    She walked to a book shelf and pulled down a thick book. “Here’s a book on foren­sic

    medicine and tox­icol­ogy,” she said. “It was pub­lished in 1973, not in the dark ages.” She

    flipped through the book, then hand­ed it over to Re­mo. There were three pic­tures of burned

    hu­man bod­ies. The cap­tion un­der­neath them said, “Al­most to­tal tis­sue de­struc­tion with

    lit­tle in­volve­ment of the sur­round­ings.”




    He nod­ded and looked up. She said, “SHC isn’t some myth, Mis­ter . . . what is your

    name?”




    “Re­mo.”




    “It’s not a myth, Re­mo. It’s a sci­en­tif­ic fact that it hap­pens, but no one knows why.

    There was a case in Flori­da al­most thir­ty years ago. Some­one went in­to a wom­an’s

    apart­ment. The place was su­per­heat­ed, but there was on­ly one lit­tle burn mark on the

    ceil­ing. But di­rect­ly un­der the place where the flame was seen, fire­men found what was

    left of a body. Ash­es, a bone or two and a shrunk­en skull. News­pa­pers a foot away from the

    body weren’t even yel­lowed by the heat, but in the bath­room, a plas­tic tooth­brush had been

    melt­ed. They in­ves­ti­gat­ed it for two years. It’s still list­ed as ‘death due to fire of

    un­known ori­gin.’” She took the book from Re­mo and re­turned it to the shelf. He liked to

    watch her walk. Her legs were long and curvy, and her hair sparkled un­der the over­head

    flu­ores­cent light­ing.




    “It’s not non­sense, Re­mo. It hap­pens. It’s hap­pened down through the ages, and we don’t

    know any more about it to­day than we did then.”




    She re­turned to her po­si­tion in front of him, lean­ing back against her desk. Arch­ing

    back­ward, her pelvis was thrust out to­ward Re­mo.




    He had to force him­self to con­cen­trate on busi­ness. “It’s in­ter­est­ing,” Re­mo said,

    “but it’s not what I saw … I mean, what I’m look­ing in­to.”




    “Which is?”




    “Some­body able to ig­nite his own body, use it as a flamethrow­er to set oth­er ob­jects

    afire, then to cool his body down and walk off, with­out dam­age to or in­jury to

    him­self.”




    “You saw this?”




    “Let’s just say I know about it,” Re­mo said. She shook her head. “I’ve nev­er heard of it,”

    she said. She looked at Re­mo, and ex­cite­ment glowed on her face. “Nev­er.” “Trust me,” Re­mo

    said. “It hap­pens.” She pursed her lips in con­cen­tra­tion, and Re­mo want­ed to kiss her.

    She looked off in­to space, and he wished she were look­ing at him.




    She raised a fin­ger as if try­ing to use it to find some­thing. “Maybe . . .” she said.

    “Let me look.” She walked quick­ly back to the book­shelves. As Re­mo watched the smooth,

    flow­ing lines of her hips and back and thighs, she pooched around from book to book on the

    long wood­en shelf. “Got it,” she said. She spun around. Her eyes were elec­tri­fied.




    She held the book open. “This is a book of pseu­do-​sci­en­tif­ic mythol­ogy,” she said.

    “Leg­ends, strange re­ports, nev­er nailed down by sci­en­tists. Here’s one. It con­cerns a

    small group known as fire chil­dren. An oral leg­end thou­sands of years old. They were able to

    use their bod­ies as torch­es. Ap­par­ent­ly, the pow­er was passed from fa­ther to son. They

    laid waste the coun­try­side . . .” “In Mon­go­lia,” Re­mo in­ter­rupt­ed. She looked up from

    the book sharply. “Yes. That’s cor­rect. How did you know that?”




    “I’ve heard the leg­end,” Re­mo said. “From the source.”




    ‘Then you know as much as I do.” She snapped the book closed. “You’ve re­al­ly made this day

    in­ter­est­ing, Re­mo,” she said. She put the book on the desk be­hind her.




    He stood up to face her. “I could make it more in­ter­est­ing,” he said. He met her eyes and

    smiled.




    “What ex­act­ly did you have in mind?” she said.




    “I do par­lor tricks,” Re­mo said. “I have ex­trasen­so­ry per­cep­tion. I can call ev­ery

    one of your lit­tle ESP cards with­out a mis­take. Do you love me yet?”




    “No. But I could learn to. Can you re­al­ly do that with the Rhine cards?”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo, who wasn’t sure what the Rhine cards were.




    “We’ll see,” she said. She took a deck of cards from her desk draw­er.




    “I’ve got to warn you,” Re­mo said. “I’m a gam­bler, and I can on­ly do it when some­thing

    worth­while is at stake. What are you will­ing to risk?” He al­lowed him­self to look at her

    bo­som again.




    Doc­tor Ledore laughed. “I’m sure you’ll think of some­thing,” she said.




    “Yes, I’m sure I will,” said Re­mo. She showed Re­mo the deck of cards. There were

    twen­ty-​five cards. Their backs were plain white. On the fronts were ei­ther cir­cles,

    cross­es, stars, squares, or wavy lines.




    “Look at them,” she said. “Five of each kind of mark­ing. Twen­ty-​five cards in all.”




    “Right,” said Re­mo. “Twen­ty-​five.”




    “Now, if you were just to guess what a card was, by chance, you’d av­er­age five right out

    of twen­ty-​five. If your score is sub­stan­tial­ly high­er than that, then maybe-​just

    maybe-​you have ESP. You want to test?”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. “Shoot.”




    She shuf­fled the deck, turned her back to Re­mo, and laid the twen­ty-​five cards out in a

    line across her desk.




    She turned back.




    “Be­fore you start,” Re­mo said, “One thing.”




    “What?”




    “Lock your of­fice door. And tell your sec­re­tary no calls.”




    Doc­tor Ledore laughed again. She had a free, easy laugh that seemed to find hu­mor where

    there was no hu­mor. Re­mo had al­ways found it the mark of the hap­py per­son.




    But she did as Re­mo said, then came back and sat be­hind the desk. She took a pen­cil and

    pa­per.




    “All right,” she said. “You start from the left and tell me what you think the cards

    are.”




    “Am I al­lowed to touch the backs?” Re­mo said.




    “You can if you wish,” the para­psy­chol­ogist said. “But I wish you wouldn’t.”




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause you might be do­ing some kind of sleight of hand. Touch­ing one card and peek­ing

    at an­oth­er. Mis­di­rect­ing me.”




    “Do I look like I’d mis­di­rect you?” Re­mo said.




    “Yes,” she said.




    “All right, then, I won’t touch them.” It was still easy. If Re­mo had been able to touch

    them, he would have been able to feel through his fin­ger­tips the slight im­pres­sions that

    the print­ing pro­cess had made on the thick cards. Not al­lowed to touch them, he would have

    to do it by eye.




    He moved his chair to the end of the row of cards, so he could look down the en­tire row. He

    nar­rowed his field of vi­sion, un­til his gaze was vir­tu­al­ly tun­neled down a nar­row tube,

    end­ing at the back of the cards. He cleared his mind, to avoid out­side in­flu­ences, even

    though he found it hard to clear his mind of the scent of Dr. Ledore’s per­fume.




    He called off the cards, one by one.




    “Cross, cross, square, cir­cle, star, star, lines,square, star, cir­cle, lines, lines,

    square, square, cir­cle, cross, star, square, cir­cle, cir­cle, cross, cross, star, lines,

    star.”




    As he called out the cards, the sci­en­tist wrote them down on her long yel­low pad.




    “Done?” she asked.




    “Yes.”




    “Want to change your mind on any of them?”




    “No. I’m not sure of the last two, though,” he said. ‘Tour per­fume kept get­ting in my

    eyes.”




    She laughed and be­gan to turn over the cards, read­ing aloud Re­mo’s pre­dic­tion.




    “Cross,” she read and turned the first card. It was a cross. “Cross,” she read again. The

    next card was a cross. She be­gan to read faster. “Square, cir-​CÎB, star, star . . .” Each

    card she called was the one she turned over. She looked at Re­mo in amaze­ment. The first

    twen­ty-​three were cor­rect. She could not keep the ex­cite­ment out of her voice. ‘Twen­ty

    four and twen­ty-​five, lines and star,” shesaid.




    “Re­mem­ber, I’m not sure,” Re­mo said.




    She turned the cards over. Lines and star. “You could have been,” she said. “You were

    right.” She turned and looked at Re­mo. Amaze­ment was on her face. She shook her head.




    Twen­ty-​five out of twen­ty-​five. I don’t be­lieve it. I’ve nev­er seen any­thing like

    that.”




    “It’s go­ing to be your day for sur­pris­es,” Re­mo said, as he stood from his chair, put

    bis arms around Doc­tor Ledore, and pressed his lips to hers.




    She was tense for a mo­ment, as if sur­prised, then her lips yield­ed and part­ed, and her

    tongue dart­ed out J:o find Re­mo’s. Hold­ing her up­right, he car­ried her to­ward the couch

    against the far wall of theroom. She pulled her lips back from his. He placed her gen­tly

    on the couch, and she be­gan to un­but­ton the jer­sey dress. ‘Twen­ty-​five out of

    twen­ty-​five,” she said.




    “For­get that,” he said.




    “I can’t,” she said. “Is that all you can do?”




    It was Re­mo’s turn to laugh.




    “No,” he said. “That’s not all,” and he slipped off his clothes and turned to her.


  




  

    CHAPTER ELEVEN




    Re­mo and Chi­un were in a light, breezy park near the foot of the St. Louis arch. Near­by

    was the Mis­sis­sip­pi Riv­er, here at least part­ly clean with the biggest lumps re­moved, but

    still an Amer­ican riv­er, and there­fore a body of wa­ter whose pri­ma­ry in­gre­di­ent was

    tox­ic waste.




    Re­mo won­dered if one day, some riv­er in Amer­ica would self-​de­struct and go afire just

    be­cause its chem­ical con­tent had passed the tip­ping point. If so, he hoped that lit­tle

    bas­tard of a fire­bug was sit­ting in the mid­dle of it in a row­boat, fish­ing.




    “Why are you sigh­ing?” Chi­un asked. The old man was kick­ing his silk-​slip­pered feet at

    pi­geons that wad­dled up to him, look­ing for a hand­out of peanuts or bread.




    “Be­cause I bust­ed it,” Re­mo said. ‘Those fire loonies got away, and now I don’t have any

    idea where they are. And now that they know some­body’s af­ter them, they’ll be holed up out of

    sight some­where. How the hell do I find them?”




    “Per­haps you are right,” Chi­un said, kick­ing at a pi­geon. “I can­not ar­gue with your

    first­hand knowl­edge of the crim­inal mind. So per­haps you should just aban­don this

    quest.”




    “You’ve for­got­ten Ru­by,” Re­mo said. “This one’s for her.”




    “Ru­by would not want you to kill your­self for her,” Chi­un said.




    “No?” said Re­mo. “That’s what you think. That wom­an was in­to re­venge, and I’m tak­ing it

    for her. Case closed.” He set his lips tight­ly to­geth­er and looked out over the park.




    “You are just feel­ing guilty be­cause you dis­port­ed your­self with that wom­an this

    af­ter­noon,” Chi­un said.




    “No, I’m not,” said Re­mo, who was. “How did you know about that?”




    “You think af­ter all these years I do not know what you do?” Chi­un said.




    “Well, any­way, I’m stay­ing af­ter these guys. The ques­tion is how do I find them.”




    “If you in­sist,” Chi­un said.




    “I in­sist.”




    “You as­sume that they are go­ing in­to hid­ing. But they do not nec­es­sar­ily know who you

    are. They may just sim­ply think you were some­one who blun­dered in­to their per­for­mance.

    You may just have been an an­noy­ance that they al­ready have to­tal­ly for­got­ten.”




    Chi­un kicked at an­oth­er pi­geon, which wad­dled around at his feet, coo­ing.




    “You may be right, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    “I usu­al­ly am,” Chi­un said. “So we must just keep watch­ing for them in places where they

    can be ex­pect­ed to do busi­ness,” he said.




    “We?” asked Re­mo.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “Yes, we. Did you ev­er stop to think, Re­mo, that here, af­ter Ru­by’s

    death, youwant to do some­thing for her and what it is you want to do is to de­stroy her

    killers?”




    “Yeah, I’ve thought of that.”




    “Doesn’t that tell you any­thing?” Chi­un asked.




    “Like what?”




    “Like this. That you ful­fill your­self as an as­sas­sin. That this is the on­ly way, in

    your life, that you will find pride, by do­ing what you do best.”




    “I’ve thought about that,” Re­mo said. Tm still think­ing about it. It’s just that I

    re­al­ly think I’m a nice per­son. …” He paused, wait­ing for Chi­un to laugh, but the

    Ori­en­tal did not re­spond. “I think I’m a nice per­son and I can deal with be­ing both a nice

    per­son and an as­sas­sin. But how can oth­er peo­ple deal with that? You think any­one else is

    go­ing to think I’m a nice per­son if I tell them I’m an as­sas­sinF’




    “You are telling me that these oth­er per­sons, who­ev­er they may be … their opin­ion of

    you is im­por­tant to you.” He kicked again at a pi­geon that had wan­dered too close to his

    robe.




    “I guess so,” Re­mo said.




    “That is a child­ish at­ti­tude,” Chi­un said. “Some­body has to be an as­sas­sin. You were

    just lucky enough that you were the one who was picked. Think of all the am­ateurs who try to

    be as­sas­sins and give the art a bad name. And yet you, you of all peo­ple, were lucky.”




    “Some peo­ple might not re­gard it as good luck,” Re­mo said.




    “And some peo­ple think the world is flat,” Chi­un said. “You care about these peo­ple?”




    Re­mo shook his head. “I don’t know, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I just don’t know.”




    “Re­al­ly, Re­mo, some­one must do some­thing about these pi­geons. They are worth­less,

    dirty beasts that nei­ther sing nor beau­ti­fy the world and yet you Amer­icans feed them fat.”

    An­oth­er pi­geon was brush­ing against his robe. Chi­un found a peanut un­der the park bench

    and with the toe of his slip­per pushed it for­ward. When the pi­geon saw the peanut, he moved

    to­ward it.




    “And as for as­sas­sins be­ing nice per­sons,” Chi­un said, “why not? I am proud­ly an

    as­sas­sin. Yet is there any­one nicer than me?” he asked. He stood up from the bench and his

    right foot low­ered to­ward the pi­geon. The flow­ing folds of Chi­un’s day­time ki­mono hid

    the bird from view, but Re­mo had caught sight of the bird’s last spasm.




    He laughed, stood up, and put his arm around Chi­un’s shoul­ders.




    “No, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said, “there is no one nicer than you.”




    The as­sis­tant man­ag­er at their ho­tel ap­par­ent­ly thought so, too, be­cause he

    ges­tured to Chi­un with a large smile when the old man and Re­mo en­tered the lob­by.




    Chi­un walked to the man, who whis­pered in his ear. When Chi­un came back, Re­mo said,

    “What was it?”




    “Some­thing per­son­al,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo laughed. “Per­son­al? What per­son­al?”




    “My per­son­al,” Chi­un said. “Please go to the room. I will join you.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand this,” Re­mo said.




    “This’ then has com­pa­ny. There are so many things you do not un­der­stand,” Chi­un said.

    He puthis hand be­tween Re­mo’s shoul­der blades and pro­pelled him to­ward the

    el­eva­tor.




    Be­mo stepped in­to a wait­ing car. As the doors closed, he pressed the OPEN DOOR but­ton.

    The door opened again, and Re­mo saw Chi­un walk­ing to­ward a bank of tele­phones in the far

    cor­ner of the lob­by.




    Re­mo rode up­stairs won­der­ing what mes­sage it was that would bring Chi­un to use a

    tele­phone.




    Re­mo was ly­ing on the couch when Chi­un re­turned to the room.




    “Why are you ly­ing there, slug-​a-​bed?” Chi­un asked.




    “Where would you want me to lie?”




    “I would want you on your feet and pack­ing be­cause we are leav­ing,” said Chi­un.




    “Oh? Just where are we leav­ing for?”




    “New York City.”




    “That’s nice,” said Re­mo. “New York is beau­ti­ful in the sum­mer. The heat from the

    pave­ment cooks the garbage on the side­walk and casts sweet per­fume over the mug­gers who are

    hold­ing a con­ven­tion on ev­ery street cor­ner.”




    “We are go­ing, nev­er­the­less,” Chi­un said.




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause the fire­men there are go­ing on … what do you call it?”




    “I don’t know. What are you talk­ing about?”




    “What is it when peo­ple don’t want to work any­more?”




    “Pub­lic em­ploy­ment,” Re­mo said.




    “No. Some­thing else.”




    “A strike?” sug­gest­ed Re­mo.




    ‘That is cor­rect. They are strick­en,” said Chi­un.




    “Strik­ing,” Re­mo cor­rect­ed. “How do you know?”




    “I make it my busi­ness to be aware of such things,” Chi­un said. “Any­way, if the fire­men

    there are strick­en, then where else . . .”




    “. . . would our ar­son­ists go?” said Re­mo.




    “Cor­rect,” said Chi­un.




    “On to New York,” Re­mo said.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWELVE




    If some­body hadn’t put too much orégano in the spaghet­ti sauce, there might nev­er have

    been a fire­man’s strike in New York.




    Fire­man First Grade An­tho­ny Zig­ga­ta was prepar­ing to go from a fire­house in

    Man­hat­tan’s Up­per East Side to City Hall to shake hands at the con­clu­sion of con­tract

    ne­go­ti­ations. He had show­ered in the fire­house and was get­ting ready to put on his dress

    blues.




    Zig­ga­ta had been a fire­man for twen­ty-​two years. He had last seen the in­side of a

    fire­house as a work­er nine­teen years be­fore, when he was first elect­ed as a union

    del­egate. He then rose through the ranks to be­come a mem­ber of the con­tract ne­go­ti­at­ing

    team and fi­nal­ly pres­ident of the Amal­ga­mat­ed Con­sor­tium of Fire­fight­ers.




    He was in this fire­house on­ly be­cause it was ne­go­ti­at­ing sea­son, and at least once

    dur­ing ev­ery one of the bar­gain­ing ses­sions, one of the New York City news­pa­pers got the

    orig­inal idea to send a pho­tog­ra­pher to ac­com­pa­ny the union pres­ident on the job and

    watch him fight a fire.




    This year, the New York Post had had that orig­inal idea. For­tu­nate­ly, there had not been

    a firealarm pulled in the dis­trict, so they set­tled for a pic­ture of Zig­ga­ta

    clean­ing hoses. Zig­ga­ta hat­ed fires. They made him ner­vous, and when he got ner­vous, his

    skin broke out in itchy, scaly bumps.




    The con­tract he had been ne­go­ti­at­ing would cov­er the city’s fire de­part­ment for the

    next three years. It would guar­an­tee that the fire de­part­ment was the high­est paid in the

    world. It did not guar­an­tee that it would be the most ef­fi­cient. Such sug­ges­tions were

    made on­ly in­fre­quent­ly and ten­ta­tive­ly by ne­go­tia­tors for the city ad­min­is­tra­tion

    and were quick­ly dropped when it ap­peared that for mere mon­ey, the city could buy

    con­tin­uing la­bor peace. This al­ways ap­peared to be a good deal to City Hall, es­pe­cial­ly

    since the city had gone vir­tu­al­ly bankrupt and now de­pend­ed on Wash­ing­ton and Al­bany to

    pay its dai­ly bills.




    Ev­ery­thing should have gone sim­ply. Zig­ga­ta was whistling. The rest of it was a chip

    shot-​just the for­mal­ity of shak­ing hands with the may­or, smil­ing for pho­tog­ra­phers,

    and then he could go home. To his re­al home. But when he opened his lock­er, he found his

    dress blue pants on the floor of the lock­er.




    “Sumbitch,” he yelled aloud. Who the hell did this?” He held up the wrin­kled pants be­tween

    thumb and in­dex fin­ger as if they were a par­tic­ular­ly vile, smelly species of fish.




    Nine fire­men lay around on cots, wait­ing for a bell to ring. Like fire­men ev­ery­where,

    they did not talk much to each oth­er, pre­fer­ring to lie on their cots and lis­ten in to what

    the oth­ers were say­ing. Since none of the oth­ers spoke ei­ther, this did not make for much

    ver­bal ca­ma­raderie.




    But they were all to­geth­er in one thing. They didnot like Zig­ga­ta be­ing in their

    fire­house. Even though it hap­pened on­ly ev­ery three years at con­tract-​ne­go­ti­at­ing

    time, there was a strong feel­ing among them that Zig­ga­ta might be spy­ing for the city

    ad­min­is­tra­tion, ready to re­port them for some mi­nor rule in­frac­tion. That this had not

    hap­pened in the last nine­teen years wasn’t re­al­ly im­por­tant; what was im­por­tant was

    that it could hap­pen.




    “Who did this?” Zig­ga­ta yelled again.




    “G’wan,” came a voice from the end of the room. “If you don’t like it, leave.”




    “Yeah,” echoed an­oth­er voice. “Who asked you here any­way, spy?”




    “Spy?” shout­ed Zig­ga­ta. “A spy? Ain’t I your legal­ly elec­toral rep­re­sen­ta­tive?

    Ain’t I bring­ing you back a big con­tract?”




    “Yeah, that’s what you say. What are you get­ting out of it?”




    “Sat­is­fac­tion in a job well done,” Zig­ga­ta said. “I’d like to cut the throat of

    who­ev­er threw my pants on the floor.”




    “Go home,” yelled an­oth­er voice. “Wear one of your ex­pen­sive Guinea suits. You got

    plen­ty of them.”




    “Yeah,” said an­oth­er. “With our mon­ey, you got a lot of them.”




    “Ooooooh,” groaned a third as if in re­al pain. “Why does ev­ery­body get fat off us?”




    “You’re para­noids,” Zig­ga­ta yelled. “Frig­ging para­noids.”




    “Yeah? Well, that don’t mean you ain’t tak­ing ad­van­tage of us.”




    “Screw you all,’ Zig­ga­ta said. “If I nev­er see you again, it’ll be too soon.” He had

    fin­ished putting onhis uni­form. He looked as if he had just got­ten the jack­et out of

    the dry clean­ers and found the pants on a sub­way plat­form. “I look like hell,” he said.




    “Stop wor­ry­ing about how you look, and try to ne­go­ti­ate us a con­tract,” a fire­man

    yelled.




    “What?” screamed Zig­ga­ta. “I got us ev­ery­thing we want­ed.”




    “Bull­shit,” yelled back one of the fire­man. He sat up on the edge of his bed. He was

    wear­ing an arm­less un­der­shirt. He had tat­toos on both arms from wrist to shoul­der. “I got

    a broth­er-​in-​law in Skan-​eate­les, New York,” he said. “Who cares?”




    “Yeah? Well, he’s a fire­man, and they get off the first day of deer sea­son. Paid.”




    “When the hell is the first day of deer sea­son?” Zig­ga­ta asked.




    “I don’t know but they get it off.” ‘They get any oth­er hol­idays off?” Zig­ga­ta asked.

    “Like Christ­mas or Ju­ly Fourth?”




    “Who the hell cares? They got deer sea­son day. A paid hol­iday. But they prob­ably got

    re­al union lead­er­ship.”




    Zig­ga­ta re­al­ized it would do no good to ex­plain to the fire­men that the fire union had

    ne­go­ti­at­ed so many paid hol­idays for its mem­bers that the de­part­ment’s work year was

    hard­ly longer than that of pub­lic schoolteach­ers. It wouldn’t do any good. His arms were

    start­ing to itch. He rec­og­nized the signs and tried to calm him­self down.




    In a fi­nal at­tempt at restor­ing a spir­it of friend­ship, he went to the pot of food on

    the stove at the end of the room and dipped out a small help­ing of spaghet­ti and sauce. He

    sat down at the white enam­el-​topped ta­ble in front of the stove, lift­ed aspoon of

    spaghet­ti to his mouth, tast­ed it, then spat it out. Drops of food and sauce fell all over

    the front of his pants and jack­et.




    “Sumbitch,” yelled Zig­ga­ta. “Who the frig put the frig­ging orégano in that sauce?” He

    wiped his spat­tered mouth on the dirty table­cloth. “Look at me. I look like a pig.” He ran to

    the sink to try to blot him­self clean.




    “You al­ways look like a pig,” shout­ed back one ofthe fire­men.




    “With our mon­ey,” an­oth­er one said.




    “I hate orégano,” Zig­ga­ta moaned. “It makes me break out.”




    “Ev­ery­thing makes you break out. I’m go­ing to use orégano for­ev­er,” a voice cack­led

    from the cor­ner of the room.




    So, itchy, bumpy, skin scaly An­tho­ny Zig­ga­ta reached the may­or’s of­fice at City Hall

    and was not in a good mood and when the may­or smiled at him, waved across the room, and walked

    up to shake his hand and asked, “How’m I do­ing,” Zig­ga­ta said, “You’re do­ing shit.”




    “What’s wrong?” the may­or asked.




    “We ain’t got no deal un­less we get deer sea­son day off.”




    “Deer what?”




    “Deer sea­son day. It’s the first day of deer sea­son.”




    “When is it?” the may­or asked.




    “I don’t know,” Zig­ga­ta said. “Ask a frig­ging deer. I ain’t no frig­ging deer.”




    “Why do you want it off?”




    Zig­ga­ta took a deep breath. “There is a large hue and cry among the men of our valiant

    de­part­ment for deer sea­son day off as a paid hol­iday to bringus par­ity with the vast

    ma­jor­ity of oth­er fire de­part­ments across the breadth and depth and lon­gi­tude of the

    Unit­ed States.”




    “You al­ready have six­ty-​three paid hol­idays,” the may­or sput­tered.




    “Well, make it six­ty-​four. Deer day or we walk,” Zig­ga­ta said.




    “Walk,” the may­or said. It was the first time in twen­ty years that the oc­cu­pant of the

    New York City may­or’s of­fice hadn’t knuck­led un­der to a threat. The may­or was sur­prised

    to look around and find that the clocks hadn’t stopped, the sun had not stopped mov­ing, and

    the walls of the build­ing were still in­tact. He felt ex­hil­arat­ed. Prob­ably, there were

    may­ors and pub­lic of­fi­cials around the coun­try who said no once, maybe even two or three

    times a year. He bet they liked do­ing it. It was like hav­ing pow­er.




    He yelled at Zig­ga­ta’s back. “No, dammit. I say no, no, a thou­sand times no. I’d rather

    die than say yes.”




    And so An­tho­ny Zig­ga­ta, in a funk over the orégano sauce stains on his blue uni­form,

    his skin itch­ing, went out to the wait­ing re­porters and called the city ad­min­is­tra­tion

    and specif­ical­ly the may­or a gang of fas­cist, racist op­pres­sors and re­pres­sors in­tent

    up­on break­ing the spir­it of true trade union­ism in Amer­ica. And he said that if the

    fire­men were ex­pect­ed to be ready to die for the city, as so many did, they were al­so ready

    to die for their hon­or, and the may­or had not heard the last of this.




    By the time the sto­ries had reached the fire-​hous­es of the city, they had been changed

    some­what. The fire­men “learned” that the city po­lice had de­mand­ed in their next con­tract

    that each police­man be paid three times what a fire­man was paid, since they worked three

    times as hard. By unan­imous voice vote, ev­ery fire com­pa­ny in the city au­tho­rized

    Zig­ga­ta to call a strike to hold off the ram­pag­ing po­lice union plun­der­ers. Zig­ga­ta by

    now had on a fresh pair of pants, and a bath had got­ten rid of most of the itch­ing, and he

    was home in Ozone Park, Queens, and he didn’t want to hear from strike. But when he got the

    first of many phone calls call­ing him a traitor to the fire­men’s cause and warn­ing him that

    he might for­feit the 125 per­cent of salary pen­sion all fire­men were en­ti­tled to af­ter

    com­plet­ing ten years of more or less loy­al ser­vice, he did the on­ly thing a

    self-​re­spect­ing union man could do.




    He brought the de­part­ment out on strike.




    Soon af­ter, Sol­ly and Sparky ar­rived.


  




  

    CHAPTER THIRTEEN




    The may­or had set up a cri­sis head­quar­ters in City Hall, and when he ar­rived there

    af­ter eat­ing Szechuan food in Chi­na­town, he asked a wom­an out­side City Hall, “How’m I

    do­ing?” She hit him on the head with her um­brel­la. He ar­rived at the cri­sis cen­ter

    shak­en, care­ful enough to ask his aide, “How are you do­ing?”




    “Ter­ri­ble,” his top aide said. He was a swarthy Latin-​look­ing man with a rum­pled suit

    and a greasy tie who want­ed to stay in of­fice just long enough to buy a restau­rant.

    “God­dam, alarm box­es are go­ing off all over the city, and no­body’s an­swer­ing them.”




    “What’s burn­ing?”




    “Noth­ing yet. They’re all false alarms.”*




    “You sound like you’ve got it un­der con­trol. Fm go­ing out to min­gle,” the may­or said.

    He had been out of the build­ing on­ly a few min­utes when the fires start­ed.




    Sol­ly Mar­tin and Sparky McGurl drove through New York’s night­time streets. They head­ed

    east down 81st Street.




    “This block’d go in min­utes,” Mar­tin said. Theboy didn’t an­swer, and Sol­ly looked

    over at him.




    The kid had a book of match­es and a pa­per bag




    that their pas­tra­mi sand­wich­es had come in. He was tear­ing strips of pa­per from the

    bag, light­ing them and toss­ing them out the car’s open win­dow. “Stop that,” Sol­ly

    growled.




    The kid looked at him, first with a flash of anger, then turn­ing it to a smile. “Just

    prac­tic­ing, Sol­ly,” he said.




    “You don’t need any prac­tice.”




    The kid kept smil­ing. “No, I guess I don’t.”




    “And be­sides, you burn noth­ing with­out a con­tract,” Sol­ly said.




    “You don’t,” the boy cor­rect­ed. But he put the bag and the match­es back in­to the glove

    com­part­ment.




    Sol­ly looked back in­to the street, in time to swerve to avoid a big Gor­don set­ter who

    seemed in­tent on prov­ing that sex­ual in­ter­course be­tween dog and parked car was

    pos­si­ble. The kid was chang­ing. He had been hang­ing on Sol­ly like a fa­ther or a big

    broth­er, but now he had the look of some­body ready to spread his wings and go on his own. The

    kid hadn’t been the same since the fire in St. Louis.-




    “Still think­ing about that guy?” Mar­tin asked him.




    “Yeah,” Sparky said. “I don’t know. When I saw him, first I was scared. But then it was like

    I’d been wait­ing for him. Like I was al­ways wait­ing for him.”




    “You ev­er ​see him be­fore?” Mar­tin asked.




    The kid looked out the win­dow and shook his head. “No. I mean, not re­al­ly. But it’s like

    he was fa­mil­iar, you know, like I seen him be­fore butdidn’t re­al­ly see him, like,

    you know what I mean.”




    “No.”




    “It’s like I lived be­fore and so did he, and like, we were sup­posed to meet be­cause like

    we had an ap­point­ment. It was weird.”




    “Well, we’re rid of him. Nev­er see him again,”Sol­ly said.




    Sparky shook his head in dis­agree­ment. “I don’t think so,” he said. “I don’t think

    so.”




    Sol­ly was glad they were back in New York. The kid was act­ing strange­ly. But this

    fire­men’s strike was made to or­der for them. One big score and Sol­ly would re­tire, and the

    kid could spend the rest of his life set­ting fire to su­per­mar­ket carts for all Sol­ly

    cared.




    The fires start­ed in Harlem, where groups of teenagers de­cid­ed that the way to im­prove

    the qual­ity of their hous­ing was to live in the street, so they be­gan to torch their own

    apart­ment build­ings.




    Soon dozens of build­ings were ablaze. In the ab­sence of a fire de­part­ment, po­lice­men

    were try­ing to man fire equip­ment and fight the fires, af­ter first ex­tort­ing from the

    may­or a promise of triple time fox over­time. The same youths who had set many of the fires

    were pitch­ing in, try­ing to put them out.




    The re­ports crack­led in over the all-​news ra­dio sta­tion in Sol­ly Mar­tin’s car.




    Sol­ly swore.




    He and Sparky were driv­ing down what was left of the West Side High­way. The prob­lem with

    driv­ing this high-​speed el­evat­ed thor­ough­fare was that a driv­er had to get off the road

    ev­ery six or eight blocks as he came to a sec­tion of the road that wassealed off

    be­cause it was falling apart. Sol­ly drove down to 11th Av­enue, drove at street lev­el for a

    few blocks, then was able to get back up on the West Side High­way.




    They were mov­ing south along the Hud­son Riv­er to­ward down­town. Sol­ly swore again at

    the ra­dio.




    “God­damn am­ateurs,” he said. “There won’t be any­thing left for us to burn, if they keep

    it up.”




    Sparky smiled and point­ed out the win­dow, straight ahead, to­ward down­town. “There’s

    some­thing that be­longs to us,” he said.




    Sol­ly fol­lowed the di­rec­tion of the kid’s ges­ture. He smiled, too, as he saw what

    Sparky meant.




    The twin tow­ers of the World Trade Cen­ter, the tallest build­ings in New York City,

    jut­ted up in­to the sky like two up­end­ed sil­very packs of gum.




    “They’re fire­proof,” Sol­ly said.




    “Not to me. I can make any­thing burn.”




    “Kid. I think you got it”




    The may­or came back to cri­sis con­trol cen­ter shak­en. His city was burn­ing up. From

    Harlem in the north to Chi­na­town on the south, from riv­er to riv­er, fires were ex­plod­ing

    all over the city. The may­or had called on the state to mo­bi­lize and send in the Na­tion­al

    Guard; he had au­tho­rized po­lice over­time to man fire equip­ment; he had called on pri­vate

    cit­izens to form buck­et brigades to help fight fires. He had tried to call in the

    san­ita­tion work­ers, too, but their lead­er had asked the may­or how much he ex­pect­ed a

    garbage­man to do for $29,000 a year. The may­or had to promise them quadru­ple time be­fore

    the union lead­er said grudg­ing­ly that he would tell the men and let them de­cide

    them­selves.




    “Maybe I should call the teach­er’s union,” the may­or said.




    His aide shook his head.




    “Why not?”




    “They won’t even give out milk in class­rooms. You think they’re go­ing to fight fires?”




    “It might be a wel­come change from not teach­ing,” the may­or said.




    “You’re wast­ing your time,” his aide said. “Try the gov­er­nor again about the Na­tion­al

    Guard.”




    A com­mis­sion­er of the agen­cy that built and op­er­at­ed the World Trade Cen­ter pushed

    his way in­to cri­sis cen­tral.




    The may­or saw him and smiled. “How’m I do­ing?” he asked.




    “We’re do­ing ter­ri­ble,” the com­mis­sion­er said. “All of us. We’ve got to talk.”




    “Over here,” the may­or said. His aide watched as the two men went to the side of the room.

    He walked over to join their con­ver­sa­tion.




    “I just talked to some guy on the phone,” the com­mis­sion­er said. He was a bald­ing,

    sweaty man. “He’s go­ing to burn down the World Trade Cen­ter.”




    “There’s al­ways an un­less,” the may­or said. “What’s the un­less?”




    “Ten mil­lion dol­lars. That’s what he wants.”




    “What do you think?” the may­or asked. “Prob­ably a crank.”




    “I don’t know what to think. I don’t think he was a crank.”




    “You want to pay him?” the may­or asked.




    “Where am I go­ing to get ten mil­lion dol­lars?”




    The may­or laughed. With a stran­gle­hold on the rev­enues of all bridges and tun­nels

    lead­ing in­toand out of the city, the econ­omy of the World Trade Agen­cy was as sure as

    Sau­di oil re­serves.




    “Raise tolls again,” the may­or said. “What do you want me to do?”




    The com­mis­sion­er kept rub­bing his hands to­geth­er as if try­ing to wash them of some

    psy­chic dirt. “Pro­tect our build­ings. They’re not paid for yet.”




    “Sure,” the may­or said. “What do you want? I’ve got six Boy Scout troops I can mo­bi­lize.

    Maybe the League of Wom­en Vot­ers will come out They can car­ry wa­ter in their

    pock­et­booksT”




    He was in­ter­rupt­ed by his aide. “May­or, I think you ought to take this call.”




    The may­or nod­ded. “Wait,” he told the com­mis­sion­er.




    He picked up the tele­phone and pressed a but­ton. “This is the may­or,” he said. He

    lis­tened and said, “But you can’t do that.” He looked at the two men stand­ing in the cor­ner

    and shook his head. Then he looked at the tele­phone, as it ob­vi­ous­ly had gone dead in his

    hand.




    He came back and whooshed a large sigh. “That was your ar­son­ist,” he told the

    com­mis­sion­er. “He said he knew I must have heard about it by now. Ten mil­lion dol­lars or

    the twin tow­ers get melt­ed.”




    The aide said, “Can he do it? I thought those build­ings were fire­proof.”




    “He said he can do it,” the may­or said. “Get the po­lice over to the East­ern Ma­rine

    Ter­mi­nal on FDR Drive,” the may­or said.




    “Why?”




    “He said that’s a fire­proof build­ing, too, and he’s putting it up, just to show us he can

    do it.”




    The aide raced to a tele­phone, picked it up, and be­gan talk­ing.




    The com­mis­sion­er shook his head. “You’ve got to set­tle this strike,” he told the

    may­or.




    “Sure. Give them off the first day of deer-​hunt­ing sea­son?”




    “Give them any god­damn thing they want,” the com­mis­sion­er said. “This is big.”




    “You go­ing to give your cops deer sea­son off?” the may­or asked.




    “They haven’t asked for it. But you’ve got to,” the com­mis­sion­er said. He wiped his brow

    with a wet hand­ker­chief. ‘This is im­por­tant.”




    “Some things are more im­por­tant,” the may­or said. He looked to­ward his aide, who put the

    tele­phone down slow­ly as if not be­liev­ing the mes­sage it had brought him.




    He came back, his face drained of col­or.




    “The worst?” the may­or said.




    “Yeah,” said the aide. “We were too late. The po­lice said the Ma­rine Ter­mi­nal’s rub­ble.

    It went up like a match, and the flames were so hot, it’s like the stones al­most melt­ed.

    Five, maybe six, dead in­side.”




    “Give in,” said the com­mis­sion­er. “Give in. Set­tle.”




    “Get out of here,” the may­or said. “You make mesick.”




    As the night wore on to­ward mid­night, fires were blos­som­ing all over the city, and as

    Re­mo and Chi­un’s plane an­gled in to­ward John F. Kennedy Au-​port, they could seem the sky

    glow­ing over the city.




    In a rent­ed car, driv­ing in­to Man­hat­tan, Re­mo lis­tened to the news bul­letins on the

    ra­dio:




    � The Na­tion­al Guard was mov­ing in, the gov­er­nor au­tho­riz­ing it af­ter fi­nal­ly

    hav­ing been lo­cat­ed at the open­ing of a new Beau­ti­ful Peo­ple dis­co.




    � The may­or was ask­ing the pub­lic to mo­bi­lize and help fight the fires in the city. “I

    know they will re­spond,” he said.




    � The press did not know why, but the twin tow­ers of the World Trade Cen­ter had been

    sealed off by agen­cy po­lice. All train ser­vice in­to the build­ing had been stopped, and no

    one was be­ing al­lowed in­to the area hous­ing the mam­moth struc­tures.




    “What do we do now?” Chi­un asked.




    “The may­ors at City Hall,” Re­mo said. “We’re go­ing there. It looks like the World Trade

    Cen­ter is on Sparky’s hit list”


  




  

    CHAPTER FOURTEEN




    The kid had flipped. Sol­ly Mar­tin knew it when he had to drag the young boy out of the

    blaz­ing East Side Ma­rine Ter­mi­nal. The build­ing was falling around him; there were the

    screams of the burn­ing and dy­ing, and Sparky McGurl had want­ed to stay there and wait for

    the cops to ar­rive so he could in­cin­er­ate them, too. When Sol­ly had dragged him back to

    the car, the kid’s eyes were flash­ing with ex­cite­ment. The ex­cite­ment of death. Mar­tin

    drove in­stant­ly down­town, then through the Hol­land Tun­nel from New York in­to Jer­sey

    City. They made a left hand turn near the Hol­iday Inn, then head­ed south to­ward the

    de­cay­ing heart of the old city.




    At burned-​out City Hall, they made an­oth­er left-​hand turn and drove back to­ward the

    wa­ter, to­ward the Hud­son Riv­er and the New York sky­line. Ex­change Place, busy dur­ing the

    day with the work of re­spon­si­ble stock firms and a hand­ful of boil­er rooms that

    spe­cial­ized in sell­ing worth­less stock over the tele­phone to peo­ple who shouldn’t even

    have been al­lowed to have a tele­phone, was dark and emp­ty. They parked their car against a

    wood­en tim­ber that act­ed as a re­tain­ing wall topre­vent cars from rolling in­to the

    murky wa­ters of the Hud­son, here so de­cayed and volatile that they could have peeled off a

    car’s paint be­fore it touched the mud of the shal­low bot­tom.




    “What are we do­ing here?” Sparky asked. His voice was an­noyed and de­mand­ing.




    “Leave it to me,” Sol­ly said. He took a flash­light and a screw­driv­er from un­der the

    front seat, jammed them in­to his belt, then both left their car.




    A wood­en kiosk marked the en­trance to the Port Au­thor­ity Trans-​Hud­son sub­way, which

    went un­der the riv­er from his spot in New Jer­sey to New York. The sub­way sta­tion, in

    keep­ing with the Port Au­thor­ity’s com­mit­ment to equal­ity for New Jer­sey, was pos­si­bly

    the dirt­iest and ugli­est in the Unit­ed States. Go­ing down in­to it gave the im­pres­sion of

    en­ter­ing a coal mine.




    The kiosk door was locked. A sign post­ed read:




    ALL TRAIN SER­VICE CAN­CELLED.




    TRAINS TO NEWARK AT JOUR­NAL SQUARE.




    Sol­ly peered in through the dirt-​crust­ed win­dow. The build­ing was dark. The old met­al

    and wood door pulled open eas­ily af­ter Sol­ly stuck the screw­driv­er in­to the lock. They

    both stepped in­to the dark­ness.




    They stopped to lis­ten, and when they heard no sound, Sol­ly flipped on his flash­light for

    a brief in­stant. He saw the steps lead­ing down at the end of the long en­trance hall­way.




    “Fol­low me,” he whis­pered. “And be qui­et.”




    They walked down three flights of steps, paus­ing at ev­ery land­ing to lis­ten, and then

    they were in an­oth­er long hall­way. At the end of it, Sol­ly saw the turn­stiles mark­ing the

    en­trance to the tubes. The Port Au­thor­ity in­di­cat­ed its pri­or­ities by having kept the

    turn­stiles still work­ing, the faint red glow from their au­to­mat­ic coin-​de­man­ders

    cre­at­ing an eerie ha­lo around the en­trance­way. Sol­ly and the boy slid un­der the

    turn­stile, and Sol­ly again flipped on his light. He saw a sign that read: WTC- WORLD TRADE

    CEN­TER- ​and they turned right, down an­oth­er flight of stairs. They were on a sub­way

    plat­form. They paused, lis­ten­ing.




    When he was sure the plat­form was emp­ty, Sol­ly led the youth to the edge of the

    plat­form. He flashed his light, as they jumped down on­to the wood­en tim­bers that

    trans­versed the tracks. They be­gan to walk to the left.




    Sol­ly leaned over to the boy. “Next stop, World Trade Cen­ter,” he said. The boy gig­gled

    as they walked off in the dark in­to the tun­nel that led un­der the Hud­son Riv­er to the twin

    tow­ers in New York.




    A New York City po­lice squad of two cap­tains, three lieu­tenants, and four sergeants, all

    su­per­vis­ing one pa­trol­man, stood guard out­side the cri­sis con­trol cen­ter in the City

    Hall build­ing.




    The pa­trol­man stood at the door. The nine su­pe­ri­or of­fi­cers sat in chairs, watch­ing

    him care­ful­ly for even the small­est hint of in­ef­fi­cien­cy or in­sub­or­di­na­tion.




    The pa­trol­man stopped Re­mo and Chi­un when they ap­peared at the door. Re­mo showed his

    FBI iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.




    The pa­trol­man looked at it, then called to­ward the group of sergeants.




    “Sir?”




    The sergeant with the least se­nior­ity came over.




    “Yes, pa­trol­man?”




    “This man’s from the FBI. Here’s his iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.”




    The sergeant fon­dled it. He nod­ded sev­er­al times, then took it back to the oth­er

    sergeants. He showed it to the sergeant with the next most se­nior­ity, who fon­dled the ID,

    nod­ded, and passed it on to the se­nior sergeant. The three sergeants hud­dled. They took

    turns fondling the ID card. Fi­nal­ly, the low­est-​se­nior­ity sergeant car­ried the card to

    the lieu­tenant with the least se­nior­ity.




    “Hey,” Re­mo called. “Is this al­most a wrap?”




    “Pro­ce­dures,” the rank­ing sergeant called. ‘They have to be fol­lowed.”




    The lieu­tenants were now in heat­ed dis­cus­sion, ap­par­ent­ly de­cid­ing who was go­ing

    to take the FBI card to the two cap­tains for eval­ua­tion.




    Re­mo walked over to the three lieu­tenants and took the card back. He mo­tioned for the

    four sergeants to join him. He mo­tioned for the two cap­tains to come over. When all nine had

    as­sem­bled, he held up the card.




    ‘This is an FBI card. It be­longs to me. The Ori­en­tal gen­tle­man is with me. We are on

    gov­ern­ment busi­ness. We are go­ing in­side.”




    “Do you have ap­proval?” one of the cap­tains said.




    “I do now,” Re­mo said. He put the card back in­to his shirt pock­et. His hands flashed in

    the air. Lat­er, the pa­trol­man would say that he hadn’t seen any­thing, but sud­den­ly all

    nine of­fi­cers were hold­ing their faces. Their noses hurt.




    ‘That’s just a touch,” Re­mo said. “You un­der­stand. Now I’ve got ap­proval, right?”




    “Right,” said nine voic­es.




    Thank you.”




    Re­mo went back to Chi­un. The pa­trol­man moved aside.




    “We’ve got ap­proval,” Re­mo said.




    The pa­trol­man winked.




    In­side the room, the may­or sat with his head rest­ing on his hands, as if try­ing to wring

    a headache out of it.




    “An­oth­er string of fires, up along York Av­enue,” his aide called to him.




    The may­or shook his head. “Call the fire­men. Tell them to go back to work.”




    The aide said, “You can’t do that. It’ll kill you po­lit­ical­ly.”




    “And if I don’t, there are go­ing to be bod­ies stacked up all over this city,” the may­or

    said. “Tell them they can have deer sea­son off. They can have duck sea­son. They can have

    frig­ging mon­goose sea­son. I’m gonna get their ass­es lat­er, but they’ve got to go

    back.”




    The aide start­ed to protest, but the may­or barked, “Do it.” Then he looked up and saw

    Re­mo.




    “What do you want?” he asked.




    “What’s the ran­som de­mand on the World Trade Cen­ter?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ten mil­lion dol­lars.”




    “You go­ing to pay it?” Re­mo asked.




    “No. I’m wait­ing for them to low­er their de­mand to deer sea­son off. That I can give

    them.”




    “Is the Trade Cen­ter agen­cy go­ing to give them the mon­ey?”




    “No,” the may­or said. “Who are you, any­way?”




    “I’m from Wash­ing­ton,” Re­mo said. “This is my as­sis­tant.” He nod­ded to­ward Chi­un.

    Chi­un glared at him.




    “I am his teach­er,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed. “Ev­ery­thing he knows I taught him. Ex­cept how to

    be ug­ly. He came by that nat­ural­ly.”




    “You sound like my moth­er,” said the may­or.




    “I bet you nev­er write her,” Chi­un said.




    “Will you two stop?” Re­mo said. “We’ve got busi­ness. The ar­son­ists are go­ing to call

    back?”




    “Yes,” the may­or said.




    “When those fire­men go back to work, you’re still go­ing to have a prob­lem.”




    “What’s that?”




    “Those ar­son­ists. They re­al­ly can bum down the World Trade Cen­ter. They can burn down

    this whole city.”




    “What’s left of it, you mean,” said the may­or.




    “Right. What’s left of it. Any­way, if you don’t stop them, this city is in bad trou­ble and

    go­ing to stay in bad trou­ble.”




    “As op­posed to?” the may­or asked.




    “When are the ar­son­ists call­ing back?”




    The may­or looked at the wall clock. “Five min­utes,” he said.




    The aide in­ter­rupt­ed him. “May­or, I just talked to the fire­men.”




    ‘Tes?”




    They want St. Swith­in’s Day off, too.”




    “What the hell is St. Swith­in’s Day?” the may­or asked.




    “I don’t know, some­thing about a ground­hog, I think,” the aide said.




    “No,” the may­or said. “It’s rain. Ground­hog is win­ter or some­thing.” He groaned again.

    “Give it to them. Give them any­thing. It doesn’t mat­ter. I’m gonna have all those bas­tards

    thrown off the frigging de­part­ment if it’s the last thing I do.”




    The aide nod­ded and went back to the phone. Re­mo said, “All right, May­or, when the

    ar­son­ists call, here’s what you do.”


  




  

    CHAPTER FIFTEEN




    The Trade Cen­ter po­lice still ringed the block, but all of them had been pulled out from

    in­side the twin tow­er com­plex when Re­mo and Chi­un ar­rived. The lights had been turned out

    in the lob­by, but as the two men walked down the store-​lined cor­ri­dor con­nect­ing the two

    tow­ers, a flash­light beam shone from one end in­to their faces. “Who are you?” a voice

    called. “I can’t hear you,” Re­mo said. Tve got a flash­light in my face.”




    The light went out. “One man on­ly,” Chi­un hissed to Re­mo. “Now who are you?”




    Tve got your mon­ey,” Re­mo said. He swung the at­taché case he was car­ry­ing in­to the air

    above his head be­fore re­al­iz­ing that his ques­tion­er couldn’t see it in the dark. Re­mo

    made out the man. Ear­ly thir­ties, flashily dressed, wear­ing two gold rings. He had seen him

    be­fore be­hind the wheel of a car in St. Louis. Sol­ly Mar­tin. Re­mo was dis­ap­point­ed. He

    had hoped that the kid Sparky would be here, too.




    Re­mo and Chi­un walked to­ward him. Sol­ly’s voice was crisp. “That’s far enough,” he

    said.




    “We’re twen­ty feet apart,” Re­mo said. “How do I get you your mon­ey un­less we get clos­er

    than that? Mail it?”




    “What’s the mon­ey in?”




    “A brief­case,” Re­mo said.




    “Okay. Put it down on the floor, then back up.”




    The light flashed on. Re­mo put down the at­taché case and then mo­tioned for Chi­un to back

    away. So did Re­mo.




    They saw the flash­light click on, ze­ro in on the at­taché case, and then come clos­er. It

    waved up to them.




    “Back far­ther,” Sol­ly called. “No fun­ny stuff. I’ve got a gun on you.”




    “No gun,” Chi­un whis­pered to Re­mo.




    “How do you know?”




    “His bal­ance when he walks. He is just one flash­light off in bal­ance. Not a flash­light

    and a gun,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo had made the same judg­ment. “Maybe he’s drag­ging the gun on a rope be­hind him,” he

    said sul­len­ly.




    “No,” Chi­un said thought­ful­ly. “I don’t hearthat.”




    The flash­light was at the at­taché case. Sol­ly bent down to flip it open.




    Re­mo said, “Where’s San­ta’s lit­tle helper?” “Sparky? He’s up­stairs ready to put this

    build­ing away if there’s any fun­ny stuff.” Sud­den­ly, he re­al­ized that no one should have

    known about his young ac­com­plice. He looked up at Re­mo as he fum­bled with the locks. “What

    do you know about . . .”




    Re­mo in­ter­rupt­ed. “You set many fires?” “Enough to know what we’re do­ing,” Sol­ly

    said.




    “Who are you?”




    “You set that one in Newark? At the ten­ement? For Rev­erend With­er­spool?”




    “Yeah. That was ours. Good fire.”




    In the dark, Re­mo nod­ded. “A friend of ours died in that fire.”




    “Sor­ry to hear it,” Sol­ly Mar­tin said. ‘That’s life.”




    Tm glad you’re tak­ing that at­ti­tude,” Re­mo said.




    Sol­ly had for­got­ten the ques­tion he asked Re­mo in his hur­ry to get the case of mon­ey

    open. He Lift­ed the top, glanced at the mon­ey, then raised his light to­ward Re­mo, catch­ing

    him full in the eyes. Re­mo saw the swing of the light and con­tract­ed the pupils of his eyes

    be­fore the light hit him, and when the light was on him, the pupils of his eyes were on­ly

    lit­tle pin­pricks of black.




    “I know you from some­where?” Sol­ly asked. He ro­tat­ed the light around Re­mo’s face.




    “We nev­er met,” Re­mo said. “But we al­most did in St. Louis. At the sport­ing goods

    store.”




    “That was you?”




    ”Yeah.”




    “You spooked the kid.”




    “Noth­ing com­pared to what I’m go­ing to do,” said Re­mo.




    “What do you mean?” ,




    “I mean, you’re first and then him. That’s phoney mon­ey there. It’s just cut-​up

    news­pa­per, un­der a few bills. Phoney stacks.”




    The light swung down to­ward the at­taché case, but be­fore Sol­ly Mar­tin could even glance

    at the mon­ey, Re­mo was on him, his right hand like a claw around the back of Mar­tin’s

    neck.




    “Where’s the kid?” Re­mo asked.




    “I don’t know. Owwwww. I don’t know.”




    “What do you mean, you don’t know?”




    “He’s up­stairs some­where. In this build­ing.”




    “And how’s he go­ing to know you’ve got the mon­ey?” Re­mo asked.




    “He’s go­ing to call me on that phone over there.” Sol­ly tried, in­ef­fec­tive­ly, to point

    to a pay phone on the wall.




    “Is that the truth?” Re­mo asked, even though he knew it was. Pain in ju­di­cious dos­es,

    ju­di­cious­ly ap­plied, al­ways brought the truth, and Re­mo was a mas­ter at the mea­sured

    dose of pain.




    “Yeah, it’s the truth,” Sol­ly said. “This is a shit deal.”




    “Maybe you’re in the wrong busi­ness,” Re­mo said.




    “I was al­ways in the wrong busi­ness. And here, fi­nal­ly, I thought I had it. And now . .

    . god­damn jail.”




    Re­mo shook his head. In the glow from the flash­light, for­got­ten on the floor, Sol­ly

    could see Re­mo’s face, the dark, deep-​set eyes, the high cheek­bones, and a shiv­er went

    through the man’s body.




    “What do you mean, no?” he asked. “You’re a cop, ain’t you?”




    “Sor­ry, kid. Not me. I’m an as­sas­sin.”




    “Hear, hear,” said Chi­un. “And about time, too.”




    “What’s next?” said Sol­ly ner­vous­ly. His voice trem­bled.




    “You are. Good-​bye, Sol­ly,” said Re­mo.




    “You’re go­ing to kill me?”




    “For a friend named Ru­by,” Re­mo said.




    “You can’t do that,” said Sol­ly.




    “Watch,” said Re­mo.




    As he fin­ished Sol­ly, the tele­phone on the wall rang. Be­fore Re­mo could move to­ward

    it, Chi­un had lift­ed the re­ceiv­er.




    “Chi­un,” hissed Re­mo. “Ill han­dle that.”




    “Just a minute,” Chi­un said in­to the phone. “Re­mo wants to talk to you.” He hand­ed the

    tele­phone to Re­mo. Re­mo glared at him.




    “Kid?” said Re­mo.




    “Yeah?”




    “Sol­ly’s here. He’s got the mon­ey.”




    “Good. Let me talk to him.”




    “He says hur­ry on down.”




    “If I don’t talk to him, I go to work.”




    Re­mo moved close to the mouth­piece, as if whis­per­ing. “Kid, you bet­ter get down here. I

    think he’s plan­ning to take a walk with your mon­ey.”




    Sparky laughed, a chill­ing, hol­low laugh that pierced Re­mo’s hear­ing. “Who cares?” he

    said. “Let him keep the mon­ey. I just want to burn.”




    “You’re not gonna burn, wiseass,” said Re­mo. “You’re gonna fry.”




    The kid paused, then said, “I know you.”




    “St. Louis,” said Re­mo.




    The young boy laughed again. “I knew you’d be along,” he said. ‘It makes it right sort

    of.”




    “You think so?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yeah. It’s like I been wait­ing my whole life for you. Like we got some kind of busi­ness,

    you know, like that.”




    “We’ve got busi­ness, kid,” said Re­mo. “It’s been hang­ing around for thir­ty

    cen­turies.”




    “Nine­ty-​sec­ond floor,” the kid said. ‘Til be wait­ing for you.”




    “You got it,” Re­mo said. He let the tele­phone go dead in his hand, then turned to Chi­un

    with aquizzi­cal look on his face. “He said he’s wait­ing for me.”




    “I heard what he said,” said Chi­un, who was stand­ing ten feet away. “Do you think I’m

    deaf?”




    “He knows the leg­end, too,” Re­mo said.




    “Ev­ery­one knows it and be­lieves it but you,” said Chi­un.




    Re­mo put his hand on Chain’s shoul­der. “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said. “Me, too.”




    He walked to­ward a bank of el­eva­tors with Chi­un at his side. Re­mo stud­ied the

    el­eva­tor signs in the lob­by. There was no el­eva­tor to the 92nd floor. They on­ly went as

    high as the 60th floor. They start­ed to ride up in the silent build­ing.




    “I hate this,” Re­mo said.




    “What?”




    “You can tell a coun­try’s gone to hell when they start mess­ing around with

    el­eva­tors.”




    ‘This one seems to work fine,” Chi­un said.




    “Naaah,” said Re­mo. “You know, in the old days, el­eva­tors used to go from the bot­tom

    floor to the top floor. Whoosh. Straight up. Now, they got class­es in en­gi­neer­ing schools

    in cre­ative el­eva­tor de­sign. They go halfway up. Oth­ers go a quar­ter of the way up. When

    you get there, you have to get a sched­ule and switch el­eva­tors like switch­ing trains.

    Try­ing to get to the top floor is like try­ing to get to Al­toona to see Aunt Al­ice.

    Stupid.”




    “I didn’t know you knew so much about el­eva­tors,” Chi­un said.




    “Just the way I am,” said Re­mo. “I know a lot about so many things.”




    “Then here is some­thing you should know,” Chuin said. He was in­ter­rupt­ed by the

    el­eva­tor door open­ing. They stepped out and trans­ferred toan­oth­er el­eva­tor. It

    moved up to­ward the 92nd floor.




    “What?” said Re­mo.




    “You are not per­mit­ted to kill this child,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo spun to­ward him. “What?”




    “He is a child. His life is sacrëd in Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said. “A mas­ter can­not will­ing­ly

    take a child’s life.”




    “That’s Sinan­ju,” said Re­mo. “This is New York.”




    “But you are a mas­ter. You are bound by the tra­di­tion.”




    “Bull­dookey,” said Re­mo. ‘Tou think I’m go­ing to let this lit­tle spark­plug

    in­cin­er­ate me, like Tung­sten the Medi­um?”




    “Tung-​Si the Less­er,” Chi­un said. “Rules are rules.”




    “Good for you,” Re­mo. “Don’t go break­ing any. And don’t go giv­ing any to me. This lit­tle

    swine killed Ru­by, and I’m can­celling his li­brary card.”




    The el­eva­tor door opened. Re­mo stepped out.




    Chi­un said “I’ll stay here.” He pressed the CLOSE DOOR but­ton.




    In the cor­ri­dor, Re­mo paused and then heard the sound. It was a fast, crack­ling noise.

    He breathed deep, and the acrid smell of burn­ing wood bit in­to his sen­si­tive nos­trils.




    Re­mo ran along the car­pet­ed floor, lift­ing his head like a dog scent­ing air. At an

    in­ter­sec­tion of cor­ri­dors, he moved to­ward the sound and smell of fire at the south­east

    cor­ner of the build­ing. He found the of­fices of the Safe­ty First Grand­slam In­sur­ance

    Com­pa­ny. Through the frost­ed glass of the door, he could see the tongues of flames.

    TheSafe­ty-​First Grand­slam In­sur­ance Com­pa­ny. Where had he heard that name?




    He pushed his way through the locked door. Sure. It was the com­pa­ny that had is­sued those

    life in­sur­ance poli­cies that the Rev­erend With­er­spool had hoped would make him rich.




    The of­fice was burn­ing. Desks were afire, book­shelves were smol­der­ing and, as Re­mo

    watched, smoke pour­ing from open file cab­inets was turn­ing red and then ex­plod­ing in­to

    flame. A large com­put­er ran the en­tire length of one wall. Smoke and flames shot from its

    open­ing like a slot ma­chine pay­ing off in fire.




    Re­mo ig­nored the fires and pushed through the doors in­to all the con­nect­ing of­fices.

    Sparky was not there.




    He came back out in­to the main of­fice and looked at the burn­ing com­put­er. He

    re­mem­bered the poli­cies writ­ten on those poor fam­ilies in Newark. He looked at the fire

    ex­tin­guish­er on the wall. He looked at the burn­ing com­put­er.




    “Screw ‘em,” he said and walked out in­to the hall.




    Where was the kid?




    He ran along the cor­ri­dors, paus­ing ev­ery so of­ten to lis­ten, but there were no more

    sounds-​no crack­le of flame, no whoosh of smoke, no breath­ing, no foot­steps.




    The kid had left the floor. Where had he gone?




    Re­mo thought for a split sec­ond. He must have gone down. He might be try­ing to set fires

    all the way down to the bot­tom of the build­ing. He would not have gone up be­cause a fire on

    a low­er floor might trap him up high. He must have gone down.




    When he reached the el­eva­tors, the walls and the paint on the met­al doors were burn­ing.

    The car­pet was ablaze, too. The kid had wait­ed, try­ing to trap Re­mo on the burn­ing 92nd

    floor. Re­mo ran back along the cor­ri­dor, found an ex­it door, and ran down to the 91st

    floor. He pushed open the hall­way door and lis­tened. All was silent. No sound of hu­man; no

    sound of fire.




    He be­gan to work his way down through the build­ing. Nineti­eth floor. Eighty-​ninth.

    Eighty-​eighth. The kid could be any­where. There were more fires burn­ing on the 80th floor

    and again on the 74th. Re­mo let the fires siz­zle. That was for the fire de­part­ment,

    as­sum­ing they were not on va­ca­tion in any month with more than 27 days in it. But there was

    no sign of Sparky.




    Ev­ery floor. Check­ing all the way down.




    Re­mo opened the door to the 67th floor.




    As he did, he heard a voice call out, “Took you long enough, suck­er.”




    The sound came from a cor­ri­dor to his left, and Re­mo ran along it. At the end of the

    cor­ri­dor, he looked right, then left. A door was open at one far end of the hall. He walked

    slow­ly to­ward it.




    This was it.




    Re­mo stepped in­to the of­fice through the open door and saw Kid Blaze stand­ing across the

    room, near a win­dow.




    He looked at Re­mo.




    “Is Sol­ly dead?”




    “Just like you’re go­ing to be,” Re­mo said.




    The boy laughed.




    “Why’d you set those fires up­stairs?”




    The youth shook his head. “They’re noth­ing. Just to keep you in­ter­est­ed.”




    “I knew they weren’t big enough to mean any­thing.”




    “That’s right. From here down, I take this build­ing apart,” Sparky said.




    “To do that, you’ve got to get through this door be­hind me,” Re­mo said.




    “Then I’ll just have to.” The youth paused. He squint­ed across the room at Re­mo’s face.

    “It seems hike we’ve done this be­fore,” he said.




    “You wouldn’t know about it, but our an­ces­tors did. A long time ago.”




    “Yeah? Who won then?”




    “Your team,” Re­mo said.




    ‘Til have to keep our record clean,” the kid said. “First you. Then this build­ing. Then who

    knows? I’m ready to move on to big­ger things. Maybe the White House or Congress. The

    Pen­tagon. Who knows? All I know is I don’t need Sol­ly stop­ping me ev­ery­tLme I’m try­ing to

    have some fun.”




    “That wom­an you killed in Newark. Was that fun?”




    “You betcha. And you’re go­ing to be fun. Peo­ple in the street. Cats, dogs, pass­ing cars.

    It’s all fun.”




    “You’re a freak­ing looney,” Re­mo said. “Say good night, looney.”




    He start­ed across the room, just as Sparky McGurl raised his arms. As Re­mo reached the row

    of desks in front of the youth, they flashed in­to flame. Through the flames, he could see the

    boy siz­zling blue, flames crack­ling like elec­tric­ity from his fin­ger­tips. The desks were

    in­cin­er­at­ing in front of Re­mo’s eyes. Great gouges of wood ex­plod­ed in­to flame,

    pop­ping up in­to the air, fly­ing past Re­mo’s head, and he backed off.




    He felt heat be­hind him, and as he wheeled, hesaw the floor burn­ing be­hind him.

    Flames were shoot­ing up from the floor, straight up, like a wall, an up­side-​down wa­ter­fall

    of fire. And then the fire was on both sides of him, too. Floor, walls, desks,

    fur­ni­ture-​ev­ery­thing was ablaze.




    Above the crack­le of the flames came the high-​pitched laugh of Sparky McGurl.




    “You’re done for. Say good night, suck­er,” he called out.




    Re­mo felt the floor be­gin to weak­en un­der his feet. The ring of fire around him grew in

    clos­er. Through the lick­ing of the thick flames, he could see Sparky near the win­dow, and

    with a sink­ing feel­ing, he saw that the boy was glow­ing even more in­tense­ly with the fire

    pow­er. Re­mo’s weight buck­led slight­ly in­to the floor. It would be go­ing soon. The flames

    were now spit­ting to­ward his skin; his bare arms felt the singe of heat from the aw­ful ring

    of fire. He low­ered his body tem­per­ature to with­stand the blaze, but he knew it was

    draw­ing dras­ti­cal­ly down on his stores of en­er­gy. If he had a move to make, he’d have to

    make it now.




    Re­mo coiled his legs in­to a crouch, then sprang up­ward, his point­ed fin­gers thrust out

    in front of him like the busi­ness ends of tiny spears. He drove his fin­gers hard in­to the

    plas­ter­board of the ceil­ing. His fin­gers passed through the board and then grabbed on­to

    the met­al ceil­ing beam over­head. He gripped both hands around the met­al beam, then swung

    him­self out and through the ring of fire. He land­ed be­yond the fire on the floor of the

    of­fice.




    Sparky growled his anger. He aimed his hands at Re­mo. Re­mo dart­ed for the wa­ter cool­er

    in the of­fice, yanked off the gi­ant bot­tle of wa­ter, and withthe side of his hand

    slashed off the neck of the bot­tle. He tossed the wa­ter at Sparky, just as the boy was

    aim­ing twin bolts of fire at Re­mo. Re­mo ducked be­low the rac­ing flames. The wa­ter, all

    ten gal­lons of it, splashed on the boy. He siz­zled. For a mo­ment he van­ished be­hind a

    cloud of steam. Re­mo could see his fire au­ra change al­most im­me­di­ate­ly from hot

    yel­low-​white down through red and blue to hu­man skin.




    He stood there like a dog that had prowled the streets through a rain­storm, bedrag­gled and

    sad look­ing. It was easy now. Re­mo picked up a stone pen hold­er from a. desk. Just toss it

    through the boy’s skull, be­fore he had a chance to recharge him­self and start the blazes

    again.




    He drew his arm back to throw the heavy weight at the boy, to de­liv­er the killing blow.

    But he could not throw it. Slow­ly, he let his arm drop to his side. He shook his head. Chi­un

    and his god­damn leg­ends were go­ing to get him killed one day. Throw the damn thing. But he

    couldn’t.




    If any­one ev­er need­ed killing, this vi­cious lit­tle an­imal, this twist­ed prod­uct of

    too many wrongs, this mur­der­er of Ru­by Gon­za­lez, de­served death- and Re­mo could not

    de­liv­er it.




    Sparky was scream­ing. “It won’t save you,” he yelled. “I’m not done yet.” Re­mo could see

    the boy’s face screwed up with the in­ten­si­ty of his ef­fort to be­gin his eerie fire glow.

    Re­mo taunt­ed him by beck­on­ing to him with his hand.




    “C’mon, twerp,” Re­mo called. “Come and get me. Or is it on­ly wom­en and chil­dren you

    kill? Come on, nit.”




    Sparky was turn­ing blue again. His in­ter­nal fireswere re­gen­er­at­ing them­selves.

    “I’m go­ing to wrap my hands around your neck,” he yelled, “and hold on un­til they burn right

    through.”




    “What are you wait­ing for?” Re­mo said. “Come on.” He lift­ed his chin. “Here’s my neck,

    punk, you sicky lit­tle bas­tard. Come get it.”




    With a growl, even as his au­ra was chang­ing from blue to the hot­ter red, Sparky raced at

    Re­mo. Re­mo wait­ed un­til the boy was al­most on him, un­til he could feel the heat from the

    kid’s fin­gers. And then Re­mo ducked out of the way. The mo­men­tum of Sparky’s charge

    car­ried him past Re­mo, in­to the cir­cle of fire from which Re­mo had es­caped, and the

    heav­iness of his steps caused him to burst through the flam­ing floor. Re­mo turned to see the

    boy crash through the weak­ened floor down in­to the rooms be­low. Re­mo ex­pect­ed to hear the

    thump of his body hit­ting the floor. But there was no thump. There was on­ly a squish­ing

    sound and then a piti­ful, heart-​rend­ing scream that end­ed abrupt­ly, as if the scream­er

    had run out of air and could take no more breaths.




    Re­mo care­ful­ly picked his way past the fire and looked down through the hole in the

    floor. Sparky McGurl had fall­en so that the flat part of his body was im­paled on a long

    wood­en coat rack shaped like a spear, which was stand­ing in the mid­dle of the floor,

    di­rect­ly be­low the hole in the floor. Stand­ing next to the coat rack was Chi­un. He look at

    Re­mo and held his arms out to his sides, say­ing on­ly, “A ter­ri­ble ac­ci­dent.”




    Then he turned to look at the boy, whose body had now re­vert­ed to hu­man col­or, but whose

    look as he hung, im­paled, was a dead, in­hu­man mix­ture of pain and pan­ic.




    “Some ac­ci­dent,” Re­mo said. ‘People have to be care­ful where they leave their clothes

    racks,” Chi­un said bland­ly.


  




  

    CHAPTER SIXTEEN




    The fire­men’s strike was set­tled by a com­pro­mise: those fire­men who want­ed to go deer

    hunt­ing could have the first day of deer sea­son as a va­ca­tion day; those who didn’t could

    have St. Swit­bin’s day off.




    The fires were out around the city; the twin tow­ers of the World Trade Cen­ter had been

    saved from se­ri­ous dam­age ex­cept for the of­fices of the Safe­ty First Grand­slam

    In­sur­ance Com­pa­ny, which were to­tal­ly wrecked.




    Re­mo and Chi­un were back in their ho­tel room over­look­ing Cen­tral Park.




    Re­mo was sat­is­fied.




    “We evened the score for Ru­by,” he said.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “Yes,” he said. “You paid it back by death be­cause this is your way, as it

    is my way. Have you fi­nal­ly re­al­ized you are an as­sas­sin, a deal­er in death? When

    ret­ri­bu­tion is re­quired, we do not write let­ters to the ed­itor. We do not go on pick­et

    lines. We deal in a much more ba­sic way with those who threat­en the fab­ric of our civ­ilized

    so­ci­ety. You must be an as­sas­sin be­cause there is noth­ing else you can be. You can­not be

    a fish­er­man or a man who demon­strates on tele­vi­sion ma­chinesthat cut car­rots. You

    have tried those things. You can­not do them. What you can do is what you have been trained to

    do. Be an as­sas­sin. Like me, you must kill to live.”




    Re­mo was ly­ing on the couch. He looked out the win­dow at the smoke­less sky. “It’s a shit

    deal, Chi­un,” he said.




    “They are the cards that fate dealt you,” Chi­un said.




    “I know,” Re­mo said. “I know.”




    Lat­er in the day, he asked Chi­un for Ru­by’s medal.




    “I threw it away,” Chi­un said. “It was cheap junk and it turns your neck green to wear

    it.”




    Re­mo looked at him in sur­prise. “You gave Ru­by junk?” he asked.




    “Would I do that?” asked Chi­un.




    Lat­er that night, Smith came to their ho­tel room. He car­ried not on­ly his gray

    brief­case, but a small box wrapped in mani­la pa­per.




    Smith told Re­mo he had done good work with the two ar­son­ists. “Even though it wasn’t

    tech­ni­cal­ly a CURE as­sign­ment,” Smith said, “it was the prop­er thing to do.”




    “I’m glad you liked it,” Re­mo said. “But I didn’t do it for you or your dip­shit

    or­ga­ni­za­tion.”




    “I know,” Smith said. “For Ru­by.” He was silent a mo­ment, then he added, “Re­mo, I re­gret

    what hap­pened to her as much as you do. I re­al­ly liked Ru­by.”




    “But not enough that you wouldn’t ask me to kill her,” said Re­mo.




    Smith nod­ded. ‘That’s cor­rect. I did not like her so much that I was go­ing to

    jeop­ar­dize our or­ga­ni­za­tion and our coun­try. You know that we live onse­cre­cy,

    and if we’re ex­posed, our whole gov­ern­ment could go un­der.”




    “Some­how, Smit­ty,” said Re­mo, “I just don’t give. a rat’s ass.”




    Smith ex­cused him­self. He stopped at the door and, as an af­terthought, tossed the

    mani­la-​wrapped box to Re­mo. “The desk clerk asked me to give this to you.” Then he left.




    There was no re­turn ad­dress on the pack­age.




    Re­mo opened it up. There was a metal­lic sil­ver box in­side. Print­ed in gold across the

    top of it was the leg­end: RU­BY’S WIG EM­POEIUM, NOR­FOLK, VA.”




    Re­mo looked at Chi­un in con­fu­sion. Chi­un’s face was blank.




    Re­mo opened the box. It con­tained a curly blond wig for a man, in a style made fa­mous by

    pro­fes­sion­al wrestlers.




    He lift­ed it out of the box as if it were a dead mouse, looked at it, and then looked back

    in­side the box. There was a piece of pa­per un­der the wig.




    He dropped the wig on the floor and opened the note.




    It read, “This is for your pointy lit­tle head, turkey.”




    The note was un­signed, but in his mind, Re­mo could al­most hear Ru­by Gon­za­lez

    scream­ing at him across the dis­tance.




    He looked at Chi­un and caught the old man in one of his rare smiles. Sud­den­ly, he knew

    the truth. Ru­by lived and Chi­un knew that she lived.




    Re­mo smiled.




    “The medal?” he asked.




    “A cheap copy she had made of the one I gave her. She was just wait­ing for a chance to drop

    it some­where to prove her death.” said Chi­un. “Whenshe found that body in the fire,

    that was her chance.”




    “She was the one who called you in St. Louis and told us to go to New York?” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “Of course.”




    “And Smith?’ Re­mo asked.




    “He thinks that Ru­by is dead,” said Chi­un.




    “What should we do?” asked Re­mo.




    “We should let sleep­ing lies lie,” said Chi­un. “What em­per­ors don’t know won’t hurt

    their as­sas­sins.”
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