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 BOOK 5 

   


THE SINS OF THE FATHER






ONE


    “This one.” 

    She had her boots crossed on the corner of the desk, at the end of her mile-long legs, and she was leaning back in a pool of lazy September sunshine. She threw the file she had been reading on the desk in front of me. 

    I sighed and dropped the one I’d been reading—a disemboweled mob lawyer—into the ‘maybe later’ pile and picked up her folder from the desk. She closed her eyes and made a temple of her finger, as though she were Sherlock Holmes. I was struck, not for the first or last time, by how exquisite her face was. She opened one eye and raised that eyebrow at me. “Are you going to read it?” 

    I sat back and put my ankles on the desk next to hers. 

    “Simon Martin, thirty-two, beaten and stabbed during a home invasion on the 5th of September, 1999, Bogart Avenue. That’s not far from here. Victim had just got home from work. He had bruising to the ribs and a jaw break consistent with having been punched and he had been stabbed in the chest with a very large knife. Weapon was not found. Wife, Sylvie, was apparently upstairs at the time of the assault, but suffered shock-induced amnesia, so was unable to give a statement…” I gave Dehan a skeptical glance, but her eyes were still closed. I continued. “There were no signs of forced entry. The back door was unlocked and there were footprints in the garden from common white tennis shoes, size ten or eleven. You awake?” 

    “I’m listening.” 

    “You can’t look and listen at the same time? I thought women were supposed to be good at multitasking.” 

    She opened her eyes and revealed a total lack of humor. “Really, Stone? Sexist stereotyping, now, are we? That is so typical of a man. The more sensory input you can shut down, the more you are able to focus.” 

    I ignored her and looked back at the file, glancing through the pages. “OK. Yeah, let’s do it.” 

    “You’re not going to read the rest of the file?” 

    “Tell me about it as we go.” 

    As we stepped out into the early afternoon, she said, “You know, Stone, you are not an unattractive man.” 

    I frowned at her. We crossed the road toward my burgundy 1964 Jaguar Mark II and I thought absently that it was not an unattractive car. 

    Dehan continued, which was a little unsettling. “You are not unlike the man, Bogart.” 

    “Knock it awf, shweetheart.” 

    I unlocked the car and climbed in. 

    As she got in the passenger seat, she said, “I’m serious. You’re taller, what are you, six-two?” 

    “Six-one.” 

    “Perhaps Harrison Ford or Hugh Jackman would be a better comparison.” 

    I reversed out of the lot and pulled onto Storey Avenue, headed east. I settled back in my seat and scowled. “Dehan,” I said with a degree of severity. “I know what you are doing. The answer is no, I do not want a woman in my life. What is it with you and trying to get me paired up?” 

    “I don’t know, Stone. You’re a good-looking guy, you’re comparatively young…” 

    “Thanks.” 

    “You’re one of the good guys, and believe me, that is rare. It just seems like a waste that you are single. It’s a shame.” 

    “We have had this conversation before. And besides, I could say the same about you. Only you are not a good-looking guy. You are…” I waved my hand around, realizing the conversation was getting into dangerous waters. “Anyway, the fact is we would probably both make terrible husbands and wives.” 

    She shrugged. “You would be a terrible wife. I would probably be a pretty good husband.” 

    “You are a very disturbing woman.” 

    She sighed. “That is what my shrink keeps telling me.” 

    I took Rosedale North as far as East Tremont, then turned left on to Bronxdale and right onto Pierce. Bogart was the second on the left. I parked outside the Martins’ house and looked at Dehan. She seemed abstracted. I smiled. “I’m glad it was Bogart Avenue and not Karloff.” 

    She gave a sad smile and climbed out. 

    There was a fish sticker in the window that told me that Jesus loved me. Another one told me that even though I did not believe in God, God believed in me. I was pretty sure they were both wrong. Dehan came up beside me and commented, “If they keep putting up enlightening stickers, they are going to block out the light.” 

    “Droll.” 

    I rang the bell and knocked on the door. Almost like a weird coincidence, the neighbor’s door opened and a woman with a very large, nosy air about her looked at me like she wanted to accuse me of something, but didn’t know what yet. 

    “They ain’t in.” 

    I smiled the smile of an innocent man and said, “Where are they?” 

    “Church. They are always at church.” 

    I nodded. “Of course. Can you tell me where the church is?” 

    She smiled unexpectedly and looked a hundred years younger. “Out back.” She pointed, in case I didn’t know where out back was. “Fowler Avenue. Right at the back, here… You can walk it.” 

    I thanked her again and we descended the steps we had recently just climbed up. It was a three-hundred-yard stroll through an odd neighborhood that blended leafy trees in the first russet shades of fall, with very homey red brick houses and soulless concrete yards fenced with steel tubing and wire mesh. The overall vibe was a very unhappy one.  

    The church was small, and judging by the design, early 20th century Methodist. It was a sturdy, red brick building with towering gothic arches and a rotund tower at the very back. It stood in its own grounds, surrounded by towering maple trees and gloomy-looking chestnut trees. There was a cute, red brick rectory on the left. The door, which stood open, was now dull, but once must have been a vibrant red with a set of heavy, black, iron hinges. A flagged path led to a small graveyard on the right, and beyond that there was a large garden. There, some kind of church fête seemed to be in progress. There was bunting strung from the trees and there were stalls selling secondhand clothes, books, vinyl records, record players, and old rusty tools, as well as homemade lemonade, chocolate brownies, cookies, and cakes. There was a big crowd swirling around the church grounds. 

    We strolled in among the throng of people and headed for the cake stall. A pretty, blonde woman was attending it that must have been in her late thirties, and a pretty girl stood beside her, who had to be her daughter. She was probably in her late teens or early twenties. They both gave us bright smiles that looked as though they belonged in the South, where life is good and morality was uncomplicated.  

    “Hi there!” It was the woman. She said it like we were old friends, and for a moment I wondered if I knew her. “Welcome! Can we offer you some amazing lemonade?” 

    Dehan answered before I could draw breath. “You sure can, and we’ll have a couple of those brownies too.” 

    The daughter poured while the mother shoveled. I took my brownie from her and said, “Maybe you can help us. We are actually looking for somebody.” 

    “Oh.” She seemed genuinely pleased at the possibility of being able to help. “Well, we know most everyone around here, don’t we, honey?” 

    Her daughter nodded and also looked equally as eager to help.  

    Dehan said, “Sylvie Martin?” 

    They were thrilled and I swear the mother gave a little jump. “Oh, well, that’s me! I am Sylvie Martin!” She took hold of her daughter and added, “And this is Mary, my daughter! How can we help you?” 

    Dehan’s mouth was full of chocolate brownie, so all she could say was, “Umph…” 

    I took over, with what is generally termed as ‘an easy smile.’ “We are police officers.” I put down my lemonade, fished out my badge and showed it to her. “I am Detective John Stone and this is my partner, Detective Carmen Dehan.” 

    A hint of a frown, the smile strained almost imperceptibly by concern as soon as the words ‘police officer’ hit her ears.  

    “Oh, is there a problem…?” 

    “No.” I shook my head and bit into the brownie. It was good, and I allowed my face to say so. Speaking with my mouth full, I said, “It is the policy of the 43rd Precinct to review cold cases from time to time, Mrs. Martin, and we are currently conducting a review of…” 

    I trailed off. She had gone very pale. Her daughter was watching her and had placed her hand on her shoulder. Sylvie said, “I thought that was a permanently closed case.” 

    Dehan swallowed the last of her brownie and said, “Simon’s murderer is still at large, Sylvie. The case can’t be closed.” 

    “I would… We would all, really, rather put the whole thing behind us. The Lord dispenses His own justice.” 

    “I’m sorry, Mrs. Martin.” I meant it, she looked genuinely distressed. “But we have to do our job. Is there somewhere we can talk privately?” 

    She gave a deep sigh and searched the crowd for a moment. Then, she raised a hand and called, “Oh, Paul… Reverend Truelove…!” 

    I turned and watched a large, leonine man, with silver hair swept back from his head in a perfect swoop, move through the crowd towards us. He looked for a moment like a Spanish galleon parting the seas in some forgotten, surrealist book of the Old Testament. He graced us both with the bounty of his kind smile, lingering a little longer and with more bounty upon the beautiful Dehan than on me. Finally, he turned to Sylvie Martin.  

    “Sylvie, who are your friends?” Then, turning to us again, he said, “Welcome to St George’s.” He had a voice like a particularly excellent church organ. 

    I showed him my badge. “Detectives Stone and Dehan, NYPD. Superb brownies and lemonade, by the way. We were wondering if we could borrow Sylvie for five minutes. It is purely a formality. We are reviewing a cold case…” 

    He frowned. “A cold case? You can’t mean poor Simon, surely?” 

    Dehan, with her usual directness, asked, “Why not?” 

    “Well.” He smiled. “That must be sixteen or seventeen years ago.” 

    “Eighteen, but it is still unsolved.” She grinned. “So we keep working at solving it until we bring him justice.” 

    “I see.” He frowned as though he did not agree. “Well, that is very commendable. By all means, would you like to use the vestry?” He gestured with his hand, ushering us in that direction. Turning to Sylvie’s daughter, he said, “Mary, you’ll tend the stall for a moment, won’t you?” 

    She smiled. “Of course, Reverend.” 

    Sylvie Martin led us down the side of the church, under the shadow of the trees, toward the side door into the nave, and all the way I could feel Reverend Paul Truelove’s eyes burning on my back. 





TWO


    The inside of the church was dark by contrast with the bright sunshine outside. The gothic arch of the doorway, on the far right, was startling, luminous in red and green. And on the left, there was the tenuous flicker of candles by the altar. Sylvie crossed herself and led us from the transept to another perfectly arched, wooden door that gave on to the vestry at the back of the altar. 

    We followed her into a comfortable room that had the feel of an old world library or study. There was an oak desk, a two-seater sofa and a couple of black leather chairs. Two tall, frosted windows looked out onto the colorful fête outside. Sylvie sat on the sofa with her knees together, and bent them slightly to one side. Dehan and I took the chairs. I smiled in a way I hoped was reassuring.  

    “Mrs. Martin…” 

    “Sylvie, please.” 

    “Sylvie. We understand that this must be difficult, and the last thing we want to do is stir up any painful memories. But you understand, a serious crime has been committed, and we are obliged to investigate.” 

    She nodded. “Yes, of course I understand. I will try to help in any way that I can, I mean if I can…” 

    “What can you tell us about the events of that evening?” 

    She placed her hands, one on top of the other, on her lap and looked at them sadly, as though they had disappointed her somehow.  

    “My memory…” she said. “My memory of that evening is practically nonexistent, if I am being honest. I just seemed to black out at the time and it has never come back.” 

    Dehan said, “Don’t worry. Don’t force yourself. How about the hour or two before?” 

    She smiled briefly at Dehan and said, “Um… I had fed and changed Mary. She was just one at the time. Ahmed had come over from the church…” 

    “Ahmed?” 

    “He was a refugee, a young Arab boy, from Iraq. He was just sixteen and Paul, that’s Reverend Truelove, had offered him some work at the church to give him a hand in making ends meet. Odd jobs, gardening and what not. We all hoped he would find the true faith, but we never pressured him.” 

    I frowned. “And he had come over to your house?” 

    “Simon had offered him work, too, in the garden, a few afternoons a week.” 

    Dehan sat forward. “So you had fed and changed Mary, and then Ahmed had come over and he was working in the garden.” 

    “Yes…” 

    “What happened next?” 

    Her face seemed to go tight. Her fingers closed on the hem of her dress. “I suppose it must have gotten dark. I am not sure. I know Simon came home from work. I remember he was calling to say he was home, but none of the lights were on in the house. I hate to waste electricity, you see, but I remember that the kitchen door out into the garden was open. I remember that without a doubt. I know I was sitting on the bottom of the stairs and the house was completely dark and still. I felt a bit cold. And Simon was lying there, in his coat. His briefcase was next to him and he was staring straight up at the ceiling.” 

    She frowned, as though she was trying to remember something, and I was surprised to realize she was crying. She held her breath for a moment, and suddenly she was like a woman with a bad cold. I reached over and handed her my handkerchief and Dehan moved and sat next to her, putting her arm around her shoulders. 

    “Where was Ahmed?” 

    “Gone. Gone before the dusk.” 

    “I know it is hard, but please try to remember. Did anybody else call?” 

    “I don’t know. The kitchen door was open, into the garden.” 

    I smiled at her. “Do you come from Texas?” 

    She gave a small, damp laugh. “Is it that obvious?” 

    “Y’all still got the twang.” 

    She laughed and wagged a finger at me. “Y’all ain’t never singular, Detective Stone. Y’all best remember that!” She fiddled with the handkerchief for a moment, then said, “Simon worked at Federal United. They transferred him here. We didn’t really want to leave Austin, we liked it there, but it was a chance for a promotion and more money…” She shrugged. “So we took it. We could have gone to Brooklyn. The bank offered us a place there. But Simon said we could do more good through the church here, where there was more need.” 

    For a moment, I was reminded of the stickers in her window, but I didn’t mention them. Instead, I asked her, “Who alerted the police?” 

    She stared at me. It was an odd expression, almost apologetic. “I had the phone in my hand… It must have been me.” 

    Dehan stroked her back a couple of times. “Did you speak to him?” Sylvie turned to look at her. Dehan went on, “He called to you to let you know he was home. Did you answer? Did you say anything?” 

    Her bottom lip began to quiver. She made a strange, guttural sound like, “Oh, God…!” and collapsed against her, sobbing. Dehan enfolded her in her arms and looked at me, shaking her head. 

    I sat for a moment, watching her and thinking. When she had settled a bit, I said, “We won’t trouble you any more today, Sylvie, but we may want to talk to you again as the investigation progresses. I do understand it’s hard, but I would like you to give some thought to Detective Dehan’s questions and see if anything begins to surface in your memory. Can you do that for me?” 

    She nodded, blinking, and blew her nose. “I’m sorry.” 

    I stood. “No need to be at all.” 

    “I suppose I had better get back to my daughter.”  

    I smiled. “Y’all take care, y’hear?” 

    She laughed sadly and we followed her out into the nave. As we approached the transept, a shadow moved across the door at the far end, and a foot seemed to scuff the stone floor, setting up an echo in the vaulted ceiling. Sylvie stopped and peered, and blew her nose.  

    “Humberto?” The figure shuffled closer. Dehan glanced at me. Sylvie said again, “Humberto, is that you?” 

    He was tall, almost seven feet, and massive, though he stooped and had a shambling gait. Slowly, he came into the diffuse light of the candles. His features were hard to make out with the glare of sunlight behind him, but his face was broad, his jaw was big, and his brow was low on his face. He was grinning as he came closer. Both his grin and his steps were hesitant. When he spoke, his voice was nasally. 

    “Donna Maria, benedicta santisima, purisima mater nostra…” He laughed nervously, making a sound like a braying ass, knocked his knees and gripped his crotch with both hands, “Perdonattame, perdonattame…” 

    She smiled at him. “It’s okay, Humberto, you can sit and pray, orare, orare, you can sit.” 

    He brayed again, biting his lower lip. “Santisima madre, benedita, plena di grattia..” 

    He backed away and after a couple of steps, turned and dashed off into the shadows among the rear pews. Sylvie opened the side door at the end of the transept and we stepped out into the sunshine. Dehan asked it. She had to and I knew it was killing her to know. 

    “Who is that?” 

    “Humberto?” Sylvie shrugged. “He’s attached to Paul…” She sighed. “Sorry, Reverend Truelove. Nobody really knows his story. He just seems always to have been here. I suspect the reverend adopted him at some point, but he’s so humble, he never talks about it.” She shrugged. “Either way, he has found a home, literally, in the church.” 

    I frowned. “What is that language he speaks? It’s not Latin or Italian.” 

    She laughed. “It is some kind of peculiar invention of his own. It’s a generic Latin. People have identified Portuguese, Italian, Spanish, Modern Latin and classical Latin, plus a good few inventions of his own. He seems to make it up as he goes along.” 

    “How old is he?” 

    She shrugged and shook her head. “Nobody knows.” 

    I saw the reverend walking toward us. Sylvie held up the handkerchief. “I will wash it and return it to you when you are around next. Thank you for being so understanding. I’d better go.” 

    She had taken less than a dozen paces when she and the reverend crossed. We watched as he stopped and took hold of her shoulders. They looked into each other’s faces but they did not speak. After a moment, he patted her on the arm and she moved off in the direction of her stall, and Reverend Truelove—Paul—approached us with the walk of a man who owns a God who owns the world. 

    Without preamble, he said, “It was almost two decades ago, but to her it’s as raw and livid as though it had happened today, five minutes ago.” 

    “The mind is its own place, reverend, and can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.” 

    He looked at me curiously. “Indeed. Was she able to help any? It was a long time ago. Memories fade…” 

    Dehan scratched her head. “Well, Reverend, from what you just said, it was a long time ago for you, but not for her. So her memory hasn’t faded.” She affected the accent of the deep South, “The mind bein’ it’s own place, an’ all.” She pointed at the large group of people milling among the stalls. There were perhaps eighty or a hundred of them. “See those people, Reverend, how many of them do you reckon were here eighteen years ago?” 

    He looked startled. “I am not sure. Most of them, I should think.” 

    “And how many of them, would you say, knew for sure that Sylvie’s kitchen door was open that evening?” 

    His jaw dropped and he stared at her in astonishment. 

    She plowed on. “Because, Reverend, in that—much smaller—group, you will probably find a man who wanted to kill Simon Martin.” She smiled. “Kind of changes things, doesn’t it? Bit less vague and a bit more immediate.” 

    He did the goldfish thing of staring with big eyes and soundlessly opening and closing his mouth. 

    I smiled at him and asked, “Were you here that evening, Reverend?” 

    “Why… yes, um, I’m not sure… No.” He shook his head. “I truly don’t recall.” 

    I shrugged. “It’s a long time ago. I just thought, given the events of the night…” 

    “Oh, quite so. It just escapes my mind at the moment. I can tell you that I didn’t find out what had happened until the next morning. But for the life of me…” He hesitated. “It was a terrible shock, of course. I felt somehow guilty that I hadn’t been here for her at the time…” 

    I nodded, then gave a small, sideways twitch of my head. “You can hardly be held responsible for that. What kind of man was Simon? Do you know of any enemies he might have had?” 

    He puffed out his cheeks. “It is hard to imagine such a thing. He was a committed Christian, and a genuinely good man.” He gave a knowing smile, inviting us to join him in a cozy joke. “Because, as we know, there are many committed Christians, who are not necessarily genuinely good people.” 

    Dehan snorted. “You got that right.” 

    He raised an eyebrow at her that said he found her vaguely distasteful, then addressed me. “He was a serious man, did not invite easy friendship, but he was very upright and did a great deal for charity, and for the church.” 

    I scratched my chin. “I have to ask this, Reverend, and I hope you understand that there is nothing to be gained by concealing the truth through a misguided sense of loyalty.” He looked affronted, but I ignored him and carried on. “How were things at home between Simon and Sylvie?” 

    He looked grave. “To be honest, a little joyless. Simon was a very devout man who saw little point in having fun. Joy, in his view, was to be achieved exclusively through an undivided devotion to God.” He sighed and spread his hands. “Sylvie is a joyful, happy soul, and I fear she was withering a little in their marriage.” He smiled beatifically. “Of course, Mary brought her much joy and laughter while Simon was at work, but, well, their life together was serious and contemplative, rather than gay and exuberant.” He smiled thinly at Dehan. “I use the word gay in its true meaning, of course.” 

    I nodded. “Would you have described Sylvie as frustrated back then?” 

    He looked uncomfortable. “I don’t know that I would have chosen that particular word, but let’s say I would not have described her as fulfilled. However, certainly not frustrated to the point of homicide, if that is what you are getting at.” 

    I shook my head. “I am not driving at anything, Reverend, just trying to understand the situation. We have no suspects yet at this time, unfortunately.” 

    Dehan frowned. “One last question and then we’ll leave you in peace… for a bit. Does Sylvie have a job…?” She shrugged, shook her had and spread her hands all at the same time. “What is her source of income?” 

    “Simon had made a very generous cushion, if you will, for her by means of a couple of insurance policies. That was him all over. So she works full time, on a voluntary basis, at the church. To be working in God’s service helps her to heal from what happened so many years ago.” 

    I held out my hand. “Thank you, Reverend. We’ll try not to disturb you unnecessarily, but we will need to talk to you again at some point during this investigation.” 

    He took my hand in both of his and held it tight. “Well, naturally, any help we can offer you, we will be only too glad to assist. But I have to say, Detective, it has taken Sylvie a long time to get back on her feet. We have all been there for her, to help and support her through very dark times. It would be a shame if, in seeking Simon’s killer, you reopened wounds that are only just beginning to heal.” 

    “I hear you, Reverend. We wll be as sensitive as we can.” 

    We shook hands and made our way back to the car.  





THREE


    Instead of going back to the precinct, I turned right on Van Nest and then left onto Paulding and pulled up in front of Doyle’s Pub. We grabbed a couple of beers and went to sit at a small table by the window. Dehan started talking while I took a pull and wiped the froth from my mouth. 

    “Okay, brief review of the facts: Sylvie is home alone with her newborn, Mary. The kid Ahmed is out in the garden doing the gardening. Neighbors—and you would know this if you had read the file—reported that they saw Simon arrive home in his car shortly after seven.”  

    She paused to drink, smacked her lips and sighed. I interrupted her. 

    “He lets himself in and finds that the lights are off. She made a point of that and she is not there to greet him. He was the kind of man, I suspect, who would have expected his wife to be there to greet him, with his dinner ready. But she said she heard him calling out for her.” 

    “So why were the lights off and…” 

    I pulled a face. “I don’t like ‘why’. It is too open. What was it that stopped her from putting on the lights, as she would normally have done? Focuses the question a lot more keenly. What was it that stopped her from being at the door when he arrived? I wonder if there was a meal being cooked…” 

    “You done, Sensei?” 

    I nodded. 

    “So, something unusual has happened before Simon gets home that has prevented his good wife from preparing for his homecoming.” She raised a finger. “Now, things happen pretty quick at this point. Simon is struck forcefully in the ribs and on the jaw. The medic’s report says he was bruised, pre-mortem, on his left floating ribs and on the left side of his mandible. Which may have caused him to collapse on the floor. He was found still wearing his coat, stabbed in the chest, and, as Sylvie said, with his briefcase still by his side. All of which suggests he was barely through the door when he was attacked and murdered.” 

    “You said stabbed in the chest, not stabbed in the heart.” 

    “Yes. He was stabbed right through the sternum, at the height of the third intercostals.” 

    “Through the sternum? You’re sure?” 

    She raised an eyebrow. “What do you think? You think I’m sure?” 

    “I think you’re sure.” 

    “The blow must have been delivered with considerable force, which adds weight to the theory that he was lying on his back at the time he was stabbed. So his assailant was able to put all their weight behind the knife.” 

    “Okay, so the picture suggests that the killer was the unknown element that prevented Sylvie from putting on the lights and dutifully greeting Simon at the door. And, as soon as he came in, the killer struck. The position of the body was, if I am not mistaken, at the foot of the stairs…” 

    “Correct, which would suggest that the killer was either on the stairs or up the stairs when Simon came in the door.” 

    “And from what Sylvie has told us, she was found sitting on the stairs, with the telephone in her hands. The actions around the trauma all center around the stairs.” 

    Dehan nodded. “The 911 call was made from the phone she was holding.” 

    I stared at the dry rings on the mahogany tabletop, seeing my imagined version of the Martins’ entrance hall. “So the idea is that Sylvie is being held upstairs by the killer. Simon comes home, calls her, and the killer rushes down, punches him twice with his right fist, first in the ribs and then on the jaw, and, when he falls to the ground, he sits on him and stabs him through the sternum.” I frowned at Dehan. “How many stab wounds?” 

    She smiled. “I was wondering when you’d ask that. Two.” 

    “Hmm… So our killer is in a bit of a frenzy and is certainly not a seasoned assassin. He has delivered two blows where one would have been ample, and he has stabbed him in the most difficult place on the chest. While, presumably, Sylvie is standing on the stairs watching him. It is very odd.” 

    She turned her glass around a few times on the table, like she was trying to screw it down, or wind it up. After a moment, she said, “You’re not wrong. I keep asking myself, ‘Where was the phone?’” 

    She looked up at me and I nodded. It was what I had been asking myself, too. 

    She went on, “What did she do? Stand there and watch her husband get murdered, then go to fetch the phone and return to sit on the stairs to call 911?” 

    I pulled a face, like I knew I wasn’t convincing her and I wasn’t really convincing myself, either. “Maybe it was upstairs.” 

    She echoed my expression with a shrug. “Maybe. Same thing applies. Anyway, motive and opportunity: Prima facie…” 

    I smiled. “I like that. That’s good. Prima facie. It’s nice.” 

    “You like that? It’s good, huh? Thank you. So, prima facie, the only motive we can be sure of is Sylvie’s.” 

    “The life insurance.” 

    “It has got to be pretty generous because it is paying either for the rent on a substantial house, or the mortgage. Plus, it’s giving her enough to live on without having to work. If, on top of that, he was a miserable bastard to be married to …” 

    “That is a big assumption, Dehan.” 

    She offered me a smile that was richer in scorn than in mirth. “Come on! He saw, ‘little point in fun,’ and ‘joy was to be achieved exclusively through devotion to God.’ I call that being a miserable bastard. And remember…” She wagged a finger at me. “For a woman like Sylvie, divorce is not an option. The vow is ‘till death do us part’, and God holds them to that. The penalty is not just hell, but being ostracized by their community. Hell is just an imagined future. Being reviled and ostracized is a hard reality to live with, especially for someone like Sylvie.” 

    “So she was stuck with him for life.” 

    “For the next sixty years.” 

    “Unless…” 

    “Unless he died before that. Drink up. The next ones are on me.” 

    “I have to drive.” 

    “We are a ten-minute walk from your house. We’ll be having spaghetti tonight.” 

    “We are? Okay, sounds great to me.” 

    I watched the streetlights come on through the darkening glass in the windows, and the attitude of people’s walk shift from a businesslike stride to a homeward hurry, as evening enclosed around them, past parking cars with amber headlamps. I thought of Sylvie, curled helpless against Dehan’s shoulder, weeping, hiding from the truth in the shadows of amnesia. 

    Dehan sat and placed a glass in front of me. “I know what you’re going to say,” she said. “Sylvie hasn’t the strength, either physical or of character, to knock her husband to the ground and stab him twice through the sternum. And I would have to agree. But that doesn’t take away the fact that, so far, she is the only person with an apparent motive.” 

    I took another pull on the beer. “So are we talking about an accomplice? That would imply a second motive.” 

    “Do you ever wish you smoked, Stone?” 

    “Sometimes.” 

    “Right now I could definitely use a cigarette.” 

    “I read that nicotine helps ward off Alzheimer’s.” 

    “He didn’t actually have the disease. It wasn’t his.” 

    “No, he just discovered it.” 

    “So, who else stood to gain by Simon’s death, Stone? The kid, Mary, was only about one year old. Reverend Paul Truelove?” 

    “Love? Sex? If that’s the case, why haven’t they gotten together since?” 

    She shrugged and sipped, then shrugged again as she put down the glass. “Maybe her Christian guilt kicked in and she repented after the deed was done. But we might equally ask, how come she hasn’t gone back to Texas? Remember, Reverend Truelove was keen for us not to pursue the investigation because, and I quote, she was ‘healing, working for God’.” 

    “Good points all three. Plus, he has no alibi for the night in question. Still, this is mere surmise at this stage, we need hard evidence to make it stick.” 

    “I will contact her insurance company tomorrow and see how big the pay out was.”  

    I turned it over a few times in my mind with my glass half way to my mouth. I spoke absently, half to myself, “I want to talk to the first emergency responders, too. I’m interested in the wound. It might have more to tell us…” 

    Walking toward my house about half an hour later, through quiet, lamp-lit streets, Dehan said, “I guess, if either one of us was in a relationship, we couldn’t do this anymore, huh?” 

    I looked at her with big eyes. “Do what?” 

    “I mean, me stay over in your guestroom, have dinner and breakfast… A husband or a wife would make that kind of hard.” 

    I gave a small laugh. “Are you brooding, Dehan? What’s eating you today?” 

    “Nothing! I’m just wondering. Jeez… I’m Jewish already! We over think everything. It’s part of our purpose in the world. Other people don’t think enough, so we over think to compensate…” 

    “You’re babbling again.” 

    “We do that too.” 

    “Are you trying to tell me you met someone?” 

    “No!”  

    The expression of horror on her face made me laugh. “It’s okay if you did, it’s cool. Everything is cool.” 

    She spoke to her boots. “I just keep wondering why you haven’t.” 

   

    Things didn’t go exactly as planned the next morning. As I sat down behind my desk at eight AM, my phone rang. 

    “Stone.” 

    I saw Dehan roll her eyes and frown-shrugged ‘what?’ at her. She made a face like a gorilla answering the phone and mouthed, ‘Stone!’ 

    I turned away because Reverend Paul Truelove was talking to me.  

    “Ah, Detective Stone, I am glad to catch you early. I was wondering if I might come in and have a chat with you.” 

    “Of course. What’s it about?” 

    “So, would half an hour suit you?” 

    “Just fine. See you then.” 

    Dehan was typing. She said, “Who?” to the screen. 

    “Reverend Truelove. Wants to have a chat in half an hour. He’s on his way already, apparently.” 

    She smiled and raised an eyebrow. “Hmmm…” 

    “What are you doing?” 

    She picked up her phone and dialed. “Insurance.” She stood up and walked away on very long, slim legs. I called Frank. 

    “Hey Frank, Stone here. How is it hanging?” 

    “Loose. What can I do for you?” 

    “5th September, 1999. Simon Martin. Stabbed through the sternum, twice, does that ring any bells?” 

    His laugh was mirthless. “You know how many stabbings we’ve had in the last eighteen years, Stone?” 

    “No. Can you look it up? Maybe even scare up the pathologist who did the report by this afternoon?” 

    “Yes, maybe, no. Yes, I can look it up. Maybe I can scare up the pathologist if he, she, or it is still in a condition to be scared. No, I can’t do it by this afternoon. I’ll call you when I have looked into it.” 

    “I appreciate it.” 

    “No, you don’t. You take me for granted.” 

    “You’re right. I do, I’m sorry.” 

    He hung up. 

    Dehan was strolling back across the room, listening carefully to her cell. She spoke briefly, giving her email address. Then, she sat, hung up, and reached behind her head to tie her hair in a knot at the back of her neck.  

    “He had two insurance policies. The first covered the mortgage on the house in the event of his death. Which means that she basically got the house without having to pay for it. The second gave her an income for life of five thousand dollars a month; so sixty grand a year.” 

    “Holy cow. That’s like having a million bucks in the bank and living off the interest.” 

    She leaned back in her chair and picked up a pencil, which she put in her mouth as though it were a cheroot. “I have a perfect life. The only problem is, this pain in the ass of a husband who keeps pissing on my parade. Now, to make matters worse, he has taken out two insurance policies that make him totally redundant.” 

    I thought for a moment and wagged a finger at her. “We need to take a closer look at the nature of those bruises. Frank is looking up the case. He’s going to get back to me.” I checked my watch. “Let’s grab some coffee before the reverend gets here.” 





FOUR


    Reverend Truelove arrived on time and was shown into interview room number three. That seemed to surprise him. As we sat down opposite, he smiled nervously at both of us. 

    “It feels as though I am being interrogated.” Then, he laughed like he was inviting us to tell him he was being ridiculous. 

    I gave him a second and said, in a neutral voice, “It’s just a little more private than the main lounge.” 

    “Of course.” 

    Dehan leaned her elbows on the table. “So what did you want to tell us, Reverend?” 

    He laid his hands flat on the table and spread his fingers, looking at them like he was counting how many he had. He spoke carefully. “It is about where I was that evening, the evening of the murder, I mean.” 

    “You said you didn’t remember.” 

    He raised his eyes and spoke to me, even though it was Dehan who’d made the comment. “The question took me somewhat by surprise. But reflecting afterwards, I recalled, of course, I had been to dinner with friends. Which was why I could not be there for poor Sylvie that night.” 

    Dehan reclaimed his attention. “Do you mind telling us who those friends where?” 

    “No, of course not. I was dining with the Cavendishes, at their home in Eastchester Bay. I did not get home till gone midnight, and went straight to bed.” 

    I said, “You understand we will have to check with them. It’s not that we don’t believe you.” I smiled. “It’s just that we are obliged to check.” 

    “Naturally, Detective. I don’t expect to be treated differently than anybody else.” 

    Dehan gave a small, humorless laugh. “You won’t be. Reverend, you mentioned yesterday that Simon had taken out substantial insurance coverage…” 

    He gave two or three big nods. “Oh, indeed. He took his duties as a husband and a father very seriously. Yes, he left Sylvie very well provided for.” 

    “Were you aware of the size or nature of the coverage? Was it, for example, something that he or she ever discussed with you?” 

    His face went a little pale. He stared at Dehan and then turned back to me. “Am I to understand, Detectives, that I am a suspect in your investigation?” 

    I smiled and took a moment to answer. “These are routine questions, Reverend. We are trying to arrive at the truth, and sometimes that means asking innocent people questions that might sound offensive.” I sat forward and leaned my elbows on the table next to Dehan’s. “So, were you aware of the insurance coverage he had taken out for her?” 

    He shook his head, frowning. “No, we never discussed anything of the sort. I became aware of it after he had died. Speaking about finances makes me uncomfortable and he knew that.” 

    I pressed him. “I assume you helped her to sort out all the details…” 

    “Naturally, Detective, we all did. We are a Christian community…” 

    Dehan grunted. “Did Sylvie know about the insurance?” 

    His frown deepened. “How could I possibly know that, Detective?” 

    I scratched my chin. “At what time did you leave for the Cavendishes’ that afternoon?” 

    “I don’t recall.” He laughed. “It was almost twenty years ago! But if we were due to dine at seven or seven thirty, then I imagine I would have left at five or five thirty.” 

    “Sure. You drove?” 

    “Almost certainly.” 

    “Reverend, what is the nature of the relationship between yourself and Sylvie?” 

    “I beg your pardon?” His eyes were bright with anger. 

    I frowned at him, like he didn’t make sense to me. I said, “It is a very simple question, Reverend. I don’t know why it should cause offense. I am asking if you and Sylvie are intimate. What is the precise nature of your relationship?” 

    “We most certainly are not intimate! I am her pastor and her friend, no more!” 

    Dehan was watching him intently. She interrupted him. “What is it about that question that causes you offense, Reverend? As far as I am aware, Methodist pastors can marry…” 

    “Naturally, we can…” 

    “So a relationship with an attractive, available woman like Sylvie is perfectly feasible…” 

    “Well, yes, but I mean to say! That is not the nature of our relationship! What you are implying is appalling!” 

    I raised an eyebrow. “That you colluded? That you were accomplices?” 

    “How can you even imagine such a thing! I have devoted my entire life to helping people in the service of God. And she… well, she is as close to being as angelic as any woman can be!” 

    Dehan raised her eyebrows high on her forehead. “Wow! That is high praise indeed.” 

    He took a deep breath. His cheeks were flushed. “I have perhaps expressed myself too forcefully. I must say I do not take it kindly that I came here in good faith to offer information and you have ambushed me into giving you an entirely erroneous impression. I have great admiration for Sylvie, but nothing more. If there had been any more, you may be sure we would have acted on it by now.” 

    I made a face like I understood him and regretted our questions. “A murder investigation is not a pretty thing, Reverend. At the moment, nobody is a suspect, and everybody is. That’s just the way it goes. We are grateful for your cooperation, but listen, just before you go. I wanted to ask you about Humberto…” 

    I watched his face really carefully. It did a lot of things. He blinked a few times. He frowned and his eyes narrowed. His lips contracted a few times like he was about to say something, but thought better of it. Finally, he said, “What about him? You surely can’t suspect him!” 

    I grinned. “I refer you to my previous answer. What’s his story? Where is he from? What is that language he speaks? Rumor has it you adopted him. Is that true?” 

    “No, it is not true. I did not adopt him. Rumor is just another word for gossip, Detective, and it is best to be ignored.” 

    Dehan snorted. “Unless you’re a cop. Then you find the subject of the gossip and you ask them to clarify the rumor. We call it following up on a lead.” 

    He studied her face a minute, then looked back at me. “The way he speaks is called Idioglossia. It is a form of language which he has created himself, out of Latin, especially liturgical Latin, Spanish, Portuguese, and a wide smattering of neologies, created by himself on a broad Latin base.” 

    “What has caused him to create a language based entirely on Latin languages, with no English at all?” 

    He shook his head. “I have no way of answering your questions, Detective. Have they any relevance at all to your investigation, or are they merely the product of unseemly curiosity?” 

    “I won’t know that,” I said, “until I get the answers.” 

    He looked me straight in the eye. “I can assure you that Humberto is the gentlest, kindest person you are ever to likely encounter, and he is incapable of causing harm even to an insect at that.” 

    I nodded. “No doubt you are right, Reverend. Thank you for coming in and giving us your information. We really appreciate it.” 

    He stood, gave me a look that said he’d think twice before volunteering to help the cops in future, nodded at Dehan, and left without shaking my hand.  

    “I think he’s upset,” she said to her fingers as she drummed them on the Formica tabletop. “I think he wanted a smiley sticker for having been a good boy.” 

    “You are a heartless, mocking kind of girl, Dehan.” 

    “Let’s go to Eastchester, Stone, and call upon the Cavendishes.” She looked up at me without smiling. “I’ve heard they do provide the most splendid alibis. Simply
to die for!” 

    It took about twenty minutes to get to Country Club. The Cavendishes had their house right on the shore, on Country Club Road. It was a big, sprawling, terra cotta affair with a double-entrance drive. I parked my Jag next to their Buick and Dehan rang the doorbell. The door was blond wood with stained glass panels. I noticed Dehan looking at them and sucking her teeth. 

    “What’s the matter? You don’t like the stained glass?” 

    “You telling me that’s art? You disappoint me. I’ll give you twenty bucks if that was made a day before 1973.” 

    I heard the flap of Havaianas and the door opened onto a woman who had been attractive a decade earlier and thought she still was, despite her sustained efforts at systematic self-destruction. All of this you could read in the mocking regard of her watery, slightly oversized eyes, and the way she held her gin and tonic as though it were an extension of her hand. Her jeans were too tight and her skin was too loose. 

    “My God, you look the part,” she said. Dehan’s eyebrows slid toward her hairline and I pulled out my badge. I was about to speak, but she said, “I know who you are. Paul told me to expect you. Come in, the name’s Liz, and for God’s sake, loosen up and have a drink. Or a joint. You want a joint?” 

    I said, “Thanks, I’ve already eaten.” But she turned and walked away from us. Dehan followed and I stepped in and closed the door. We followed her voice, which called to tell us she was by the pool.  

    We found her sitting in a large wicker chair by a garden table, on a patio by a manicured lawn. The pool was some thirty feet away, shining a luminous turquoise with liquid, silver streaks. She pointed languidly to a trolley of drinks and said, “Make free. Is the sun over the yardarm yet, Detective Stone? Or am I being a very naughty girl?” She leered at Dehan. “You won’t object if he uses his handcuffs on me, will you, Detective Dehan?” 

    We sat and I leaned on the table. It was barely midday and I already felt exhausted. “How many of those babies have you had, Mrs. Cavendish?” 

    She rolled her eyes. “Oh, you sound like my mother! What’s it to you? There’s no law…” 

    I sighed and interrupted her. “I don’t give a damn how many you’ve had, Mrs. Cavendish. You can drink yourself into oblivion, for all I care. But I am here to check on Reverend Truelove’s alibi, and if you are too drunk to be coherent, then we are all wasting our time. If you’re drunk, we’ll leave. If it’s an act, cut it out.” 

    Her cheeks flushed. She had large brown sunglasses perched on the top of her head, which she now lowered over her eyes and looked away. 

    “How rude,” she said. “This is my first of the day, in fact.” 

    “Good. I need to ask you about the night of the 5th of September, 1999. Now, I know it’s a long time ago, but it’s important that you be very accurate. If you are not sure, it is better that you tell us, rather than lie.” 

    “I remember,” she said, still staring at the pool. “Paul came to dinner that night.” 

    “How can you be so sure?” 

    “Because the next morning he telephoned to tell me about poor Sylvie. Such a sad girl.” 

    Dehan lifted her aviator shades onto the top of her head, in a strange echo of Liz Cavendish’s recent and opposite movement. She narrowed her eyes and asked, “He phoned you in the morning? Can you remember what time that was?” 

    Mrs. Cavendish shrugged. “God, I don’t know. I was still in bed, I remember that much. It must have been nine or ten at the latest.” 

    There was something that wasn’t squaring up for me. “How do you know Reverend Truelove, Mrs. Cavendish? Forgive me for being blunt, but you don’t strike me as the Bronx Methodist Community type.” 

    She finally looked at me and gave an ironic smile. “Finally, a compliment. Paul and I go back a very long way. We’ve been friends for decades. I met him in Brazil over thirty years ago, in the mid eighties. He was half a ton of trouble back then, I can tell you that for free.” 

    “Care to elaborate?” 

    “Not really.” 

    I sighed. “Is Mr. Cavendish at home? We would like to talk to him as well.” 

    She snorted. “Reggie? Reggie is always at home. He never leaves.” 

    Dehan leaned forward. “Mrs. Cavendish, perhaps we haven’t been clear enough with you. See, here’s our problem. This is a murder investigation, and we have a very small pool of suspects. So that means that these people’s alibis are really important. Because if the alibi doesn’t hold up, or is unconvincing, that person could go to prison for twenty or thirty years. Which I figure would bring Reverend Truelove to somewhere around eighty-five or ninety before he joined you for a dinner party again. We are trying to discuss something important with you, Mrs. Cavendish. And the frivolous act isn’t helping anyone, least of all your pal Paul.” 

    She gave Dehan a look that was long and hostile. “My husband is paralyzed from the neck down. He also has brain damage. Forgive me if I seem frivolous, Detective. It’s how I cope.” 

    I asked, “How long has he been in this condition?” 

    “Twenty-five years. It’s the reason we came back from Brazil. It was an accident, white water rafting.” 

    “Was Reverend Truelove already back in the States?” 

    She took a long time to answer. “We all came back at roughly the same time.” 

    “So, when he said that he was dining with ‘the Cavendishes’, what he actually meant was that he was dining with you.” 

    “Yes, Detective, that is what he meant. You have unearthed our sordid little secret.” She heaved a big sigh. “Don’t worry, I am not deluding myself. I know there are others. I told you, he was a ton of trouble back then and probably still is. Even if he has become insufferably pompous, there is no doubt he’s shagging the brains out of this poor Sylvie woman too.” 

    Dehan was in like a shot. “What makes you say that?” 

    “Sweetheart, because he would shag the table if he could find the right hole. And for some reason that only God understands, all those sweet, beatific Christian women just can’t seem to keep their pure, lily-white legs together when that almighty, bombastic, pompous ass, the Great Reverend Paul Truelove, bestows one of his sainted smiles on them.” 

    “He’s a rake.” 

    “That’s another way of putting it, yeah. He’s a fucking rake.” 

    We sat for a moment in silence. Finally, I said, “Mrs. Cavendish, is there anything of what you’ve just said that you would like to change?” 

    “No.” 

    “You are certain that Reverend Truelove was here on the night of the 5th of September, 1999.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Then we won’t take up any more of your time.” 

    We stood but she didn’t look at us. She just said, “See yourselves out, will you? And close the damn door while you are at it.” 





FIVE


    I needed to think, so instead of going back to the precinct, I drove a mile or so north to the Huntington Woods, at Pelham Bay Park. We left the car in the parking lot and walked down through the trees to sit on the grass by the water. 

    It was almost midday, but the sun was already beginning to slip toward the south, giving its light a russet hue, making the shadows longer and the small waves look colder. I sat on an old, decaying wall, but Dehan walked on, down onto the mud, leaving deep imprints in the sludge. She had her hands in her back pockets, and the wind out of the south was making a mess of her long, black hair. She looked at the water for a long time, and then turned to face me. The lenses of her shades were like two copper suns. She made her way back toward me with slow, trudging steps, tying her hair in a knot behind her neck as she walked.  

    When she was a few feet away, she raised her voice over the wind. “His alibi isn’t worth a thimble of piss.” 

    I laughed. “That all depends on how good she is at giving evidence.” 

    “They are lovers.” 

    “They were lovers, we don’t know if they still are.” 

    She climbed up from the mud onto the blacktop and stood stamping the mud from her boots. “Do you believe he was with her that night?” 

    “I have no idea.” 

    “My gut tells me he called her last night and set it up. Why does a guy set up a false alibi?” 

    “Being guilty is only one possible reason. Another is that he is scared he is going to look guilty.” 

    “You don’t think he did it?” 

    I shook my head. “No, Ritoo Glasshopper. I think there is a damned good chance he did do it, but I just don’t know why exactly. I am trying to listen to what the evidence is telling me. And…” I sighed. “At the moment, it is just burbling meaningless nonsense about Brazil. They were all out in Brazil together. Reggie broke his neck and they all came back to the Big Apple together. Reggie and Liz to their place on Eastchester Bay, and Paul screwing his parishioners in East Bronx. Clearly, Dehan, there is more to this than meets the eye.” 

    “What do you want to do now?” 

    I thought about it for a moment. “I would like to have another chat with Sylvie, without Reverend Truelove breathing down our necks. I would like to hear what she has to say about the reverend’s being there or not during that day and the next morning. Also, though Sylvie’s memory may be failing her, there is somebody else who was there whose memory may be a lot more reliable.” 

    “Ahmed the gardener.” 

    “Indeed.” I stood. “Okay, let’s go.” 

    As we walked back toward the car, Dehan walked behind me, smacking my ass. I looked at her with scandalized eyes. “What the hell are you doing?” 

    “You have sand on your ass. You can’t interview a witness with sand on your ass. It’s not dignified.” 

  

    This time, we found Sylvie at home. She opened the door like she was going to give it a spanking. She was wearing an apron and had her hair tied behind her head with a sock. When she saw who it was, she kind of sagged and said, “Oh, detectives, I am kind of busy…” 

    Dehan smiled, not unkindly, and said, “You working?” 

    Sylvie nodded and gestured behind her for us to see. There was a mop in a bucket stenciled in the kitchen door and we could hear the washing machine churning its way through a cycle. Dehan nodded her understanding and said, “Yeah, so are we.” 

    Sylvie had the good grace to smile as she sighed and stood back to let us in. “Sure, sorry. I get kind of caught up. Will you have some coffee?” 

    Dehan was doing fine so I let her answer for us both. “Yeah, that would be nice. Thanks. We won’t keep you long, Sylvie. Just a couple of quick questions.” 

    Dehan followed her into the kitchen. I closed the door and stood looking a moment at the stairs that led up to the bedrooms. I wondered which stair she had been sitting on, and looked down at the carpet under my feet. It was kind of a pale beige. It was not the same one he had died on. I could see in my mind the crime scene photographs, the spot where he had lain, with his briefcase by his hand, so important to him in life, yet oddly irrelevant in death. Death has a way of radically altering essential values. 

    I became aware of their silhouettes framing the mop in the kitchen portal, watching me. I followed after them. 

    She had a kitchen of the sort that was known in the 1980s as ‘stripped pine pajamas.’ There was a big pine table in the middle of the floor and a large, no nonsense AGA near a window that overlooked her back garden. Dehan sat at the table while Sylvie put on the coffee and I looked out the window. I could see the roof and fat tower of the church over the tops of the fruit trees and the hedge that separated her place from the plot where they had held the fête the day before.  

    I turned toward her. She was getting down a tin of brownies from a cupboard. “It must be very convenient, having the church right at the back of your property like that.” 

    She smiled. “It is.” 

    “I’m surprised you haven’t put a gate in the hedge.” 

    She glanced at me. “I have thought about it, but it might be presuming a little too much.” 

    I sat as she put the tin on the table and poured the coffee. “We have just come from visiting Elizabeth Cavendish.” 

    “Gosh! I haven’t seen Elizabeth for years. She used to visit quite regularly. She was a friend of Paul’s. What has she got to do with your investigation?” 

    I gave my head a little ‘gee-gosh’ sideways twitch and reached for a brownie. “In cold cases, we have to cast our nets wide.” I watched her face carefully as I added, “Reverend Truelove was visiting them on the night of the crime.” 

    She frowned. “Was he? My memory of that day is so hazy. I know he had been here earlier…” 

    Dehan dunked her brownie and bit into it. “Why’s that?” 

    “We’d been talking about Ahmed, what days he would be at the church and what days with us. It wasn’t difficult. He only had to come through…” 

    She faltered. 

    I prompted, “Yes? He only had to come through the hedge?” 

    She smiled. “It was easier in those days. It hadn’t grown so thick.” 

    Dehan frowned. “Forgive me, Sylvie, but it seems like a kind of odd thing to remember for almost twenty years.” 

    Her eyes became abstracted. She looked unhappy. “It’s an odd thing. The essential details are completely obliterated, yet small, trivial details seem to stand out so vividly. I can’t explain it.” 

    “It is very common, Sylvie,” I said. “Trauma can play havoc with our memories. Have you seen a therapist?” 

    “I have the best therapist of all, Detective Stone. God is my therapist.” 

    “Of course.” 

    Dehan raised an eyebrow at her brownie, like she didn’t believe something it had just whispered to her. “Sylvie, there is something we have been wanting to ask you. Please don’t take this the wrong way. These are questions we are required to ask.” 

    Her smile was oddly kind when she answered. “I do understand, Detective. And I can see how I would be a suspect. Please ask everything you need to. The truth is always our best defense.” 

    “If only all witnesses took that view. Were you aware of the insurance policies that Simon had taken out in your favor, before he was killed?” 

    She shook her head. “No, he never discussed that kind of thing with me. He was real old-fashioned about the family finances and what not.” She gave a small, pretty laugh. “He saw himself as a patriarch in the style of Abraham. We depended on him, and he provided.” The smile faded. “Even in death, he faithfully provided.” 

    Dehan nodded. “Sure, I get that. Would he have discussed matters like that with Reverend Truelove?” 

    “Oh, Lord no!” She laughed again. “Simon did not approve of Paul, at all. He accepted him because it was God’s will. But he did not approve of him.” 

    I sipped my coffee. “What caused his disapproval, Sylvie?” 

    There was no mistaking the look in her eyes as she gazed out the window toward the church. Whatever Simon may have thought, she definitely approved of the reverend. 

    “Paul doesn’t always go by the book. He goes more by the spirit of the scriptures than by the letter. I guess he has faith in the guidance of the Lord, and that gives him courage to act on impulse. Simon went much more by the letter of the scriptures. I sometimes felt that he was afraid.” 

    “Afraid of what?” 

    “Afraid of transgressing against the Word. He never did. And yet…” She turned and stared at me. “Do you think that evil can grow in a repressed heart, Detective?” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    She heaved a big sigh. “Is it possible that Paul’s heart, though less tied to the letter of God’s law, was also less repressed, and so had more room for kindness and humanity? While Simon’s, through being so vigilant, so
dogmatic, had become a repressed, dark place, with no room for forgiveness or compassion. And in the end he was struck down, like the Tower of Babel, for trying to get too close to God…” 

    I made a thinking noise, wondering at what point it had stopped being a question and become a statement. “I am not sure if you are asking me or telling me, Sylvie. Either way, I think it’s a question I am not qualified to answer. What I am pretty sure of, though, is that Simon was not struck down by God, but by a human being. And I aim to find out who that is. As far as I can see, there are only two people who might have seen him. You, and possibly Ahmed. Have you still got Ahmed’s contact details?” 

    She nodded, got to her feet and moved over to a large, pine dresser. She pulled an old phone book from a packed drawer and leafed through it. Then she copied down a number and an address onto a piece of paper and brought it over to me before sitting down again. 

    “He is no longer involved with the church. He returned to Islam.” 

    I studied the piece of paper a moment and then put it in my pocket. “Sylvie, you said Reverend Truelove was here earlier in the day to discuss Ahmed’s roster. What time would that have been around? Before lunch, after lunch…?” 

    She gazed over at the church again. She looked distressed. “After. After lunch. They came over together and then Ahmed set to work on the fruit trees, the plums and the apples, collecting the harvest. And Paul and I talked and had coffee. Then he left, about six I guess. He had to go, to…” 

    She frowned. 

    “To what, Sylvie?” 

    “I don’t recall.” She gave a small laugh. “I suppose he had to get ready to go and have dinner with Elizabeth Cavendish.” 

    I nodded. “No doubt.” 

    I stood. Dehan was watching me with narrowed eyes. “Thank you, Sylvie. You have been very helpful.” 

    Dehan stood and we left.  

    As we drove away, I could see her standing in the doorway, watching us. 





SIX


    Dehan sat watching me and frowned. I glanced at her a couple of times as we moved from Pierce Avenue onto Bronxdale. All I could see was the street passing behind her head and my own reflection duplicated in her shades. Finally, she said, “There is something on your mind you are not sharing. What have I missed?” 

    I made a face. She was right. “I’m not sure. It may be nothing. I need to check it out first. I want you to contact the insurance company and find out if they have any correspondence on file between themselves and Sylvie from before the 5th September, 1999. Let’s see if she’s telling the truth.” 

    “Meanwhile…?” 

    “I’m going to talk to Ahmed and see if his story tallies with hers.” 

    “You think she’s lying?” 

    I shrugged. “I don’t know. The way she kept staring out the window at the church, I just got a hunch.” I looked at her again. She was waiting. “I had the feeling she was remembering more than she was telling us about.” 

    She nodded. “Yeah. I had that feeling, too.” 

    “When you’re done with the insurance company, see if you can get any information on Humberto. But I don’t want the reverend to know we are looking. See if you can get a Social Security Number or something. You know what to do.” 

    “Sure.” 

    “Then what do you say we get together for a beer this evening and compare notes? I’ll buy you a steak at 900 Park.” 

    She looked embarrassed. “I can’t.” 

    My face said I was surprised. “Oh?” 

    “My uncle has invited me to dinner at his house.” 

    “Oh, sure. So we can catch up in the morning.” 

    “Yeah. Well, anyway, I’ll call you if anything important comes up.” 

    “Sure.” I smiled. “Likewise.” 

  

    I dropped Dehan at the precinct and took White Plains Road north to Morris Park Avenue, then ducked left and right into Uniport Road, by the railway lines. It was a place designed according to the Who-Gives-a-Fuck school of architecture, by people who didn’t care, for people they thought didn’t matter. Ahmed had a gray, featureless two-story house with iron rails on the front door and the windows. There was a lot of shouting going on inside in a language I didn’t understand, and there seemed to be men, women and children involved. I rang the bell and wondered if they’d heard it over their massed voices.  

    Somebody had, because a small man in his mid-thirties opened the door after a while, dressed in a vest, pajama pants and slippers. He had a couple of day’s stubble and large, vaguely amused brown eyes. He said, “What?” but not in a hostile way. 

    I showed him my badge and told him who I was. 

    He took the badge and examined it. Then handed it back and shrugged. “What I can do for you?” He gestured with both hands into his house. “Everybody has got papers. We have a simple life. Why NYPD?” 

    “Are you Ahmed Abadi?” 

    “Yes. That me.” He shrugged, spread his hands. “We simple family…” 

    “Cut the act, Ahmed. I know you’ve been here since you were a kid and I know your English is just fine. Can I come in? I need to talk to you.” 

    He grinned. “Okay. What about? I keep my nose clean, Detective Stone.” 

    “It is not about you, and it has nothing to do with immigration. You may have unwittingly been a witness in a crime a long time ago. I just need to ask you a couple of simple questions…” I paused. “Can I come in?” 

    He led me into a narrow hallway carpeted in an orange patterned fabric designed to give you chronic depression while simultaneously curing you with static electric shock treatment. He pushed into a cramped living room, hollering a stream of what sounded like obscenities. Two women in burkas and six kids of varying ages fled the room, giggling. He gestured with both hands at a sofa that was a mistake in the 1970s and was still a mistake today and said, “Please, sit, can I give you some tea?” 

    I sat. “No, thank you, Ahmed. This won’t take long.” 

    He did the whole shrugging and spreading his hands thing again, like I was missing out on a once in a lifetime chance, and sat down smiling with his eyes.  

    “How can I help you?” 

    “About eighteen years back, you used to work for Simon Martin, over on Bogart Avenue, and for the church that backed onto that house…” 

    “Reverend Paul Truelove. Very beautiful people; they were so kind and helpful to me when I was new in this country. I hold them always very close to my heart, Allah be merciful.” 

    I nodded. “You probably remember that back then Simon Martin was the victim of a home invasion…” 

    His face had changed in a second and he looked like he might cry.  

    “It was a tragedy. I pray every day for his soul. Such a good man, with an equally as good wife, beautiful baby. Kind people. How can this happen to such a kind family? I want to know. How can this happen? Allah be merciful!” 

    “Well, that is what we are trying to find out. We have reopened the investigation, Ahmed, and as I understand it, you were there on the day in question, with Reverend Truelove.” 

    He was doing big nods, involving his whole upper body. “I was. I was. You want to know what I saw, and what I remember?” 

    “That would be very helpful.” 

    He sank back in his chair. His eyes became abstracted. “It is such long time ago. I was…” He shook his head, pulling down the corners of his mouth. “Fifteen? Sixteen? Just a boy.” He gave a small laugh. “So grateful to be away from Iraq! So grateful for starting this new life! And to Paul and Simon…” He sighed and I waited. “They were trying to decide what is best, I work for Paul Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and Simon Thursday, Friday and Sunday?” 

    “Sunday. Not Saturday?” 

    “No, Sunday, because Saturday is bad for me. Sunday. Or maybe they think is best I work for Paul in the mornings and Simon after lunch. They were wondering, talking, talking. This day Simon is at work. He is always at work! Six, seven days of the week. I joke with him, ‘If the week have fourteen days, Mr. Simon, you would work fourteen days!’ He laugh a little…” He held his fingers together to show a really small amount. “He’s a man who does no laugh much. ‘We praise God in our work!’ he say to me. I say, ‘Allah be praised!’” 

    “So what happened this day?” 

    “Paul he say me, ‘Come on! We go talk with Sylvie! She will decide!’ so we go through the garden. Is very good. The gardens are connected so we can go, pom pom pom, through the garden to her house.” 

    “What time would that have been around, can you remember?” 

    He rocked from side to side, like he was listening to a sweet melody. “Maybe five or six. I go always to Paul after four, five. So he go inside to have coffee and talk with Sylvie, and I start to collect fruit from the plum trees and the apple trees.” 

    “What happened next?” 

    “I am working, pompompom, pompompom, and Paul come to the step of the kitchen door. He said to me, ‘Ahmed!’ And he put up his thumb.” He showed me the thumbs up gesture. “He say me, ‘It is all set up, you work afternoons for Simon and Sylvie. Mornings with me.’ I say him, ‘Sounds good to me’ and he go.” 

    “What time?” 

    “Oh, it must be around six. Maybe more.” 

    “What did you do with the fruit?” 

    He smiled. “Put in baskets and leave them in the kitchen. Sylvie tell me she is going to make jam and pies to sell for the church. She say maybe she will have some extra for me.” He winked and his grin was infectious. “She is very good woman. Very religious, with God. Allah is merciful. I clean the leaves, water the flowers, and I go.” 

    “How did you go?” 

    “Through garden to church. Then I got on the bus.” 

    “I want you to think very carefully about this question, Ahmed. It is very important. If you are not sure, then just say you are not sure, okay? Did you or Mrs. Martin close the kitchen door before you left?” 

    He put his hands over his eyes and then slid them slowly onto his forehead. His eyes were wide and abstracted. “No…” he said, “No, don’t say this to me. I leave the door open. Is this how he is getting in? Oh, man…!” 

    I shook my head. “We don’t know yet, Ahmed. Don’t blame yourself. He might have got in any number of ways. You are sure you left the door open?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “I know it’s a long time ago, but anything you can remember is helpful. Did you happen to notice anybody or anything that struck you as odd, strange, out of place?” 

    He shrugged and sighed. “Maybe, then, but is such long time. I don’t remember.” He made a ‘pfff’ sound. “And you know, it is Bronx, right? What is strange is when you don’t see nothing strange.” 

    “I hear you. Ahmed, you have been very helpful. Thank you.” I stood and he stood with me. 

    “We always want to help the police. Anything at all, we are here, you are always welcome.” We shook hands and he saw me to the door. “Please, come again.” 

    I made my way back to the Jag and sat thinking and turning things around in my head, and whichever way I turned them, I couldn’t get them to sit right. It just didn’t work, however I looked at it. At least one person was lying, and I was pretty sure it wasn’t Ahmed. 

    I took my time driving back, running over every detail in my mind, trying to find the corners and the straight edges of the jigsaw, hoping I’d catch Dehan before she left for her uncle’s.  

    I parked in the lot, crossed the road and stepped into the lobby. Maria was behind the desk and gave me an insolent wink. “Hey handsome!” 

    I raised an eyebrow at her. “Hello Sergeant. Don’t make me report you for sexual harassment.” 

    “In your dreams, white boy!” 

    “You know about that? Listen, Detective Dehan here?” 

    “You just missed her. Her date picked her up about ten minutes ago.” 

    I smiled. “Her date? That was her uncle.” 

    Maria raised an eyebrow of her own to devastating effect. “That’s her uncle? Well, I would sure love to see her cousin! This dude was no more than thirty-two, and fit! You know what I am sayin’? I ain’t talkin’ about his health! They went off in his Mercedes Benz an’ she didn’t even say goodbye.” 

    I felt odd. She must have seen it because she adopted a mother hen look. “Well, what do you expect, Stone? Girl with those looks! You don’t do nothin’ about it, you’re gonna lose her!” 

    “Maria, what are you talking about?” 

    She pointed at me. “You wannit? You put a ring on it!” 

    “Keep your office gossip, and your fantasies, to yourself, I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

    “Si, si… Ha!” 

    I went and reported to the captain, then drove home, feeling inexplicably deflated. 





SEVEN


    Next morning, Dehan came in late at nine-thirty, with bags under her eyes and a face like sour retribution. I waited till she had sat down before I looked at her. 

    “How was your date?” I asked mildly, looking back at the papers I was reading. 

    “It wasn’t a date. I told you. It was my uncle.” 

    “Mm-hm.” I affected to be engrossed in the information I had printed out from the electoral register. “That would be the drop dead gorgeous thirty-year-old uncle with the Mercedes.” 

    “What? You’re spying on me now?” 

    I shrugged, still not looking at her. “To quote a dear friend of mine, ‘we are partners, we should tell each other things.’” 

    “I never said anything that lame.” 

    “Words to that effect. So who is the lucky guy?”  

    “Nobody.” 

    “Suit yourself. I have been searching since six this morning and I can find no trace of Humberto, either as Truelove or any other name, at the reverend’s address or any other address.” 

    “Snap.”  

    I frowned at her. “Snap?” 

    “That’s what I was doing last night when I was abducted by aliens. You’ve been here since six?” 

    “I couldn’t sleep.” 

    “Yeah, you look like shit. You should have called me. I couldn’t sleep either.” 

    “I thought you might be otherwise engaged.” 

    She gave me a look that would have curdled distilled water. “I’m alone when I lower my lamp, thanks, Sensei. Not that it’s any of your damn business. Moving on, did you see the email from the insurance company?” 

    “Not yet,” I said, feeling oddly cheerful all of a sudden. “What do they say?” 

    “You won’t like it. It looks like your friend Sylvie, the girl next door, ain’t so wholesome and mom’s apple pie after all.” 

    “Oh?” 

    She reached in a manila folder, pulled out two sheets of A4, and tossed them across the table at me. “February, 1999. Two emails, addressed to her, advising her of the insurance policies taken out in her favor by her husband.” 

    I read through them. They were brief, to the point, and very clear.  

    “That doesn’t look very good, does it?” 

    “How did you get on with Ahmed?” 

    I ran through the interview. She thought about it. “Pretty much confirms what she said, only in more detail.” 

    I nodded. “Pretty much.” I sighed. “You know what? The story…” I narrowed my eyes and shook my head, searching for the right words. “You hear it from Sylvie, you hear it from the reverend, you hear it from Ahmed, and you read it in the report, and it seems to be the same story…” I pointed at her. “Prima facie… but it doesn’t quite jibe with me. The versions are slightly dissonant. The people who remember were not quite there, and the only person who was there, doesn’t remember. And then there are the small ‘mistakes’, half-truths and lies… I want to get Paul and Sylvie in an interrogation room and scare them half to death until they stop playing games and start coming clean.” 

    Dehan was nodding. “Sure, they’re pissing me off, too.” 

    I drummed the table top with my fingers for a moment. “Do you know, Dehan, what day of the week was the 5th September, in 1999?” 

    She looked vaguely surprised. “You want me to check?” 

    “No. I know. I just wondered if you did.” 

    “No. I’m not that kind of freak. I’m weird in other ways.” 

    A flicker of a smile. I flickered back. “It was a Sunday.” 

    She closed her eyes. “Man.” She said it with a strange mixture of self-reprimand and genuine admiration. “You are good, Sensei. That is…” She opened her eyes and nodded. “What the fuck is a pastor doing dining out on a Sunday evening at seven PM?” 

    “I am no expert, but as I understand it, he should have been in mass, or whatever Methodists do instead. And when we were talking to Sylvie, she realized that. She was about to say that he went back to deliver the sermon and faltered. Between them, they are concocting lies, and I want to know why.” I sat forward. “Tell you what, Carmen, why don’t you get the phone records for Reverend Truelove for the 5th to the 6th September, 1999, and let’s see exactly when he did call her. Then maybe we get them both in here and have a talk.” 

    “On it!” 

    While she did that, I continued searching for any trace of Humberto. There was none. As far as I could tell, he was not officially in the United States. He was not registered at the rectory of St. George’s Church, nor could I find more than a handful of Humbertos in New York. Those I found were not him. Which only left one explanation. 

    I was half aware of the printer churning out documents, but ignored it and turned over the significance of that explanation in my mind. After a bit, I heard Dehan say, “Well, I’ll be.” 

    I looked at her. “You will?” 

    “He called her at nine thirty that night.” 

    “For how long?” 

    “They talked for forty-five minutes.” She stood and walked to the window. There she turned and rested her ass on the windowsill. She said, “He’s a rake. That’s been established, right?” 

    “I think so.” 

    “Simon is a royal pain in the ass who thinks he’s Abraham, but ain’t. When he gets posted to New York, being a good patriarch, he takes out life insurance to protect his wife and daughter in case the children of Babylon should do for him. Only it wasn’t the children of Babylon he needed to be worrying about.  

    “His wife receives an email informing her that her husband is now worth more dead than alive. At first, it doesn’t even register. But then, when they get here and move into their house by the church, and she meets the fascinating and sexually magnetic Reverend Truelove, the insurance begins to take on a greater significance. What if…?” 

    I nodded. “But she is incapable of doing it herself.” 

    She raised a finger. “Shut up. As you say, she hasn’t the strength, or the killer instinct, to do this by herself. Paul, however, is—how did Elizabeth Cavendish describe him?—half a ton of trouble? He is not constrained by the letter of Divine Law. He has warmth and humanity in his heart. So, they start to have an affair. She promises him that if he will get rid of Simon, she will be his and his only.” 

    I frowned. “So how did they do it?” 

    “Shut up. He comes over with Ahmed, so he has a witness other than Sylvie to say that he left. After Ahmed has gone, perhaps during the reading from scripture by a lay member of the congregation, he slips back though the garden, kills Simon, and returns to the church as the reading of the scripture is concluded. Then he delivers his sermon, like he has been there all along.” 

    We stared at each other for a while. It was something we did unconsciously which other people found disturbing, but it helped us to think. After a moment, I said, “It sounds a bit like the plot from an Agatha Christie novel.” 

    “Okay, but… the bones…” 

    “It would require very precise timing.” 

    She shook her head. “No. It would require approximate timing and a cell phone on vibrate.” 

    I nodded. “She hears his car arriving. Calls the reverend. He invites John Doe to read the lesson and slips out. She has left the back door open for him. He comes in, knocks Simon down and kills him, gives her the phone to call 911, and races back to the church.” 

    “See?” 

    I sighed. “It’s crazy enough that it may have worked.” 

    “And I am figuring that Paul Truelove is all about being crazy. Crazy in the Amazon, crazy at Eastchester Bay and crazy in the Bronx.” 

    I was quiet for a bit. It was hard to find fault with it, and like she said, it kind of fit with the picture of Paul Truelove that was beginning to emerge.  

    “What do you make of Humberto?” 

    “Have you been able to find him?” 

    “Nope. Nowhere. He is not officially in this country.” 

    She made a ‘yeah, that’s what I expected face’ and said, “I have absolutely no reason for saying this, but I’m pretty sure you’ve had the same thought. I figure he’s Truelove’s son from a Brazilian affair.” 

    “The thought had crossed my mind. I wouldn’t be surprised if it had as much to do with his coming back to the U.S. as Reggie Cavendish’s accident. What I can’t decide is whether that has anything to do with this case, or whether it is just part of the general chaos and collateral damage associated with his life.” 

    Dehan gave a small grunt. “In as much as he has probably left a string of heartbroken, pregnant parishioners in his wake, half way around the globe.” 

    I frowned. “So why didn’t they get hitched afterwards? And what made this Don Juan of the Altar go to such lengths for Sylvie?” 

    She gave me a knowing look and wagged a finger at me. “Because… she never really wanted him. They probably never even slept together. She just wanted him to do the deed. And once he’d done it, she sold him the ‘it’s not you, it’s me, I am too traumatized’ line. And it was the fact that he could not have her, that drove him to the extreme of killing for her.” 

    I thought about it. It wasn’t the strangest story I’d ever heard, not by a long shot. People will do some pretty crazy things when their hormones get stirred up. One thing was for sure. He had lied about being at Elizabeth Cavendish’s house. He had been in the right place at the right time to kill Simon Martin and both Elizabeth and Sylvie had backed him up in that lie. 

    I nodded. “I think it’s time to rattle their cages. You get Sylvie, I will go get Paul.” I stood and paused a moment. “Dehan, be totally unsympathetic. She’ll break down and start crying. When she does, do nothing. Let’s see what happens next.” 

    “Gotcha. What about the reverend?” 

    “I’m going to tell him that Sylvie and Elizabeth have sold him out. We’ll play it by ear and maybe we can play them against each other.” 

    As we moved toward the door, I said, “You got your car, right?” 

    “Yeah, you didn’t pick me up this morning. Remember?” 

    “I didn’t want to disturb…” 

    “Asshole.” 

    I watched her walk down the sidewalk toward her car, on her long, beautiful legs, and smiled to myself. 





EIGHT


    I pulled up in front of the church and was surprised to see Dehan pull up on the other side of the street. I’d expected her to continue on to Bogart Avenue to get Sylvie. I climbed out of the Jag and waited for her to join me. She spoke as she approached. 

    “I had a hunch. I called ahead and spoke to Mary. As I thought, Sylvie is at the church.” 

    “This should make things interesting.” 

    We entered the grounds and climbed the steps to the big red door. Our shadows, elongated by the early autumn sun, lay warped across the stone flags. We paused and listened. Hushed voices seemed to slide and roll up the walls and into the cavernous arches of the ceiling. I touched Dehan’s shoulder and pointed. The reverend and Sylvie stood at the door of the vestry in close, quiet conversation. I couldn’t make out the words, but whatever it was they were talking about seemed important, even urgent. 

    I moved quietly into the side aisle and walked toward them with Dehan just behind me. They sensed the movement and turned. His face was serious. He sighed very loudly. 

    “Detectives! This is becoming…” He let the words hang. “Would it not be better to deal with all of your questions in one go, and be done with it?” 

    He labored the last four words so that they resounded against the thick stone walls, like the end of an impactful sermon. 

    “It would,” I said. “That’s why we are here. We would like you and Mrs. Martin to come with us to the precinct. There are a couple of issues which…” I paused and shook my head. “Well, however Detective Dehan and I look at them, we just can’t make them square up.” 

    His expression was impatient. “It is very inconvenient. I have work to do, so does Sylvie. Really, Detective Stone, we have been more than patient and accommodating, but sincerely, this is bordering on…” 

    “Patient and accommodating?” I said it without any particular inflection.  

    He frowned, “Well, yes…” 

    “We are investigating the murder of one of your parishioners and, as I understand it, a friend of yours.” I turned to Sylvie. “Your husband and the father of your daughter. I’m struggling to see where patience and accommodation come into it.” 

    He closed his eyes and heaved another sigh. She looked down and fiddled with her thumb. He said, “The investigation was dropped eighteen years ago, dDetective. We did not ask for it to be reopened. We have all… moved on!” 

    I ignored him. “Will you both please accompany us to the station?” 

    The reverend’s face flushed. “Have we any choice?” 

    Dehan nodded. “Sure. You can refuse. But I wouldn’t recommend it, because then we can either arrest you on suspicion of murder or take you into custody as material witnesses. So maybe the best thing is to cooperate with us. I am assuming, Reverend, that we want the same thing here, to catch the person who murdered Mr. Martin. Am I wrong?” 

    Sylvie answered. “Of course you are not wrong. It’s just very painful to revisit all this stuff, just as we were…” 

    There was a scuff and a footfall behind us. I turned to look. Humberto was standing silhouetted in the glare from the doorway. His voice was almost a whisper, but it carried, reverberating against the high, stone walls. 

    “Donna… Donna Maria plena di graza…” 

    Reverend Truelove glanced at him and then waved him away. “It’s all right, Humberto. Go back to your room. Everything is fine.” 

    Humberto reached out his left hand toward us. The fingers of his right went to his large lower lip. “Venite, Donna. Venite com migo. Ven…”  

    Sylvie smiled. It was a sad expression. She shook her head. “I can’t come now, Humberto. I have to go with these people.” 

    He must have picked up something in the tone of her voice, or in our demeanor. Whatever it was, he knew something was wrong and let out a deep, guttural noise that seemed to come from down in his belly. He pouted his thick lips and shook his huge head.  

    “No… No… Noooo…” 

    It was like a tantrum coming on in a four year-old, only Humberto was well over six feet and must have weighed well over two hundred and sixty pounds. Reverend Truelove scowled at us. “Excuse me.” He moved toward Humberto, reaching out for him with both arms. “Humberto, come. Go back to your room…” 

    The noise Humberto let out then was horrific. It was like a wounded grizzly roaring at the mountains. It reverberated from the rafters down to the stone flags and bounced off the walls, filling every corner of the church. It was not a word, but an inarticulate cry of immoderate, irrational pain. He stamped his huge feet and his arms started flapping as the reverend tried to take hold of him, and next thing, he was bellowing at the top of his voice, “El Diavolo! Malefico! Malefico! El Diavolo e la Diavola! Malefica! Malefica! None llevare! E la mia donna!” 

    The reverend struggled to keep Humberto’s arms down and block his way, but his size and strength made it hard, and Humberto kind of plowed through him, driving him back as he pushed toward Sylvie. A spasm of grief flashed across her face and she stepped toward him.  

    “Humberto. It’s all right, honey! These are friends.” She hurried around the pews and made her way down the central aisle, reaching for him. 

    Humberto pushed the reverend aside and enfolded Sylvie in his arms. “Donna! Donna Maria plena di graza! Diavolo malefico! Diavola! Diavola malefica! None llevare. E la mia donna!”


    His face had folded up like it had melted in the heat of the sun, and now he had tears streaming down his face. Sylvie looked small and fragile in his massive arms. He’d gone quiet, except for a few shuddering sobs, and she was soothing him, whispering to him that we were just friends. 

    We joined them. The reverend was looking uncomfortable. I studied his face a moment. “You got somebody who can look after him for a couple of hours?” 

    He nodded. “If you can give us a few minutes, we’ll take him to my housekeeper.” He turned to Sylvie. “And maybe we could prevail upon Mary…” 

    Sylvie nodded, then pulled back and held Humberto’s face in her hands. “Hey, you want to see Mary?” 

    He grinned all over his wet face. His breath shuddered as he nodded. Dehan was already on the phone.  

    “Mary? This is Detective Dehan. Listen, can you join us in the church? We need somebody to look after Humberto for a couple of hours… Thanks.” She hung up and glanced at Sylvie. “She’s coming.” 

    Fifteen minutes later, Mary had managed to coax Humberto away to the rectory, with promises of hot chocolate and cake, and we led the reverend and Sylvie out to the cars. But when Sylvie saw that Dehan was taking her across the road, and I was taking the reverend toward my Jag, she stopped dead in her tracks on the sidewalk and refused to move. A spasm of panic constricted her face, giving her the look of a terrified child. 

    “What’s going on? Why are you separating us? Why do I have to go on my own?” 

    I studied her face, trying to read her reaction and what it meant.  

    “We want to get this over with as much as you do, Sylvie. Detective Dehan is going to ask you some questions, and I am going to talk to Reverend Truelove for a bit. It saves time that way, and we can all go home and get on with our lives.” 

    She turned terrified eyes on the reverend. He nodded and said, “Let’s get it over with, Sylvie.” 

    She hesitated and then followed Dehan to her car. 

    I let Dehan get ahead and drove at a leisurely pace. The reverend was quiet, staring out the side window at the anonymous, fleeting people on the sunlit sidewalks. “I cannot believe,” he said without looking at me, “that you seriously consider Sylvie a suspect in this case.” 

    “Who says we do?” 

    Now he turned to me. “Come on! You were about to arrest her in there!” 

    “Was I?” 

    “Well, that is what your partner said.” 

    “That was one of a number of options she put to both of you.” 

    He was silent for a moment. “So I am the suspect and she is the material witness…” 

    “Nothing says ‘guilty’ like a stupid lie, reverend. And you would do well to remember that during the interview when we get to the station.” 

    He sighed, closed his eyes and flopped back in his seat. He didn’t talk again until we arrived at the precinct. 





NINE


    I sat opposite him and placed a thin, manila folder in front of me. He glanced at it and then up at my face. I stared at him a moment and when I was sure I had his full attention, I said, “I spoke to Elizabeth Cavendish. She confirmed your alibi.” 

    He swallowed. “My alibi…” 

    “Yes. Your alibi. She also mentioned that her husband has been paralyzed from the neck down for the last twenty-five years.” 

    He wouldn’t make eye contact and his breathing rate had increased noticeably. “Yes, that was a tragic accident.” 

    “Where did it happen?” 

    “In Brazil.” 

    “Was that where Humberto was conceived?” 

    Now he met my eye. “How is that relevant to your investigation?” 

    “I don’t know.” 

    “Then let’s leave it.” 

    “Okay, fine. What is the relationship between you and Elizabeth Cavendish?” 

    His face flushed. “We are friends.” 

    “Close friends?” 

    “Yes, we go back a long way.” 

    “How intimate is your friendship?” 

    His anger was explosive, but it looked to me like he was using it to hide his fear. “Really, Detective! This is too much!” 

    “What is, Reverend? The suggestion that you and she are having an affair is that infuriating? I don’t see that that’s too much at all.” 

    He spluttered. “She’s a married woman!” 

    “She is a very frustrated, comparatively young woman, with emotional and sexual needs, who is married to a man who cannot fulfill those desires. You are both close and she is clearly drawn to you. Tell me where it becomes too much.” 

    He was foundering, trying to find a firm footing somewhere. “Naturally, I have been there for her! But as a friend, nothing more…” 

    “She said you were lovers. Was she lying?” 

    He gasped. 

    I repeated, “Was she lying?” 

    He hesitated and then hesitated some more. He was screwed whichever way he went and he knew it. Finally, he said, “No,” and sagged. “That is, we were lovers. Years ago, for a very brief period of time. We had a short, ill-advised affair after her husband’s accident.” 

    “You are not lovers now?” 

    “No.” 

    “How many lovers have you had, Reverend?” 

    “That is none of your damned business!” 

    “I disagree.” 

    “How…?” 

    “Liz says you are, and I quote, ‘a rake’.” It was Dehan who’d said it, but Elizabeth had agreed and not retracted her statement. 

    “Well, I…! That may be her opinion, but it is certainly not the truth! I am a man of God, Detective!” 

    “Is she lying?” 

    He heaved another sigh to steady his nerves. “Look, Detective, you are trying to make me say she is a liar, because in doing so I will undermine my own ‘alibi’, as you call it. But I am not going to call her a liar because she is not a liar. She may see me as a rake for reasons of wounded pride, loneliness or any number of reasons. But that is her subjective view, and I can assure you it is not based on any factual information. I am not a rake!” 

    “What is the nature of your relationship with Sylvie Martin?” 

    His face went like stone. “I have already told you, I am her pastor. We are friends. And that is all, honest truth.” 

    “What time did you go to Elizabeth Cavendish’s house that night?” 

    He spread his hands and shook his head. “You are asking me for details of something that happened twenty years ago. I suppose about six o’clock, perhaps a little earlier. Traffic is heavy at that time of night.” 

    I nodded and smiled, one New Yorker to another. “You’re not kidding.” 

    He smiled back, a hint of relief on his face. 

    I said, “Now here’s the problem, Paul.” His eyebrows twitched at the use of his first name. He had lost his title and that worried him even more. “Can you remember what you did earlier that day?” 

    “Of course not.” 

    “You took Ahmed over to Sylvie’s house, to discuss what days and times he would work at the church, and when he would work for her and Simon.” 

    He shrugged. “Did I? Yes, that’s very possible. But I fail to see…” 

    “Ahmed came over to the rectory at after five. You chatted. Then you went over to Sylvie’s house and while he collected the plums and the apples from the trees at the end of the garden, you and Sylvie sat and had coffee, and discussed his hours.” 

    “Clearly you think this is important…” 

    “It is important, because you left Sylvie’s house just after six. And there is no way you had time to get from there to Country Club in time for dinner. Which means that you and Elizabeth have concocted a false alibi…” 

    “Now wait just one minute!” 

    “…which also makes me wonder, what would make you do that?” 

    “You are leaping to wild, unwarranted conclusions!”  

    “I don’t see how.” 

    “If I was not there, then it is a genuine mistake…” 

    “You said you discovered the next morning what had happened. That is not the kind of thing you suddenly forget.” 

    “Well, I… It is a long time ago, Detective!” 

    “But quite a memorable event, wouldn’t you say? So were you there for her, or not? And if not, why not?” 

    He started to speak three times, and three times stopped himself. Then, he went for it and decided to brazen it out. “No! I am certain that I was dining with Liz! Ahmed and Sylvie must be mistaken.” 

    I shrugged like it wasn’t important. “You may be right. I just thought I’d better check. Moving on to another matter. What is the norm in Methodist Churches, Reverend, regarding Sunday Mass, as compared for example with the Catholic Church?” 

    He visibly relaxed and breathed more deeply. “Well, we are somewhat more flexible than our Roman friends.” He smiled as though he’d said something funny. “It varies from church to church. For my part, in the summer we worship in the morning on Sundays to allow people to relax in the afternoon and evening before starting the week. However, in the fall and in the winter, a lot of people find comfort in evening worship. So, as of the first Sunday in September, we meet for prayers and a reading of Scripture on Sunday evenings at about seven. Until the last Sunday in April.” 

    I nodded and smiled. “That pretty much fits with my research. Have you always followed that regime?” 

    “Always. Why?” 

    “September the fifth, 1999, was a Sunday.” 

    He closed his eyes. Then, after a moment, he buried his face in his hands. 

    I went on, “You have lied to me consistently and systematically since you first opened your mouth to me. And you are so damned arrogant and stupid that every time I catch you in a lie, you just keep lying more. Now, I told you in the car, nothing says ‘guilty’ like a stupid lie. So right now, you have managed to lie your way right to the top of my list of suspects. You have a big sign nailed to your two inch brow that says, ‘I’m The Guy.’” I sat forward and said, “Look at me.” He removed his hands from his face. I held my forefinger and thumb in front of him, an eighth of an inch apart. “I am this close to arresting you and charging you with Simon’s murder.” 

    “No! No! No! No! You have it all wrong!” 

    “If—if!—I have it all wrong, it is because you keep telling me half-assed stupid lies that a four-year-old could see through. Now, keep bullshitting me, Reverend, and you and Humberto…” 

    “No!”  

    “…get fast tracked to Attica!” 

    Our voices clashed, then died away and left a ringing silence. I pointed at him. “Think about it. I’m going to talk to Sylvie. When I get back, I want to hear the truth. If I get more lies, I will charge you and start building my case with the DA. I have means, opportunity and motive.” 

    “What motive?” 

    “The oldest two in the book. Your love for Sylvie and your desire to get your hands on her house, including her recently deceased husband’s life insurance. And I have a string of lies long enough to convince any jury that whatever you say, they should believe the opposite.” I stood. “Now, if it don’t work, stop doing it! I have warned you.” 

    I stepped out into the corridor, grabbed some black, caffeinated coffee from the machine and pushed into interview room two, where Dehan was talking to Sylvie. 

 Dehan was saying, “Now, see, Sylvie, here is the part I’m having some difficulty with. You are telling me that the reverend left you at around six, while Ahmed was working in the garden, to go to have dinner with Elizabeth Cavendish…” 

    Sylvie looked pale and drawn. “I don’t know if that’s what he did. I assume that’s what he did if that is what he says.” 

    “You think he might be lying?” 

    “No!” 

    I said, “Have you ever known the reverend to lie?” 

    “No! Of course not!” 

    “So you think he did go to Elizabeth’s house?” 

    “If that’s what he says he did, yes.” 

    “So the problem I have,” Dehan pressed on, “is that there is no way he could have gotten to Elizabeth’s house on time if he left you after six.” 

    She spread her hands. “Perhaps he arrived late.” 

    “No. According to Elizabeth, he was not late.” 

    “I don’t know what you want me to say.” 

    I leaned forward. “You see, there is something else, and I think you know this already. The day Simon was killed was a Sunday, the first Sunday in September, and there was a service at the church. So there was no way he could have been dining with Elizabeth Cavendish.” 

    “He must have made a mistake.” 

    “Why wasn’t he there for you the night your husband was murdered, Sylvie? If he was not out, if he was at the church, why was he not there for you?” 

    “He was! He would have been! I don’t remember!” 

    Dehan was shaking her head. “No. I think you do remember, Sylvie. I think you remember very well. And I think you were right the first time. He was there. He was there for you every step of the way.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    Dehan changed tack. “Why did he lie to us about being at Elizabeth’s?” 

    “I don’t know!” 

    “So he did lie!” 

    “No! I don’t know! No!” 

    “He wasn’t there. He was at the church, delivering a sermon. He knew it and you knew it. Why did he say he was with Elizabeth and persuade her to lie for him? What really happened that night, Sylvie?” 

    Her face was crimson, she had tears in her eyes, and she was almost hysterical. “I don’t know! I don’t remember!” 

    “When did you hear from him? When did he contact you?” 

    She was sobbing, with her face in her hands. “The next morning, I think. I don’t remember.” 

    “Not that night?” 

    “No! I keep telling you. I don’t remember, I am not sure.” 

    I spoke quietly. “OK, Sylvie, take it easy. Let’s talk about something you do remember. When was the first time you discovered that your husband had taken out life insurance to safeguard you and Mary?” 

    She wiped her face and looked at me with pleading eyes. “You asked me this already. I told you, after he died.” 

    Dehan said, “But we have copies of emails sent to you by the insurance company in February of 1999 advising you that you have been named the beneficiary in two insurance policies, and detailing the amount of the coverage.” 

    She looked bewildered. “What?” 

    Dehan slipped them out of her folder and slid them across the table. Sylvie looked at them and shook her head. “Even if I had received these, I would not have read them.” 

    Dehan frowned. “Why?” 

    “I would have left them for Simon to read. He took care of anything like that.” 

    “He had access to your email?” 

    “Access? It wasn’t my email! It was our email!” 

    I shook my head. “I am sorry, Sylvie. There is not a jury in this country that is going to believe that.”  

    I said it, but I knew I was wrong. She began to cry again.  

    “I swear to you. I had no idea about that insurance. I have no idea where Paul was, or why he seems to have lied to you. I have never known Paul tell a lie. He is the best, kindest, most God-fearing man I have ever met! He would never lie! Not Paul!” 





TEN


    I opened the door and let Dehan into the room where Reverend Paul Truelove was sitting, staring at the pale gray tabletop in front of him that looked like the same color as his face. He looked up as we came in and watched us sit opposite him. Before I could speak, he said, “I was having an affair with Liz. If my parishioners had got to hear about it, or if the bishop had got to hear about it, particularly in view of her husband’s condition, I would have been finished.” 

    Dehan said, “So what happened?” 

    “I couldn’t go to her. As you pointed out, it was a Sunday, the first Sunday in September, a fact that had completely escaped my mind after almost twenty years. I had a service and a sermon to deliver. So Elizabeth came to me. She slipped in to the rectory while we were in worship and once the service was finished, I joined her.” 

    “Will she verify this?” 

    “Yes. She covered for me because I asked her to…” 

    I interrupted him. “You realize that if this is another lie…” 

    “I know! I know! You have made your point!” He was quiet for a moment. “I am not a liar, Detective Stone. I got trapped in a web of my own lies. The point is, I was lying to save my career, not to hide a murder!” We sat in silence for a moment. He looked from me to Dehan and back again. “Will the bishop have to hear about this?” 

    I suddenly felt tired and sick. 

    “I don’t know yet. If it is not relevant to the murder, it is none of our business.” I eyed him a moment and added, sourly, “But Reverend, in view of all this, don’t you think you should be asking yourself if you’re actually fit to be preaching sermons to people?” 

    He looked down at his hands. “Am I free to go?” 

    “Yeah. You are free to go.” 

    He rose and left. The door closed behind him and we sat for a bit without talking. Finally, I checked my watch and glanced at Dehan. “Let’s grab a burger quick and then go see Frank.” 

    “Did he call you?” 

    “No, but I’m sick of waiting.” 

    As we walked down the stairs, I dialed his number. He answered after the first ring. 

    “Stone, I had my phone in my hand, I was just about to call you.” 

    “Yeah, right. That is what you say to all the boys.” 

    “It’s actually on my desk. I’m reading it now. The pathologist was Mioko Itani. She isn’t here anymore. She moved back to Japan. However, I should be able to answer most of your questions.” 

    “Thanks, Frank.” 

    We walked down to Banyer Place and bought two burgers, then walked slowly back up toward my car. Finally, she said, “I believe them.” 

    I spoke around a mouthful of meat, salad, ketchup and bun. “We can’t afford to believe them, Dehan. We have to believe the evidence—which, I grant you, right now is telling us nothing. But if they are telling the truth, it means somebody else killed Simon Martin.” I wiped my mouth with the once white paper napkin and said, “So, if not them, then who…?” 

    “I know. I know…” 

    I shrugged. “But I do agree with you, up to a point. We may have been on a wild goose chase. Maybe it is time we started looking a little farther afield…”  

    But even as I was saying it, I was only half believing myself. I climbed in behind the wheel and she got in beside me.  

    “When we get back,” she said, “I will have a look, see if there were any other burglaries or house invasions in the area at the time.” 

   

    I took White Plains Road north, cruising at a nice, steady pace, watching the early onset of autumn: the first hint of russet in the plane trees against a pale blue sky, the first jackets and scarves replacing the T-shirts on the street, the lengthening shadows beginning to stretch out across the cooling sunlight on the sidewalks. I watched, and tried not to think. Sometimes, when you don’t think, you see things clearer. 

    But Dehan had other ideas. 

    “Once, you told me I ought to think with my gut sometimes.” 

    I glanced at her. “I must have been hungry.” 

    “So here is what my gut is telling me right now. You want to hear?” 

    I nodded and kept watching the autumn. 

    “My gut tells me she was telling the truth about the insurance. You know why?” 

    “No.” 

    “It was a rhetorical question, Stone. Just keep driving and let me talk.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Because Sylvie Martin is the kind of woman who is always going to look for a domineering, controlling man to fix her problems. She married Simon and gravitated to Paul Truelove…” 

    I pulled the corners of my mouth down and danced my head around in a ‘you could be onto something’ way. 

    “But!” She raised her index finger. “My gut also tells me that she remembers exactly what happened that night eighteen years ago.” 

    I nodded in a more conventional fashion. “My gut agrees with your gut.” 

    I turned onto Tremont, headed east. 

    “So,” she said, “let’s take baby steps. Let’s state the obvious, one small step at a time: If she remembers what happened, that means she knows who the killer is.” 

    “Almost certainly.” 

    She turned in her seat to face me. “Okay, you’re right. But then we have two options: either she knows, or she doesn’t know because she didn’t get a good look for one reason or another. Maybe he was wearing a balaclava, or it happened too fast and he had his back to her. But, if that is the case, then why the hell won’t she talk? The only reason she would deliberately pretend to have amnesia is to conceal the identity of the killer.” 

    I looked at her. “Yes, that is very solid reasoning.” 

    She shrugged and spread her hands. “I can’t think of another reason. Can you?” 

    “No. And I agree with you in your choice of words. You said ‘conceal’, not ‘protect.’” Then I sighed and shook my head. “But we are talking about intuition here, Dehan, which has practically no value. My gut tells me, as yours tells you, she is concealing the identity of the killer. It also tells me that she is not protecting him. How does that make sense? It doesn’t. And unless we get some compelling evidence, all we have is verbose guts.” 

    “Verbose guts?” 

    “You heard me right.” 

    I turned into Silver Street and headed up Eastchester under the railway bridge and finally turned left at Morris Park and right onto Seminole Avenue. All the way we were silent. Maybe we were both listening to our verbose guts. 

    We found Frank in the small office annexed to his lab. He rose as we walked in.  

    “I don’t know what you are hoping for, John. It is in the nature of these cold cases that the original investigating officer hadn’t much to go on.” He shrugged and smiled without much conviction. “That is why they went cold.” 

    “I know. But sometimes things get overlooked. I am interested in the wound on his body.” 

    “Why?” 

    I drew breath but Dehan smirked and said, “He’s going to say, ‘what is it about the wound that interests me?’” She grinned at me. “You were going to say that, weren’t you?” She turned back to Frank. “He has this theory about how ‘why’ is a bad question. It works, too. So here’s the thing. There are two stab wounds right through the sternum. That in itself is odd, right? Who stabs through the sternum? So is there anything else you can tell us about the wounds that are interesting or unusual? Because the nature of the wounds is about all we have got right now to tell us anything about the killer.” 

    We both stared at her. Frank blinked and said, “Okay. Come.”  

    He picked up the Martin file and led us toward a projector on a bench. He switched it on and slid a photograph of Simon Martin’s punctured chest into it. It magnified the image and he pointed at the edges of the wound with the tip of his pen. 

    “I have read Mioko’s notes and I agree with her conclusions. See how the lower edges of the puncture are smooth and taper into a kind of narrow ‘V’ shape? Well, look now at the upper edge. There the skin is irregular and torn in a jagged pattern. Also note how the sides of the wound, about half way up, are quite broad, giving it an elongated oval shape. All of this suggests that what we are looking at here is a broad-bladed bowie knife, serrated on the back side.” He frowned at Dehan a moment. “You know the sort of thing, a survival knife, probably has a compass in the hilt.” 

    “I know the sort of thing.” 

    “Both stab wounds are very deep and quite close together, and both seem to kind of hook down, if you know what I mean. They enter the chest at the height of the second intercostals, and then penetrate downward at a slight angle into the heart.” 

    I frowned, trying to visualize how the blow would be delivered. He saw my face and elaborated. 

    “It means one of two things, John. Either the blows were delivered overhand, in an arching motion, like so…” He demonstrated, holding his pen as though it were a lance, stabbing down at my chest. “Which presents certain problems. First of all, it is a very incompetent way to stab anybody, and practically nobody uses that method outside of black and white movies. But secondly, and more to the point, the angle it gives us is too acute. It penetrates the chest at a hundred and thirty-five degrees, and what we are looking for is more like a hundred degrees. Just past the dead-straight ninety degree angle.” 

    Dehan scratched her head. “So what is the other thing it might mean?” 

    He spread his hands. “Unless we say that it was delivered by a very tall man, lunging with the knife as though he were fencing…” He paused to demonstrate. “In which case he would have to be a very strong, heavy man indeed to penetrate the sternum, I think our only other realistic scenario is that our victim is lying on his back, our killer straddles him, and using all the force of his weight, plunges the knife into his chest, in a kind of frenzy. Then we get the angle and the penetration that occured.” 

    I scratched my chin. “A frenzy. But it’s odd, isn’t it? Hate frenzies usually result in ten, twenty, thirty, even more stab wounds. This is just two. Bam, bam and we’re done.” 

    He nodded. “This is not that kind of frenzy. We had an abusive husband last month. He tormented his wife for years. Then one day, she snapped and stabbed him fifty times, over every inch of his body. No, this is not hatred. I would say this was more like fear. He was in a hurry to kill him and get out of there.” 

    He switched the photograph and adjusted the focus and resolution. It showed the left side of Martin’s ribcage. There was a large discoloration over his floating ribs. Then, he slid the lens up to his jaw, where there was another, and it had similar discoloration.  

    “These are the only bruises on his body. He has been hit twice in rapid succession with the right fist. He has fallen to the ground and immediately his assailant jumped on him, in a panic, plunged the knife twice into his chest, and fled.” 

    Dehan asked the question that was on my mind. “Could a woman have done this?” 

    His face said he didn’t like the idea. “A strong woman, using something other than her fist to strike the blows to his chest and jaw.” 

    “So what you are suggesting here is a burglary gone wrong.” 

    He wagged a finger at her. “I am suggesting nothing of the sort, young Dehan. It would certainly be consistent with a burglary gone wrong. But suggesting is for you and your partner, not me.” 

    She looked at me, narrowing her eyes in frustration. “Why the hell would she want to conceal the identity of a burglar?” She held up her hands. “I know! Maybe it wasn’t a burglar, maybe it was a lover. Maybe Simon walked in on her while she was shagging the reverend, but why the hell would she be shagging the reverend at the time she knew her husband was about to come home? And, who the hell takes a bowie knife along to a lovers’ rendezvous?” 

    I nodded. 

    Frank shrugged. “Those are all good questions. What struck me as particularly interesting, though…” He rested his ass against the bench and wagged his pen at us. “Was both the similarities and the contrasts with the son’s murder.” 

    We stared at him and he looked at us in turn. I said, “What?” 

    “The son. Jacob Martin. I assumed you knew. I thought you wanted me to look at both. You didn’t know?” 

    Dehan was shaking her head. “She had a son? Who was stabbed to death? What the fuck?” 

    He frowned. “Sylvie Martin’s son, Jacob. She was pregnant at the time her husband was killed. He was murdered fifteen years later, in surprisingly similar circumstances. Only the weapon was a little different. I assumed you knew.” 





ELEVEN


    We went back to his office and as I sat he handed me the file. Dehan sat next to me. Frank spoke as we leafed through the pages together. 

    “It was two years ago. Like the dad’s murder, it was never solved. It must be filed in your own cold cases. What I can tell you is that he was found pretty much where his father was found, at the bottom of the stairs, lying on his back, and he had been stabbed in the heart, not twice, but six times. However, the stab wounds were perimortem. There was very little bleeding. Other injuries, such as bruising and a broken neck, suggested that he might have fallen—or been pushed—down the stairs. The broken neck almost certainly killed him and he was stabbed during death or immediately after.” 

    “This,” I said, tossing the file on the desk, “was a hate frenzy.” 

    “Indeed.” 

    Dehan put her fingertips to her forehead and closed her eyes, like she was trying really hard to understand something. “Why…” She held up her hands to me. “Sorry, what, would make Sylvie Martin not tell us about her son? And what the hell would make the reverend not mention it either? This is a conspiracy of silence. There is no two ways about it.” 

    I nodded. “I agree. It just isn’t conceivable. You do not simply omit to mention something like this.” I frowned. “Why the hell wasn’t it flagged and cross-referenced?” 

    Frank shrugged. “For us it was. But you’re talking about an eighteen-year-old cold case and from the Bronx, what’s more. Computerizing and cross-referencing requires money and manpower, two commodities I’m guessing the 43rd is short on.” 

    I made to stand. “You got that right, Frank.” I paused. “The weapon the boy was killed with…” 

    “My best guess, a large kitchen knife. One down from the cleaver with a very solid blade, and very, very sharp.” 

  

    Back at the station, I dug out the Jacob Martin file and set about studying it, while Dehan started plowing through burglaries in the East Bronx area during the last six months of 1999, a task which gave a whole new meaning to the phrase, ‘can’t see the wood for the trees.’ 

    Jacob had been almost fifteen and a half when he was killed. He’d been found by his mother, lying at the bottom of the stairs, in a similar position to that of her husband. On where her husband had been stabbed twice, Jacob’s chest was riddled with deep stab wounds. He’d had several fractured ribs, a broken wrist, multiple bruises, and a broken neck. The number of injuries, and the degree of severity, were consistent with having been propelled down the stairs with some serious force.  

    The murder weapon was not found, despite a search of the house, the garden, and the gardens and trash cans of the neighborhood. There was no knife missing from the Martins’ block, and lab analysis of the knives in the block revealed no blood residue—other than pork and beef. 

    As before, the locks had not been forced. Sylvie and Mary had been at a church fête at the time, and Sylvie had found Jacob’s body on returning home. The date of the murder had been the fifth of September, 2015. 

    It could not be a coincidence. 

    I threw the file on the desk and went to get coffee. I felt unreasonably angry. Half way there, I turned back and walked up to Dehan, who was engrossed in her laptop and making notes on a pad. 

    “You want coffee?” 

    “Thanks.” 

    I stalked back to the machine and got two cups of the oh so lovely black liquid. I carried them back and put one next to her. 

    “You’re not going to find anything. It’s a pointless exercise. There is no way these two murders are a coincidence.” 

    “Mm-hm.” 

    “You know what date he was killed?” 

    She glanced at me, said nothing, and carried on making notes. 

    “Fifth of September.” 

    “Huh!” 

    I sighed and rubbed my face. I looked at her and noticed she had tied her hair in a knot behind her head, then wondered why I would notice that. It made her neck look nice. I sighed. 

    “You seeing your uncle again tonight?” 

    She narrowed her eyes at me and carried on making notes. 

    I persisted, trying to talk the irritation I was feeling out of my system. “You want to come over? We’ll throw some steaks on the barbeque and see if we can work this damn thing out.” 

    “I can’t.” 

    I nodded. “Oh. What’s stopping you?” 

    “My uncle. He wants me to go over and visit.” 

    “Cool. Good. Enjoy. How you getting on?” 

    She ignored me for three or four minutes, then flopped back in her chair and picked up her notebook.  

    “Okay, this was like looking for a very particular piece of hay in a haystack. But I managed to sift and filter out the irrelevant and came up with this, which might be significant.” 

    “Hit me with it.” 

    “Mention my uncle again and I might.” She glared at me for a second and continued. “Okay, so in the period January to December, 1999, we have a spate of burglaries in the area between Bronxdale Avenue in the west, Lurting Avenue in the east, Van Nest in the north and Sacket in the south…” 

    “East Bronx.” 

    “Pretty much.” 

    I shrugged. “But we get that every year. It’s called living in the Bronx.” 

    “Shut up, don’t be a smart ass right now.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “The particular burglaries I am talking about were all confessed to by one guy. His thefts were always pretty neat. He was a locksmith. He would pick the locks, leaving practically no trace. He would choose times when there is nobody at home and leaves no trace of his having been there, except a couple of times he left the back door open, probably because he left in a hurry and didn’t want to make a noise.” She raised a finger to stop me talking. “Now, interesting point is, there are no reported cases of violence in any of these burglaries. Except, he was caught because in the last case, the house owner came home early. Our guy attacked him with a knife, but the owner was a huge guy and a martial arts instructor, so he absolutely decked him. Our boy is Julio Beltran, El Chato, who, though never convicted, is suspected of several crimes involving violence and knife attacks. He is a known member of the Sureños.” 

    She dropped the pad on the desk and studied my face. I shook my head. “What would make Sylvie Martin lie to conceal El Chato’s identity? It doesn’t make any sense. Where is he now?” 

    “He did time. Now he seems to be going straight. Runs his own business, Key Solutions, a locksmith shop, surprisingly enough.” 

    “Was he out two years ago?” 

    She nodded. “Yup.” 

    I scowled and said, “Great!” 

    She made a face of reluctance. “I’m sorry.” 

    I laughed without mirth. “It’s not your fault.” 

    “No. I mean I’m sorry I can’t come over for the barbeque.” 

    I waved a hand at her. “Ah, no sweat. I’m glad you’re having fun.” 

    She sighed noisily through her nose. It may have been a suppressed snarl. “You want to go see him?” 

    I stood. “Why not?” 

   

    El Chato had his premises on the corner of Rhineland Avenue and White Plains Road. It was a narrow, three story building painted an obnoxious bright yellow, with the living accommodation upstairs and the shop on the ground floor.  

    The front door was mainly glass and plywood, with flaking, desiccated varnish peeling off like dandruff on a balding scalp. As I pushed it open an electronic notifier mocked us with an ‘ee-oh’ sound, and another as it closed. Behind the counter, a big Mexican in his mid to late thirties stood up from a workbench to look at us. I glanced around. He sold belts and boot polish, fixed shoes and handbags, and also made keys. You could tell by his expression that he knew who we were. He leaned his elbows on the counter and said, “I know you don’t just want duplicates for your keys.” 

    We showed him our badges. “I’m Detective Stone, this is Detective Dehan. Are you Julio Beltran?” 

    “Yup.” He had the expression of a man who has stopped wincing because he knows the blow is coming anyway. “What can I do for you, Detectives?” 

    “We’re just looking for some information. Back in 1999, you did a series of jobs in East Bronx.” 

    He nodded. “For which I served my time, attended my courses, and have stayed out of trouble ever since.” 

    Dehan said, “We are not questioning that, Julio. But ’round that time, in September, there was a break-in on Bogart Avenue. You know anything about that?” 

    He pulled a face and shook his head. “Nothin’ to do with me.” He straightened up. “When they caught me, that guy almost killed me. He broke my jaw, four ribs, an’ my right elbow.” He pointed at Dehan. “Best thing that ever happen to me. That guy’s name is Gunnar Olafsen. An’ he is now my best friend, and my sensei. You know that?” 

    I sighed. “That is very touching.” 

    “No, I’m serious, man. He scared the shit out of me. I thought I was gonna die that night, but he knew when to stop. See what I mean? That’s what I learnt. Know when to stop. Then he called the ambulance an’ the cops. An’ after that he used to come and visit me in the jail. He talked to me. He convinced me to make a new start. I owe that guy my life. Two times over at that. So what I’m tellin’ you. I came clean. I told the cops everythin’. Clean slate.” 

    Dehan raised an eyebrow at him. “What about the knife fights and the woundings?” 

    He made an ugly face that said she was stupid and waved a hand at her. “Anda por ahí ya, pendeja! That was nothin’ to do with you! That was between us. None of the cops’ fockin’ business. We have our disagreements and we solve them ourselves.” He shook a finger at her. “But it was within the Sureños, eh? It did not involve anybody outside. It was private matters of ours. None of your goddamn business.” 

    I said, “Do you know Sylvie Martin?”  

    He shrugged and spread his hands. “No…” 

    “You ever been involved with the St. George’s Methodist Church on Fowler Avenue?” 

    He stared at me. “Oh, now wait a minute. Bogart Avenue? That the one that’s parallel to Fowler?” 

    I frowned, nodded. 

    He sighed and spread his arms wide, like he was a victim on the cross. “C’mon man!” He kind of staggered away, then came back, looking at us like we were being unreasonable. “You gotta be kidding me. The house that backs on to the church? The cute blonde?” 

    We didn’t say anything. We just watched him and waited for it. He shook his finger in the negative. “You ain’t gonna pin nothing on me there. I never broke into that house. I was gonna. It was on my list. Okay? I am coming clean with you. I was gonna break in. But man, she was always in the goddamn house! An’ if she wasn’t there, that fockin’ kid, the gardener was there. An’ the one time I got into the back garden, that fockin’ freak from the church was hiding in the bushes, sees me, an’ starts screaming and hitting me! Like the fockin’ hunchback of Notre-fockin-Dame!” He surprised me and burst out laughing. “El Diavolo! El Diavolo!” 

    I held up a hand. “Let me get this straight, Julio. You staked out the house…” 

    He nodded. “Yeah. It was one of the houses I had on my list. I was an apprentice locksmith. We did some work at the house. Upgraded the locks or something, I don’t recall. Anyways, it was on my list. I staked it out a couple of nights. But it wasn’t worth the fockin’ risk, man. She was always either at home or in the church. The Arab kid was always in the garden. Then that weird fockin’ freak scared the shit out of me and I moved on. I guess God was givin’ me a warning. I should’a paid heed, huh?” 

    Dehan and I stared at each other for a moment. Then I looked at El Chato. “Who was your boss?” 

    He grabbed one of his business cards and scribbled on the back. “Klive’s Keys. He won’t give me a good reference, you know what I mean? But he’ll confirm I was working for him.” 

    “Okay.” I took the card. “Where were you two years ago?” 

    He shrugged. “Here. Where else?” 

    I nodded and we turned to go. At the door, he called me back. “Hey, Detective. What was it, a homicide?” 

    I nodded. “Yeah. Why?” 

    He kind of winced. “Was it her? She had a baby girl…” 

    I shook my head. “No.” 

    “Oh, okay.” 

    We left. 





TWELVE


    I leaned my head on the car and she stood staring down the long, ugly road in the late afternoon sun, like she was looking at the view. After a bit, she said, “Okay, I am willing to bet that there is a fifty-fifty chance that if we search El Chato’s house, we will find a bowie knife, or something similar. But what we are not going to find is any Oscars, or even any awards for junior drama. I grew up with these guys, Stone, and he is exactly what he seems to be. He has an IQ between ninety-eight and one hundred and two. He is bog standard average. There is no way this guy is going to make up that story, thinking on his feet.” 

    I shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe.” 

    “Let me tell you the problem I’m having. I can think of one person, and only one person, who fits the bill. He’s big enough to knock Simon down, strong enough to stab him through the sternum, close enough to Sylvie to be in her house, obsessed enough with her to go violently to her aid if he thought she needed protecting, and simple enough not to realize that stabbing her husband in the heart was way out of proportion to the telling off he was giving his wife.” 

    “I know.” 

    “And, maybe most important of all, it might explain why she is concealing his identity.” 

    I looked down at my shoes. “We agree that Humberto is possibly Paul’s son.” 

    “I would lay money on it.” 

    “We need to confirm it.” 

    “I am thinking Humberto makes a habit of slinking around hiding in the bushes and peering through Sylvie’s window. He has got a childish crush on her, which to him it
is like she is the center of the universe. And we know that there is easy access from the church to the house via the back gardens.  

    “I am thinking, on that Sunday, Ahmed finishes his work and Humberto sees him leave. He sneaks into the garden and finds the back door open. He goes in. Just then, Simon arrives.”  

    She paused, thinking. 

    I said, “We know that she hadn’t put the lights on and she wasn’t at the door to greet him.” 

    Dehan nodded. “Maybe that made Simon the Patriarch mad. Maybe he was having a go at her, threatening fire and brimstone for being a Jezebel, or whatever. Who knows? Thing is, Humberto comes to her aid.” 

    “Meanwhile, Paul is making hay with Elizabeth. But after the cops have gone, he phones and they talk for almost an hour. She is shaken, but not totally unhappy with the result. She is now financially secure, and free of her husband. They agree to keep Humberto’s name out of it.” I chewed my lip for a bit. “But where the hell did Humberto get a bowie knife?” 

    Dehan stared at me a moment. “Wasn’t Daddy an intrepid explorer on the Amazon?” 

    I stood and opened the car. “We need to confirm that. We need to know what their relationship is.” I hesitated and looked at my watch. “You need to be somewhere…” 

    She looked uncomfortable, stood on her toes, and shook her head. “Yeah…no, I can get a cab. Where are you going?” 

    “I’m going to go and scare the bejaysus out of Elizabeth.” 

    She nodded. “That makes sense. Find out what really happened in Brazil.” 

    “I can drop you somewhere.” 

    “Nah, it’s not on your way.” 

    “Where is he picking you up, at the precinct?” 

    “Uh-huh.” 

    “Come on, I will drop you there.” 

    She sighed and climbed in. As she slammed the door, she said, “I really should bring my own car.” 

    I fired up the engine. “For tomorrow, you can bring your own car. Today I can give you a lift.” 

    “…I didn’t mean that.” 

    We didn’t talk again till we got to the 43rd. I pulled up at the corner and looked through the window. Outside, the afternoon was turning to dusk. There was a convertible Mercedes sports car parked in the lot. A good-looking guy in his early thirties was sitting against the trunk. Dehan sat staring at the dash. 

    “We are here.” 

    “I know. Will you pick me up tomorrow?” 

    “Sure, if you want me to.” 

    She looked at me with intense, black eyes. “Yes, please.” 

    She got out and I watched her walk toward the guy with the sick car. He smiled at her and stood, bent to kiss her. She gave him her cheek and they climbed in the car. I pulled away and headed for Eastchester Bay. 

    By the time I got to Elizabeth Cavendish’s, house it was getting dark. The street lamps were glowing amber and the cars were made invisible by the glare of their dull headlamps. I pulled into her drive and rang the bell. After a moment, she opened the door and stood looking at me. I could smell the gin on her breath and she was a little unsteady on her feet. I could hear the music and sporadic chatter of a movie coming from her living room. 

    “This I didn’t expect. Where is your cute partner? Is this a social call?” 

    “No, Mrs. Cavendish. I have some questions for you. I would really appreciate five minutes of your time.” 

    She gave a nicotine-stained grunt. “How disappointing.” Then, she turned and walked away. I took that as an invitation and stepped inside, closing the door behind me. 

    In the living room, she picked up the remote and turned off the TV.  

    “Will you have a drink?” 

    “No, thank you.” 

    “Less and less fun.” 

    She dropped onto her sofa and pointed to a chair. I sat. 

    “Mrs. Cavendish, do you understand that if you cover for somebody who is guilty of murder, you are committing a very serious crime?” 

 She went very serious but did not answer. 

 I pressed on. “More to the point, if you enabled that person to commit the crime, whether you knew there would be a murder or not, you would be equally as guilty as they are. Do you fully appreciate what is involved in helping somebody to commit, or cover up, a homicide?” 

    “I think I want you to leave now.” 

    I shook my head. “No, you don’t. Because if I leave now, you leave with me, in cuffs.” 

    She went pale. “What is this, some sick, sexual game? Is this how you get your kicks?” 

    I watched her a moment. “I want you to be fully aware of the risks you are taking on Paul’s behalf. I know he wasn’t here on the night of Simon’s death. I know you were there. I know he phoned Sylvie from the rectory and I know they talked for almost an hour. And I know that you know a damn sight more than you are telling me.” I pointed at her. “But you need to understand that you could wind up doing serious time. And believe me, for a woman like you, a state pen is not a good place to be.” 

    She was rigid and her hand had started trembling. “You’re threatening me.” 

    “Threatening? No, warning.” I shrugged. “Semantics. You need to think long and hard about how you answer my next questions. Think,” I said, “about who is going to look after Reggie while you are on the inside for trying to protect Paul.” 

    “What do you want to know?” 

    “Who is Humberto?” 

    She seemed to sag and covered her face with her left hand. “No…” 

    “I’m serious, Elizabeth. Is he Paul’s son?” 

    She nodded into her hand. “Of course he is.” 

    “Why all the cloak and dagger? Why all the secrecy? Paul is an American citizen. Why didn’t he just register him as his son?” 

    She heaved a sigh and dropped her hand. “Because, in the first place, he was conceived out of wedlock. In the second place, the girl who conceived him was, putting it bluntly, of mixed race and she was a whore. To enlightened people like you and me, that may mean nothing, but to the people who make up Revered Paul Truelove’s congregation, both of those facts carry a lot of weight. If they had found out that he’d been making the beast with two backs with a blackberry tart, they would have dumped him before he could bellow, ‘I’m coming!’” 

    She reached for a packet of cigarettes and lit one with shaking hands. She inhaled deeply, stood and carried her drink out to the patio, where she stood leaning against the wall, staring at her pool. I followed and stood in the doorway behind her. The turquoise water looked luminous and translucent. The croaking of the frogs was loud.  

    “Okay, I understand his decision to keep his paternity a secret from his congregation. But, if he went to the trouble of bringing him into the country, why didn’t he register his birth, or adopt him? The kid is a ghost. He has no social security number, no birth certificate…” 

    She interrupted me, half shouting, “Because he’s wanted for murder in Brazil!”  

    “What? He hasn’t the mental capacity for murder…” 

    She turned to glare at me. “Do you think they give a damn about that? He killed the son of the local cacique. It was an accident, but that makes fuck all difference to them! They mean to get hold of him, by fair means or foul, and Paul, for once in his miserable life, is doing the right thing.” She moved to the table and sat. A spasm of irritation contracted her face. “Oh, for God’s sake, get yourself a drink and stop being so damned upright!” 

    I went to the trolley and poured myself a couple of inches of Irish. She waited for me to sit before she started talking again. Then, to the lapping of the pool and the sawing of the frogs, she told me the story of Humberto and Paul. 





THIRTEEN


    “Paul was supposed to be doing missionary work for the church. Of course, he saw that as an opportunity to make large sums of money under the table, by cultivating influential friends and getting involved in various forms of contraband and smuggling. Only God knows what he got up to. Or perhaps He doesn’t. Knowing Him, He is probably turning a blind eye.” She stared a moment at the light, warping liquid silver on the surface of the pool, under a black sky. There was something tragic in her once beautiful face. “That man had truly no conscience and no inhibitions. We were in the Indira Marau region, in Itaituba, on the river Tapajós. It is a tributary of the Amazon, a hell hole miles from anywhere. It was remote. And I do mean, remote.” 

    “What were you doing there?” 

    “Reggie worked for a pharmaceutical company. He was engaged in research of the rainforest. We met Paul at a dinner party. He and Reggie hit it off, and I confess I found him fascinating. You would not think so to meet him now, but when he’s not putting on his pompous Man-of-God act, he is a very exciting, totally immoral bastard. Sorry.” 

    “So what happened?” 

    She didn’t answer for a moment. She sucked on her cigarette like she was hungry for the smoke. The only sound was the slap of the water and the sawing of the frogs down by the river. 

    “He had befriended one of the local land barons, Gabriel da Silva. They were involved in some shady deals together, something to do with logging.” She held a hand up to me. “Don’t ask me. I stayed out of that kind of thing. I was not and am not interested. The point is, Paul had rented this big, colonial villa on the lake just outside town. He had invited da Silva, his wife, and son to dinner. The boy was about thirteen—a little streak of piss of a kid. They all had a pretty unenlightened attitude towards the staff, as you can imagine. Human life hasn’t much value in those parts of the world.” 

    She stopped talking. I sipped my whiskey and reached for her cigarettes. She watched me light up and smiled a triumphant smile. 

    “Careful, big boy. Don’t lose control completely. You never know where you’ll end up sleeping tonight.” 

    I raised an eyebrow at her and allowed myself a smile. “Don’t stop, keep going.” 

    She sighed. “Reggie and I were invited. And of course Luz, his whore, and their son, Humberto. You know? I really believe Luz was the only woman he ever truly loved.” She shrugged. “She was bad and cheap and fake… like him, I guess. She meant something to him. Humberto was about twelve, I suppose. But even then he was a damned freak, almost six feet and terrifyingly strong.”  

    She paused, picking a piece of tobacco from her lip with her index finger. She examined it a moment and carried on talking. 

    “Humberto has this thing, where he becomes obsessively attached to women. Probably because his mother was an ice queen who was always fobbing him off onto their black nanny, Carmela. He adored Carmela. Anyway, I don’t know exactly what happened, but on this particular night, before dinner, Humberto and this boy, Gonzalo, were in the pool. Gonzalo was tormenting Humberto mercilessly, as he always did. He enjoyed it because Humberto was so much bigger and stronger, but with the mind of a child, it was so easy to terrorize him.” 

    She sighed, stubbed out her cigarette and reached for another. I lit it for her. She drew in the smoke and let it out in puffs as she spoke. 

    “Naturally, Paul and Luz were not going to intervene, and Gabriel and his wife, whatever her name was, thought it was all terribly amusing. Reggie only cared about his cut of whatever deal was going down and I, well, I’m sorry, but however distasteful I may have found it, I wasn’t going to get involved. So that just left Carmela, the black nanny. Frankly, she handled it very well. She came out with a towel and told Humberto it was time to get out of the pool and come in for his supper. I think Paul was relieved. I know I was, and I am damned certain Humberto was. He clung to her like she was his guardian angel. Poor freak was sobbing his eyes out.” 

    “So what happened?” 

    “What happened was that little Gonzalo got mad at having his fun spoiled. He got out of the pool, on his skinny little legs, and started screaming at Carmela that she was a ‘puta negra’, a black whore, and how dare she break up their fun. I remember it so clearly…”  

    She turned to look at me. The amber light from the spots lay across the drawn planes of her face, casting her eyes into shadow. 

    “Humberto protected her?” 

    “It was worse than that. I can see him now, the nasty little runt, his skin all wet and glistening in the lights from the house, and the spotlights from the pool. He was like a dancing, wriggling worm, stamping his feet and shouting. It should have been comical, but he started slapping Carmela, screaming at her. It happened in a matter of seconds. I can see it so vividly: Gabriel and his wife half standing, laughing, calling to Gonzalo to stop, Paul getting to his feet, looking embarrassed, poor Carmela cowering away…” 

    I felt the heat from the cigarette on my fingers and stubbed it out. Her gaze was lost in her glass. The drink was gone and the ice had melted. I said, “And Humberto?” 

    She gave a little shake of her head, like she was taken aback about what she was about to say. 

    “He punched him, like a boxer. Two great thumps with his right fist. Gonzalo fell and Humberto sat on him and started pounding him again and again. Everybody ran, screaming. Carmela was trying to drag him off, so was Paul. Gabriel and his wife were trying to drag Gonzalo from under him. It seemed to go on for an eternity. I saw his huge, balled fist hit Gonzalo’s head three or four times, maybe more. He was bleeding badly. His eyes were kind of goggling and out of focus. He wasn’t even trying to defend himself. It was horrible.” 

    “He was dead?” 

    She handed me her glass. “Get me another drink, would you?” 

    I stood and moved to the trolley. I started putting together a gin and tonic. Her voice followed me. 

    “You know? I have never talked about this. It’s kind of therapeutic. I suppose if I had been sensible, I would have gotten myself a therapist. But I don’t go in for that kind of stuff. Stiff upper lip, and a stiff drink to go with it.” I heard the smile in her voice. “I’m watching you. Don’t drown the gin.” 

    I gave her the drink and smiled. “Just don’t get drunk before you’ve told me the story.” 

    “After that, have I got permission?” 

    “After that, you can drink yourself into oblivion, if you so wish.” 

    “I do wish,” she said sourly and drank. “They tried to revive him, there by the pool. Paul wanted to call an ambulance, but Gabriel stopped him. He said it would take too long, they would take him in the car.” She shook her head. “I could see he was already gone. His skin was pasty and gray. His eyes were open and he wasn’t breathing. His mother was hysterical, screaming that he was dead.” She mimicked her without compassion, “‘Está morto! Esta´morto!’ They rushed him out to the car and bundled him in the back. And just before they left, Gabriel went up to Paul and I have never seen anything so horrific and evil and terrifying in my life. He put his face right up close and spat at him. He said that if Gonzalo was dead, Humberto would die, too, and Paul would spend the rest of his life in Monte Cristo, a notorious prison in Amazonia, where he would be tortured until he begged for death.” 

    “What did you do?” 

    “Paul made an executive decision, as he needed to. He was probably right in this case. He said if we stuck around and waited for the police, or if we handed ourselves in, we were as good as dead. Especially him, Humberto, and Carmela. He said we had to go, right then and there. He had a boat moored by the house and we should use that to get to Macapá, where we could get passage to the U.S.A. The moron of his whore insisted on collecting her jewels and her clothes. That delayed us, and it cost her her life, and almost cost Reggie his.” 

    “Gabriel came back?” 

    She nodded. “Yes, he came back, with his farm hands. They got Luz in the house. I don’t want to even imagine what they did to the stupid bitch. Reggie was shot in the head just as he was clambering aboard the boat.” She paused, looking into her drink. “They didn’t kill him, but it might have been better if they had.” She sighed and shrugged. “God alone knows how we didn’t kill ourselves that night. We must have been doing forty miles an hour down the river, dodging logs and heaven knows what else. We dropped Carmela at Fordlandia...” 

    “Where?” 

    “Don’t laugh. It is actually called that. Fordlandia. She had family there. We eventually made it to Santarem, where Paul bought another boat and we got medical attention for Reggie. It cost a small fortune in bribes to buy the doctors’ silence, but we managed it. Then we sailed on to Macapá, where we bought papers for Humberto and caught a ship for New York. If you have money in Brazil, you can buy anything. And anyone.” 

    I drained my glass. “I am going to need names, dates… the name of the ship… I’ll need you to make a formal statement.” 

    “I know.” 

    “I won’t use the information if I don’t have to. But you understand that Humberto may have killed again, twice.” 

    She nodded. “God, what a mess.” 

    “That night, the night of Simon’s murder, where was Humberto?” 

    She shook her head. “I assumed he was with Paul at the church.” 

    “Did Paul say anything to you, after he phoned Sylvie?” 

    “No. Just that there had been a break-in and that Simon had been killed.” 

    I stood. She watched me. Her expression was both strong and pathetic. She smiled. It wasn’t a happy smile. “I don’t suppose you want to stay?” 

    I smiled back. It was the same kind of smile. “Thanks. I’m spoken for.” 

    “How delightfully old-fashioned of you.” 

    I left her at the door, climbed into my ancient Jaguar and headed home, thinking about my choice of words. Spoken for. An ancient Latin phrase crept into my head. Res ipsa loquitor: the thing speaks for itself.  

    That was me. The thing. The dinosaur speaks for itself. 





FOURTEEN


    The next morning it was drizzling from a low ceiling of heavy cloud. Dehan was waiting in the doorway of her apartment block and dodged across the road when she saw me coming. She climbed in and slammed the door as I pulled back into the traffic. I tried out a smile. 

    “How was your evening?” 

    She shrugged. “How did it go with Elizabeth Cavendish?” 

    “It is quite a story.” 

    She listened in silence as I recounted it. When I had finished, she said, “So what are you thinking? It kind of supports what we were saying yesterday.” 

    “On the face of it.” I threw her a smile. “Prima facie.” She didn’t respond. I went on. “So I am thinking I need to break Paul down and get the truth out of him. At the same time, I think I would like a warrant to search the church, the rectory, and the grounds.” 

    “What about Sylvie?” 

    I shook my head. “Right now, trying to talk to Sylvie is a waste of time. She’ll just keep seeking refuge in her supposed amnesia. I think she has almost come to believe it herself. No, we need to appeal to Paul’s self-interest. Not Reverend Truelove, but the real Paul, the amoral Amazonian adventurer.” 

    She cocked her head on one side. “He sounds like a man who’d go a long way to protect his son.” 

    “Up to a point, you’re right. But he has a pretty warped sense of what protection means, hasn’t he? He did risk his own life to get him out of Brazil, but wouldn’t risk his business deal to protect his son from a bully.” 

    She turned away and gazed out the window at the wet people hunched under their umbrellas, jostling each other on the passing sidewalk. 

    “True.” 

    After a bit, I asked her, “You alright?” 

    She looked surprised, but didn’t smile. “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?” 

    “I don’t know. You seem distracted.” 

    “I’m fine.” 

   

    We climbed the stairs to the captain’s office in silence and I tapped on the door. 

    “Come!” 

    I opened the door for Dehan and she stared at me blankly, so I went in ahead of her. The captain beamed when he saw us and stood, reaching for our hands like we were the guests of honor at his restaurant. 

    “Stone! Dehan! Come in, come in, sit. I have been expecting you to show up.” He laughed. “You were about due!” 

    He sat as we sat, smiling. The corners of his eyes creased around his graying temples, making him look comfortable and reassuring.  

    “To turn JFK on his head, let me ask you, what can your police department do for you?” 

    He expected a laugh, so I gave him one. Then, I explained the case in some detail, told him there was a sergeant at Elizabeth Cavendish’s house right then taking her statement, explained about Humberto’s ambiguous legal status, and told him I wanted to interview him in the presence of his putative father, while at the same time conducting a search of the church, the rectory, and the grounds. 

    When I had finished, he flopped back in his chair. “You sure know how to pick ’em, I’ll give you that. See if you can get the reverend’s permission for the search, will you? It’ll be interesting to know how he reacts. If he says no, we will apply for a court order. I’ll contact social services and discuss the status of the boy. You think he did it?” 

    I shook my head. “It is very hard to tell at this stage, sir. At the very least we need to eliminate him as a suspect. There are other possibilities…” 

    He nodded. “The reverend and Sylvie themselves, I should have thought, jointly or severally. Julio Beltran; his story may be very credible, but it may just be no more than that!” He grinned. “We Latinos are a very creative people, you know, John! Am I right, Carmen?” 

    The smile she gave him had a miraculous quality to it, like water coming out of a stone. 

    I nodded. “I am sure, sir, and it is early days. There may still be angles we have not yet uncovered. This case has a way of throwing up surprises.” 

    He laid both hands palm down on the desk. “Good! Exceptional work as always, both of you. Choose your team for the search. Carry on!” 

    As we were going down the stairs, I phoned Reverend Truelove.  

    “Good morning, Detective. I have been expecting your call.” 

    “I figured. Elizabeth called you last night, I guess.” 

    “Yes. I suppose you want me to come in.” 

    “Not exactly.” I entered the detectives’ room and rested my ass on the edge of my desk. Dehan dropped into her chair. “I would like you to bring Humberto in to talk to me. I would like you to sit in on the interview. Bring a lawyer if you think you’ll need one.” 

    “I see…” 

    “Don’t be a runner on me, Paul. This is not Brazil and we are not gunning for him. Whether he did it or not, he needs help and you need to get his situation straightened out. He is a vulnerable person and he needs protecting.” 

    “Yes. I understand that, and you are right.” 

    “I want something else, too, and I am hoping you are going to cooperate with me.” 

    “What is that?” 

    “I want to search the church, everything.” 

    “What do you think you’re going to find?” 

    I hesitated. “The murder weapon.” 

    He grunted. “Hmm, I have often wondered about that. There is not much point in my saying no, is there? If I do, you will get a search warrant and the proverbial shit will hit the fan. Besides, I would like you to see I actually have nothing to hide. Yes, go ahead. We’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 

    I hung up. Dehan was watching me. I said, “You want to pick a team and search the church? Go over everything with a fine-toothed comb. Use your judgment. We are looking for a bowie knife and a large kitchen knife. Maybe they threw them in the trash, maybe they threw them in the river. Maybe they never had them in the first place. Maybe we will get lucky and they are buried in the garden.” 

    She stood. “Got it. I’ll get an unmarked…” 

    I reached in my pocket, pulled out my keys and threw them to her. “Take mine.” 

    She frowned. “You sure?” 

    “You’ve driven it half across the country, I think you’ll be alright driving it as far as East Bronx.” 

    “…Thanks.” 

   

    Twenty minutes later, Maria called me from the desk to say that Reverend Truelove and Humberto had arrived. I went to fetch them and led them up to interview room number three. Humberto was smiling a lot, like he thought the whole thing was a great gas. That didn’t surprise me so much. But the reverend was looking more resigned than worried, and that did. I wondered if it was because he thought the spotlight was off him and onto his son.  

    They sat side by side and I smiled at Humberto. He grinned back at me and made that sound teenage boys make when they’re embarrassed and they laugh, like a braying donkey. 

    I addressed his father. “Reverend, am I right in thinking that Humberto understands us when we speak English?” 

    “Up to a point, yes. But his vocabulary is limited.” He spread his hands. “It is limited by his mental capacity.” 

    I turned to his son. “Humberto, eu sou John. Tu es Humberto.” 

    He laughed like a kid who just got his favorite toy for Christmas. 

    I put my hand on my chest, then reached across and put my hand on his chest. “Eu e voce, amigos.” 

    It was like I had busted a dam. His voice was huge and he bellowed with a total lack of inhibition.  

    “Deo gratia! E un angelo! E un angelo! Voce angelo. Gratia Maria! Misericordia! Gratia!” And he laughed, rubbing his vast hands all over his face and his head, leaning against his father. “Amigo! Amigo!” 

    The reverend said, “You probably gather. He says you are an angel, and he is thanking Mary for your friendship.” 

    “Doesn’t he think of Sylvie as Mary?” 

    “Any woman whom he favors can become the Sacred Mother.” 

    “Mater Sancta, Maria…”  

    I put my hand on my chest again. “Eu, voce, Maria Sylvie, amigos.” 

    He was still smiling, but now his eyes were studying me. He spoke more quietly. “Angelo, angelo di la guarda. Humberto, angelo di la guarda, santisima madre, fili et pater noster, angelo di la guarda.” 

    I looked at Paul. “Is he saying that he is Sylvie’s guardian angel?” 

    “In as much as he is speaking coherently at all, Detective, he is identifying himself as her guardian angel, yes. I think she once jestingly called him that and he liked it.” 

    I gave Humberto the thumbs up and pushed a little further. “Eu, voce, Maria Sylvie e Simon…” 

    He groaned loudly, dropped his head on the table and covered it with his arms. “None! None! Diavolo incarnato, note oscura, santaficata Maria! Santaficata Maria! None! None!” 

    “Is he calling Simon the devil incarnate?” 

    He sighed. “I don’t know what you hope to achieve with this, Detective.” 

    I leaned closer toward Humberto. “Diavolo incarnato?” 

    Paul interrupted, “Onde voce ollo a diavolo incarnato?” 

    “No jardim de Getsêmani! Santa Maria plena di graza! Fora! Fora! Fora!”


    He started covering his head again. Paul placed his hand gently on his shoulder. “I asked him where he had seen the devil incarnate. He said he had seen him in the Garden of Gethsemane.” 

    “What does that mean?” 

    “It could be simple fantasy…” 

    “Does he hallucinate?” 

    He was taken aback. “Well, no I have never known him to…” 

    “Then why would this be fantasy?” 

    “I simply mean…” 

    “I am getting tired of you putting obstacles in my way at every step of this investigation, Paul. You are not doing yourself any favors. At the moment, I am trying harder than you know to help you and Humberto. Keep trying to sabotage me and you will lose my support. Have I made myself understood? You are running out of credit.” 

    He drew breath. “He may have seen somebody in Sylvie’s garden. He has referred to her garden as Gethsemane in the past.” 

    “He did. I know he did. He scared off a burglar shortly before Simon was killed.” He looked astonished, but I ignored him and turned back to Humberto. I put my hand on his huge arm. “Angelo de la guarda. Voce, e eu. Maria Sylvie e Simon.” 

    He kept his head covered, muttering, “Malo, malefico, diavolo incarnato, muita sanguis nas manos, muita sanguis no punhal, muita sanguis, malo malefica, diavolo incarnato, Santa Maria… Santa Maria…”


    He went quiet, but for the sound of his sobs. I looked at Paul. 

    He sighed again. “He keeps saying it is bad, the devil incarnate had blood on his hands, lots of blood on the dagger. But this does not constitute a confession of any sort, Detective. He could be talking about a film he has seen. It could be anything.” 

    “You and I both know exactly what it means, Reverend. What did you talk to Sylvie about for forty-five minutes on the phone the night Simon was killed?” 

    “I called when I saw the police had left to see if she was all right.” 

    “Why didn’t you go over?” 

    “She told me not to.” 

    “Did she tell you Humberto had been there?” 

    “No!” 

    Humberto looked up. His face was wet. “Amigo. Angelo di la guarda.” 

    “Did she tell you who had killed Simon?” 

    “No. She said she wanted to forget.” 

    “Was it Humberto?” 

    “No…!” He hesitated. “I don’t know.” 

    I turned to Humberto. “Did Simon hurt Sylvie, Humberto?” 

    “Malo, Diavolo…” 

    “Did you stop him from hurting Sylvie? Did you stop Simon from hurting Sylvie?” 

    He grinned. “Humberto, angelo di la guarda, Santa Maria plena di graza…” 

    My phone rang. I looked at the screen. It was Dehan. I glanced at Paul. “Excuse me.” I stepped out of the room into the corridor and answered. 

    “Yeah.” 

    “Stone. I think you’re going to want to come and see this. We found both knives. It’s like a hoard, or a stash of treasures. It’s in the grounds, in the hedgerow by the fence. The bowie knife is in a plastic bag. The kitchen knife isn’t. I think there’s still blood caked on both weapons.” 

    I was quiet for a moment. “Okay, I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Have you called the CSI team?” 

    “Yeah. They are already on their way.” 

    “Don’t let them take anything away till I get there. Here is what I want you to do…” 

    I stepped back into the room and sat. I smiled at Humberto. He grinned. I put a sentence together I hoped he would understand. “Eu quiero ollare votre tesoro.” 

    He laughed his donkey bray laugh. “Voce, eu, ollare meu tesoro!” 

    Paul frowned. “He is going to show you his treasure? What treasure?” 

    “Let’s find out.” 





FIFTEEN


    I stepped out of the reverend’s car onto the wet sidewalk, in the damp, gray afternoon. Paul got out of the driver’s side and helped Humberto out of the back, then led him around to where I was waiting. We walked together through the gate and into the grounds of the church. Outside the big, red doors, a uniformed cop watched us. I stopped and said to Paul, “Don’t say anything.” Then I smiled at Humberto and repeated, “I want to see your treasure. Eu quiero ollare votre tesoro.”  

    He gripped my arm in a powerful hand, grinning widely, and led me at a shambling run along the path toward the garden where the fête had been held just a few days earlier. I saw Dehan and half a dozen cops standing back, as I had asked her to on the phone. They watched Humberto and I cross the garden toward the hedgerow that separated the church grounds from Sylvie’s house. He was grunting his strange laugh as he pulled me along across the wet grass. 

    Then he was ducking, crouching down and shouldering his way in among the thick undergrowth of yew trees, holly, and oak, pulling me down to follow him. I crawled in after him, through a green tunnel, and found myself suddenly in a kind of natural, organic chamber, perhaps five or six feet across, four or five feet high, where over time, he had cut back the branches to form a hideout for himself. He sat on an old blanket and grinned at me. I figured I was the first person he had ever brought into this place. I smiled, “Amigos.” 

    “Santa Maria, Meua Donna.” He got on his knees and edged up the hedge, pulling back the branches and peering through. I joined him and realized I had a perfect view of the back of Sylvie’s house. 

    I nodded at him. “Santa Maria, tua Donna.” His lady. Then I made a query with my face. “Where is your treasure? Votre tesoro?”  

    He reached in among the tangle of branches and bramble behind him and, with some difficulty, pulled out a wooden box. He put it on the ground in front of me and opened it. I sat and stared and felt sick. There it was, the big bowie knife, bizarrely sealed in a large, transparent plastic bag, with traces of dry, crusted blood still visible on the blade and on the handle. Next to it, a large, Sabatier kitchen knife. There was also an old photograph of a smiling black woman with a young Humberto on her knee. Carmela, I guessed. There were a couple of stones, a Christmas card, a few other bits and pieces that constituted his treasure. I looked at him. 

    “Who gave you the knife? Quien ti ha dato el punhal?” 

    He grinned. “Angelo di la guarda.” 

    I gave him the thumbs up. “Obrigado.” He nodded and grinned back, not realizing that I was the diavolo incarnato who was about to turn his world upside down and inside out. 

    By the time we crawled back out, the CSI team had arrived. I said to Paul, “Do you own a bowie knife? Have you ever owned one?” 

    He frowned. “No, never. Of course not.” 

    “Take Humberto inside. Keep him there. You and I need to talk.” I looked around for a uniform. “Carter! Accompany Reverend Truelove and Humberto into the rectory. Stay with them till I get there.” I looked Paul in the eye. “Stay there!” 

    He nodded and the three of them left. Dehan joined me and we trudged through the wet grass that was turning steadily to trampled mud, toward where the CSI team was climbing into their plastic suits at the back of their truck. There were only two of them. I knew the leader. 

    “Hey, Stone. How’s it hangin’? Dehan.” 

    “Hi, Phil. The real objects of interest here are the two knives. I’m curious as to why one of them is in a plastic bag, but the other isn’t. If I am right, the bowie knife was used to kill Simon Martin eighteen years ago. And the Sabatier was used to kill Jacob Martin two years ago. As far as I am aware, you have samples of both of their DNA back at the lab.” 

    “You got it. We’ll run the tests for you. See if there is anything else we can find, too.” 

    “I appreciate it.” 

    Dehan followed me then, in silence, wiping rain from her eyes, to the rectory. We found Paul and Humberto in the living room, where Paul was lighting a log fire with a match. He stood as we came in. He didn’t speak, he just heaved a big sigh. 

    “Paul, I am not going to arrest you or Humberto right now. If the blood on the knives proves to be that of Simon and Jacob, I might.” 

    Dehan frowned, but didn’t say anything. 

    “I could take you both into custody as material witnesses. I don’t want to do that because I don’t believe it is in the best interest of Humberto. So I am going to ask you to allow me to leave a police officer here until the DA decides how to proceed, once all the evidence is in. Will you agree to that?” 

    He nodded. “Yes. I am grateful to you, Detective.” 

    I went on, “Paul, whatever happens next, whatever the DA decides to do, you need to start doing things right. Humberto is the victim here. He needs you. He needs you to be a father for him. Stop playing fucking Peter Pan. I am going to argue on your behalf for him to stay in your care, because I know you have risked your life for him. But,” I shook my head. “It is time for you to grow up.” 

    His face flushed. “I suppose I have earned that.” 

    “And some. This situation cannot continue. Your son deserves more. Claim him, own to him, either through a paternity test or by adoption. If you are afraid for your lives, talk to the Feds. We’ll arrange something. But man up and get this sorted, Paul.” 

    He nodded. “Yes. Thank you.” 

    I turned to leave but his voice stopped me. “Detective…” 

    I stopped. 

    “What about Sylvie, will you tell her…?” 

    “When there is something to tell her. We will see what the lab says.” 

    “Yes. Of course.” 

   

    In the car, the wipers set up a dreary squeak as the drizzle turned to steady rain. We moved, stopping and starting, grinding up and down through the gears, through the dense lunch-hour traffic, toward the 43rd. Whatever I had told Paul, there was no doubt in my mind what the lab was going to find, or what the DA was going to decide to do. The boxes would be ticked and the system would kick in and take over. And that worried me, because there were questions that I wanted answered. Questions about things that, whatever way you looked at them, still did not make sense. 

    Dehan startled me by speaking suddenly. 

    “You know what the lab is going to find.” 

    “Yeah. They are the murder weapons. There is no doubt in my mind about that.” 

    “Then I don’t understand why you haven’t arrested Humberto.” 

    I felt a sudden rush of irritation, but suppressed it. “There are things that don’t make much sense to me right now.” 

    “Like what?” 

    I took a deep breath and tried to organize my thoughts.  

    “Well, to begin with, what, precisely, would make Sylvie conceal Humberto’s identity as her husband’s killer, even from Paul?” 

    She raised her eyebrows. “Even from Paul? That is odd.” 

    “I can see her colluding with Paul, if she wanted to get rid of her husband, or if she really wanted to protect Humberto. But I can’t see her witnessing Humberto murder Simon, and not telling Paul. What does she gain by doing that? It doesn’t make sense.” 

    “I agree.” 

    “Also, Humberto’s account, such as it is. It’s all… external.” 

    She frowned at me, like I was crazy. “External? What do you mean?” 

    “It’s hard to put my finger on it but, the way he describes it—it’s all in his crazy language—but when he talks about it, I get the feeling he is a witness, not a participant. It’s like he was outside looking through the window.” 

    She gave a single nod. “And then there are the knives.” 

    “Yes,” I said. “Then there are the knives. How did that happen? Where did he get a bowie knife from? And, what did he do? Creep over that evening, spy on her, rush in when Simon got rough with Sylvie, stab him, and then put the knife in a plastic bag to keep it with his treasure? What would make him do that?” 

    “And if it’s some kind of fetish, why not do it with the other knife? More to the point, if he still had the bowie knife, why did he use a different knife in the first place?” 

    “Exactly.” I sighed again and shook my head. “None of these questions is quite enough to put a hole in a prosecution, Dehan, but they make me damned uncomfortable. I want them answered.” I turned onto Bruckner Boulevard. “You know? I think I’d like to talk to Mary, on her own, about her brother’s murder.” 

    She was about to answer when her phone rang. She looked at the screen. I caught the name, Saul.  

    She answered, “Hey, I’m at work.” She was silent for a bit. Then, “Okay, seven. Yeah. You too.” 

    She hung up. 

    I didn’t finish and she didn’t ask what I was going to say. Five minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot, pulled out my phone and called Sylvie’s number. It rang three times before she answered. 

    “Mrs. Martin, this is Detective Stone. Could I talk to Mary, please?” 





SIXTEEN


    I opened the door, but before I got out, Dehan said, “Stone, are you mad at me?” 

    Cold, wet air crept in around my ankles, along with the splash and hiss of traffic in the rain. I half closed the door again. 

    “No, Dehan. I kind of thought you were mad at me for some reason. But, to be perfectly honest, we haven’t got time for this kind of personal angst right now.” 

    Damp streets can produce a particularly depressing kind of echo, as though the echo itself were cold and damp. Fteley Street produced just that kind of echo as I climbed out of the Jag and slammed the door.  

    I went to the toilet, dried my hair with paper, got some hot coffee, and joined Dehan at our desk. I sat and started to review the very few facts on Jacob Martin’s murder. After a bit, Dehan asked, “What are you hoping to get from Mary?” 

    I looked up. There was something of the chastised child about her, and for a moment, that made me unreasonably angry. I dropped the file on the desk. 

    “I’m not sure. There are too many parallels between the two murders for it to be simple coincidence. Yet…” I shrugged. “Those parallels don’t seem to mean anything.” 

    “The first and most important,” she said, “is the fact that they are both…” She hesitated a moment. “‘Martin men’, father and son, Sylvie’s husband and Sylvie’s son. I don’t know how or why that is significant to the murder, but it is the most significant connection between them.” 

    I nodded. “Okay, yeah…” 

    “The second, as far as I can see, is the date. So, we have two men in the same family—the only two men in the family—being killed on the same date, but sixteen years apart. Question…” She shrugged. “A question I can’t answer right now, what makes a person kill the only two men in a family on the same date?” 

     “Almost like an anniversary, or a commemoration…” 

    “And then there is the position at the bottom of the stairs, and the wounds. Like a reenactment?” 

    “That is the obvious inference.” 

    “But you don’t like it.” 

    I made a face and hunched my shoulders. “How does it work? Especially if we are talking about Humberto. He comes into the house and kills Simon. He runs out the door, and sixteen years later, he comes back to commemorate the first kill, but this time he brings a kitchen knife instead of a bowie knife. It just doesn’t ring true. In the first place, I doubt Humberto is capable of the concept of commemoration. And then, what is so special about sixteen? It’s not even Jacob’s birthday.” 

    She put her boots up on the desk and folded her hands on her belly. “There are commemorative elements in the act, but the act itself is not ritualistic enough to be a commemorative act in itself.” 

    I thought about that. “That is very good. That is a very helpful way to look at it.” 

    “It could be,” she went on, “that something coincidental triggered the murder, and that the commemorative elements were added later, or as the murder unfolded.” 

    I narrowed my eyes at her. “I think I follow. Give me an example.” 

    She looked around the room, at the bustle of cops getting on with their work, carefully ignoring us. “Let’s say that you take me out on a date.” 

    I frowned. 

    She moved on. “I believe you are single, I really like you, and I am getting into you. And, after dinner, as we are leaving the restaurant, your wife shows up and starts screaming at you. I am so mad, I pick up a bottle of, I don’t know, Corison Kronos, from the table next to me and smash you over the head with it.” 

    “Okay…” 

    “Three years and six months later, just any random period of time, I go on a date with a guy. I’m getting into him but, during the course of the evening, I discover that he is married. I am so mad that we start having a row. He gets up to leave and I see a bottle of wine on the next table. The time you did the same thing to me flashes into my mind and suddenly it seems fitting I should deal with this guy in the same way I dealt with you. So I reach for the bottle on the next table, but it’s a Dalla Valle this time. Nevertheless, I hit him with it.” 

    “So basically, you are responding spontaneously, but in a commemorative way, to a similar situation.” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “Using whatever comes to hand in your immediate environment.” 

    “Mm-hm…” 

    “But there were no kitchen knives missing from the Martins’ kitchen.” I sat forward. “Unless…” 

    “Unless…?” 

    My desk phone buzzed. “Mary Martin is here to see you, detective.” 

    “Okay. Thanks, Sergeant.” 

    I stood. “Let’s talk more about this later—” I hesitated. 

    She stood and sighed, and looked embarrassed. 

    I muttered, “Or tomorrow, or whatever.” 

    We led Mary upstairs to interview room number three and sat her at the table. She looked nervous and kept smiling from one of us to the other. I gave her my best reassuring smile and she asked, “Will this take long? I have to help my mom with the chores.” 

    “It shouldn’t take long at all, Mary. We just need to ask you a few questions, so we can get a clearer picture of the situation.” 

    “I don’t know what I can tell you. I was only one at the time.” 

    “Actually, it is Jacob we are interested in at the moment.” 

    At the mention of his name she went very pale. 

    I watched her a moment, then added, “We think the two cases may be connected.” 

    “Jake?” 

    Dehan smiled at her. “I know it’s hard, Mary, but we really are trying to help you and your mom.” 

    “How are they…? How can they be…?” 

    “We don’t know.” I shrugged. “It’s what we need to find out. So how you can be really helpful to us, is by telling us, in as much detail as possible, exactly what happened that day.” 

    She put her hands in her lap and stared hard at the table top. She was nineteen, and probably bright, but there was a fearfulness about her that suggested the emotional age of a young child.  

    “Gosh, it’s kind of hard to remember.” 

    Dehan spoke softly, “They were holding a fête, or a garden party, over at the church…” 

    “Yes. I remember I wasn’t well. I went to bed with a chill and woke up in the morning feeling awful.” She looked suddenly startled. “I mean, not so bad I couldn’t go to help. I had to go and help out. We always do.” 

    “Sure.” 

    “So…” She stared down at her hands. “I guess we had breakfast, and started taking the things over.” 

    “Things?” 

    “The cakes, the cookies. Mom always bakes the cakes and the cookies for the fêtes.” 

    Dehan smiled again “And the brownies. Those are darned good brownies.” 

    Mary laughed. “Well, this time she forgot the brownies. That’s why…” 

    She went very white. 

    I prompted her, “That’s why…?” 

    “That’s why I had to come back for them.” 

    “What is it about forgetting the brownies that scares you, Mary?”  

    “Nothing. I’m just trying to remember everything accurately.” 

    I nodded. “Okay, we can come back to that. What happened next?” 

    A bead of sweat had broken out on her forehead. Her voice was unsteady. “We took all the things over to the church and started setting up the stall. And then people started arriving.” 

    I frowned. “At what point did you realize the brownies were missing?” 

    She laughed. It was an impatient laugh with an edge to it. “Why are you so curious about the brownies? They are just cookies!” 

    “When did you realize?” 

    She shrugged. “I guess it must have been about eleven or half eleven.” 

    “Where was Jacob all this while?” 

    “He was at home.” 

    “So your mom called and asked him to bring them over.” It was Dehan.  

    “No, she came and got them herself.” 

    I scratched my chin. “She came and got them? I thought you went and got them, Mary.” 

    “God!” There was an edge of hysteria to her voice now. “These brownies! They are not important!” 

    I frowned and smiled at the same time to show her I thought they were. “So who went to get the cookies, Mary? You or your mom?” 

    She took a deep breath. “Mom. Mom went to get the cookies. And then…” 

    I held up a hand. “Just before we go any further. Did Jacob ever get involved in church activities?” 

    She was rigid. I could see the tendons standing out on her neck and her brow was now beaded with perspiration. 

    “No.” 

    “How come? I understood that as a family you were all…” 

    “Not him.” 

    I waited. She didn’t say anything. 

    Dehan asked, “Since when, Mary? What made him turn away from the Lord?” 

    I glanced at her. It was an odd turn of phrase for Dehan, but it worked. 

    “When he was eleven or twelve, he started...” She seemed to be not so much searching for the right word, as trying not to use it. Finally, she spat out, “…deviating!”  

    Dehan looked startled. “Deviating? In what way?” 

    She closed her eyes. “Do I have to talk about this?” 

    “Yes, Mary.” I frowned at her. “It could be very important.” 

    “He started hanging out with…” Again she hesitated. “He started hanging out with non-church people at school.” 

    “What exactly are non-church people?” 

    She stared hard at the wall. “People from other faiths.” 

    I leaned forward, with my elbows on the table. “Did your mother and Paul disapprove of that?” 

    “Not really. Not at first.” 

    “Not at first. So what made them change their minds?” 

    “He started hanging out with them after school as well. Then stopped coming to church events, stopped going to worship, and in the end, he said he was not a Christian at all.” 

    Dehan gave her head a small twitch. “That must have been really upsetting for your mom and for Paul. How did they take it?” 

    “They were very upset. We all were. But there was nothing we could do about it.” 

    “So that’s why your mom went for the brownies instead of asking Jacob.” 

    “Yes.” 

    I drummed my fingers on the table for a moment. I had an idea taking shape in my head. “Did he have any special friends, people he used to hang out with on a regular basis?” 

    She nodded. “Yes, but I didn’t know them.” 

    “He must have mentioned names.” 

    “I suppose so. I never listened.” 

    Dehan asked the obvious question. “Mary, do you think Jacob was getting involved with a gang?” 

    She shook her head, then shrugged. “Probably. It wouldn’t surprise me.” 

    I said, “You and Jacob were only about a year apart. You must have been pretty close when you were small.” She didn’t answer, but I could see tears in her eyes. I went on. “Did that change as he got older?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “He didn’t talk to you? He didn’t try to convince you to become an atheist…” 

    “Not an atheist.” 

    “What, then?” 

    “I don’t know. We never talked.” Suddenly her face flushed. “I hated him! I hated him!” 

    I spoke very quietly. “What did he do to you, Mary, to make you hate him so much?” 

    The tears spilled from her eyes, her lip curled, and she buried her face in her hands. “He was a pig! He was a horrible pig and an animal! I hated him and detested him, and I am glad that he’s dead!” 





SEVENTEEN


    There was a tap at the door and a uniformed officer put his head in. He spoke quietly. 

    “Detective Stone…”  

    He indicated Mary with his eyes. I put my hand on Dehan’s shoulder. “You carry on. I’ll be right back.” 

    I stood and stepped out of the room into the corridor, closing the door behind me. “What is it?” 

    “Mrs. Martin is here. She is very upset and demanding to sit in on the interview with her daughter. She seems to believe that because it’s her daughter, she has some legal right.” 

    “Where is she?” 

    “I thought you might want to talk to her, so I put her in interview room five.” 

    I nodded. “Good. Thanks, Chavez.” 

    I stepped into room five. Sylvie half stood. Her face was taut.  

    “Detective Stone, I demand to see my daughter. Where is she?” 

    I moved toward her, talking quietly. “That’s fine. We’ll be done in about five minutes. I’ll tell her you’re here. Actually, I am glad you came in. Please…” I gestured at her chair. “Take a seat.” 

    She sat back down and I sat, too. 

    “Mary is a very sensitive, vulnerable child. She was barely a year old when her father died.” 

    I smiled. “She’s nineteen now, Mrs. Martin. Technically she is an adult.” 

    She shook her head vigorously. “No, no, she’s not. She has always been very sensitive. She needs a lot of care and support.” 

    “Sure. I understand, Mrs. Martin. I have a couple of questions I’d like to ask you about the day Jacob was killed.” 

    She closed her eyes and all the color drained from her face. “Sweet Jesus, give me strength to endure these trials.” 

    “You do remember that day, don’t you?” 

    She nodded. “Yes, I do.” 

    “Would you say your recollection is pretty clear and accurate?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “So, here’s the thing.” I looked her straight in the eye. “Who went back for the brownies?” 

    She stared at me for a long time. “I… I don’t…” She looked away, like she didn’t want to see me anymore. “I don’t know what you’re…” 

    I spoke loudly and deliberately. “You got to the fête and you realized there were no brownies. That’s right, isn’t it?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Who went back for them?” 

    “I don’t…” she shook her head. 

    “What time did you go over to the church?” 

    “At about nine o’clock.” 

    “What time did you realize there were no brownies?” 

    She frowned, like I was an idiot. “Immediately! As soon as I started setting up the stall.” 

    I gave a couple of exaggerated nods. “That’s what I figured. So how come you waited till eleven before you went back to get them?” 

    She shook her head, still frowning. “I don’t know. I was busy. I couldn’t just…” 

    I smiled and spread my hands. “I understand. Like the day when Detective Dehan and I turned up and Mary had to tend the stall while you came to talk to us.” I waited. She just stared. “It was like that, right? So why didn’t you ask Mary to go get the brownies? She couldd have been there and back in two minutes. How come you waited till eleven?” 

    “I didn’t. I mean, that’s what I did. I got Mary to go.” 

    “You sent Mary to go and get the brownies.” 

    “Yes.” She nodded.  

    “Or perhaps you were worried about her health. I have seen how much you care for her. So maybe you had her sit and tend the stall while you went back.” 

    She shook her head in short, little jerks. “No.” 

    “Because she says it was you who went back.” 

    “No.” 

    “But, you know? I keep wondering, why didn’t you ask Jacob to bring them over?” 

    “He… I don’t remember.” 

    I leaned across the table and peered into her face, like I could open up her skull and read her mind. “What was happening, Sylvie, when you returned for the brownies? What was going on in your house?” 

    “Nothing!” 

    “Why are you lying?” 

    “I’m not!” 

    “You are both lying! Why?” 

    “Stop it!” 

    “What was happening in the house, Sylvie? What was going on when you went back for the brownies?” 

    She stood suddenly and the chair fell back with a loud clatter on the floor. “I am leaving, and you can’t stop me. Where is my daughter?” 

    I straightened up. “We will find out, Sylvie. And you would be wise to level with us before we do.” I moved to the door. “I’ll go and get her.” 

    I found Dehan outside room three, stretching her arms. As I approached, she said, “She’s clammed up. She wants to go home.” 

    “That’s fine. Her mother is here to collect her.” 

    I pushed into the room. Dehan followed. I went and leaned on the table. Mary looked up into my eyes. She looked really frightened. “Your mother says that she sent you back for the brownies, Mary. So one of you is lying. And I have to ask, what would make somebody lie about something as stupid as who went back for the brownies? I am going to give you one last chance. What did you find in the house when you went back for the brownies?” 

    Her face screwed up and she started crying again. She could barely speak, but between gasps, she said, “I didn’t… It was Mom… She found him.” She shook her head, biting her lip. “I was upstairs…” 

    Then Sylvie was in through the door, shouting. “Mary? Mary, honey, come to Mama!” 

    I turned. Mary rose and ran to her mother and they stood hugging in the doorway. She kissed her daughter’s head, stroked her hair, and glared at us. “You have no call to be doing this. You found your killer. Now for God’s sake, leave us alone!” 

    And they left. 

    I heard Dehan sigh and turned and saw her running her fingers through her hair. “Is she right? Are we obsessing? Are we going crazy?” 

    “None of those is the question, Dehan. The question is, what is making them lie about who went back for the damn brownies?” 

    “How do you know they are lying?” 

    “Because they both went pale when I asked them about it. The blood drained right out of their faces. That’s a fear reflex, a reaction of the autonomic system, Dehan. It’s something you can’t control. Mary says Sylvie went back. Sylvie says Mary went back. One of them is lying.” 

    She dropped onto a chair. “Okay, so they left the house about nine. According to the report, they stayed at the fête all day and returned home around four, and that was when Sylvie found Jacob’s body. But now, it seems one of them returned home around eleven to get the brownies they’d left behind; and neither of them wants to admit it was them.” 

    “That pretty much sums it up.” 

    “Doesn’t make a lot of sense.” 

    “I know, especially as Mary wasn’t even at the fête at that time.” 

    “What?” 

    “Mary didn’t go to the fête that morning.” 

    “How the hell do you know that?” 

    I felt suddenly exhausted. I took a moment to gather my thoughts. “There are a couple of things. First of all, she told me she was ill…” 

    As I drew a breath to continue, Dehan’s phone rang. She looked at the screen, looked at me, and sighed. She put the phone to her ear. “Yeah.” She was silent a moment. “I’m at work. I can’t take personal calls at work.” She listened for a moment, then glanced at her watch. “Yeah, okay. Half an hour.” She hung up. “I’m sorry.” 

    “No problem.” 

    I rose and went down the stairs to my desk. There I dropped into my chair, pulled out the Jacob file, and started to read it. A couple of minutes later, Dehan came down. She stood looking down at me. “What are you going to do?” 

    I looked up at her and shook my head. “I won’t do much more tonight. I’ll throw a steak on the barbeque and study the Jacob file.” 

    She looked down at her boots, like she was embarrassed. I hesitated a moment, then sighed loudly.  

    “Look, Dehan, why not take a week or two off? The Martin case is almost wrapped up. Spend some time together, get to know each other properly, not snatching evenings while working a case. Give yourselves a chance.” I shrugged. “Then, when you come back, if you still want to work the cold cases, great. Just explain to him that we have unsocial hours and he can’t keep phoning you at work. If you don’t, if you want to move on and do something else, well, you know I’ll give you a great recommendation.” 

    She didn’t answer. She just kept staring at her boots. After a bit, I took the file and my jacket and stood. I hesitated a moment.  

    “You want me to pick you up in the morning?” 

    She shook her head. “No, thanks.” 





EIGHTEEN


    The rain had settled in and didn’t look like it was going anywhere anytime soon. The sidewalks were spilling people expanded to twice their size by coats, hunched shoulders, and umbrellas, all busily, blindly jostling each other in the dying, wet light of early evening. Shop fronts, traffic lights, streetlamps, and headlamps were all creeping out like nocturnal predators, to sniff the rain and ease into the night. 

    The windshield wipers squeaked and thudded, washed away a fractured, soaked image of an autumn evening in the Bronx, only for another to build up, speckle by speckle, in its place.  

    I got home, threw the Jacob file on the table, and poured myself a generous measure of Bushmills. I drained the glass and poured myself another, then rummaged for steak in the fridge. I found two. I’d bought them a couple of days back, assuming Dehan would be coming over. She usually stayed at least two or three times in the week, to discuss a case, sometimes to watch a fight or a game.  

    She loved steak.  

    I smiled. One of the first things she ever told me was that she could get intense about steak.  

    I put the griddle on to heat and took another slug of whiskey. In my mind’s eye, I could see the church garden, the sun shining, the stall, the crowds milling, and Sylvie and Mary, both pretty and demure, with their cakes and cookies all laid out. Always together, always supporting each other, Sylvie et Mary, contra mundum. 

    But two years ago, she had not been there. What had Mary said? “…she came and got them herself.” Mary had stayed home. I was prepared to lay money on it. Because she was sick and her mother, who cared for her so much, would not have gotten her up and out of a sickbed to help on the stall. Not unless she had a damn good reason. 

    My eyes slowly focused on the griddle. There was a thick column of smoke rising from it. I sprinkled coarse salt on the meat and threw it on. There was a loud hiss and the griddle caught fire. I leaned my ass on the side and watched it, feeling sour. I took another swig, reached through the flames with a large fork, and flipped the steak. Once I had scorched it on both sides, I dropped it on a plate and carried it, with the bottle of whiskey and my glass, to the table.  

    I cut into it, and in my mind, I followed Sylvie as she ran across the garden, dodging through the crowds, slipped through the hedge and ran across her lawn, in through the kitchen door… 

    What did she find there? What was happening that made her get Mary out of bed and take her to the fête? Because surely that was what had happened. There was no other explanation. Was it Jacob? Jacob’s new friends? Were his pals there, giving Mary a hard time? 

    I stared hard at the image in my mind. There were hints, suspicions, vague ideas, but nothing concrete. Nothing solid. I stabbed the chunk of steak, stuck it in my mouth and chewed, and drained my glass and refilled it. 

    Fleetingly, I wondered if Dehan had put on make up. She hadn’t brought any with her. So perhaps he had taken her home to change. 

    I cut into the steak again and forced my mind back to Jacob. The word was there, begging for me to articulate it. Sureños. So why didn’t I want to? The Sureños were not that active in that neighborhood. They were there, just like they were everywhere in the Bronx. And for sure, he would have made Latino friends at school. Did he get into a gang? Was that what was at the root of all of this? Jacob had got into a gang? That was not exactly a ‘different faith’. 

    I chewed and stared at the black window with its amber speckles of rain. It looked cold and desolate. I got up to close the drapes. The traffic was gone. So were the people. There was only the cold splash of water falling from the gutter, and the liquid sheen on the blacktop; and far off the lonely tap of feet, somebody hurrying home through the rain. 

    I pulled the drapes closed and stood looking across the room at my plate and the bottle in the bright glare from the kitchen light. 

    Jacob hooking up with young Sureños made sense. It explained some things. It might explain his death. But how did it tie in with Simon? The two deaths tied in somehow. They had to. But how? 

    I returned to the table, sat, and cut again at my steak. I stuffed another slice in my mouth and the doorbell rang. I swallowed, took a slug of whiskey and walked without enthusiasm to the door. 

    She was drenched. Her black hair was hanging in shiny rat’s tails over her face. She was wearing what might have been a grin, or might equally have been a wet wince, but she was not wearing makeup. She was holding a bottle of wine in one hand and a carrier bag in the other. I stood staring at her for a moment. 

    “You going to let me in, or do I have to do penance out here on the stoop?” 

    I stood back. “No, of course not. Come in. Go up and get dry.” 

    I looked in the bag and took the bottle to the kitchen. There were two steaks, a bottle of tequila, and a couple of lemons. I heard the shower start upstairs. I had a long glass of water, threw my burnt steak in the trash, and washed the griddle. Upstairs, I heard the shower stop, footsteps, and drawers being opened and closed in the spare bedroom. I opened the wine. 

    I heard her shout down the stairs, “Let me cook. I need to. It is therapeutic.” There was a pause and I heard her feet trotting down the stairs. She was toweling her hair and she had changed her clothes. “Besides, I saw you burnt the one you were eating.” 

    “You brought a change of clothes with you?” 

    She shook her head. “Uh-uh. I left some here when we went to Frisco last time, looking for Tamara Gunthersen. Remember?” 

    “Oh.” 

    “Did you open the wine? It’s a good one. The guy said it was good. It needs to breathe.” 

    “Dehan?” 

    “What?” 

    “Why aren’t you having dinner with Saul?” 

    “Give me a drink, will you?” 

    I poured her a glass of whiskey and poured myself another. She threw the steaks on the griddle and they did not catch fire.  

    She sipped. “My uncle. My father’s brother. He hooked me—he wanted to hook me up—up with his business partner’s son. He is a good Jewish boy, got a great future, he’s a surgeon, comes from a great family. I could do a lot worse.” 

    I sat. “Did you like him?” 

    She turned her eyebrow on me. “You know, you don’t have to talk. You don’t have
to ask questions. I’m coming to that.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Good. So dinner one is at Uncle Ben’s apartment in Manhattan. He introduces us. Polite chat. Saul’s family is there. We are discreetly forced together, left alone. ‘You young people must have a lot to talk about.’ You know the kind of thing.” 

    “Uh-huh.” 

    “I told Ben, ‘I am not looking for a relationship. I’m not looking to get married.’ Set the table, will you? It was painful, but I got through it. But Uncle Ben won’t take no for an answer and he arranges another meal.” 

    I got up and started setting the table. She continued talking.  

    “So dinner number two is also at his apartment. He says it’s just informal, just me, him and a few friends. A little get together. The little get together is just Ben, me and Saul. And Ben retires early. So Saul is coming on to me. He likes me a lot, maybe we could go out some time, get to know each other, and I am telling him I have no time, my work rules my life, yadda yadda.” 

    “If you don’t like him, couldn’t you just be straight?” 

    “He is my uncle’s partner’s son. Also, I didn’t dislike him. I just didn’t want to marry him or go out with him. But I didn’t want to offend him either. He’s a friend of the family. So I escape and I go home. And I call Uncle Ben and I tell him to lay off. And he lays on me this whole, fucking trip about family, and my dad, and don’t make the same mistakes he made, I have a duty to my elders, I should marry a good Jewish boy, and when am I gonna have kids and do I wanna grow old alone and man!” 

    She dumped the steaks on a couple of plates and came out of the kitchen with them. She put them on the table. “So when he called again, Saul that is, did I want to go out with him, I had this huge guilt complex thing that I should say yes. And suddenly, I was on this fucking road that led straight to marriage, kids, grandchildren! I was going to have dinner with him tonight and marry him in six months! And I had never even kissed the guy!” 

    “So what did you do?” 

    “He picked me up, asked me if I wanted to go and change. I told him no. He looked a bit put out. By the time we got to the restaurant I had worked through it in my head. I told him he was wasting his time. I was a fucked up cop with a bad attitude, and he would be much better off with somebody else.” 

    “Wow.” 

    “There were no cabs, so I got the subway and buses, and I bought the groceries on the way. Stone?” 

    I smiled and said, “Yes. Welcome back.”  

    I am not the huggy type, but that night I made an exception. 





NINETEEN


    I woke up at seven AM, after just four hours sleep. I had a headache that made me groan. I sat up, and after a moment, the room caught up with me. Then, the sounds and smells of Dehan cooking breakfast in the kitchen reached me. I smiled and staggered to the shower. 

    When I got down, she put a cup of coffee on the breakfast bar for me and said, “This is just kind of a random reaching, clutching at straws if you will, but just assuming for a moment that you’re right…” She paused and pointed at me with a spatula. “And I think you are, if Jacob was hanging with the Sureños, or some other Latino gang, and that somehow caused his death, the one and only thing that links him with his father’s death…” 

    I was nodding before she got to the end. “Is El Chato, I know. Good morning. I was thinking that in the shower.” I sipped the coffee. It was good. Then, I went over to the frying pan and inhaled the fumes from the bacon. “Man! That is good. But connection is putting it very strongly. The connection is that El Chato is Latino and was a member of the Sureños.” 

    “No.” She shook her head and started spilling bacon onto two plates with toast and fried mushrooms. “There is more.” She broke four eggs into a pan. “There is also the fact that he was there, lurking in the garden, right by Humberto’s hideout, within days of Simon’s murder.” She wagged the spatula at me again. “There is the fact that he is probably Humberto’s Diavolo Incarnato.” 

    “You have a point.” 

    “Ha! I ain’t just a pretty Jewish girl with no prospects of ever getting married or having kids.” 

    “I would have to agree with that assessment.” I drank more coffee as she began to slide the eggs out of the pan and onto the toast. I tried to visualize it. “So how does it work?” 

    She brought the plates over to the table. “You haven’t set the table? Get the knives and forks, would you? And the salt. Oh, and the pepper. I have no idea how it works. El Chato is not married, and as far as I am aware, he has no kids. Not acknowledged, anyhow. He’s got to be fifteen or sixteen years older than Jacob, so I don’t see them hanging out together, either.” 

    I sank back in my chair and stared at her. She stared back. “What?” 

    I nodded. “That’s it. That’s the connection. It’s good to have you back, Dehan. I was going crazy last night, going ’round in circles. But you just put your finger on it.” 

    She smiled and focused on her food. “I did, huh? Like I said, not just a pretty face. Feel like sharing?” 

    “Nope.” Suddenly, I was starving and I attacked my plate with zest. “Humor me. I just need to confirm a couple of things. Then, if I am right, I’ll share.” 

    She raised an eyebrow, but said nothing, and we ate in comfortable silence. 

  

    The rain had stopped overnight and the sky, looking freshly scrubbed, was glowing in luminous blue patches through huge white bundles of whipped cloud. I hit the ignition and pulled away. 

    “Is that why you said you didn’t want me to pick you up, because you had made up your mind to come over?” 

    She angled herself in the seat to face me. “I guess. You want to know what I think?” 

    “Always.” 

    “The big pain in the ass in this case is fitting all the bits together. Humberto, Paul, Brazil, Simon, Jacob, El Chato,
the Church…” 

    “And there is more to come.” 

    “Cool. So here is how I am beginning to see it...” 

    I turned onto Morris Park Avenue. The blacktop looked like washed steel, reflecting the early morning sky. 

    “Paul and Sylvie were, maybe still are, lovers.” She wagged a finger at me. “And I think the whole damn case hinges on that. Elizabeth said it. He’s a rake. But like I said before, I think Sylvie knew how to play him, hooked him, and kept him.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Now, we know that Simon does not approve of sex. Sex is for procreation and the greater glory of God. His big thing, if you’ll forgive the pun, is work. So he works all the hours that God sends, plus overtime, including Sundays. Meantime, Sylvie is starting to get lonesome and pulpit Paul is just across the garden, waiting to give her sweet consolation.” 

    “You are beginning to sound a little lurid.” 

    “Shut up. The inevitable happens and they start having an affair. At first they keep it together, but it starts to get out of hand, and on the Sunday in question, she is left alone, yet again, with little Mary, and Paul comes over. She already told us that she forgot to turn the lights on and get things ready for Simon that evening when he returned. Why? Because they were both tangled in blissful, post-coital bliss.  

    “Simon comes in, calling for her. They panic. Paul tries to escape but Simon catches them both on the stairs. Now!” She held up a hand as I turned onto Bronxdale. “Here is the interesting part where we never went before. These are both men of God, right? You, big bad John Stone, come home and find your chick in bed with another man, you’d probably throw them both out the window. But not these guys. These guys guilt trip each other instead. Simon, as the victim, has the moral high ground and invokes God and rails against them both, especially Sylvie, calling down fire, brimstone and damnation on her head…” She paused, smiling. “But El Chato is watching all of this. Paul flees and El Chato steps in and kills Simon.” 

    I frowned and scratched my head. “What does El Chato gain by killing Simon?” 

    She spread her hands. “He burgles the house! That’s why he was there in the first place, right? But while he was casing the joint, he took a fancy to Sylvie. He as much as told us that. So he kills Simon, takes whatever he wants, tells her that if she talks, Paul will most probably go down for the murder, and he, El Chato, will be back to punish her. So she feigns amnesia, he goes out the back, and, here is the smart part, he wipes the knife, puts it in a sandwich bag, and gives it to Humberto. That way, when Humberto takes it out of the bag, it will have his, Humberto’s, prints on it. It implicates Humberto and, possibly, Paul. What did Humberto tell us? That the Diavolo Incarnato had killed Simon.” 

    “Huh…” I made a ‘you might have something there’ face. “Okay, so now connect it with Jacob.” 

    She was quiet while I turned onto Bruckner Boulevard. Then, she said, “Here is where it gets a bit creative, but I believe Jacob was Paul’s son, and knew it.” 

    “Wow!” 

    “Yeah. It is a bit of a reach, I know. But think of the timing. Then there’s his character—wild, rejecting authority, you got to admit, he sounds like a young Paul. Maybe he went too far. Maybe he told Sylvie and Paul that he was going to blow the whistle on them. We know what that would have meant for Paul. I think Paul persuaded Sylvie to get Mary out of the house that afternoon, while he had a chat with Jacob. They had a row and he pushed him down the stairs.” 

    “The knife?” 

    “The cops looked for a missing kitchen knife at the Martin’s house and didn’t find one. I’m willing to bet there is, or was, one missing from Paul’s kitchen. How Humberto got it is less clear. Paul gave it to him? He hid it in the garden and Humberto found it…” She shrugged. 

    “Paul kills his own son.” 

    “Wouldn’t be the first time a parent killed their own child.” 

    “That is one hell of a theory, Dehan. How do we prove it?” 

    She sighed. “That’s tricky. Let’s see what the fingerprints and blood tell us from the knives. We also need to compare Jacob’s DNA with Paul’s. If we can get a hit on either or both of those, maybe we can force a confession from one of them.” 

    I pulled into the lot on Fteley Avenue outside the station and killed the engine. We sat in silence for a while, turning over her theory. She shrugged. “It’s the closest we’ve got to a complete theory so far.” 

    I nodded. It was. 

   

    I didn’t get the call till that afternoon.  

    “Stone.” 

    “Good morning, Stone. Frank here, your friendly ME.” I put it on speaker as Dehan sat down. “I have some results for you. The bowie knife. The blood caked in the hilt, as expected, was a match with Simon Martin’s. This was the knife used to kill him. Prints. There are none on the knife, but there are several on the bag. Many of them match the samples taken from Humberto, but there are others that do not.” 

    I frowned. “Could somebody be stupid enough to wipe their prints from the weapon, put the weapon in a bag and leave their prints on the bag?” 

    I almost heard him shrug down the phone. “That’s your department, John, but I suppose if they didn’t expect the bag to be kept, it’s possible.” 

    “Did you run them through IAFIS?” 

    “Naturally. No hits.” 

    “Hell.” 

    “Indeed, it must be. Now you’ll have to do some detecting instead of relying on me to do your work for you. The kitchen knife. Again, as expected, the blood was Jacob’s. There are prints on it, Humberto’s, but here is the odd thing. They are only fingerprints.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “Well, on the handle of a knife that has been used to stab somebody, you expect to find palm prints as well as fingerprints. But on this kitchen knife, all I can find are fingerprints, as though it had been handled with great care, and never actually gripped.” 

    “Huh. Okay, thank you, Frank.” 

    “Welcome. You have a good one.” 

    Dehan was smiling. “Like I said, he was given the knives, for his treasure collection.” 

    “He sure was.” 





TWENTY


    It was five o’clock and there was a damp wind blowing in off the Atlantic, whipping Dehan’s hair across her face. She squinted through it as she reached behind her head to tie up her hair. Beyond her, I could see the railway lines.  

    “You going to tell me why we’re here?”  

    I pulled my jacket out of the back of the car and put it on, then reached in my pocket and pulled out a blank envelope I’d picked up at the precinct. 

    “Just humor me,” I said. She followed me across the road and I rang on Ahmed’s bell. There was no boisterous shouting this time. The door opened and Ahmed, dressed in jeans and a hoodie this time, tried to hide his frown behind a smile.  

    “Detective Stone, I am honoured to see you again…” He looked past me at Dehan. His eyes glazed for a moment. “And this is your partner.” 

    I returned his smile. “This is Detective Dehan, can we come in? It won’t take more than a couple of minutes.” 

    “I was just going out. But I always have time to help the police. Come in.” 

    He showed us into the small living room where I had spoken to him before and he gestured me to a chair. I went to take off my jacket but fumbled with the envelope, like it was obstructing the sleeve. I held it out to Ahmed. “Do you mind?” He took it and I removed the jacket. “This weather, you never know if you’re going to be warm or cold. Right?” 

    I held out my hand. He gave me back the envelope and I folded it and put it in my pocket. I sat. Dehan sat on the sofa and he sat opposite me, by the window. 

    “Detective, how can I help you?” 

    I made a small gesture of helplessness. “I am trying to understand the circumstances that led to Simon Martin’s death.” 

    He made a face of sadness and nodded. “Allah is merciful.” 

    “So here is the thing. It is clear to us that his death, and Jacob’s death sixteen years later, are in some way connected. So I was wondering two things, Ahmed, first, did you know Jacob at all? And second, how long did you continue working at the Martin’s house after Simon was killed?” 

    “Very tragic deaths. I stop working at the church and at Sylvie’s house when Simon was killed.” 

    “Oh? Why was that?” 

    “Because, Allah is merciful, Mullah Al-Abas, from our mosque, advise me I should not work in Christian church. This is not correct in our religion. Sorry.” 

    “And that happened the next day?” 

    He smiled and put his head on one side, placing his hands together as though in prayer. “I give her a couple of days for her grief, and meanwhile I talk to Mullah Al-Abas about what has happen. And he say to me, don’t go back there no more. It is not right for a Muslim to work in a Christian church. So is coincidence, but not coincidence.” 

    “Okay. So how about Jacob? Did you know him?” 

    “We see in the street, an’ I say ‘Hello’ and she say, ‘Oh, his name is Jacob!’ ‘Oh, is Jewish name!’” He glanced at Dehan. “She say, ‘No, no, is Bible name.’ So, is many years, and often we see in the street, ‘Hello!’ ‘Hello!’ Stopping, chatting, talk to Jacob. I see him grow into young man. Good boy. Strong. Like his father.” 

    “Would you say that over time you and Jacob became friends, Ahmed?” 

    He beamed. “Yes. We become good friends. He come and visit me lots. I am like brother for him. We are good friends.” 

    “Did his mother know that you were friends and that he was visiting you?” 

    He did that thing Mediterraneans do, where he pulled down the corners of his mouth and shrugged and spread his hands all at the same time. “I don’t know. I never visit them. I don’t see Sylvie. She is at home, in church, always. But Jacob come and visit me.” 

    I nodded and thought for a moment. “Ahmed, did you convert Jacob to Islam?” 

    “Yeah. He convert to the true faith. There is but one God, and Mohamed is his prophet. Allah is merciful. I take him to see Mullah Al-Abas many times, and we are talking and Jacob is learning the true way. He is good boy.” 

    “How old was he when this happened?” 

    He puffed up his cheeks and blew out, looking up at the ceiling. “I see him one day, he should be at school, but he is at the mall. I say to him, ‘Hey, Jacob. Why you are no at school?’ Ah! He say, ‘School is stupid. I don’t need school. I don’t need God! I don’t need nothin’!’ I say, ‘Woh!’” He held up his hands, laughing. “You don’ need nothing? I ask him this. I say, ‘You need food, you need drink, you need air to breathe,’” He gestured at his mouth and his nose, in case we didn’t know what breathing was. “‘You need light to see. Who you think give you these things? Huh?’” He laughed, creasing up his face like he had asked a really funny question. “‘God! Eh? God give you these things. So, you sure you don’t need God?’” 

    “How old would he have been when this happened, Ahmed?” 

    “So, maybe twelve. Young man.” 

    “And after that he used to come to you regularly?” 

    “Yeah, couple times a week. We go to the mosque, talk to Mullah Al-Abas. Is very lucky for him I am meet him that day in the mall, huh?” 

    “Did his mother know that he had converted to Islam?” 

    Again he shook his head, spreading his hands. “I don’t know, Detective Stone. I offer the boy the path of God, but what happen in his home, I don’t know.” 

    “Did you ever return to the Martins’ home after Simon’s death?” 

    “No, never. Is not right for me to go to that woman’s home. She is not a good woman. She is a whore.” 

    “A whore? Why do you say that?” 

    He shrugged and made a face of disgust. “She is no marry again. She is probably fucking Paul. Maybe other men…” 

    “You have any evidence of other men in her life?” 

    He shrugged. “Nah… People talk.” 

    “You know she has suffered from amnesia for all these years?” 

    “I hear something.” 

    “What do you think she would remember if her memory came back?” 

    He frowned. “I don’t know… How I can know?” 

    “Because I’m thinking of bringing in a hypnotist to regress her, and then we will have a full account of what happened that night. And perhaps what happened to Jacob, too.” 

    He shrugged again. “I don’t know.” 

    I knew it was only a matter of time before Dehan opened her mouth, and now she did. 

    “Ahmed, let me ask you something. What is the penalty if a young man leaves the Islamic religion? What would be the penalty if Jacob decided to convert back to Christianity?” 

    He didn’t answer her. He did a strange thing. He gave me a smile like he was asking me to be reasonable, with his head on one side, spreading his hands. “In Sharia, he must be executed. Mohamed has said that nothing, nothing, is so hateful in the eye of God, as an infidel. So if a man turns away from Islam, the only penalty is death. But Detective Stone, please, have some respect for my home.” He gestured at Dehan without looking at her. “Don’t bring filthy, Jewish whore into my house, to ask me questions. Please leave now. Get out my house.” 

    I smiled at him. “Thanks, Ahmed. That’s what I suspected.” I stood. “But you know, she’s not the only Jew in your house.” He got to his feet and said something in Arabic that sounded obscene. I raised an eyebrow at him. “Yeah, I’m Jewish, too. So you’d better watch your tongue, pal.” 

    He made a guttural sound that was maybe going to be a word, but I cut him short. “What? You going to spit at me?” I laughed. “You ain’t got the balls.” 

    The result was predictable and covered most of my face. I assured him he had not seen the last of me and he screamed that he was going to report me to my superiors. Dehan and I withdrew to the car. There, I pulled an evidence bag from my pocket and, using the blade from my Swiss army knife, carefully removed the saliva from my face and put it in the bag, while Dehan watched me with narrowed eyes. 

    “What the hell was that all about, Stone?” 

    “Probably nothing. I am just covering my bases. What I need now is somewhere I can wash my face.” 

    I started the engine and headed up toward Rhineland Avenue.  

    “Since when are you Jewish?” 

    “I decided to convert last night when you told me about your uncle Ben, so we can marry and have fifteen kids.” 

    She laughed noisily for a while. “You’d have to give up bacon.” 

    “Huh. That was a short-lived conversion.” 

    “Asshole.” 

    I stayed on Rhineland, headed east. After a while, she said, “I don’t see how this changes anything much. I’m kind of struggling to see why you did it.” 

    “Jacob’s new friends were not Sureños. Remember Mary said they were from a non-Christian faith.” 

    “Oh.” She thought about it a bit, then scowled at me. “Shit!” 

    I turned into Seminole Avenue and pulled up in the parking lot of the Jacobi Hospital. We rode the elevator and found Frank in his lab. He looked surprised to see us. I pulled the plastic evidence bag and the envelope from my pocket and showed them to him.  

    “Frank, what do I need to do to get you to do this today? Name it. Whatever it is, I’ll do it.” 

    He frowned. “Why is it so important?” 

    “Because it involves the murder of a child, and there could be other lives at stake.” 

    “Jacob Martin?” 

    I nodded. 

    He sighed. “Every case I have is a priority, John. You know that. Every one of them involves somebody’s life, somebody’s loved one.” 

    “I know. And you know I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t really important. It’s a clean sample. I know you can do this in eight hours. The prints in less. The clock is ticking on this one.” 

    He sighed. “Leave it on my desk. I’ll get to it as soon as I can.” 

    I went into the small cubicle of his office, found a scrap of paper and jotted down exactly what I wanted. Then I found a paper clip and stuck it to the envelope and the bag. I didn’t leave them on his desk. I took them and put them in his hand. 

    “I owe you. If you ever want to use my place in Florida, or the boat, you only have to ask.” 

    His eyebrows shot up. “You have a boat and a place in Florida?” 

    “No. But if I ever have, they are yours for the asking.” 

    Dehan was leaning on the doorjamb. She shook her head at Frank. “I told him already today. He’s an asshole.” 





TWENTY ONE


    We stepped out into the fading evening sunshine. There were expanding patches of dark blue sky above. I looked up at the dissipating clouds, but in my mind, I was struggling to fit all the pieces of the puzzle together. It was like doing a jigsaw blindfolded in a dense fog. There were no dissipating clouds there. I walked toward my car, thinking about what I had asked Frank to do. I was pretty sure what the answers would be, and I was wondering about the implications. I heard Dehan’s voice behind me. 

    “Okay Stone, you need to stop.” I did. I stopped and turned to frown at her. She spread her hands. “Clue me in, Sensei! I feel like I’m tagging along for the ride!” 

    I looked at my watch. It was not too early for supper. “Yeah. Let’s grab some food and a beer and I’ll share my thoughts with you.” 

    “Jeez, boss! Thanks!” 

    “There’s a pizza place near here. You like pizza.” 

    “Yeah. I like pizza. I like being kept in the loop more.” 

    We climbed in the car and pulled out of the lot. All the way down Seminole Avenue and half the way down Morris Park, she stared at me, and I tried to articulate my thoughts. Finally, I pulled up outside Patsy’s Pizzeria, we went inside, and I ordered two pepperoni pizzas and two beers. 

    We sat at a table by the window, with a red gingham tablecloth and a small vase of flowers on it. She took a pull of her beer, leaving herself a white mustache on her upper lip, which she wiped away with the back of her hand. 

    “I haven’t worked it out, Dehan. But I have a gut feeling.” 

    “So tell me.” 

    I sighed. “Okay, so the first thing is, we know that the bowie knife was the weapon used to kill Simon Martin. Agreed?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “Okay, now we know that Humberto handled the bag, and so did somebody else. But there are no prints on the knife.” 

    “Sure, but we were already speculating that El Chato could have killed Simon and given the knife, in the bag, to Humberto.” 

    I spread my hands and leaned back to allow Patsy to deliver the two pizzas. She smiled at us. “Enjoy!” 

    When she’d gone, I said to Dehan, “But the second set of prints, the one’s that are not Humberto’s, are not in IAFIS.” 

    She stopped with her knife half way to the pizza. “Oh… And they would be if they were El Chato’s.” 

    “Precisely. And the kitchen knife, which we now know was used to kill Jacob, has Humberto’s prints, but finger prints, not palm prints, and made post mortem! As though he had been handling the knife with great care, after it had been wiped. Like it was part of his treasure collection.” 

    She nodded repeatedly as she cut her pizza into twelve, almost manageable slices. “And you are thinking, who knew Humberto well enough to know he would take the knives as part of his treasure, and so incriminate himself? And who might be in a position for Humberto to see them in the garden…?” 

    We both bit into our pizzas and sat staring at each other and chewing. I swallowed and drank while she bit again. I said, “I am not clear yet, Dehan. That is, I am clear that Humberto is not the guy, and I am clear El Chato is not the guy. But I am not clear about Paul, Mary, Sylvie, or Ahmed. They are all tied up in a kind of spaghetti mess, and I am trying to understand each one of them, what their motivations are…” 

    She frowned. “But Ahmed? The guy’s a creep, but I don’t see what motive he would have.” 

    I did a little side-to-side dance with my head. “I don’t know…” 

    “Unless Paul and Sylvie had persuaded Jacob to come back to the fold, and it was a simple fatwa.”  

    “It’s within the bounds of possibility, Dehan. But what about Simon?” 

    She made a face like she wasn’t believing her own words. “He blasphemed against Allah?” 

    “It’s also possible, but it fails to explain why Sylvie would refuse to name him and pretend to have amnesia.” 

    “Man! This is like one of those damn Chinese puzzles. You get one bit, but then you can’t get the other!” She scowled at me. “Son of a bitch! You think you’ve got it, don’t you?” 

    I sighed. “There is one scenario that could, possibly, explain everything. But it’s a reach.” 

    “So tell me!” 

    “I’m not sure…” As I said it, my phone rang. I picked it up and answered, “Stone.”  

    I stood as I listened. I signaled Dehan with my head to get up and pay as I headed for the door. “Okay, we’re on our way.”  

    Dehan joined me as I was climbing in the car. The sun had gone down and the light was fading. I slammed the door and fired up the engine. She got in beside me and I took off. 

    “There’s been an attack at the Martins’. There are two units on their way. There was an intruder in the house. It’s not clear if anyone was hurt. Sylvie and Mary were apparently both pretty incoherent. Bogart is just a block and a half on the left.” 

    I took the corner at fifty, which the old Jag did with cool elegance, and hammered the big four liter engine down another block and a half to Sylvie’s house. There I skidded to a halt. As we got out, I could hear the sirens of the approaching patrol cars. Dehan ran up the five stairs of the stoop as the door opened. Warm light flooded out and Mary stood silhouetted in the doorway.  

    “Thank God you’re here! Mom is in the living room.” 

    I ran up the stairs and followed Dehan in. Sylvie was sitting on the sofa. She was bent forward, sobbing into her hands and occasionally wailing with grief. The French doors were open onto the garden. At a glance, I could see one of the panes of glass was broken. I turned to Mary. She was trembling. 

    “What happened?” 

    “There was a man in the house.” 

    “He escaped?” 

    She nodded and pointed at the French doors. 

    “How long ago?” 

    “Five, ten minutes.” 

    I could hear the sirens of the patrol cars pulling up outside. I turned to Dehan. “Go out. Organize a search of the area. I’ll get the statements.” 

    She left to meet the cars. I pointed to the sofa. “Sit down, Mary. Are either of you hurt?” 

    She shook her head. 

    “Tell me what happened.” 

    “We’d been at Paul’s… at Reverend Truelove’s. Mom had been cleaning in the church and I was helping at the rectory. I guess we’d been there an hour or so when Mom came in. She didn’t look well. She’s been real stressed lately. She asked the reverend if he had an aspirin, because she had a bad headache. He fetched her one himself and told her she should go home and lie down. They argued for a bit, but he insisted, and finally she left.” 

    “Who else was there while all this was happening, Mary?” 

    “Just the police sergeant you left there.” 

    “Where was Humberto?” 

    “Well, he was around. He’s always around somewhere. But I couldn’t tell you exactly where.” 

    “So what happened next?” 

    “Well, I finished up a couple of chores, and then the reverend told me I should leave the rest and go home to look after Mom.” 

    “So you went home.” 

    “Yes, I did.” 

    “Mary, do you and your mom always use the gap in the hedge in the garden?” 

    She smiled. “Why, yes. We all do…” 

    Sylvie slowly raised her tear-drenched face and looked at me. 

    I met her gaze and after a moment I asked her, “How are you feeling?” 

    Her face was bitter. “How do you think? I told you to leave it alone.” 

    “I can’t do that, Sylvie. You know I can’t.” I smiled at Mary. “Why don’t you make your mom some tea, Mary?” 

    She nodded and went out to the kitchen. Sylvie watched her leave, then said, “You are going to bring disaster on us all.” 

    “That’s not my purpose, Sylvie. My purpose is to find the truth and, if necessary, bring the killers to justice. But if you and Paul keep getting in the way, maybe there will be a disaster.” 

    “God has his own justice.” 

    “Maybe so. Are you going to tell me what happened?” 

    She sighed and closed her eyes, then flopped back on the sofa. “I went upstairs to lie down in the dark. I started drifting off to sleep. I don’t know how long I was like that. Next thing, I heard a noise. I’m not sure what it was. Like a bang or something. Then the French windows opened and closed. I assumed it was Mary come home from Paul’s. Shortly after that, I heard feet climbing the stairs…” 

    Her face started to contort and tears spilled from her eyes again. She raised her fingers to her mouth. When she spoke, her voice was high pitched, almost strangled. 

    “Oh God, help me! I thought the steps sounded heavy. It wasn’t like Mary. I thought maybe Paul…” She sat forward again, convulsing. Her eyes were wide and staring. “The door opened and he just stood there, staring at me.” 

    “Who did? Did you recognize him?” 

    She stared at me like I had asked some insane question. “No. The lights were off. And he had a kind of hood over his face.” She shuddered and covered her face with her hands. I thought she was going to turn hysterical, but she said, “He just rushed at me, without a word. He just rushed, and I saw he had a huge knife in his hand. I screamed.” 

    She looked at me suddenly, as though I might disapprove of her screaming. 

    I said, “Okay, you’re doing great, Sylvie. This is really helpful. Now I need you to think carefully before you answer. Did he say anything, anything at all?” 

    She shook her head. “No. He just made a horrible noise, like an animal. And when I saw the knife, I started screaming.” She shuddered again. “I must have jumped off the bed. I saw his knife rip at the quilt where I’d been lying.” 

    “What kind of knife was it, Sylvie?” 

    She froze and her eyes locked onto mine. She took a long moment to answer. “The same. The same kind of knife.” 

    “The same as…?” 

    “The same as the one he used to kill Simon.” 

    “Was it the same man?” 

    She covered her mouth and spoke through sobs. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I was so scared. I thought…” 

    Mary came in with a cup of tea. Sylvie reached for it with trembling hands. Mary glanced at me. “Detective, can I get you some tea or coffee?” 

    I shook my head. “No, thanks, Mary. Sit down, would you. Tell me what you remember. What happened when you got back?” 

    She pointed at the French doors. “I was coming across the garden, and I saw the French windows were open. So I went toward them, thinking I could come in that way, and close them from the inside. But as I got closer, I realized the glass was broken. So I hurried over to see what had happened. And as I opened them wide, that’s when I heard the screaming upstairs.” She looked at her mother, as though seeking confirmation. “I could hear her screaming for help. She just kept screaming ‘help, somebody help me.’” 

    I turned to Sylvie. “Did he hurt you with the knife?” 

    The question seemed to confuse her for a moment. “I don’t think so. I don’t think I’m bleeding.” 

    “What happened next, Sylvie?” 

    Her face contracted at the memory and she hunched her shoulders. “He jumped on the bed. I thought he was going to kill me. I ran. I don’t know where. I just ran, screaming. I think he grabbed me and threw me. I thought I was going to die. I kept feeling the knife about to stab me, all over my body.” 

    “What did you do, Mary?” 

    Now she looked scared. “I don’t know if I did wrong, Detective. But I heard mom screaming for help, and all the crashing and tramping around upstairs. So I grabbed a knife from the kitchen and ran to help her. I didn’t think. I just acted from instinct.” 

    “That’s fine. So you ran up the stairs…?” 

    “I ran up the stairs. Mom’s door was open. I rushed in and I saw Mom on the floor by the bed and this man bending over her, and he had a big knife raised up in his hand, like he was about to stab her with it.” 

    “What kind of knife was it?” 

    “It was like one of those big hunting knives.” 

    “What happened next?” 

    Mary’s eyes flooded, but she kept her composure. She put her arms around her mother and held her. “I don’t know if I did the wrong thing, but I rushed at him and I slashed at him with the kitchen knife, screaming at him to leave my momma alone.” 

    “You were defending your home and your family. You were perfectly entitled to do what you did. But I need to know, did you injure him? Did you stab him? It could really help us identify the man.” 

    She thought about it. “Yeah. I am pretty sure I did. Maybe on his shoulder or his right arm.” 

    Sudden shouts and the sound of scrambling made me turn and stand and go to the French doors. Evening was turning to night and there were flashlights dancing at the end of the garden. A voice shouted, “Don’t move!” 

    There was the sound of scuffling and scrambling. Then Dehan’s voice, authoritative and calming. 

    “Okay! Take it easy! I’m not going to hurt you.” There was a pause. Then her voice again. “Stone? Is that you?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    I could make out a small group of people walking toward me. Dehan’s voice spoke again. “It is Humberto. He was hiding in the bushes. He seems to be hurt.” 





TWENTY TWO


    It was an odd tableau. Sylvie and Mary sitting, holding each other on the sofa, staring at Humberto, looking huge and miserable between two uniformed cops, with Dehan standing beside him, rubbing her hand like it hurt. I went over to him. As I approached, he seemed to cower and wince. 

    I smiled. “Amigo.” 

    He smiled back, but uncertainly. “Meu amigo.” 

    “Are you hurt, Humberto?” I struggled to remember my schoolboy Latin. “Injuria, Doleo, malum?” 

    He nodded his massive head and looked at Sylvie. “Diavolo malefico feto injuria mina Donna.”  

    I turned to Dehan. “You okay?” She nodded. “Call Paul, will you? Get him over here.” 

    She pulled out her phone and stepped into the hall. I reached over and turned Humberto gently around. “Where are you hurt, Humberto?” 

    I took hold of his hands and saw his right one was thick with blood. I pointed to it and looked into his face. “Injuria.” 

    He pouted. “Diavolo malefico.” 

    I examined the sleeve and found the slash on his lower arm, just below his elbow. I turned and called, “Dehan. We need an ambulance too.” 

    She stepped back into the room. “I already called them. Paul is on his way.” 

    “Did you find a weapon?” 

    “Not yet. Jones and Hanson are looking.” 

    “Sylvie, is this the man who attacked you?” 

    Mary was frowning at her. Sylvie bit her lip and the tears started to spill again. “It might be. I am not sure.” 

    “Mary? Is this the man who was attacking your mother?” 

    Humberto was looking confused, from Sylvie to me. He said, “None feto malo. None feto malo.” 

    “Mary?” 

    “I don’t think so…” She turned to her mother, but her mother had her eyes closed and was sobbing again. Mary looked back at me. “I’m not sure.” 

    “Where is the knife you used?” 

    She half stood. “Oh, it’s on the floor in Mom’s room. Should I go and…?” 

    “No. Just leave it where it is. Dehan, we’d better get a CSI team here.” 

    “On their way, Sensei.” 

    There was a footfall at the French windows and Paul stepped in. He scowled around the room. “What in the name of God is going on?” 

    “Sit down, Paul. That is what we are here to find out. Please, none of you leave this room. We’ll be back in a moment. Dehan, let’s take a look upstairs.” 

    I put one of the officers on the front door and left the other to stand watch over Sylvie and Paul, and Dehan and I climbed the stairs to the bedroom. The bed was rumpled, as you’d expect after somebody had slept on it and then jumped on it. The lamp on the near bedside table was knocked over, presumably from where Sylvie had been thrown against it, and, on closer inspection, there was an area of the quilt that had been slashed. 

    Dehan had hunkered down and was looking at a large kitchen knife that lay on the carpet. There was a substantial amount of blood on the blade. She spoke as though to herself.  

    “Brave girl.” 

    I nodded. “That is the blood of our killer.” 

    She looked up at me. “You think it was Humberto after all?” 

    There was the sound of a siren outside and after a moment, the door opened. I went down the stairs to meet the paramedics and pointed them in the direction of the living room. The CSI team was close behind them. I greeted Luis, the team leader, and pointed up the stairs. 

    “In the master bedroom. There is a knife. The blood on the blade is a top priority. It belongs to the assailant who just attempted to murder the owner of the house. The prints on the handle belong to the owner’s daughter, so you’ll want her prints for comparison.” 

    “Gotcha.” 

    “The assailant escaped through the back garden. I have two officers out there now, but we are going to need to go over it with a fine-toothed comb.” 

    He gave me the thumbs up and made his way upstairs with his team. We returned to the living room, where a paramedic was bandaging Humberto’s arm. Paul was on the sofa next to Sylvie with his arm around her. He looked at me with bitterness in his face. 

    “You see what you’ve done, Detective? You couldn’t leave things alone…” 

    “Can it, Paul. I’m sick of hearing that crap. We don’t leave murders uninvestigated just because it happens to suit you and Sylvie to ignore them. Are we clear on that?” 

    He muttered something and turned back to Sylvie. 

    “I need to know what happened to Humberto. I need to know what he saw in the garden. Can you ask him? Can you make any sense of his answers?” 

    He turned to Humberto and spoke to him in Portuguese. Humberto’s face took on a look of awe and horror. 

    “Santa Maria Plena di graza, aclamando auxilio, deu! Deu! Auxilio! El Diavolo Incarnato com punhal sanguino mi atacato o jardam. Eu lo abatido il suo punhal. Humberto luta! Luta! E il diavolo corre! Corre!” 


    Suddenly, he was laughing his braying laugh and bouncing up and down. The paramedic turned to me. 

    “Detective, he should really go to the hospital.” 

    I nodded and looked at Paul. “What did he say?” 

    He sighed. “It doesn’t make a lot of sense. He says that Sylvie was screaming for help. He equates her with the virgin Mary. There was a devil incarnate with a dagger that attacked him in the garden. He defeated the devil and knocked the dagger from his hand. They fought and the devil fled.” 

    “He knocked the dagger from the devil’s hand?” 

    “That’s what he says, but it could all be a fantasy.” 

    “Yeah, you said that before about him. Maybe if you listened more and judged less, Paul, you might learn something about your son.” 

    “I don’t need to take that from you, Detective.” 

    “No, you don’t, but you’d be wise to. You want to go to the hospital with him?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “There will be an officer with you. Paul, Humberto is not a suspect in this investigation, and I am trying really hard to keep you and Sylvie from the top of my list. My advice to you is stop trying to hide things from me, quit this stupid conspiracy of silence, stop behaving like you’re guilty. Don’t screw it up.” 

    He got up and they left with the ambulance crew. 

    When they’d gone, I sat and watched Sylvie a moment. She was quiet, leaning against her daughter.  

    “Sylvie, I hope you’ve been doing some thinking. Because all your efforts to keep what happened a secret have been to no avail. All you’ve done is delay things, and in delaying them, made them worse. You could have been killed today, and it was only the courage of your daughter that saved your life. But I hope you realize that in saving you, she put her own life at risk. You are damned lucky that today you are not the mother of two dead children.” 

    She closed her eyes and seemed to shiver. Mary looked at me in horror. I pressed on. “Sooner or later you have to confront the truth, Sylvie. Sooner or later you will have no choice but to face up to the reality. You may as well do it now, because the longer you delay, the tougher it’s going to be.” 

    In my peripheral vision, I sensed Dehan sit in the armchair. She was watching me as hard as she was watching Sylvie.  

    “Sylvie, look at me.” 

    She opened her eyes and looked at me. There was resentment, and maybe even hatred in her eyes. 

    “Did Humberto attack you tonight?” 

    It was barely perceptible, but she shook her head. 

    “Do you know who did attack you? Did you recognize your attacker?” 

    She closed her eyes and turned away from me. She was not going to talk. 

    Behind me, the French doors opened and an officer put his head in. “Detective, we found a knife.” 

    I turned to Dehan. She was frowning. I smiled. I said to the uniform, “Go upstairs and inform the CSI team leader, will you?” 

    To Dehan, I said, “Let’s take a look.” 

    We stepped out into the garden. Thirty or forty feet away, we could see the glow of a flashlight, and we made our way toward it. As we got closer, we could see there was a circular patch of grass illuminated by the torch, and at its center there was a large hunting knife with a rubber grip and a serrated back to the blade. 

    We hunkered down to look at it. Dehan said, “He obviously likes this kind of knife. But two gets you twenty he was wearing gloves.” 

    I nodded. “You can count on it. But my bet is he ain’t the brightest button in the sewing box, and he only wore gloves today. My bet, he’s owned this knife for a long time, and it is covered in his prints.” 

    She looked at me and laughed. “You’re kidding.” 

    “I’ll bet you a steak dinner.” 

    “You’re on.” 





TWENTY THREE


    Frank phoned while Luis was bagging the knife. 

    “John, I rushed the tests for you and I have the preliminary results. God alone knows how you arrived at that conclusion, but you were right.” 

    “About the prints or the DNA?” 

    “Both. It was exactly as you thought...” 

    I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. There was a large, orange moon rising over the treetops in the east. I smiled at her. I think she smiled back and winked. “That makes perfect sense, then. Listen, Luis is coming in in a while with a couple of knives that were used in an attack here at the Martins’ home.” 

    “Another one?” 

    “Yeah. It seems I stirred up a hornets’ nest. Will you acquaint him with your findings? They’ll be relevant.” 

    He was silent for a moment, then sighed like he wanted to kick himself. “You want me to look at the knives? I can do it on my own time.” 

    “I would appreciate that, Frank, though I have a hunch we’ll have this sewn up tonight.” 

    “You better start house hunting in Florida, pal!” 

    I hung up and grinned at Dehan. “You haven’t got any hot dates tonight, have you?” 

    She looked surprised. “What do you call this?” 

    I barked a laugh and called the captain. He answered like I was his least favorite mother in law.  

    “John! You just caught me. I was on my way home.” 

    “Captain. I need an APB on Ahmed Abadi.” I outlined the situation and told him we were headed to Ahmed’s house and would need back up. “He may be on the run and he may be armed, injured, and very dangerous.” 

    “I’ll see to it. Keep me posted… Or, um, report to me in the morning.” 

    “Will do, sir, in the morning.” 

    “Good.” 

    I hung up and hesitated a moment. “Dehan, I’ll meet you at the car. There’s just something I want to look at in the rectory.” 

    She didn’t look happy. She sighed and made her way toward the Martins’ house and I headed through the fence toward the rectory. There, in the kitchen, I I found what I had expected to find. Another piece slotted into the puzzle.  

    On the way back, I instructed one of the patrol cars to stay with the Martins till the morning, then stepped into the street. It was quiet and there was a chill in the air. The red and blue lights from the patrol cars pulsed, silent on the blacktop. The amber glow from the street lamps was diffused by the leaves of the plane trees, making the road into an eerie tunnel of half resolved shadows.  

    I climbed into the muffled seclusion of the Jaguar and closed the door. Dehan got in beside me. Her door echoed like a single shot in the night.  

    “Okay, Stone, time to talk. I am not here to tag along. I’m your partner. You seem real convinced of whatever it is you think, and so far you’ve been right. But I am not seeing it. Explain.” 

    I fired up the engine and headed north up Bogart Avenue, fast.  

    “Would you be mad if I said I wasn’t sure myself?” 

    I made the tires squeal as I turned left out of Bogart onto Morris Park, and accelerated toward Bronxdale. She looked at me like I was insane. 

    “Yes?” 

    I winced. “It’s a case of elimination, Dehan. It couldn’t be anybody else, could it? You know the old Holmesian adage, ‘eliminate the impossible…’” 

    “And whatever is left is the truth, I know. But…” She spread her hands. 

    I went on, “Exactly, whatever is left is the truth. Therefore, it had to be Ahmed, because it couldn’t be anybody else. Once I accepted that, things began to fall into place. But there are still a couple of details I need to confirm.” 

    “Like?” 

    I made a right on Bronxdale and hit the gas, moving north at speed toward Rhinelander. Somewhere in the night, I could hear the wail of sirens, our back up coming to join us. I grabbed the radio. 

    “Dispatch, this is Detective Stone proceeding to the residence of Ahmed Abadi on Unionport Road. I am approaching from Rhinelander Avenue. Requesting backup approach from Morrison Park.” 

    The radio crackled its confirmation and relayed the message.  

    The tires squealed as I made a left onto Rhinelander. I hit the gas and we surged forward and covered the half mile to Unionport Road in thirty seconds. As we moved down the road, I could feel the adrenalin pumping hot in my belly. 

    “We don’t know what weapons he has at home, Dehan. We do know he is prepared to kill and he is reckless. Remove the safety on your automatic, and if you have to use lethal force, do not hesitate. Are we clear?” 

    She eyed me a moment. “Yeah, we’re clear.” 

    I pulled into Unionport and stopped forty feet from his house, placing my car across the road. I got out, drew my weapon, and removed the safety. I could hear my back up approaching along Morris Park Avenue, a thin wail above the whine of a turbine on the railway tracks.  

    Two patrol cars pulled into the road ahead of me. One blocked the road. The other pulled up to the door. Two uniformed cops got out. I knew them, Stuart and Chen. I approached them.  

    “Hold your positions here at the car. He may be armed and he is very dangerous. Stay behind your vehicle.” 

    They acknowledged, drew their weapons, and remained behind the the car. I climbed the two stairs to the door and hammered loudly on it, then leaned on the bell. I could hear a woman screaming hysterically inside. She seemed to be saying something, but not in English. I hammered again. 

    “NYPD! Open up!” 

    The screaming grew closer. We backed up and stepped to the side, training our weapons on the door. It was wrenched open by a woman encased from head to foot in a black burka, like a Victorian ghost who’s just come down the chimney, covered in soot. She was screaming and waving her hands, and behind her she had four very frightened-looking kids.  

    We moved toward her, keeping her covered. I said, “Where is Ahmed? Ahmed Abadi? Where is he?” 

    She just kept shouting at me, waving her hands around. She sounded as though she was appealing to me for sympathy or understanding. Both were impossible right then. I turned toward the patrol car.  

    “Stuart! I need this woman and her kids taken into custody as material witnesses. Get a translator, too. She’s speaking Iraqi. It is very urgent.” 

    “Yes, sir!” 

    Chen made the call while Stuart took her and the kids and put them in the back of the vehicle, to await the translator and further back up. Dehan and I went inside. She covered the stairs while I kicked in the living room door. 

    “Clear!” 

    The kitchen was also clear and we moved up the stairs to the bedrooms. The bathroom was empty, but there was a blood-stained towel and shirt in the bath. A small room with four beds in it was also empty. The next room was obviously his and his wife’s. The wardrobe was open and there was a suitcase on the bed. In it, there was a pump-action shotgun, a Sig P226 tacops automatic pistol, and several boxes of ammunition. Dehan pointed to one of the boxes. I had already seen it. It was empty. 

    “Those are intermediate cartridges. They are not for a pistol. You’d use them in an assault rifle.” 

    We stared at each other, like we were reading each other’s minds.  

    “Where has he gone, Dehan?” I turned and ran down the stairs. 

    “Stuart! Where are you?” 

    “Detective?”  

    He was at the door.  

    “Get the captain. I don’t give a damn where he is or what he’s doing. Get him. Inform him we have a situation. Ahmed Abadi is at large and injured, armed with an assault rifle. Call Dispatch. I want an armed guard on the Martins’ house and on St. George’s Church. Also, we need a translator now!” I pointed at the patrol car. “I don’t give a damn what you do or what the Geneva Convention has to say about it. I assume full responsibility. Make that woman tell you where her husband has gone. Now!” 

    But I knew it was pointless. I knew we were out of time. I turned. Dehan was behind me. 

    “Where did he go, Dehan?” 

    “The mosque. It’s just up the road.” 

    I nodded. “Yes. The mosque. Let’s go.” 

    We climbed in the Jag and I swung back toward Rheinlander Avenue.  

    “This is going to get damned complicated. We cannot let this get political.” 

    Dehan looked grim. “Good luck with that. I think it’s too late. I think it already did.” 

    I glanced at her. I knew she was right. “Then we have to take this son of a bitch down before the politicos get here.” 

    She looked at me but she didn’t say anything. I pulled up outside the mosque and climbed out. 

    It didn’t look like you’d expect a mosque to look. There were no minarets and no domes. It was just two shabby, terraced houses, one painted a dull yellow, and the other a faded oxblood. The doors and windows were open, and there was a guy in a robe with a big beard leaning on the wall outside, watching us with his arms crossed. I approached him and showed him my badge. 

    “Detectives Stone and Dehan. I’m looking for Ahmed Abadi. You know where he is?” 

    He hunched his shoulders slightly, but that was all he responded with.  

    I did it as quickly and quietly as I could. I weigh two hundred and twenty pounds and there isn’t much fat on me. I put my whole weight behind the punch and drove my fist deep into his solar plexus. As he doubled up, we both grabbed him and dragged him inside. Dehan was speaking urgently. 

    “This man is ill! Make way! Get a doctor!” 

    There were not many people inside, just a couple of young guys and an old man with a beard down to his waist. Dehan closed the doors and I threw the guy with the hat across a coffee table with a bunch of magazines and leaflets on it. Dehan pulled her piece and I took a moment to look at the two young guys. One had scared eyes, the other looked terrified. I grabbed the terrified one and dragged him to where his pal had rolled onto the floor, vomiting. Tripped him up so he fell on his back on top of his friend. I knelt on his chest and shoved the barrel of my 9mm into his mouth. I knew I was screwed and I knew my career was probably over. But it was a small price to pay to stop a crazy with an assault rifle. I didn’t care what damned religion he was. He had to be stopped. I let him all see that in my eyes, then snarled. 

    “I am going to count to three. Then I am going to blow your kneecaps off. Then I am going to find your mother and your sisters, and I am going to blow their kneecaps off, too. You understand me? Now, where is Ahmed Abadi? One, two…” 

    He was already gagging and babbling.  

    “He is no here! No here! 

    “Where?” 

    “He is making jihad!” 

    I gave him a backhander that made his eyes water. “Where, goddamit? Where?” 

    The old guy with the long beard started babbling. “Please, sir! Please! We are not fundamentalist! We just want peace! Please no hurt! Ahmed is acting on his own! He been here talking crazy. We no support him!” 

    I growled, “I gave you your chance. You blew it!” I rammed the Glock against his right kneecap and he screamed like a girl.  

    “No! No! No!” 

    I gave him another backhander. “For the last time! Where?” 

    They all started shouting at the same time. And they all shouted the same thing.  

    “The whore! The whore and the priest! The whore and the priest!” 





TWENTY FOUR


    Dehan called for further back up to meet us at the Martins’ while I burned rubber back down Rhinelander and Bronxdale. On the way, the captain called. I put him on speaker. 

    “What the hell is going on, Stone?” 

    “We have a situation, sir. The politics are up to you. I have a dangerous man armed with an assault rifle. He is headed for the Martins’ home and for St. George’s church. I am told he is on a jihad. We have every reason to believe he is going there with murderous intent. It is my intention to stop him before anybody else gets hurt.” 

    “Stone, the ramifications…” 

    “Sir, with all due respect, that is your department. I think you need to contact the local community leaders and make them understand that killing people and harboring murderers is against the law.” 

    “You don’t need to tell me my job, Stone. Listen to me. Isn’t Dehan… um… could there be a conflict of… um…” 

    “Breaking up, sir. We are at destination and facing imminent threat. Over.” 

    I pulled up outside St. George’s on Fowler Avenue, muted my cell and got out. It was deathly quiet and there was nobody visible in the street. We moved quickly to the side of the road, seeking the cover of the trees in the church garden, and the parked cars. We came to the gate and squatted down. 

    I peered in and the lights in the rectory all seemed to be turned off. I wondered if Paul and Humberto were still at the hospital. The church looked massive and strangely ominous in the dull, orange light from the street. I slipped in to the garden, indicating to Dehan I would take the left path between the rectory and the nave, and she should take the right path, by the old graveyard. We split up and sprinted for the church. 

    The narrow passage under the canopy of trees became a blind, claustrophobic tunnel of black shadows against even blacker depths. The only light came from a dim circle of moon-glow on the lawn up ahead. I could hear my own breath and my heartbeat, magnified in the darkness. I moved forward inch by inch, with my flesh expecting the plunge of a blade or the shattering shock of a bullet at any second.  

    I made it to the end of the nave and stepped into the moonlight, keeping close against the wall. Then, I slipped around the church tower, looking for Dehan. She wasn’t there. I cursed silently and slid a little farther around, to peer down toward the gravestones. That was when I felt the cold, hard pressure of a gun barrel between my shoulder blades, and a cool, steady voice in my ear, “Freeze, motherfucker… Oh, it’s you. All clear this side.” 

    I turned to look at her. She was giggling like a school kid. I told myself people deal with stress in different ways and we moved on across the lawn to the back of the house. I had left two patrolmen to guard the Martins’ house, but I guessed they were on the inside. We had back up coming, to cover the front and back of the house, but it hadn’t arrived yet. The 43rd was stretched at the best of times. Tonight they’d be stretched real thin.  

    Dehan moved up to the kitchen door and I slipped over to the French windows. They hadn’t pulled the drapes yet, and I could see Sylvie lying on the sofa, with her head on Mary’s lap. She had put on a heavy, woolen cardigan and was clutching it up to her mouth. Paul was in one of the armchairs, staring silently at Sylvie, and Humberto was in the other chair, looking really depressed. Obviously, they’d been given the all clear. I looked over at Dehan. She was squatting down by the step and signaled me to join her. As I approached, she pointed at the door. It was about an inch open. 

    I mouthed, “Cover me…” 

    She gave a single nod and trained her gun on the center of the doorway. I flattened myself against the wall and with the tips of my fingers gently pushed the door. It swung back a couple of feet and came to a stop. I inched closer and pushed again. It wouldn’t move. It had come up against something solid on the other side. I pushed harder. It gave a little, but softly sprang back when I let go. I knew what it was, and when I glanced at Dehan, her face told me she knew what it was, too. 

    I put my shoulder to the panel and heaved silently, then squeezed in through the gap. The cop on the floor had been with the department for just over a year. I knelt to feel his pulse. He didn’t have one, and the dark pool on the floor told me why. For a moment, I felt ashamed that I didn’t remember his name.  

    I stood and moved to the door that gave on to the dining room. It was open. The lights were off, but I had a clear view to the living room. I could hear the faint murmur of Paul’s voice. It had lost that bombastic, sermonizing sound I had heard before. It was more subdued. I took three silent strides to the entrance to the hallway and waited in the shadows. Dehan came up behind me. 

    I was about to move into the hall when I heard movement and froze. There were two heavy steps and a large body came into view. It paused a moment and kicked the living room door in. I heard Mary and Sylvie scream and next thing, there was a hysterical, male voice screaming over the top of them. I recognized the voice as Ahmed’s.  

    I didn’t wait. I ran. Dehan was close on my heels. I burst through the door. Ahmed was standing over Sylvie. She was cowering, screaming hysterically, and Mary was lying over her, trying to protect her with her own body. For a moment, everything seemed to happen in slow motion. I saw Ahmed holding a Heckler and Koch assault rifle at his shoulder, painting the muzzle down at Sylvie. I saw Humberto gaping up at him, and I saw Paul staring in disbelief. I had my automatic aimed at the back of Ahmed’s head and I was yelling at him to drop his weapon and get on the floor. He was so hysterical I am not sure he even heard me. 

    I knew that if I shot him in the back of the neck, it would sever his spinal cord and paralyze him, so he would not be able to pull the trigger. I had given him fair warning and I was about to shoot. But before I could do it, Humberto was bellowing like a bull and charging. He collided with Ahmed, knocking the rifle up and away from Sylvie, screaming “Diavolo! Diavolo Incarnato!” 

    Ahmed staggered back and collided with me. I fell against the door and smacked my head. Humberto and Ahmed were prancing back and forth, struggling in a crazy kind of dance in the middle of the floor. Sylvie had gone into the fetal position with her fists over her ears and she was still screaming a high-pitched shriek.  

    Then Paul was on his feet, grabbing at Humberto, trying to pull him away, shouting at him in Portuguese. I wondered, for a fraction of a second, at some people’s enduring, incurable stupidity. I lunged forward, intending to ram my pistol into Ahmed’s kidneys and drop him. At the same moment, Humberto wrenched the barrel of the rifle from Ahmed’s left hand. Two shots in rapid succession hit the ceiling, showering the room with plaster. Ahmed staggered away from me. Humberto grabbed the rifle in both hands. Ahmed’s left hand flashed. I shouted, “Paul! No!” But it was too late. Ahmed had plunged his hunting knife into Paul’s gut. Paul staggered back, a look of shock on his face, and fell to the floor with the knife still stuck in the side of his belly. 

    I couldn’t shoot. I had no clear line of fire and the risk of hitting Sylvie or Mary, or Humberto, was too high. I thrust the automatic into my waistband, grabbed Ahmed by the scruff of his neck with my left hand and pounded two powerful punches into his kidneys. He staggered, but as he did so, Humberto saw his father lying, bleeding out on the floor, and hurled himself at him, wailing in pain. I lunged again at Ahmed, but he swung the butt of the rifle and caught me a glancing blow across my temple that sent me staggering back into Dehan. 

    She shouted, “Freeze!” 

    The whole thing had happened in maybe four or five seconds. 

    Ahmed and Dehan stared at each other. In retrospect, in that moment, she should have shot him. But I guess that’s what separates good people from people like Ahmed. Instead of shooting him, she waited to see if he would drop his weapon. And he, instead of dropping his weapon, aimed it at me.  

    I said, “Shoot the bastard. I’ll take my chances.” 

    Maybe she was about to, but that was when we heard the sirens outside. They had taken their sweet time, but the 7th Cavalry had arrived. Humberto was still wailing and shaking his motionless father. I knew when the cops got to the door, they’d hear it. 

    “Give it up, Ahmed. The show is over. You’re surrounded, back and front. You got two ways out of here, in cuffs or in a body bag. You choose.” 

    He started screaming again. “You shut up! You shut up! You talk I kill you! Be silent!” 

    Dehan spoke quietly. “You kill him, I drop you where you stand.” 

    I glanced at the French windows. “Have a look, Ahmed.” 

    He backed up a couple of paces so he could see. The red and blue lights of the patrol cars were pulsing over the garden hedge. 

    “Tell them to go! You tell them to go or I kill somebody.” 

    Dehan snorted. “You move that rifle away from my partner and I’ll blow your miserable head off your damned shoulders, you piece of shit.” 

    He was panicking and that was all to the good. He screamed at Dehan. “Drop your weapon or I kill him!” 

    She smiled like she meant it. “Go ahead, make my day.” 

    Sylvie had gone quiet. Now she sat up and got to her feet. Ahmed started screaming at her. 

    “What you are doing? Get down! Get down on your knees, whore!” 

    He was moving around like crazy while he spoke, trying to keep us both covered and stay out of Dehan’s line of fire. Outside, I heard a bullhorn.  

    “Ahmed Abadi! We know you are in there! Put down your weapons and come outside with your hands in the air!” 

    The words had a strange echo, and seemed to come from the back of the building as well as the front. Sylvie got on her knees beside Paul, where Humberto was sobbing with his head on his father’s chest. She stroked Paul’s face. Her cheeks were wet and her eyes swollen from crying. She looked up at me. 

    “You were right, Detective Stone. You were right. This is all my fault. It is all because of my stupidity.” Then she turned to Ahmed. “Take me as your hostage.” 

    Mary cried out, “Mom! No!” 

    I shook my head. “Sylvie, don’t do this.” 

    She bent and embraced Paul, enveloping him in her large, shapeless woolen cardigan. She kissed him on the lips and stood. “Take me.” She said to Ahmed. “They won’t let any harm come to me.” 

    And she moved and stood in front of him. 





TWENTY FIVE


    Ahmed clamped his left forearm around her throat and placed the gun to her head. She closed her eyes and shuddered. I pulled my automatic from my waistband and aimed at his head. He swallowed. He was shaking badly. 

    “Now, I want a car. Tell them I want a car.” 

    As he said it, the message was repeated on the bullhorn outside. 

    “Ahmed Abadi! We know you are in there! Put down your weapons and come outside with your hands in the air!”


    “Tell them I want a car!” 

    Dehan curled her lip. “Screw you.” 

    “I will kill her!” 

    I said, “And then what? Touch one hair on her head and we will pepper you so full of holes they’ll be able to sieve spaghetti with you.” 

    His face flushed and he shrieked, “I will hurt her! I will shoot off her toes! Her foot! I will shoot off her fingers! You think I won’t? You want me to prove?” 

    I raised my voice. “Take it easy, jackass! I believe you. I’m reaching for my phone, Okay?” 

    I put my automatic away and pulled my phone from my pocket. I showed it to him and dialed the captain’s number. It rang once and he answered. 

    “Stone! What the hell…” 

    “Listen to me, Captain. We are short of time. We have a hostage situation here.” 

    “What?!” 

    “Ahmed Abadi is demanding a car to take him and his hostage, Sylvie Martin, away from here. Are you authorized to negotiate with him?” 

    I watched Sylvie’s face while he answered, wondering what was going on inside her head. Her eyes were closed, her arms tucked inside her sleeves like a Chinese mandarin, and she looked like she was praying. The captain was saying, “Of course I am authorized! What kind of damned fool question is that? Hand me over to him and let me talk to him.” 

    “That’s what I thought. I’ll explain the situation to him and get back to you.” 

    I hung up. I had switched off the ring tones earlier. That suited me fine. 

    “He has to call in an NYPD negotiator. If they deem you a terrorist, it may have to go to the FBI. Either way, he is not authorized to negotiate with you.” 

    His knees were trembling and he had big beads of sweat on his forehead. He pointed the gun down at Sylvie’s right foot, but his hand was shaking so much, if he’d pulled the trigger, he’d probably have blown his own foot off. 

    “Call him back. Tell him. If I don’t have a car in ten minutes, I start to amputate bits of this whore! Do it!” 

    I grabbed my phone again. The captain was trying to call me. I looked at the screen like I was about to dial, then stopped and stared into Ahmed’s face. 

    “And then what? So you get your car. Where are you going to go? You got two choices. Canada or Mexico. Mexico, pal, they are not going to let you in. That simple. They do not give a shit. You drive over the line and they will riddle you, Sylvie, and your car so full of lead, there won’t be any flesh and bones left.” He swallowed. I gave him a moment to think, then went on. “So what? Canada? You know what is going to happen there? You will have an escort of Feds all the way there, choppers, cars, and SUVs all the way. Because you will be officially ISIS. You understand that, right? And they will apply anti-terrorist rules to you. And when you get to the border, you will be surrounded on every side. You will have nowhere to go, Ahmed.”  

    “Just do it! I swear…” 

    I laughed an ugly laugh. “And how are you going to pay for gas anyway? What are you going to eat, even if you do get out of the country?” 

    “Stupid American dog. I want a car, and I want one hundred thousand dollars…” He shook his head. “No, two hundred—two hundred and fifty thousand dollars! You make all police go back. If I see one police, I shoot off one finger. I see two police, I shoot two finger. This is Allah’s justice! Eye for an eye. Make it happen!” 

    I called the captain.  

    “Stone! Did you hang up on me?” 

    “I explained to Ahmed that you are not authorized to negotiate, sir. But he says that unless his demands are met, he will not kill the hostage, but shoot off her toes one by one, and then her fingers. However, I am persuaded that he is willing to use deadly force as a final resort.” 

    “Jesus! You had better let me talk to him, Stone!” 

    “That is what I explained to him, but he is not willing to accept it. He says his demands must be met in ten minutes or he will start amputating parts of her body.” 

    “Stone! What is wrong with you? Let me talk to him right now!” 

    “Yes, sir, he wants a car with a full gas tank and two hundred and fifty thousand dollars in cash.” 

    “Stone! This is a direct order. Let me speak to this man!” 

    “Yes sir, I’ll tell him.”  

    I hung up.  

    “He’s talking to his superiors right now. You have to understand, Ahmed, the captain has not got access to that kind of money. Even if he wanted to agree to your terms, he couldn’t any more than I could. It has to go through his superiors. And there you are going to run into a problem, because within the next five minutes, you are going to be declared an ISIS terrorist, and the U.S. government does not negotiate with terrorists. See, if it had been just a car, maybe you could have gotten away with it. But now that you want the money as well, that’s never going to happen.” 

    His gun hand was trembling wildly now. His eyes were staring like crazy. “You trick me. You told me ask for money! Now you tell me money is the problem! You lie to me!” 

    “I’ll tell you what might work, though, Ahmed.” 

    His voice was shrill. “More tricks?” 

    I shook my head. “Take me as your hostage. I have more value than Sylvie because I am a senior police officer. Take me instead of her and they might just agree to your demands.” 

    He stared at Dehan, then at me. Then, he waved the gun at us each in turn. It was flapping around like a loose sail in a high wind. I had seen what Sylvie had done. I knew there was nothing I could do to stop her, so I wanted to give her the best chance of surviving that I could. Our eyes made contact for a split second and we understood each other. It was now.  

    I spoke in a completely flat voice as I held out my cell phone to him. “Here, you talk to him.” 

    He cried out, “No!” 

    I dropped the phone, grabbed the barrel of the rifle and levered it up. It spat three rounds into the ceiling, and as it did so, Sylvie pulled the knife from the sleeve of her cardigan and rammed it into Ahmed’s thigh. Her expression was diabolical. He screamed a high-pitched screech and his leg went into spasm. She wrenched out the blade and slashed at him again. I grabbed the rifle with both hands, planted my foot on his belly and shoved hard. He went staggering back and fell against the sofa.  

    Suddenly, Mary was squealing again and Humberto had started howling like a wounded wolf. Ahmed was staggering backward, with his leg pumping blood, and jumping like a hooked fish, and Sylvie was storming after him, stabbing and slashing with the knife. I shouted at her to stop, and meanwhile Dehan went after him shouting, “Ahmed! Freeze!” 

    Instead, like the jackass he was, he turned and ran, staggering and stumbling. Sylvie went after him and so did Dehan, shouting, “Hold your fire! Hold your fire!” to the cops outside. 

    I was on the phone.  

    “Stone! What the…!” 

    “Shut up, Captain! Ahmed proceeding through back garden into church grounds. Unarmed and wounded. Pursued by Sylvie Martin! Armed and hysterical. Paul is down. Urgent medical assist! We are in pursuit! Storm the house! Repeat, storm the house!” 

    I hung up and ran.  

    As I leapt into the garden, ahead of me I could see, silhouetted against the flashing strobes of the patrol cars, the grotesque, limping figure of Ahmed, racing toward the hedge. I could hear radios crackling and voices shouting as the officers ran across the church grounds to intercept him. I could see Dehan reaching out for Sylvie, shouting at her to stop. I saw Sylvie swipe at her and push her away. 

    Dehan fell and I skidded to a halt beside her. “Are you okay?!” 

    “Yes, goddamn it! Get her!” 

    I ran after Sylvie. With his badly gashed leg pumping blood, Ahmed was getting weaker and slower with every step. Ahead, I saw officers, three or four of them, forcing their way through the hedge. I was closing in on Sylvie fast but she was closing on Ahmed faster. The officers were maybe thirty feet away. Ahmed fell and Sylvie fell on top of him. I hollered, “Sylvie, don’t!” 

    But it was too late. She was sitting astride him, holding the knife with both hands, and she plunged it into his chest, once, twice, three times. By the fourth time, I had got to her and grabbed her wrists. She was thrashing and kicking, screaming through clenched teeth, as I dragged her away. The knife fell to the grass. I saw his legs twitch and blood burble from his mouth. 

    One of the officers knelt and felt for a pulse. He looked at me and shook his head. 

    “He’s gone.” 

    With a suddenness that was shocking, Sylvie screamed one last time. It was a horrible, high, shrill, histrionic sound as she glared at his dead, twitching corpse.  

    “You bastard! You filthy, fucking bastard! May you rot in fucking hell for eternity, you fucking piece of miserable fucking shit!” 

    We all stared at her for a moment. Then she collapsed against me, sobbing with deep, guttural grief. I led her back to the house as the captain and his 7th Cavalry spilled out of the French windows. He hurried toward me with a scandalized look on his face. As he approached, he drew breath. I fixed him with my eyes and shook my head. He clamped his mouth shut and watched me walk past, with Sylvie in my arms and Dehan at my shoulder. 





TWENTY SIX


    Maybe Paul’s God had been looking out for him, after all. The knife had pierced his left side and missed all his major organs. It had made a nasty cut in his abdominal muscles, but it was not life-threatening. The paramedics had insisted he should go to the hospital. He’d said he would, but after he had talked to me and given me his statement.  

    Ahmed was not so lucky. Sylvie had stabbed him through the sternum three times and shredded his heart like confetti. He had died instantly. There was no need for a CSI team, as we had witnessed everything in person, and after an hour, the ambulances and the squad cars left, taking with them Ahmed and the two officers he had killed when he’d slipped into the house, on his second mission to kill Sylvie. 

    Paul was on the sofa. Humberto was sitting next to him, holding his arm and rocking gently back and forth, muttering, “Pater meu… pater meu…” 

    My father. 

    Sylvie was sitting next to Humberto, and Mary was perched on the arm of the settee beside her, stroking her hair. 

    Dehan was sitting in the other with a ‘what the hell do we do now’ look on her face. The captain dropped into one of the armchairs and stared at me. 

    “You want to explain to me, John, what just happened here?” 

    I nodded and looked at Sylvie for a while, wondering if she would say anything. She didn’t. So I started talking. 

    “I have to go back to the beginning. Nineteen years ago, Simon and Sylvie Martin had a little girl in Texas. They were devout Methodists. Especially Simon. Isn’t that right, Sylvie?” 

    She nodded, and there was an edge of irony in her voice. “He sure was devout.” 

    “Simon worked for a large bank, the Federal United. They offered him a transfer to New York, which I am certain would have afforded him a good apartment, or a house, in just about any pleasant suburb in commuting distance of Manhattan. But Simon felt it was his duty, as a good Christian, to move to a less advantaged neighborhood, so that he and his wife could help the needy through the local church. In one of life’s little ironies, it was that decision that cost him his life.” 

    Sylvie’s eyes glittered with hard, cold anger. 

    “That was not the only price we paid. His damned arrogance and pride cost us all our lives, one way or another.” 

    The captain looked at her and frowned. He looked as though he was going to ask a question, but I ignored him and kept talking.  

    “Simon did his research and discovered that the Methodist church of St. George’s was in East Brooklyn, and as luck would have it, the house that backed onto that church was for sale. With the help of his bank, he bought the house and took out very generous insurance to cover the mortgage and a good income for life for his wife, should he die for any reason. What he didn’t realize was just what kind of a man the reverend was at St. George’s, or just how sick his own wife had grown of his pompous, Old Testament view of marriage, life, and everything.” 

    Paul snorted. “Where the human soul is denied its freedom, there shall Hell have its dominion.” 

    Dehan raised an eyebrow. “Who said that?” 

    Paul smirked. “I did.” 

    “I am told, Captain, that Reverend Paul Truelove is, and I quote, irresistible to women. It was not long before he and Sylvie were having an affair.” 

    I paused to draw breath but Dehan started talking. 

    “It was that, plus their unwillingness to tell the truth, that made us suspect them in the beginning. It was the oldest story on Earth. Sylvie had been informed in the February of the insurance coverage her husband had taken out in her favor. She knew that he was worth more to her dead than alive. She and the reverend were clearly into each other, and they were both clearly hiding something.” She looked at Sylvie and shook her head. “Your amnesia story was just not credible.” 

    “And there were other things, small details,” I added. “The fact that you were holding the phone, sitting on the stairs. However you looked at it, that didn’t make sense, the fact that there had been no forced entry. The weapon used was something you, Reverend, might have owned during your time in Brazil. It all pointed to you, Sylvie, having killed your own husband. Or, alternatively, the reverend killing him and you covering for him. 

    “That view was compounded when we discovered, Reverend, that you had lied about your whereabouts on the night of Simon’s death. You told us you had been at Eastchester Bay, but in fact you had been just across the garden, and had ample opportunity to slip in, kill Simon, and get back to the church. You had motive and opportunity.” 

    Dehan broke in again. “But somehow it didn’t make a lot of sense. If you had conspired to kill him so that you could both be together, why, after eighteen years, had you not gotten married? Also, we learned from Elizabeth Cavendish that on the night of Simon’s death, you had been with her, which did not suggest the actions of a man who was so in love he was ready to kill. And once you were taken out of the equation, it seemed improbable that Sylvie could have plunged that knife through Simon’s sternum. That would take a strong man. The theory that you and Sylvie had conspired with one another began to look shaky.” 

    I nodded. “But the more we looked into it, the more it seemed possible that Humberto might have been involved. His colossal strength and his passionate, quasi-religious devotion to Sylvie made him a potentially lethal foe for anyone who might simply seem to be harming her. We saw it in the church, and we saw it here, tonight. We began to wonder how bad things had become between Simon and Sylvie. We discovered that Humberto used to spy on her, or at least keep watch over her. You do not realize this, Sylvie, but just a few days before Simon’s death, you had a burglar in your garden. El Chato, who was on a housebreaking spree in the area, was casing your home.” I turned and nodded at Humberto. “Humberto found him in the garden and chased him off.  

    “We wondered if El Chato had not in fact got in, Simon had interrupted him, and you had witnessed El Chato murder your husband. On the one hand, it made sense, because Humberto kept talking about how he had seen the Devil in your garden and your house.” I paused and looked at Sylvie for a long moment. “But then I asked myself, why would you conceal El Chato’s identity? Because that was just what you were doing, wasn’t it? 

    “For some reason, you were keeping your husband’s killer’s identity a secret, by pretending to have amnesia. Which kept dragging us back to the reverend. He seemed to be the only person whose identity you might want to protect. But we knew that was wrong, too. Was it then, that Humberto had seen you arguing with Simon and come to your rescue? Had he killed Simon defending you, and you, relieved to be free of your husband, agreed with the reverend to keep his identity secret, to protect him? There had, after all, been no evil intent. He had simply been protecting you.” 

    Dehan sighed. “But that raised a question. It made sense in terms of the opportunity and the motivation. But where the hell would Humberto get a bowie knife? The search eventually revealed that he did in fact possess a bowie knife. It had no prints on it. But the plastic bag that contained it, did have prints on it, Humberto’s and somebody else’s, somebody who was not in the system, not the reverend’s and not Sylvie’s or Mary’s. Humberto himself said that he had been given the knife by a guardian angel. Clearly, the killer had wiped his own prints off and given it to Humberto, in the bag, assuming that Humberto would take it out and handle it, thus implicating himself, and/or the reverend.” 

    I shook my head. “But who, and why? We were out of suspects. And then it came back to me that there was somebody we had been overlooking. The gardener, Ahmed. What motive could Ahmed possibly have for wanting to kill Simon? I went and spoke to him, and he seemed a real, genuine nice guy. So much so that I almost discounted him, but, following Holmes’ famous dictum, when you eliminate the impossible, whatever is left must be the truth; he was the only suspect left. He had been there that Sunday, and many other afternoons, and there was one, very feasible motive. This whole case revolved around religious fundamentalism, and religious hypocrisy.  

    “Ahmed had had ample opportunity to witness the reverend paying his regular visits to Sylvie. This, to Ahmed, was disgraceful behavior for a woman, and even more disgraceful for a priest. Bad enough that you were infidels, devout Christians, but that you were also engaging in fornication—that was beyond contempt. And in an act of classic religious hypocrisy, he decided he would have a bit of the action.”  

    Sylvie was looking down at her hands clenched between her knees.  

    “That was why the lights were not on, wasn’t it, Sylvie? That was why Simon’s dinner was not ready. That was why he came through the door calling you, and you were not there to receive him. Because you were upstairs, being raped at knifepoint by Ahmed.” 





TWENTY SEVEN


    Her pretty face was transformed into an ugly mask of grief and hatred. Her mouth pulled down at the corners, her eyes screwed up, swollen and red, spilled tears down her cheeks. Her voice was twisted with pain. 

    “Why couldn’t you have just stayed out of it? Why did you have to come probing, pushing, forcing your way in? You were not welcome here!” 

    Mary put her arms around her and pulled her onto her lap, stroking her hair, murmuring gently to her that it would all be all right. God, she said, would make it all right. 

    Dehan was frowning at me. She looked confused. I met her eye for a moment. I wasn’t sure if she was confused by me, or by the fact that she hadn’t seen it sooner. That was the way I felt when it dawned on me. I shrugged. 

    “It was one of those things that is so obvious you don’t see it. You represented everything that he most hated. Maybe someday, somebody will manage to explain why so many people use sex as an instrument of punishment and hate. Whatever the reason, that was what Ahmed did. He raped you. And Simon was unlucky enough to arrive home just as Ahmed was coming down the stairs. Ahmed beat him and stabbed him to death, and left the way he’d come in, through the open back door. 

    “And just as his demented interpretation of ‘God’ had taught him that it was right to rape and subjugate you, and kill Simon, your demented interpretation taught you that it was shameful to be raped. His intention was to humiliate you, and you conspired with him by accepting that humiliation in silence.” 

    Mary looked at me like I was being somehow grotesque. 

    The captain scowled. “Look here, John, that is not…” 

    I looked him in the eye. “Bullshit.” I said it without any particular inflection. It was a simple statement of fact. “My job is to find and state the truth. It was the thing that kept coming up, over and over: what was it that made Sylvie conceal the identity of Simon’s killer? I knew that the amnesia was a lie. I knew that she had seen his killer and she remembered who it was. What I could not understand was what was driving her to conceal it. It was not a love affair with Paul, and it was not compassion for Humberto. So what was it? 

    “Then it dawned on me. She was not concealing his identity. She was concealing her own shame and humiliation. She had been raped and defiled and, worse still, she had been raped and defiled by an Arab, by a Muslim. You were brought together by your own irrational hatred and contempt for each other, in an act that was supposed to be an act of love. He dressed it up as justified by his God, you concealed it under layers of hypocrisy, but you were both playing the same game. The game of divine superiority.” 

    Mary was glaring at me. “I think she has had enough, Detective Stone!” 

    I shook my head. “Not quite.” I paused and shook my head a second time. I felt sick, deep down sick. “Not quite. That was only the beginning of the story.” 

    The captain looked from me to Dehan. “What? Only the beginning?” 

    I nodded. “It has long been a mystery to me why celibacy is supposed to be a good thing and sex is synonymous with evil.” I shrugged and spread my hands. I looked at Paul. “I’d ask you to explain it—why an act that brings so much pleasure and actually creates life, should be equated with evil—but I fear you might try to explain. The thing is, Simon was a staunch believer that pleasure is a bad thing and suffering and self-denial are proper emotions. They had brought one child into the world, called her Mary, and as far as he was concerned, he had done his job in that department. Am I right, Sylvie?” 

    She nodded. “Once, on our wedding night, and the recriminations never stopped.” She spat the words out, “I committed the ultimate sin of enjoying our love-making! He never looked at me again! I was a harlot!” 

    “But you loved your daughter. Aside from the natural love you felt, I am guessing she was the only source of affection in your life; a life that had, literally, become barren. It’s only a hunch, but I am pretty sure I am not wrong when I say that you longed for another child.” 

    She nodded. “You’re not wrong, detective.” 

    “And into that barren life, ironically, as a direct result of Simon’s religious fervor, walked Reverend Paul Truelove. I don’t know if you realize it, Paul, but Sylvie was trying very hard to get pregnant with your child. I don’t know how you planned to explain your pregnancy to your husband, Sylvie. Maybe you planned to tell him it was an immaculate conception. He’d probably have believed you. Maybe you’d reached the point where you just didn’t give a damn. I’d like to think so.” 

    I paused. The silence in the room was a palpable presence.  

    “What you didn’t want, what you prayed would not happen, was to get pregnant from your rapist, Ahmed.” 

    I heard the hiss from Dehan. “Shit!” 

    Sylvie’s lip trembled and she gripped onto her daughter. Mary clung to her in turn and they both started sobbing. 

    “You made yourself believe that Jacob was Paul’s, but as the years went by, you could see it in his face. And who knows whether it was genetics or a self-fulfilling prophecy, but eventually you began to see it in his character, too. And so did Ahmed. He told me himself, he ran into you in the street. I’m guessing he went out of his way, literally, to meet you in the street, and he began, over time, to recognize his own son. And maybe on some level, his son recognized him. The fact is they connected.” I shrugged. “Ahmed could be a very charming, likeable guy, as I discovered myself the first time I met him. He could turn on the charm, and I bet Jacob grew to like him very quickly. They gelled. And slowly, you watched as he reeled him in. Did you try to dissuade him? I can imagine that every word you said to him against hanging out with Ahmed was another incentive to see him more often. And the deeper Ahmed and the Mullah drew him into their mosque and Islam, the more he began to see you and your church as weak and hateful. I am willing to bet that they poisoned not just his mind, but his soul.” 

    I stopped and watched her, watched them both. They were clinging to each other, sobbing, rocking gently back and forth. I could only imagine—no, I could not begin to imagine—the pain they were both feeling. But in particular the pain that Sylvie was feeling. 

    The captain was staring at me, agog. But Dehan was staring at Sylvie with an expression of the deepest compassion. She spoke softly.  

    “So it was true. You began to draw Jacob back. What happened? Was it an intervention?” She turned to Paul, who had one hand over his eyes and was sobbing silently. “Your family, your church, united and persuaded him to come back. Of course, the penalty for that in sharia law is death. He murdered his own son…” 

    I shook my head. “No. That wasn’t what happened. Jacob converted to Islam, but he never converted back. I am guessing, here, Sylvie, but I am pretty certain I am right. Ahmed had filled Jacob’s heart with hatred, but you didn’t want to see it. Maybe you just couldn’t see it. Who can see something that ugly in their own children? How long did it go on for? A year? Two…?” 

    Mary looked up at me, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Four years.” 

    “And you, like your mother, were too ashamed to speak out. What is this sickness in the human mind that makes us take on the shame of our attackers?” I looked down at Sylvie and felt incapable of judging her. I only hoped her jury would feel the same. “It was the day of the fête. Mary was sick in bed, and Jacob refused to go. You were in a rush, having to do everything by yourself, without help. You finally got over to your stall, and realized that you had forgotten the brownies. Those damned brownies, but you were too busy to come back for them. 

    “It was eleven before you managed to get somebody to stand in for you. Then you hurried back. It must have been like a nightmare, coming in to the house and hearing the noises from upstairs. Noises that were all too familiar. Maybe you took the knife then. Maybe Jacob had taken it up with him. I don’t know, but I can imagine what happened next.  

    “You went up and found him raping Mary. The first clue I got was a simple slip of the tongue. You remember, Mary? You said that your mother ‘came back for the brownies at eleven.’ You didn’t say she went back, but she came back. That placed you at home, which made sense with your bad cold, and her being so mothering and careful. I don’t know whether you screamed at him or whether there was some kind of physical fight. I do know that he walked away from you. I can imagine his attitude. I have seen it in his father. Contempt and insults, calling you both whores, and I know that you rushed at him and he fell down the stairs. Maybe you pushed him in self-defense. I hope so.” 

    The captain glanced his reproof at me. I had just handed her a defense. I didn’t give a damn. I went on. 

    “He was dead by the time he reached the bottom of the stairs. You grabbed the knife and I am willing to bet that you were out of your mind as you stabbed him. You were not stabbing Jacob, you were stabbing Ahmed.” I turned to the captain. “Sir, my own recommendation to the DA will be not to prosecute. That will be controversial, and frankly, I don’t care. I believe Jacob’s killing was an act of self-defense, and I believe that Ahmed’s killing tonight was partly self-defense, and partly momentary insanity brought on by unendurable provocation.” 

    He stared at me like he didn’t know whether to sack me on the spot or crucify me first. After a moment, he heaved a huge sigh. “Well, let’s see what the DA says. It is certainly far from clear-cut.” 

    I turned back to Sylvie and Mary. They had let go of each other and were frowning at me, like they didn’t really understand what I had just said. I gave a smile that had more of reluctance and sadness in it than humor.  

    “Be smart, Sylvie, and this will soon all be over. Face it this time, see it through, and you might just be able to leave it all behind you. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” 





EPILOGUE


    Later that night, as we pulled away and headed north once again toward Morris Park, Dehan asked me, “One thing I don’t really get, is why, after all these years, Ahmed suddenly decided to go after Sylvie?” 

    “That, I am afraid, was my bad. When I let him know today that we were on to him, he decided, rather stupidly, to eliminate the only witness to Simon’s murder. He was such a stupid, arrogant ass that until then, he had enjoyed the power game of occasionally bumping into Sylvie in the street, taunting her, talking to their son, watching him grow, and knowing that he had an ever more powerful emotional grip on her. But once that grip was broken, and we were closing in on him, he diced she had to die.” 

    We drove in silence for a few moments, through the dark, empty streets. I turned right onto Morris Park without thinking. 

    “The lab results on the spit showed that Jacob was, indeed, Ahmed’s son. And the prints I collected from him on that blank envelope…” 

    She narrowed her eyes and nodded. “I wondered why you did that.” 

    “Yeah. They were the same as the prints on the plastic bag. Of course, Humberto knew Ahmed. He was their gardener. He was happy to accept that gift from him, considered him a guardian angel.” 

    She nodded. “That makes sense. What about the kitchen knife? How did he get that?” 

    I smiled. “That was more complicated. I am guessing that Jacob took it from the block in the kitchen to threaten Mary with it. Maybe he dropped it when his mother turned up. Maybe he dropped it when he fell down the stairs. We’ll never know. The thing is, she grabbed it in a rage frenzy and stabbed him. Then, I figure she wiped her prints off it and hid it. Maybe she buried it in the garden or hid it in the hedgerow and Humberto found it.  

    “After that, either with Paul’s collusion or not, again, we’ll never know, she swapped her block of knives with the block in the rectory. I checked earlier this evening. The big knife is missing, but the one we have in evidence is a perfect match.” 

    “Son of a gun.” 

    “Yup.” 

    We were silent again, cruising up Morris Park toward Haight Avenue. 

    “There is one other thing I don’t understand, Stone.” 

    “What’s that?” 

    “Why we are heading east on Morris Park. You live up here, but I live down on Simpson Street. Remember?” 

    I shook my head. “I figure I have done such a damn fine job, I deserve for you to take me out on a date. We are going to have a shower and a Martini…” I looked at her with no particular expression and watched her eyebrows crawl up her forehead. “Separate and discreet showers and Martinis, Dehan, behave yourself. And then you are going to take me to Artie’s Steak and Sea Food Restaurant, fifteen minutes’ drive from my house.” 

    “Oh, am I?” 

    “Indeed you are. After that, we will get a taxi to my place and you will teach me your mother’s recipe for margaritas.” 

    “Ha! That is a family secret.” 

    “Yeah, but I am family. We are going to get married and have twelve kids. I converted for you, remember?” 

    “Just twelve now? It was going to be fifteen.” 

    “Teach me your mother’s recipe for margaritas and we’ll make it fifteen.” 

    “Hmm, it’s a tempting offer, alright…” 




 BOOK 6 

   


STRANGE AND SINISTER PATH






ONE


   

    The captain wandered into the detectives’ room looking like a surprised ostrich lost in Times Square at rush hour. He rarely descended from the remote heights of his office upstairs. Now he inched through the room, looking right and left until he saw me watching him. He waved and moved my way. When he was within earshot I said to Dehan, who was reading through cold case files, “Don’t say anything rude about the captain.” 

    She frowned at the page in front of her like she wasn’t really listening. “Why?” 

    “Because he’s right behind you.” 

    She jumped and looked around. I smiled. “Guilty conscience, Dehan.” 

    The captain still wore his air of ratite uncertainty. “Good morning, you two. How’s tricks?” 

    I offered him no expression and said, “She hasn’t come in this morning, sir.” 

    His eyebrows twitched and he placed a file on the desk. After a moment, he sat and nodded, like he’d got the joke but didn’t think it was especially funny. “We have an unusual request from the sheriff of Lee County, in Colorado.” 

    I couldn’t think of anything to say, but Dehan dropped the case she was reading and frowned. “Lee County? Colorado? Really? What’s the request?” 

    “The details are in the file,” he patted the file with his palm, “but in a nutshell, detectives, Kathleen Olvera, of Rosedale Avenue, just down the road here, aged twenty-three, was found in Lefthand Canyon…” 

    Dehan laughed. The Captain looked at her like she’d said something inappropriate. She suppressed the laugh. “Lefthand Canyon? Seriously?” 

    “There was nothing funny about the way she was found, Detective Dehan. She had been clubbed, strangled, raped and then decapitated. This was back in 2012. There was some uncertainty over jurisdiction…” 

    I leaned forward. “Why?” 

    “Because it wasn’t clear that she had been killed there.” 

    I scratched my head. “It’s not very likely that she was killed here and transported over one and a half thousand miles to Colorado.” 

    “Quite. I agree. And as the actual scene of the crime was never discovered, the local sheriff investigated. However, there was very little evidence and eventually the case went cold.” 

    “So what’s his request?” 

    “The Denver DA wanted a review of cold cases, and as they were not able to make any progress, and Kathleen was originally from here, he has asked me if I wanted to run it by our cold cases team.” 

    I raised my eyebrows and spread my hands. “Sure. We’ll take a look, see what we come up with. But if it turns out to be a Lee County, Colorado case, we’re going to end up batting it right back to the sheriff.” 

    He nodded, then made a peculiar smile with the corners of his eyes. “Have a look. See what you come up with.” 

    He left us and wandered around the detectives’ room for a bit, peering at things and smiling with an air of it all coming back to him, then retired upstairs. You got the feeling he’d had quite enough excitement for one morning.  

    I picked up the file and Dehan snatched it from my fingers. She leaned back in her chair and put her boots on the corner of the desk. Her legs were as long as an eight-day week. She read aloud while I sat back and enjoyed looking at her. 

    “Kathleen Olvera, twenty-three, married to Moses Olvera, then twenty-four, of Seven Hills, Colorado...” 

    “Ah!” 

    “Don’t interrupt. Mother of new-born Sin-eed—S-I-N-E-A-D—how do you pronounce that?” 

    “Shin-aid.” 

    “What is it, Irish?” 

    “Uh-huh.” 

    “Kathleen, Sinead, these guys are Irish. OK. So according to testimony given by Moses and Kathleen’s mother, Melanie Vuolo, in July of 2012, Kathleen was suffering from postpartum depression and decided to take a few days and go visit Moses’ parents, in Seven Hills. That was Friday the 6th. The parents in-law, that’s Alfredo and Ingrid, claim she never showed up. A few days later, some trekkers found her body abandoned in the woods and called the sheriff. He administered a rape kit because her clothes were in disarray. Her blouse had been ripped and the zipper on her skirt was broken…” 

    “What?” 

    She glanced at me. “The zipper on her skirt had been broken.” She continued reading. “Only one of her shoes was found at the scene. The other was recovered later, on the Lee Hill Road, half a mile outside Boulder.” 

    “Hmmm…” 

    “Shut up. The rape kit established that she had had sex before being killed. Impossible to tell whether it was consensual or not because, after a week in the open, in warm weather, the body was badly deteriorated and partly eaten by animals. The semen was too deteriorated and contaminated to provide a hit. The head was found about six feet from the body…” She pulled out an eight by ten photograph, examined it and tossed it over to me. “It had been severed surgically, with a single, clean cut, no hacking or sawing. The weapon was not found. There was evidence of blunt force trauma to the back of the head, pre mortem.” She sighed. “A few initial suspects…” 

    I held up a hand. “Stop there. Let’s not follow the same mistaken tracks that they did. Let’s pursue our own thoughts. Anything strike you? Where do you want to start?” 

    We stared at each other for a few long seconds. It was a habit we had got into which irritated other people, but it helped us to think. Eventually she said, “Let’s talk to the mother. She lives on Commonwealth Avenue,” she checked the file, “and so do Isaac and Anne-Marie. That’s Moses’s brother and his wife. They seem to have been a close-knit family.” She shrugged. “Catholics. Kathleen’s postpartum depression seems to be what sent her off to Colorado, and eventually her death. One person she is most likely to have talked to about it is her mother. Let’s start there.” 

    “Hmm…” 

    “You’ve never been a mother, you wouldn’t know.” 

    “Or a daughter. Let’s go, Little Grasshopper. Let’s go talk to Melanie Vuolo. It’s not a bad place to start.” 

   

    October was feeling too lazy after the long, warm months to move over and let in the cold. The leaves on the trees were turning copper, but were in denial about their age, and the whole of New York was pretending it was still summer. So we decided to walk the half-mile to Commonwealth Avenue at an easy stroll. Along the way Dehan talked.  

    “So. She lives in the Bronx but she dies in the Rockies. Is that a random event, or is there a direct causal link? Her husband is from Colorado, she claims she is going to see his parents…” She shrugged and spread her hands while making a ‘what can I say?’ face. “Maybe they got on well. She has her own mother here, but maybe she gets on with the in-laws. It’s not common, but it happens. However that may be, the fact that she never turns up has got to raise the question, was visiting the in-laws just an excuse? Was she really going to meet somebody else?” 

    “That’s two questions.” 

    “Don’t interrupt me, Stone. I’m having a flow. We need more facts. We need to know, what was her relationship like with the in-laws? Did she meet her husband in Colorado, or here in New York? If it was out there, who else did she meet?” 

    “Whom.” 

    “What?” 

    “Whom else did she meet?” 

    “Uh-huh… Also, her depression.” She shook her head. 

    “What about it?” 

    She sucked air through her teeth. “You can’t generalize, I know, but the normal thing is, if a girl is depressed after childbirth, she turns to her mother. She doesn’t put one and a half thousand miles between herself and her mother. Know what I mean? I mean, if her and the in-laws live that far apart, how close can they be, right?” 

    “Fair point.” 

    “So, my gut, which you are always saying I should listen to, is saying this was not a random killing. She was in Colorado not for the in-laws, but for somebody else.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Cherchez l’homme.” 

    I smiled. “Unless she was a lesbian. In which case cherchez la femme.” 

    “Right. Here we are. It’s that one over there.” 

    It was basically a large, red brick box with a very small patch of garden out front, sitting behind a very large, old chestnut tree. Directly opposite there was a row of much bigger red brick boxes, in the form of a complex of apartment blocks that were probably about a hundred years old. They were surrounded by wrought iron fences that hadn’t stopped kids from spraying the old walls with ugly, uninspired graffiti. They thought of themselves as artists, but most of them seemed capable only of painting their signatures.  

    I had stopped to look around while Dehan climbed the steps and rang on the bell. It had once been a solid, working-class area. But decades of Don’t Give a Damn had reduced it to a dystopian wilderness where adults hid indoors from a world they no longer understood, while their kids bought into the myth that, in an ugly world, the smartest thing you can do is make it uglier.  

    The door was opened by a dark, frowning woman in her fifties. Dehan showed her her badge as I climbed the steps. 

    “Mrs. Vuolo? Melanie Vuolo?” 

    The woman shook her head. “No, she don’t live here no more. She ain’t lived here for maybe four years.” 

    Dehan smiled and put her badge away. “Really? Do you know where she’s gone?” 

    “Yeah, she was buying a place up in Morris Park. I got the address somewhere, to forward her mail.” 

    She stared at us a moment, while we smiled politely back. Finally I said, “Could you let us have it?” 

    “Yeah, is nine-twenty, Van Nest. She say is a nice big house, but she never invite me to go see it. She in trouble? I know her daughter died. And the baby was just a few weeks old. That was a big tragedy for her.” 

    I nodded. “Were you friends?” 

    “No.” 

    “Do you know if her son-in-law moved too? Or are they still here?” I glanced at the block behind us. 

    “No. They all gone together. Whole family.” 

    Dehan frowned. “The son-in-law moved with the mother?” 

    “All of them. They all gone together.” 

    We thanked her for her help and started back up the road toward the station, under the big chestnuts and the lazy blue sky. After a while Dehan said, “Catholics and Jews.” 

    There wasn’t much I could answer to that so I smiled benignly at the trees instead. She considered me a moment. When she saw I wasn’t going to ask what she meant, she told me anyway. “The whole family thing. With Jews and Catholics, the family acquires an identity all its own, above and beyond the people who constitute
it. It’s like a corporation. In law, a corporation has its own, separate identity. Catholic and Jewish families are like that. Each family has its own, unique identity. When a tragedy happens, the family takes over. Something great happens, the family takes over. Birth, marriage, death… the family.”  

    She paused, stuck her hands in her back pockets and watched her feet moving beneath her. “Kathleen died. If she hadn’t died, she would eventually have become the matriarch, the family figurehead, and people would have said, ‘Oh, she’s just like her mother!’ Instead of that, she died, so her mother took over. And when she moved, I guess she took the whole family with her. Loyalty. Loyalty to the family. It’s a big deal for Catholics and Jews. It can be a thing of beauty, or it can be a nightmare.” 

    My car is a thing of beauty. It’s a burgundy 1964 Jaguar Mark II, original right-hand drive, 210 bhp. I observed it fondly now as we approached and asked Dehan, “You think that might be relevant?” 

    She walked around to the passenger side and waited for me to unlock the door, staring up at the cloudless sky.  

    “It’s usually relevant to everything. So yeah, maybe.” 

    I thought maybe she was right. We climbed in and headed toward Morris Park. 





TWO


   

    Melanie Vuolo’s new house was a big, white, detached, clapboard affair a couple of blocks from Van Nest Park. She opened the door and didn’t so much look at us as calibrate us. She had mischievous eyes and a naughty smile to go with it. She had red hair, deep blue eyes and a cute spray of freckles across her nose. She was probably in her mid-fifties, but looked younger. She raised an eyebrow at Dehan and almost winked at me. Her eyelid fluttered, but she thought better of it and smiled instead. Like I said, it was a naughty smile. 

    “Yes?” 

    We showed her our badges. 

    “I am Detective Stone, this is Detective Dehan. May we come in, please, Mrs. Vuolo?” 

    The change in her expression said she guessed why we were there. She stood back, watching my face. “Is it about Kath? Have you caught the bastard?” 

    Her accent was Irish. Not New York Irish, but Irish Irish.  

    “No, not yet, but the Lee County sheriff has asked us to look into a few things at this end.” 

    She gave a quick nod. “Come in. Would you have a cup of tea?” Before I could answer she looked up into Dehan’s face. “How ’bout you, love? Will you have a nice cup of tea? I’ll put the kettle on, so. Go and sit down. I’ll be with you in no time. Isn’t the weather awful unseasonal?” 

    The living room was at the back, which made it dark. Through the French doors, the back garden was a luminous green, with the shadow of the house cast long across the grass, touching a large, old wooden shed at the end. The room was fussily furnished, with lots of lace and small porcelain statues of kittens looking nauseating. There were photographs, dozens of them, on every available surface. I scanned them and took note, but Dehan was working through them methodically, one after another. Melanie’s voice came to us from the kitchen.  

    “Would you have some biscuits? What biscuits do you like? Sure, I’ll put out a selection, shall I?” 

    She came in on busy feet with a laden tray and set it on the coffee table in front of the fireplace. “Don’t stand there like a couple of trees,” she said. “Sit. Milk and sugar? Help yourself to biscuits. The chocolate ones are my favorites.” 

    She laughed for no particular reason as she poured from a large, elaborate teapot. Dehan sat in an armchair and Melanie handed her an elaborate cup of the same design. Dehan took it and cleared her throat. 

    “Mrs. Vuolo…” 

    “Mel.” 

    “Mel, what can you tell us about Kath? What made her go to Colorado? How were things at home with her and…? No milk or sugar.” 

    “Mo.” She said it as she filled my cup. I sat and she handed it to me. “He’s a lovely fellow.” Her smile was genuine. “Didn’t he just dote on her! Nothing was too much for him. God forgive me for saying it, but she didn’t know what she had!” 

    Dehan bit into a biscuit and spoke with her mouth full. “She was depressed?” 

    “God love her. Ever since little Sinead was born. Between you and me, I think it was an accident. She wouldn’t take the pill, you see? And I know you fellers…” She waved a finger at me. “You don’t like the condoms.” She turned back to Dehan. “They say they can’t feel anything. Well, I mean, what’s to feel? But all the same, that’s what most fellers say, according to Mo. I wouldn’t know. I always took the pill. Tony, that was my husband, God rest him, he insisted on it. He was awful demanding. An Italian.” She turned back to me. “Italians are awful passionate, you know. No offense.” She smiled and reached out a hand to touch my knee. 

    “Mel, tell us about Kath’s depression.” 

    “Well, that’s what I’m saying! I don’t think she was ready to have a baby. Of course, when I was young, we had no time to get depressed, but nowadays it’s different, isn’t it? And after little Sinead was born, didn’t poor Kath get awful low.” 

    Dehan sipped and asked, “How did that affect her relationship with Mo?” 

    “Well, it wasn’t ideal, was it? But then, when is marriage ideal? You know, marriage was not intended to be a magic panacea for happiness, was it?” She turned to me as though I might want to answer. “It was intended to be a partnership, and like all partnerships, there will be good and bad times. But, God love’em both, things were not easy for them.” 

    “How’s that?” 

    “Poor Mo was working construction. Him and Isaac both. And just after Sinead was born, didn’t the fecking foreman go and fire Mo, with a newborn baby at home an’ all. He looked everywhere for work, but God bless the boy, hard as he looked, he couldn’t find a thing. But even with that, the two of them were inseparable. They just doted on each other. Did everything together, went everywhere together…” 

    Dehan raised an eyebrow. “Except Colorado.” Mel looked surprised, but Dehan pressed on. “What’s the Colorado connection, Mel? It’s an awful long way to go and find a husband.” 

    Mel smiled and sighed. “And isn’t that the truth! It was Tony, my husband. He was Italian, like I say, and he was crazy about the westerns! Don’t they call them spaghetti westerns because the Italians love’m so much? Well! He couldn’t get enough of the damn things! So when the girls were small we used to go on holiday to ‘cowboy country’. He worked all the hours that God sent and he made a decent living for us. But he insisted, on the holidays, we had to go west: Texas, Arizona, North and South Dakota, Wyoming…and in the end we went to Colorado. The girls were twelve and thirteen. And we went to Boulder and every fecking day…!” She hooted with laughter. “Every fecking day he’d drag us up into the mountains, till we found this town, Seven Hills. Well, you’d love it! Wasn’t it straight out of the movies! With a saloon and everything! So we cancelled the B&B in Boulder and spent the rest of the holiday in Seven Hills, in the saloon. Booked a couple of rooms there.” 

    “And that’s where she met Mo?” 

    “And Isaac and Greg.” 

    I raised my eyebrows as I reached for another biscuit. “Greg?” 

    “Isaac and Mo are brothers. Lovely lads, lovely parents, Ingrid and Alfredo. He was Mexican, but a lovely fellow all the same. And Greg was their friend. His father had a ranch nearby. They was forever together, playing and getting into all sorts of trouble. Happy-go-lucky as you like. Lovely lads. Well, didn’t we end up going back every year after that?” 

    “What happened to your husband, Mel?” 

    “An accident at work took him from us, 2005. They tried to say that he was careless, but my Tony was never careless. He was meticulous in everything.” She sipped her tea. “He left us cared for, all the same, and the company settled out of court. I mean to say, would they settle out of court if it was his fault? I don’t think so, do you? Bastards.” 

    “So you continued going to Seven Hills.” 

    “Well, we had to, didn’t we? For his memory, and also because the girls loved it there. It’s a different world. The freedom! And it’s clean, and the people are—no offense—well, they’re kind and honest and decent. Not like, you know, a lot of people in the city. And didn’t they love their little friends?” 

    Dehan said, “Kath would have been fifteen?” 

    Mel nodded. “And I think that was when she fell in love with Mo. It was Isaac at first, when they were kids, and we always said that Isaac and Kath would end up together, and Mo and Pat. And poor Greg, well, he had nobody. But that summer it all changed, and to be honest, I think Isaac was a bit upset. It was OK in the end, because he married Anne-Marie, who’s a lovely girl. Just lovely!” She sighed. “But Mo had grown in just a year into a very handsome young man, and he was funny, you know? Had a great sense of humor. All the girls were crazy about him. And she being so upset about her father, he made her laugh.” She turned to Dehan. “That counts for a lot, doesn’t it, love? When a man can make you laugh.” 

    Dehan’s cup was empty. She put it on the table and took another biscuit. “So what happened to Pat?” 

    Mel’s face seemed to contract in on itself. For a moment it looked as though she might start crying, but there was a strength there that held her in check. She waited a moment, then took a deep breath.  

    “They were both hit real hard by Tony’s death. Kath was lucky in that she found love and consolation with Mo. God love him, he was a rock for her. But Pat wasn’t so fortunate, and she…” She stopped and stared out of the French windows, at the unseasonal sunshine. “She got in with the wrong crowd. Greg was a good lad, but he had some bad friends. Pat started drinking, and then it was the pot, smoking pot, and then it was the hard stuff.” 

    I asked, “Where is she now?” 

    “She’s been dry for a couple of years now, staying off the pot and that. She’s out with friends.” 

    “She lives at home with you?” 

    She burst out laughing. It was a startling sound, almost like the screech of a parrot. “Sure! Don’t they all feckin’ live at home with me! Jaysus! What I wouldn’t give for them to all feck off and get their own feckin’ places! But they’re all still at home with mummy!” 

    She fell back on the sofa laughing. It was infectious and I glanced at Dehan. She was laughing, too.  

    When she’d settled a bit, I asked, “Who is ‘all’?” 

    “Ah, love’m. I know life is hard these days, and I don’t begrudge them. Mo and, uh,” she hesitated, “and Sinead, they’re living at home. He’s working at the car dealer and she’s started the nursery. Pat’s at home, you know, she can’t look after herself. She just slips back and starts drinking and smoking again, and mixing with the wrong crowd…” 

    I smiled, thinking of Dehan’s prediction about the matriarch. “What about Isaac and…” 

    “Oh, well, that didn’t work out. Him and Anne-Marie broke up.” 

    “When was that?” 

    “Just a couple of months after Kath… you know, was…” 

    I nodded. “I see.” I pointed at one of the photographs. Dehan was already nodding, like she had wanted to ask the same question. “I notice a picture there. I gather that’s Mo, because there are several of him with Kath. But there he is not with Kath. Who is that girl?” 

    She looked a bit embarrassed. “Well, that’s Anne-Marie.” She took a deep breath. “Kath’s death was a terrible upheaval for all of us. A second tragedy, and it seemed not so long ago that Tony had died.” She shrugged and shook her head. The gesture seemed to say that it was just one of those things. “Mo was devastated. Anne-Marie was just there for him. A tower of strength. He’d lost his job, Isaac was working… one thing led to another…” 

    I nodded again. “It always does. So Anne-Marie is living here, too?” 

    “Yes. She and Mo were married last year.”  

    Dehan smiled at her. “So you are helping them to rebuild their lives.” 

    “I’m doing what I can, love. In hard times, family has to pull together. All you’ve got is your family, and thank God we have each other.” 

    I pulled my notepad from my pocket. “We are going to need to talk to Mo. Where can we find him?” 

    “Him and Anne-Marie are both at the Used Car Mart on 177th Street. She does the paperwork and he sells the cars.” 

    I made a note. “How about Isaac?” 

    “The last I heard from Isaac, he was living out in Hunts Point. Poor love, things didn’t go so well for him. He works for a building supplies company on Halleck Street. Leastwise, he did. He rents an apartment at 841, Longfellow Avenue, bless him.” 

    I glanced at Dehan. She shook her head so I stood. 

    “Thank you, Mel. You have been very helpful. We may have to talk to you again at some point, or to Pat. But we’ll try not to disturb you.” 

    She told us it was no trouble at all and showed us to the door. We stepped out into the warm fall midday and heard the door close behind us. Dehan walked around to the passenger side of the car and leaned on the roof, watching me unlock the door. 

    “I need a beer,” she said. “And so do you.” 





THREE


   

    We drove east along Van Nest as far as Bronxdale, then turned north. We had the windows open and cruised at a nice, easy speed, enjoying the temperature. We didn’t talk for a bit, till I glanced at her and asked, “Impressions?” 

    She had her elbow out the window. Her hair was streaming across her face, so she reached back and tied it in a knot at the back of her head. It looked good, but she was totally oblivious to the fact. She was the best-looking woman I had ever met, and also the least vain. She turned to face me and I saw myself duplicated, looking back at myself from her aviators. 

    “I gotta say, Stone, I didn’t get a damn thing.” She shrugged. “Mo? Killed her so he could be with Anne-Marie?” She made a face and shook her head. “That’s stupid, especially as Anne-Marie went and divorced Isaac just a few months later. Mo could have done the same. Besides, she was killed in Colorado.” 

    I nodded once. “I agree. But we should find out where he was at the time anyway. What about Isaac?” 

    She made a face like she’d just smelled sour milk. I pulled over and parked outside The Grill House. We pushed in and ordered two beers and a couple of hamburgers, then grabbed a table near the window. 

    Dehan took a pull and gave herself a froth mustache which I didn’t tell her about. “You know what?” she said. “If Mo had been killed, I’d be looking at Isaac. But that would have happened a long time ago. Why would he kill her after she gave birth? And why would he go all the way to Colorado to do it?” 

    I took a pull on my beer and sighed noisily through my nose. She pointed at me and grinned. “You have a mustache.” 

    I wiped it away with the back of my hand and smiled back. “That reasoning applies to everybody she knew in New York. I am not convinced that her depression was exclusively postpartum. I think there may have been more going on in her life that we don’t know about. There’s a connection here between her depression, her trip to Seven Hills, and her death.” I paused and pointed at her. “Speaking of which, I was surprised you didn’t ask her more about Kath’s depression.” 

    “You didn’t either.” 

    “You first.” 

    She squinted out the window, like the view didn’t quite convince her. “I don’t know, Stone. She didn’t seem to me to be quite in touch with reality. In fact, I get the feeling she’ll go to any lengths to avoid an unpleasant reality.”  

    I laughed.  

    She ignored me and went on. “Kath and Mo doted on each other. They were crazy about each other. He was mad about her and he was so supportive. But when they have a baby, she goes into a depression and goes to Colorado, and when she gets murdered, he marries his brother’s wife.” She shrugged. “Maybe I’m being judgmental, but that doesn’t sound to me like a couple who are doting on each other and are crazy about each other.” 

    I was nodding. “So your point is?” 

    “I think if I had asked her about Kath’s depression, I think I would have heard what Mel wanted to believe about her depression. And I already know that. The useful information is going to come from Mo and Pat, and maybe Anne-Marie. That what you were thinking?” 

    “Yup.  

    The burgers arrived and she took a big bite, spilling salad on her plate. She spoke around a mouthful of meat and bun.  

    “Sho wha-oo wa’ do mow?” 

    I ate for a while without answering her, watching the anonymous people hurrying past on the sidewalk, wondering how a cute young mother from the Bronx winds up dead, beheaded, and probably raped, in the woods in Lefthand Canyon in Colorado. What was the sequence of events that led to her death? At what point did she tip the domino that lead, irrevocably, to her murder? Did it happen here, or there? 

    I wiped my mouth as she drained her beer. “I guess,” I said, and leaned forward with a fresh paper napkin, “We go and talk to Mo.” As I said it I carefully wiped the froth from her upper lip. She watched me with a curious mixture of alarm and amusement in her huge, brown eyes. I smiled. “You had a Santa Claus mustache.” 

   

    It was a short drive down White Plains to East Tremont, and then onto East 177th. It’s a grim, soulless part of the Bronx, with gray concrete wastelands as far as the eye can see. And if you move off the avenue, into the back streets, you find decaying red brick and rusting iron, boarded-up windows and graffiti, and the haunted eyes of people who don’t even despair, because hopelessness is the only thing they have ever known.  

    I pulled up on the stark, gray forecourt and we climbed out. The air smelled of exhaust fumes and thrummed with the steady flow of trucks and cars on the avenue and the four freeways that surrounded it. Nobody stopped here. People only passed through, in a hurry. 

    As we slammed the doors, a man in his late twenties or early thirties stepped out. He was good-looking in a Latin kind of way, with brown eyes, dark curly hair, and a shiny suit that was too baggy and probably too expensive. He smiled with very white teeth and nodded at the Jag. 

    “Nice wheels. You looking to sell it?” 

    “Not while I can still drive. I’m looking for Moses Olvera.” I showed him my badge. “That you?” 

    For a moment, he looked worried. “Sure. Is there a problem?” 

    “We just wanted to ask you some questions about Kathleen.” 

    His eyebrows shot up. “Kath? Well…” He looked from me to Dehan and back again. “Kath is dead. She died five years ago…” 

    Dehan frowned at him. “That’s why we want to ask you about her, Mo.” 

    He gave a small, nervous laugh. “But that was in Colorado.” 

    I studied his face a moment, trying to read what was going on behind it. Finally, I said, “Is there somewhere we can talk?” 

    “Well sure, come on in to the office. Anne-Marie is there…” 

    “We’d like to talk to her, too.” 

    He led us out of the glare and the noise into a cool, shaded interior where everything was shiny: the floors, the plate glass windows, the cars—his suit and his teeth fit right in there. We followed him across the showroom and into a small office at the back. Anne-Marie looked up and smiled as we came in. She was an attractive woman with blonde hair and dark blue eyes. She had a natural elegance that was missing in Mo. 

    “Good afternoon.” 

    I smiled back and showed her my badge. “You Anne-Marie?” The smile faded and she turned to Mo before answering, like she was checking with him. “Yes. What is this about?” 

    There was a small table with four chairs around it set to one side, where customers could sit and sign their contracts of sale. Mo gestured us to it and Anne-Marie joined us. As she did so, Dehan spoke. 

    “The Lee County Sheriff’s Department has asked us to make some inquiries on their behalf regarding Kath’s murder five years ago.” 

    Mo sat slowly, as though he was somehow deflating. He said, “Oh… I thought we had left that all behind us.” 

    Anne-Marie reached out and touched his arm. She held his hand and stroked his hair. “How could it be, sugar? They never caught who did it, did they? They ain’t gonna stop till they do.” She turned to smile at Dehan. “Are you?” 

    I said, “The colder a case gets, the more difficult it becomes to solve it. But we never give up.” 

    Dehan put her elbows on the table and sucked her teeth. “What we’re really interested in at the moment is Kath’s state of mind when she went to Seven Hills. What made her do that, all on her own, with a newborn baby…?” 

     “Maybe you’d better answer that, sugar.” Anne-Marie turned to Mo. “You knew better than I did.” 

    There were some glossy brochures on the table, and now he moved them about a bit, as though he didn’t like the way they fit and he was trying to organize them into a better arrangement. “This’s kind of come out of left field. I’m not sure…” 

    Dehan had her eyes narrowed at him, like she was trying to peer through a dense fog. “Is that a difficult question, Mo?” 

    He flushed and looked straight at her. “No! No, I guess not. It’s just unexpected, after all this time.” 

    I gave him an understanding smile and said, “Sure. The report said she was depressed.” 

    He nodded. “She was. Postpartum depression. After Sinead was born, she got real low. I didn’t know what to do to help her. We were real close always, ever since her pa died. But then everything seemed to kind of change when Baby came along.” He shrugged and glanced at Anne-Marie, as though seeking support and confirmation. “We hadn’t really planned on having a baby yet. My work wasn’t real secure. In fact, I got fired just after Baby was born. And Kath was worried about having kids if we wasn’t financially secure. She was sound like that.” 

    Dehan raised an eyebrow. “How did you feel about the baby?” 

    His face lit up. “Oh, I was over the moon. She was the cutest thing you can imagine. Still is.” 

    I smiled, liked I shared his pleasure. “Mo, can you think of anything besides the birth of the baby that might have been depressing Kath?” 

    His smile faded. “Not really. I mean we had our money problems, and that was getting to both of us, but we was solid, and we had the family right by us, didn’t we?” He turned to Anne-Marie and she took his hand. 

    Dehan studied her a moment. “Did she ever confide in you, Anne-Marie? Did she ever talk to you about what was troubling her?” 

    Anne-Marie nodded vigorously. “Oh, Lord, yeah. We was real close. We was almost like sisters. She would tell me most everything. Even told me a few secrets about this feller!” They laughed and we smiled patiently. “But when this depression came on her, she just clammed right up. She wouldn’t talk to Mo and she wouldn’t talk to me. In a sense, that was what started me and Mo getting close, cause we used to talk about her, and what was wrong with her. And so we kind of come together.” 

    Dehan raised an eyebrow. “So were you two seeing each other before…” 

    They both erupted simultaneously, and the look of horror on their faces seemed genuine. 

    “Oh, Lord no!”  

    Then Mo added, “We became close as friends. But what really brought us together was when poor Kath died. Then Anne-Marie was a real consolation. She was my tower of strength. But we spoke to Isaac before we ever took it any further than holding hands. We never went behind his back, or Kath’s.” 

    I scratched my chin. “Here’s the thing we can’t understand. What would make Kath take off and travel one and a half thousand miles across the country, when her mother and her whole family was right here?” 

    He nodded a few times, like he was saying the question made sense, but had a reasonable answer. “What she said to me and her ma was that she needed to get away from me and baby for a few days. We didn’t have money for her to go on a weekend break or anything, so she was going to go and visit my parents. She got on real well with Ingrid and Alfredo.” 

    Dehan’s eyebrows shot up. “Ingrid and Alfredo?” 

    “My parents.” 

    “I know. You don’t call them Mom and Dad?” 

    He gave a sheepish grin. “I guess we never did. Ingie was kind of strict that way. Ingie, my mom.” 

    “So…” I scratched my chin again. “Kath had a good relationship with Ingrid and Alfredo.” 

    “Yeah, they loved her, got on real well.” 

    “When was the last time she had seen them, Mo?” 

    “Oh, well, that would be a couple of years. Since we moved out here.” 

    “You and Isaac.” 

    “And Anne-Marie.” 

    Anne-Marie spoke before I could ask. “Me and Isaac got married just before we all three moved out together. Mel was real helpful and supportive. She helped Isaac get his construction job before we come. Then he helped Mo.” 

    I nodded for a bit, drumming my fingers on the table. Dehan asked, “How did Isaac take Kath’s death?” 

    Anne-Marie’s face hardened for a moment, then she shrugged. “It hit us all real hard. He was upset, like the rest of us.” 

    “Do you stay in touch?” 

    Mo shook his head. “Not really. It was hard for him.” 

    There was something ruthless in Dehan’s voice when she said, “Triple blow for him, huh? His childhood sweetheart, his wife, and his brother.” 

    They both looked down at the table. Unconsciously, Anne-Marie reached for Mo’s hand. He gave a small shrug. “I guess that’s just the way the cookie crumbled. We didn’t mean him no harm.” 

    I patted the glossy brochures with my palm a couple of times. “Sure. Listen, you’ve been very helpful. We may need to talk to you again. I hope that’s not a problem.” 

    Mo smiled, but Anne-Marie was still staring down at the table. She hadn’t liked Dehan’s crack. Mo said, “Anything we can do to help, Detectives.” 

    We left them in the office and stepped out, through the shiny showroom and into the mellow afternoon, where the shadows were growing long as the sun began to sink in the southwest. We climbed into the car and eased into the flow of traffic. Dehan eyed me and said, “Isaac?” 

    I frowned and shook my head, then nodded. “Call him, will you?” I reached in my pocket and handed her the details Mel had given me. “Ask him to come in to the station. I have a feeling he is going to have quite a lot to tell us. This loving, close-knit family is hiding something, and Isaac might be just the man to tell us what.” 

    Dehan was dialing. “Yup. My feelings exactly, Sensei.” 





FOUR


   

    Isaac showed up at six o’clock. The sun hadn’t set yet, but it was hovering over the rim of the world and making the sky blush. I had a uniform take him to an interrogation room and after five minutes, Dehan and I went up to talk to him.  

    He was a big guy. If Ingrid was Scandinavian, he had inherited all of her Viking genes. He had big hands, big shoulders and a big head. His eyes were pale blue and his hair, which was thinning on top, was a sandy blond. He didn’t say anything as we came in, but watched us sit opposite him. 

    I introduced myself and Dehan. “You want some coffee?” 

    He shook his head. “What’s this all about? This about Kathleen?” 

    He had a stare like a poke in the eye: simple and direct. I nodded once. “Yup. We’re giving the Lee County sheriff a hand, and we wanted to ask you a few questions. That OK?” 

    “Why not? You talked to Mel and Anne-Marie, and that son of a bitch Mo?” He turned his direct stare on Dehan. “I beg your pardon, ma’am.” 

    She blinked a couple of times and I smiled. “We’ve heard that Kath was pretty depressed shortly before she died. What can you tell us about that?” 

    “Plenty.” 

    I leaned back in my chair. “In your own words and your own time, Isaac.” 

    He nodded at Dehan again. “Beggin’ your pardon in advance, ma’am, in a nutshell, she was depressed because she realized she’d gone and married one major son of a bitch. Now, I’ll try not to swear anymore, but I can’t guarantee nothing coz talkin’ about Mo makes me real mad. And that’s about the size of it.” 

    “In what way was Mo a son of a bitch, Isaac? And what made Kath realize it, just after she had her baby?” 

    His face flushed and he looked down at his huge hands on the table in front of him. He made huge fists out of them and did a funny kind of sideways twitch with his head. You could tell he was getting mad. “He’s a son of a bitch in just about every way you can name. In fact, there ain’t no way in which he ain’t a son of a bitch!” 

    Dehan smiled at him. “Try to be more specific, Isaac. Help us out. Give us some examples…” 

    “Oh, I can give you examples, and plenty of ’em. Starting right back when we was kids.” He pointed at the wall behind him with his thumb, like that was where they had been kids together. “I am older than him, but he was smarter than me. I don’t mind recognizing that. He’s smart. But he always used his brains to get the better of me any time he could. If I had something, that was enough for him to want it more, and take it from me.” 

    Dehan was nodding. “I had a sister like that.” She shrugged. “But as we got older we learned to get over it. Now we’re friends.” 

    “With all due respect, ma’am, you’re lucky. Mo and me never learned to be friends. I tried! Ingie, that’s my mom, she beat it into us most every day. Why, she made my ass bleed with a switch more’n once for fighting with Mo. So I tried, but he always had some way of turning things so I was the one who got punished.” 

    I gave a rueful laugh. “It was always going to be you and Kath, right? But he took her away from you…” 

    His eyes went wide. “How’d you know that?” 

    Dehan was smiling. “We’re cops, and it was kind of obvious from what you were saying.” 

    His face went sullen. “When their dad died, and they come up to Seven Hills to get away from things for a bit, Kath had turned fifteen and she’d become real cute. Pretty as anything. But she was broken up with her dad’s death. Mo saw his opportunity and got right on in there. It ain’t that I didn’t care for her. I did. I could see she was real upset, but I didn’t have the words the way he did. He just seemed to know exactly what to say and when to say it. I knew he was just playin’ her, and she was none too smart, I guess. He just wrapped her ’round his little finger and she fell hook, line and sinker.” 

    He opened his hands and laid them palm down on the table again. “People always said that me and Kath would end up together coz we was the less smart ones. We was good friends, always hung out together in the summer.” 

    He frowned at each of us in turn, as though he was trying to work out whether we understood him or not. After a moment he shrugged, like it didn’t really matter. “Pat and Mo was the smart ones. They used to talk and laugh a lot about stuff that me and Kath thought was dumb. They used to pick on us and take the Mickey, called us stupid. But that summer it all changed. I think he’d decided he was moving to New York, and he was going to use Kath to get there.” 

    Dehan asked, “Why not Pat if they got on so well?” 

    “Coz she was smart, and she knew what he was about. She liked him, but she wouldn’t never trust him. Kath was sweet and simple, and after he seduced her, she would’a done anything for him.” 

    It was making sense. “So what happened that summer, Isaac?” He looked at me. “Where did the depression come from if she loved him so much?” 

    His cheeks and his ears colored. You could see the anger in his face. “I think she began to realize what kind of a man she had married.” 

    “What made her realize that?” 

    He looked embarrassed and glanced at Dehan. “Personally, I think there ain’t many things on God’s Earth as beautiful as a woman who is with child. And Kathleen, when she was with child, was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen…” He paused to steady his breath. There were tears threatening to spill from his eyes. “But Mo, even though it was his child, didn’t see it that way. And once she was pregnant, he lost interest in her.” 

    Dehan was frowning. “Was he ever cruel or violent to her?” 

    Isaac shook his head. “No, never nothing like that. He was always kind to her, and attentive. He’s smart that way. Always charms everybody, even when he don’t need to. But he wouldn’t sleep with her.” 

    Her frown deepened. “How do you know that?” 

    He held her eye for a long moment. There was a rage building in him and I realized in that moment that he could be a very dangerous man when riled. He said simply, “He told Anne-Marie.” 

    I raised an eyebrow. “That’s a pretty intimate thing to be sharing with your sister in-law.” 

    He turned his direct gaze on me. “I told you, he always wanted what I had.” 

    Dehan snorted. “He started moving in on Anne-Marie.” 

    “For all his being so smart, he couldn’t get a job, till I got work on a construction site. I put in a word for him and pretty soon we was both workin’ and making decent money. We all lived close by. Pat and Mel was on Commonwealth Avenue, just across the road from me and Anne-Marie, and Kath and Mo was at the back, on Rosedale. And for a bit there, it was good. I even thought maybe he was learning to be a decent person. An’ that just shows you how darned stupid I can be. Soon as the summer started, and it started getting hot, that work was just too much for him. He kept turning up late, bunking off early, making excuses…” He shook his head. “You just can’t do that in this kind of job. Two strikes and you’re out. I told him, this is unskilled labor, boy! There’s a whole line of eager, hungry men waitin’ behind you to take your job. You waste the boss’ time and you are out!”  

    He shook his head and pointed a finger like a salami at me. “My mistake? My mistake was thinking that he gave a damn. He got himself fired and lived off of Mel and me, and while he was pretending to be out lookin’ for work, he was visiting with Anne-Marie. Anne-Marie is real pretty, and smarter’an me. I guess she’s a lot like Mo, and maybe she just used me as a way to get out of Seven Hills, the way he used Kath. When we was courtin’ she was always tellin’ me, what she really wanted was to go to San Francisco, or L.A. or New York. When she heard that Mo wanted to go east to be with Kath, she was on to me most every day to go with him.” He shrugged. “Once Kath was out of the picture because she was pregnant, I guess she was happy to hook up with Mo. They had more in common than she had with me.” 

    He gave me that direct stare again. “I figure it takes a special kind of sick to stop lovin’ your wife because she’s pregnant with your baby.” 

    Dehan heaved a deep sigh and sat back in her chair. She crossed her arms and blinked several times like she was ticking off thoughts in her mind. 

    “If I understand you, Isaac, what you are saying is that, like you, Kathleen realized that Mo was having an affair with Anne-Marie, and that was what put her into a depression.” 

    He nodded at his fists. “I think maybe she figured that once the baby was born, he might go back to liking her. She was a good, servile wife and she would’a done anything for him. But when the baby was born, he didn’t go back to her. He just kept right on being his son of a bitch self. She realized it was all over between them, and now she had a baby too. I think she realized it was only a matter of time before he left her.” 

    I nodded. It made a lot of sense, at least, most of it did. I frowned to show that one part of it didn’t. “What I don’t understand, Isaac, is why she went to Seven Hills. Was her relationship with your parents that good?” 

    He curled his lip, still scowling at his fists. “Not really. I guess they liked her OK, save that she was a papist. They never said much about her one way or another. My folks are old school Methodist. They don’t hold with Rome. They ain’t the kind of folks you’d go to to cry on their shoulder. They’d just tell you to accept the Lord’s will and pray.” He looked up at me to see if I understood what he meant. “For them, if you got a problem, you get on with it and fix it. And if you can’t fix it, you pray to the Lord for strength, and try again. We’re sent here to suffer, and every problem is a trial of faith. So they don’t really see much point in cryin’, or talkin’ about problems. You just deal with’em.” 

    “So you’re telling me you don’t understand why she went there either?” 

    “She was never really that close to my folks.” He studied my face a moment. “She was a sweet, loving person. You know what I mean? She was real tender. She’d do anything for anybody. My folks…” He gave a lopsided smile. “My folks is as hard as old boot leather. I don’t know why she would go visit them.” 

    Dehan was staring hard at the tabletop, and I knew that she was thinking the same as me. After a moment she said, “Isaac, were you in New York from Friday 6th of July to Thursday 12th, 2012?” 

    He sighed. “Yeah, I was here all that time. I would never have hurt a hair on Kath’s head, but I can’t expect you to take my word for that.” 

    I asked, “Is there anybody who can verify that?” 

    “Yeah, Mo and Anne-Marie, and Mel. We all had a big bust-up after Kath left.” 

    Dehan asked, “What about?” 

    “Everything was coming to a head. Me and Anne-Marie was having trouble. Anne-Marie had been stayin’ with Mel while we tried to sort things out. But during that time, Mo and Anne-Marie had been spending a lot of time together and I was getting mad. We had a big row about it and when Kath went off to visit my folks, Anne-Marie said she was going to spend a few days with Mo while Kath was gone, to look after him, seein’ as he was real depressed. I told her if she went, not to bother comin’ back. She said fine and she went.” 

    We sat in silence for a long moment. There was a piece missing and I couldn’t work out whether Isaac knew what it was or not.  

    “Can you think of anybody, apart from your parents, that Kath might have been going to visit in Colorado?” 

    He took a moment to think about it, and when he answered he wouldn’t look at us. “I’ve often wondered. There’s only one person, but I don’t want to tell you who it is.” 

    Dehan snapped, “Why?” 

    Now he faced her. “Because I know he didn’t hurt her. He’s tough and hard, the way folks are up there, but he’s a good man, and I don’t want to cast suspicion on him.” 

    I sighed. “Isaac, if he isn’t guilty, he has nothing to worry about. Sooner or later we’ll find out who it is, and it’s better for him if we can eliminate him as a person of interest. And, bottom line is, you have to tell us.” 

    I already knew the answer, and I was pretty sure Dehan did, too, but we needed to hear him say it, and after a moment he did. 

    “Greg Carson. He was our friend, part of our gang, back when we was kids. He was pretty sweet on Kath, we all were, but he was only ever a friend to her. He’s the only person I can think she would go to see. He was…” He thought about the word. “I want to say smarter than the rest of us, but Mo was pretty smart and so was Pat. He was a different kind of smart; kind of mature. Do you know what I mean? You could talk to him and he would listen. Then, whatever he said to you, you could rely on as being right.” 

    “You got an address for Greg Carson?” 

    He gave his head a little sideways twist. “If I know Greg, he’ll be where he’s always been, at his pa’s ranch, where his pa was before him, and his grandpa and his great-grandpa before him. Greg don’t move. He told us we was crazy for goin’ east, and I guess he was right, weren’t he?” 

    Dehan gave a small, sad smile which dimpled her left cheek. “I guess he was, Isaac.” 

    We all nodded. 





FIVE


   

    Isaac left and Dehan and I stood in the corridor outside the interrogation room staring at each other without speaking. Dehan was chewing her lip. As I drew breath to speak, she said, “One: Mo, Anne-Marie, and Isaac all have alibis for the week in which Kath was killed. Two: it’s looking very much like Kathleen went to Seven Hills to meet with Greg.” She held up her hand. “It’s not certain and we need to confirm it, but it’s looking that way. The fact that she apparently lied when she told Mel and Mo that she was going to see her in-laws suggests that she had some ulterior motive—at the very least, she didn’t want them to know she was going to see him.” 

    “If she was.” 

    “If she was. Three: unless somebody else pops out of the woodwork, he is as of right now our prime—and only—suspect.” 

    I sucked my teeth for a second. “Prime, perhaps, but not only. There are also Mo’s parents. You never know what people are likely to get up to when they start doing God’s work.” 

    She pulled a face and nodded. “That’s true enough. Either way, this all presents us with a problem.” 

    I nodded and sighed. “Our prime suspects are all over in Lee County, Colorado.” 

    “So what do we do, bat it back and say, ‘we think it’s this guy or maybe Alfredo Olvera and or his wife,’ or…?” 

    I shook my head, “Dehan, we don’t really think it’s Greg Carson. We suspect it might be Greg Carson. I think it’s premature to send it back to the sheriff, casting suspicion on Greg, when all we have is Isaac’s notion that she may have been going to see him.” 

    She nodded for a while before saying, “Yeah, that’s true. But I don’t see how we can pursue the leads we have without going to Seven Hills.” 

    I glanced at my watch. It was just before seven P.M. The captain would still be there. I climbed the stairs with Dehan just behind me and knocked on his door. He smiled amiably as we stepped in.  

    “Stone, Dehan, it seems like only this morning. Oh wait…!” He grinned facetiously. “It was! What can I do for you before I head home in five minutes?” 

    I closed the door and leaned on the jamb. 

    “We have interviewed all the available witnesses in the Kathleen Olvera case…” 

    “Good work. And?” 

    “Some new facts have come to light which the Lee County sheriff could not have obtained, because he never interviewed these witnesses.” 

    “That makes sense, and it was, after all, the object of the exercise. So?” 

    “The new facts point to one particular person possibly having been the last person to see her alive. She may, in fact, having been going to see this person, rather than her in-laws, as was previously thought. Trouble is, he is in Seven Hills, in Colorado.” 

    The captain opened his mouth but Dehan was quicker. 

    “Thing is, sir, we don’t think it would reflect well on the department if we kick it back so soon, with only a suggestion that it might, maybe, possibly be worth interviewing this person, because he might have something to do with it.” 

    The captain shut his mouth again, then said, “Clearly you have talked this over and have something in mind. Let me say that you both know full well I cannot authorize an investigation outside our jurisdiction.” 

    “We know that, sir. But perhaps you could talk to the sheriff, explain we have some leads which we are not sure of but need to follow up, and rather than keep knocking the case back and fourth, why not authorize us to talk to some possible witnesses in Lee County. If they prove good, we hand the case back to him, but if they just lead us back to the Bronx, no harm done.”  

    He heaved a big sigh and glanced out the window at the quickening darkness. “It’s never easy with you two, is it?” 

    Dehan shrugged and grinned. “I guess that’s why they’re cold cases, sir.” 

    He picked up the phone and dialed. 

   

    It was cold enough for us to exhale clouds of condensation when we stepped out into the night and headed for my car. As I unlocked it, I looked at her over the roof and said, “You want to stay over? If we push off around five or six, we should get there for breakfast.” 

    “Best offer I’ve had all year.” 

    We climbed in and the slam of the doors cocooned us from the cold outside. As we cruised along Bruckner Boulevard she asked, “Do we need any shopping?” 

    I ignored the odd phrasing and glanced at her. “I think I have everything. Depends what you want for dinner.” 

    She was staring out the window at the passing lights. “You know what I like?” She turned to face me. “I like moussaka. You like moussaka?” 

    “I love moussaka, but how long does it take to make?” 

    “Couple of hours.” She looked away again. 

    “We’d be eating at ten. We have to get up early.” 

    “Maybe when we get back. I fancy making a moussaka. I make a good moussaka.” 

    “Yeah, that would be nice. When we get back.” 

    After a moment I glanced at her again and saw her reflection in the window, smiling. “What’s funny?” 

    “Us. We’re like an old, retired couple.” She turned to look at me and put on the voice of a Hollywood Jewish mama. “Boiny, watcha wanna eat, Boiny? You want brisket? I could make you some brisket. Or you want we should go out to a restaurawnt?” 

    I laughed out loud and we both lapsed into a comfortable silence. Outside, Halloween was in the air and the vendors were already out roasting chestnuts on the sidewalks. They’d be there till after Christmas. Christmas. The tinsel and the lights were already in the shop windows, and it wasn’t even Halloween yet. 

    I said suddenly, “My wife wasn’t like that.” She turned to look at me, trying to hide her surprise. “It was more a case of what take out do we get. And eventually what take out I would get on the way home.” 

    “Did she work?” 

    “Yeah. She had a career.” I couldn’t keep the irony from my voice. “As a part-time receptionist at the dentist’s surgery on Morris Park Avenue. She had a five-minute commute on foot every morning.” 

    “You never had kids.” 

    “Uh-uh. She didn’t want to limit her career options.” 

    “You bitter?” 

    I shook my head. “I look back sometimes, and I can’t understand how I ever got into that situation in the first place, what induced me to marry her...” 

    We were quiet again. She sat watching the storefronts, with their bizarre mixture of broomsticks, black, pointed hats, orange pumpkins, and Christmas trees, as they sailed by.  

    “I’ve never been married, Stone. But I’ve seen a lot of people get married. Some, a very few, stay together. Most get divorced and then marry again.” She paused, thinking. “It seems to me that most people fall in love with, and marry, people who are all wrong for them. And the people who are just right for them, don’t turn them on.” 

    “Yup. You got that right.” 

    I pulled up in front of the house and she climbed out and went up the stairs ahead of me, stamping her feet and clapping her hands, billowing condensation from her mouth like a tall, slim dragon. I let her in and she headed for the kitchen while I turned on the lamps and pulled the drapes. Her voice came to me from inside the fridge. 

    “Shall I make a risotto? It’s quick and it’s nice on a cold night.” 

    I smiled to myself. “Sounds good.” 

    “You got sweet potato? I’ll put sweet potato in it. You ever put sweet potato in risotto? It’s nice.” 

    “I never did.” 

    “You going to open some wine?” 

    I went into the kitchen and chose a bottle. I pulled the cork and left it to breathe on the table, then took two beers from the fridge, cracked them, and handed her one. I stood watching her chop onions for a moment. 

    “The zipper…” 

    She gave me a funny look. “As a come-on, it lacks subtlety.” 

    She scraped the onions off the board and into a pot with olive oil. They hissed and sizzled and after a moment, the warm, fruity smell reached me. She started cutting a red pepper.  

    “Kathleen’s zipper. It had been ripped and broken. That was what made the sheriff suspect rape.” 

    She nodded. “Yeah, that surprised you this morning.” 

    I shrugged. “I have never raped anyone, but If I was going to, I wouldn’t bother with the zip if she was wearing a skirt, would you? I’d just pull up her skirt.” 

    She stared at me a moment, then carried on chopping red peppers. “Huh…!”  

    I went on, “Which means that for some reason, the killer wanted to make it look like rape. Yet, according to the rape kit, she had had sexual intercourse. The sheriff assumed, as he was meant to, that it was non-consensual. Where does that lead us?” 

    She stared at me with a face like brain-ache. “That she’d had consensual sex…” 

    I nodded. “But whoever killed her wanted us to believe it was non-consensual. What would make a killer want the police to think his victim had not had consensual sex?” 

    She threw the peppers in and started chopping tomatoes. “To deflect… but…” her voice trailed away. 

    “In the killer’s mind, he has made the association sex-equals-killer, and he assumes the police will do the same. So he wants the police to connect the sexual intercourse with an unknown rapist, when in fact it is a known sexual partner. He also knows that by dumping the body in a remote canyon, the semen will quickly become contaminated, so it will not lead the police back to him. They will look for a rapist.” 

    She stood stirring the mixture and shaking her head. 

    “There are a couple of big problems with that theory. A, it leads us directly to Mo and we know that it can’t be Mo. B, it assumes a level of forensic knowledge that, frankly, I don’t believe Mo is capable of. And what’s more, C, we know from Mrs. TMI, Kath’s mother, that Mel insisted on using a condom.” 

    I was quiet for a moment, visualizing the scene. “Tearing at a zip is difficult, awkward. Pulling up a skirt is easy. Also, there was evidence of pre-mortem blunt force trauma to the head. If she was knocked unconscious…” 

    She turned from the pot to look at me. “Why struggle with the zipper if she was unconscious…?” 

    I took a pull on my beer and she started dicing beef. “Whoever it was assumed, rightly or wrongly, that the cops would expect her to have had consensual sex with him. So he went to some considerable trouble to make it look as though she had not had consensual sex. That strongly suggests that whoever had sex with her, then killed her. We can reduce it to this: the killer did not want the cops to know that she had had consensual sex with him.” I paused until she nodded, then went on. “Now, the next logical step is that he assumes the cops will take for granted that, if she had consensual sex, it would be with him.” 

    She dumped the meat in the pot. It sizzled and she started stirring. Finally, she said, with a touch of impatience, “That follows, but again, it inevitably narrows it down to Mo.” She sighed. “Unless…” 

    “Unless what?” 

    “Unless it was known, among a small group of people, that she was going to have sex with somebody else.” 

    I nodded. That made sense. “If the killer had told his friends she was coming to see him, for example.” 

    She turned the gas down, then rested her ass against the side and picked up her beer. “Mo is neglecting her. She knows he’s screwing Anne-Marie, she’s mad at him and frustrated. He’s not even providing her with a living. Maybe she connects with Greg on social media, Facebook, whatever. One thing leads to another and pretty soon she is arranging to go see him. She makes an excuse to Mo and Mel, she’s depressed and she’s going for a few days to see Ingrid and Alfredo. She goes to see Greg. They hit the sack and then something goes wrong. He kills her and tries to make it look like rape.” 

    I turned it over in my head. “That is pretty persuasive. There is no apparent motive, but it’s still persuasive.” 

    She held out her bottle and we chinked. 

    She poured a cup of rice into the pot and started stirring it in, coating the grains with the oil and herbs, and the juice from the meat. “Relationships,” she said, absently. “Pays to be single, huh?” 

    I watched her stir for a bit. She added the water and there was a big hiss. I sighed and spoke half to myself. 

    “I guess. Or at least make smart choices.” 





SIX


   

    We set out before dawn and took the I-80, via Chicago and Nebraska. It was a grueling twenty-six-hour drive to Boulder, but because New York is two hours ahead of Colorado, according to my watch, we arrived twenty-four hours after we set out, at six A.M. We took it in turns, doing six-hour shifts, driving all through the day, watching the landscape turn flat and endless, and then through the night, watching the sky turn from blue to black. I reckon each of us got about five or six hours of uncomfortable, broken sleep. Dehan took the last leg, from Kearney to Boulder, and woke me just before sun-up at a service station outside town. We had a drowsy breakfast of pancakes and weak coffee while we watched the sky turn pale dark blue, and then pink, through the plate glass windows, to the slow, rhythmic swish of passing headlamps in the dawn.  

    After that it was an hour’s crawl up into the mountains along Sunshine Canyon Drive, among dense pine woods that sprawled for miles over steep slopes of yellow earth, partially covered in a thick carpet of brown needles. I drove while she napped, and at ten minutes after eight, we rounded a bend and entered Seven Hills. It was a small, shaded town nestled among wooded slopes that didn’t seem to have changed much since the Civil War. I could see why Alfredo had fallen in love with it. There was a broad main street with what looked like a general store, a post office and a saloon, with various other small businesses flanking them. Most of the buildings were either clapboard or log, with only the odd brick construction here and there. It only lacked the horses to make it perfect, but they’d been replaced by pickup trucks.  

    The Wagon Wheel Motel stood on the right, just before town. I pulled in to the lot out front and saw the sheriff’s Dodge was already there. I’d called him the night before to let him know we’d be here for breakfast. I killed the engine and sat for a moment looking at Dehan. She spoke without opening her eyes.  

    “Are we there yet?” 

    “Yup, and so is the sheriff by the looks of it.” 

    “OK.” She opened her eyes and stretched. We climbed out into a bright, frosty morning, breathing clouds of condensation into the cold air. Dehan stamped and slapped her arms while I grabbed our bags from the trunk, and we made our way up the wooden steps and into the warm lobby. It wasn’t what I had expected.  

    A big, iron, wood-burning stove stood on the left opposite a heavy reception desk made of hewn, highly polished logs. Beyond the stove, the room opened out into a comfortable lounge with a bar, a dining room and plate glass windows with panoramic views of the mountains. It was more like a hotel than a motel. Dehan went and warmed her ass by the fire while I checked us in. The landlord, who went by the name of Ned, was a portly man in his fifties with a blond moustache and complacent, pale blue eyes. 

    As I signed the register, I told him, “It’s a nice place. Business must be good.” 

    “We get skiers in the winter,” he said, “and wild-west enthusiasts in the summer. We do OK because we make the effort, but on the whole it’s pretty quiet around these parts.” 

    “How about Lefthand Canyon? That easy to get to from here?” 

    He frowned like he didn’t like the question, and didn’t understand why I would ask it. “Well, that ain’t far as the crow flies, but unless you’re a crow,” he laughed like that was funny and I pretended I thought it was, “you got to go pretty far out of your way, up to Gold Hill, and then take a dirt track. Otherwise you have to go down to Boulder and take Lefthand Canyon Drive. Some trekkers go there…” 

    He shrugged and gave me a look that said he didn’t like talking about Lefthand Canyon. 

    “Not a place you’d recommend, huh?” 

    “It’s a place you’d only really go if you had a particular reason. And most folks don’t have a particular reason for going there, if you see what I mean.” He pointed through to the bar. “Sheriff Watson’s wait’n’ on you in the lounge. I took the liberty of putting you upstairs instead of one of the cabins. You’ll find it’s more comfortable in the cold weather. I’ll take your bags up, if you like.” 

    I told him that was mighty civil of him and turned to Dehan. “Watson awaits us, dear fellow. Shall we…?” 

    She gave me a look you could only describe as baleful. “You know the only thing I hate more than people who joke on freezing, early mornings in the Rockies after a twenty-six-hour drive?” 

    I smiled. “Nope.” 

    “Neither do I.” 

    The sheriff was sitting at a table by a vast log fire where they seemed to be burning a whole tree. He was an amiable-looking man in his early sixties, with intelligent eyes and the easy manner of a man who makes a point of rarely being in a hurry. He stood as we approached and held out his hand. 

    “I saw you arrive and took the liberty of ordering you some coffee and some of Elsie’s blueberry pancakes. I never come this way without stopping for some of Elsie’s pancakes.” 

    We shook hands and thanked him, and sat. The warmth of the fire was welcome. A bright-eyed girl with peaches and cream skin delivered our second breakfast and told us to enjoy it in a way you just couldn’t refuse.  

    As I buttered a pancake, I said, “Sheriff, I want to reassure you that we don’t plan to encroach on your jurisdiction. We just want to clarify a couple of points with some people who might be witnesses and then we’ll be on our way. If the case turns out to be yours, we’ll hand it right back.” 

    He smiled throughout my little speech and then gave his head a little shake. 

    “I know what your homicide statistics are for the Bronx, Detective Stone, because I took the trouble to look ’em up. But I don’t suppose for one moment that you looked up the figures for Lee County.” 

    I was a little surprised at the question. “No, Sheriff, I confess I haven’t.” 

    “Well, I can tell you without having to. Last time we had a murder in Lee County was in 1922. And then the fellow who done the shooting was from Denver. I guess we have a small population, everybody knows everybody, and we just don’t go around killing each other. Now,” he wheezed a laugh, “I know that ain’t no defense in a court of law.” He put on an absurd voice. “‘Your Honor, couldn’a done it coz I’m from Lee County, and we don’t do that kind’a thing there!’” He laughed. “But the fact is that my resources, as sheriff, reflect the fact that we ain’t had a homicide in nigh on a hundred years.” 

    We watched him stuff a pancake onto his mouth, nod with pleasure while he chewed, and wash it down with coffee. There was something almost hypnotic about the slow pace with which he did it.  

    “Now, what I do have, is a canyon where people from out of state like to dump their bodies. We’ve had a lot of bodies dumped in Lefthand Canyon. It’s known for it, and it’s been on TV. That was before my time. We even had people drive eight hundred miles from Las Vegas to dump their bodies here. Italians, mainly. But when they allocate resources to the county sheriff’s department, they don’t look at who dumps bodies there, they look at where the bodies was killed. So, what I am telling you, Detectives, is the reason I called on you was because we just don’t have the resources to look into this case.” 

    I drew breath to answer him but he held up his hand and said, “Now, just hold on one minute. If you’re telling me that Seth Brown has gone and shot Pete Svenson on account of Pete makin’ improper suggestions to Seth’s wife, then I can deal with that. I have the resources. But in this case…” He shook his head and stuffed another pancake in his mouth, chewed slowly, still shaking his head, swallowed and drank coffee. Again we watched him throughout, listening to the crackle and spit of the fire. “Well now, that’s a whole different matter, ain’t it? Because we don’t even know that she was killed here at all. And if my experience is anything to go by, she weren’t.  

    “So what am I saying here? I’m saying, if you two want to stay a week, or two weeks, or six months and investigate this murder, and solve it, and take the darn thing off my hands, you won’t get no complaint from me. Anything I can do to help, except manpower, all you have to do is ask.” 

    I nodded, watching him, wondering if he was going to start talking again. He didn’t, so I said, “Good to know, Sheriff. We appreciate it.” 

    “You want to see the scene now, or you want to settle into your rooms and have a rest?” 

    I looked at Dehan. She was chewing on a pancake. She swallowed, gave her head a twitch and said, “Let’s do it. I’m a New Yorker, Sheriff. We can eat, sleep, think, work, and become neurotic all at the same time.” 

    We took his truck. Dehan pushed me into the front passenger seat and climbed in the back, where she immediately folded her arms and closed her eyes. We headed northwest along Sunshine Canyon Drive, through the town and out into the wilderness. As we drove, Sheriff Watson talked, with his slow, assertive, hypnotic rhythm. 

    “If you asked me,” he said, “which you didn’t, but I’ll tell you anyhow, one of the things that really confused me about this case, and you’ll see what I mean when we get there, is…” He stopped and turned to look at me with a frown, as though I had said something that was somehow incomprehensible. “This Kathleen, I remember her from back when she was a young kid, always used to come here in the summer with her mom and dad. Well, she knew the place. She was familiar with it. Her and her sister and them Olvera boys, and young Greg Carson, they was always goin’ on long treks and riding around on bikes, and Greg’s horses,—adventures they called them back then. My point is, she knew the place.” 

    He paused and pulled a cheroot from his breast pocket and poked it in his mouth. He took his time lighting it with a green disposable lighter, and when it was burning, carried on talking. 

    “So, according to her mom, nice lady, genuine Irish, Kath come out here to see her in-laws. No doubt you’ll go and see ’em. She’s of Swedish stock, old school Protestant. His great-grandparents were Mexican, Catholics, but he converted so he could marry her. Takes all sorts, I guess.” 

    “You were saying about…” 

    “Anyhow, like I was saying, she was coming here to see her in-laws, for some reason which was best known to herself. Now, Lee County ain’t all that big, as the crow flies. But I often think, if you flattened it out, with all the mountains we have, it might be three or four times the size. You know what I mean? You look at it on a map, and you might think, hell, Lefthand Canyon ain’t that far away. But boy! When you’re done getting there, you’ve covered maybe twenty mile or more! So, what I’m wondering is, how in the hell did she wind up in Lefthand Canyon, if she was goin’ to see the Olveras in Seven Hills?” He stared at me. “It ain’t like she got there, to her in-laws, and then left with somebody. She never even showed up. And still managed to wind up in the canyon. That don’t make much sense to me. But maybe you and your partner will figure it out.” 

    I nodded. “I had wondered about that. The receptionist at the Wagon Wheel said it’s the kind of place you only go if you have a particular reason…” 

    “Ned ain’t wrong. And that particular reason, often as not, is something illegal. We found about six bodies there over the years, but we’ll never know how many we didn’t find.” 

    We drove in silence for a while. The tops of the hills were bathed in sunlight, but the road was in deep shade. After a while I asked him, “What can you tell me about Greg Carson? You said he was part of the gang.” 

    He chewed on his cheroot for a while, then said, “Good man. Known him all my life. Solid, like his daddy and his granddaddy before him. Tough man. Works hard. I never had no complaint about him. Why d’you ask?” 

    “Where does he live?” 

    He turned his head to look at me and raised an eyebrow that said he wasn’t used to people not answering his questions. I waited.  

    “He’s got a ranch outside Gold Hill. I’ll point it out to you as we go by. You got a reason for asking?” 

    “Yeah. Isaac thought she might be coming to visit him, and not her in-laws. That make more sense?” 

    Round about the junction with route 83, the blacktop had been replaced with beaten earth, and for about five minutes we’d been rattling along, leaving a dust trail behind us. Now we crested a hill and began to descend toward a small town that hadn’t changed in the last two hundred years. Every house and store I could see was made of logs. The only things that looked out of place were the cars and trucks that dotted the dirt roads. Sheriff Watson slowed as we approached a junction and pointed to his left.  

    “See that hill over there? That’s where Greg has his ranch. Pine Ranch. Take the first left up ahead, and you can’t miss it. We’re going down here on the right, Lickskillet Road. It’s pretty steep. It’ll take us down to Lefthand Canyon.” 

    We bumped down the track for five minutes, descending in a steep zig-zag. Finally we came to the bottom, to a broad, dusty road bordered by steep, heavily wooded hills. 

    “I notice you didn’t answer my question, Sheriff.” 

    “Does it make more sense her coming to see Greg than Ingrid and Alfredo?” I nodded and he shrugged. “To be honest, Detective, none of it makes any sense to me.” 





SEVEN


   

    He pulled off the road onto a patch of dirt in the shade of some pines, opened the door and climbed out. I glanced into the back seat and Dehan was watching me. She smiled and we both swung down after the sheriff. He glanced at our shoes and said, “It ain’t an easy climb.” 

    He pointed up into the forest. You could just make out an overgrown, beaten track.  

    “Couple of hikers had been camping in the valley other side of this slope. ’Bout five miles that way is Seven Hills, where we just come from.” He shrugged with one shoulder. “Like I said, we drove twelve miles to get here, but it’s only five miles away. So they was coming down along this track and they saw what looked like a bundle of rags in a clearing through the trees. C’mon and I’ll show you.” 

    The hill was steep, and under the pine needles the ground was soft and damp from what I guessed had been recent rain. It was a difficult climb. It would have been difficult even for somebody who knew the terrain. After about a minute I called ahead, “Is this the only approach? There is no approach from above?” 

    “Not for a vee-hicle, if that’s what you’re thinking.” He paused for us to catch up. His voice had a strange echo under the dense foliage of the tall trees. “She’d been out here about a week, so it was hard to be sure. But I think there were drag marks. I figure he parked down there where I did and dragged her up, using a tarp. He’d never’ve got her here from up top.” He shrugged, looking up the slope. “Not ’less he came by mule, or horse.” 

    He jerked his head off to the left. “That’s the spot where they seen the body, that clearing over yonder.” 

    I drew level with him and peered among the trees. Dehan came up by my side. The ground leveled off for maybe fifteen or twenty feet and, beyond a fallen tree, there was a broad patch, maybe thirty or forty feet across, where there were only deep ferns, but no pines. 

    “Back in July, the ferns were less dense. The kids was coming down this path and they seen a bundle, beyond that fallen pine there. We don’t get a lot of litter ’round here, folks are mostly respectful of nature, so they decided to go and have a look.” 

    Dehan spoke for the first time since the Wagon Wheel. “Can we go and see?” 

    “Be my guest.” 

    He led us across the brown carpet of needles under the high green canopy. The only sound aside from the crunch of our boots was the sigh of the breeze in the branches up above. There was no bird song, but there was the occasional brief flutter of wings.  

    We made our way around the great, fallen pine and he pointed to a large bush. “See that shrub there? That’s creeping Oregon grape. Her body was partially under that bush.” We trudged across till we were standing around it. “He’d obviously covered her in pine needles, but wild animals, the wind, whatever, they had come off and she was mostly exposed. There was no blood.” He pointed at the bush again. “Her neck and shoulders were underneath the foliage, and her head had rolled down into that hollow, at the foot of the slope there. According to the medical examiner, decapitation was postmortem, and most likely on site.” 

    Dehan said, “No hoof prints?” 

    He shook his head and smiled. “I did look for ’em, in case you’re wondering. But there weren’t none. Don’t mean he didn’t use a horse, or a mule. Like I say, a week had gone by, and being summer, the ground was hard.” 

    We stood in silence for a while. I tried to visualize the scene. It was probably night, and under the canopy of dense branches above, it would have been very dark. I made a mental note to check if there was a moon that night.  

    “How difficult would it be, Sheriff, for an experienced horseman to ride up and down these slopes in the dark?” 

    He nodded, still smiling. “Hard. Much easier to bring her up in a truck, wrapped in a tarp, and drag her in. At night, ain’t nobody gonna see you.” He shrugged. “That’s what the Mob do, all the way from Vegas!” He laughed, creasing up his eyes and chewing on his cheroot. 

    Dehan raised her eyebrows at me. “So, unless the crime is dumping a body, we haven’t even got a crime scene.” 

    The sheriff nodded at her. “You see my problem. It’s like I said to you back at the Wagon Wheel, this place is used for just that purpose. That’s why you won’t catch me kickin’ up no fuss about jurisdiction. I’m grateful to have you take this darn case off my hands! I can’t figure what happened!” 

  

    It was just short of ten o’clock when the sheriff dropped us back at the motel. We watched him drive away, having told us that if we needed him, his office was in James Town—seven miles north as the crow flies, fourteen by road.  

    Dehan led the way inside and stood with her ass in front of the iron stove again, bouncing slightly with her hands behind her back. I said, “I’m dead beat. Let’s sleep till lunch, then we can review what we know and decide on a course of action.” 

    She nodded and looked relieved. I hit the bell and Ned appeared after a moment wearing his look of secret superiority.  

    “Ready to go up?” 

    “Yeah, and we don’t want to be disturbed till lunchtime.” 

    He winked, which made me frown, and said, “I understand,” which made my frown deepen. Then he handed me a key. “It’s the last door on the left, with glorious views of the mountains.” 

    There was an awkward moment when Dehan came and stood at the desk and we all stared at each other. Finally, Dehan said, “May I have my key too?” 

    He gaped and his eyes widened in horror. “Two rooms? I understood… I didn’t realize… I thought…” 

    I scowled at him. “You thought that two NYPD detectives were going to share a room?” 

    He went pale and swallowed. “I assumed you were the detective and madam was… When you said your partner… These days, partner can mean so many things…” 

    I sighed. Dehan was staring at me with a complete absence of expression, which was kind of unnerving. I said, “Look, no harm done. Just give Detective Dehan another room and forget about it.” 

    He was rigid. He didn’t look complacent anymore. “We are all booked up till tomorrow.” 

    “Is there another hotel?” 

    “The Saloon is full. Perhaps Gold Hill...?” 

    Dehan grabbed the key from my hand and moved toward the stairs. “C’mon, Stone. Forget it. If you don’t snore, I promise not to bite.” 

    She stomped up the stairs and I scowled at Ned again. “You get me a room by tomorrow or pal, I’m coming to sleep at your house.” 

    “Tomorrow.” 

    I followed Dehan up the stairs and down a long passage with wooden walls and a deep red carpet. She unlocked the door like she was disemboweling it and pushed in. The room was nice. It was big, with a big, solid bed and a stone fireplace with the logs set and ready to light. There was an en suite bathroom, a chair and a desk, but there was no couch. 

    I closed the door. “I’m sorry, Dehan. I clearly told him, you can check the reservation…” 

    She gave me that same impossible-to-read expression. “Hey, I’m not contagious. Just keep your shorts on and we’ll be fine. I promise to respect you in the morning. Help me take my boots off.” 

    We left our clothes on and climbed under the bedclothes. The last thing I remember before I slipped into unconsciousness was Dehan’s sleepy chuckle as she said, “If my Uncle Ben could see me now…” 

    I awoke to the sound of the shower. A glance at the window told me it was about midday. The hiss from the bathroom faded to a trickle and died. Then there were those odd bathroom noises: the rattle and slide of the shower-cubicle door, the clunk of the bathroom cabinet opening and closing, the muffled flop of a bath towel being unfurled and dropping to the floor. I smiled. For some reason I couldn’t fathom, the sounds were oddly comforting.  

    She stood in the door with a a white turban on her head, a white towel wrapped around her body and an idiot grin on her face. She looked shiny and scrubbed. 

    “How was it for you?” she said. “Did the earth move?” 

    “Cut it out.” 

    “I gotta say, Stone, it wasn’t like my girlfriends said it would be. I think you need to work on your technique.” 

    I threw a pillow at her and she indulged in what you could only describe as a locker room laugh. She threw it back and said, “Go shower, big boy, so I can get dressed.” 

    Twenty minutes later, we returned to our table by the fire and had a couple of local craft beers and a hamburger each. The peaches and cream waitress asked if we’d like some Colorado oysters while we waited for the hamburgers. Dehan frowned. “Oysters? In Colorado?” 

    “They ain’t really oysters, Miss, they’s…” 

    She giggled and I said, “They’re bull’s balls.” 

    Dehan looked her square in the eye. “Oh, no, I’ve had more than enough of that for one day.” Then she grinned at me. “Huh, Stone?” Peaches and Cream flushed and scuttled away squeaking.  

    “Dehan…” 

    She pointed at me. “You know what, Stone? Here’s what I don’t get…” 

    I shifted uneasily in my chair. “What?” 

    “She’s been coming to these parts since she was a kid. She knows people here. She isn’t going to just turn up. She has to have told somebody she’s coming, right?” 

    “Agreed.” 

    “I get the impression her in-laws didn’t even know she was coming.” She shook her head and shrugged. “She came by train, but how was she getting from Boulder to Seven Hills? Bus? Car rental? Was somebody picking her up?” 

    I nodded. “That would make sense.” 

    “Because if she had arranged to be collected from the station, whoever collected her…” 

    “That’s our man.” 

    “So we need to see her credit card records, her emails, her Facebook, phone, Whatsapp… all her communication for the month of June and early July to see who was meeting her.” 

    I took out my phone and dialed the captain while she kept talking. 

    “So here’s how it looks right now. She’s unhappy in her marriage. Mo is neglecting her. She wants to confide in her mom, but we’ve seen her mom sees the world through rose-tinted glasses and she doesn’t want to know about problems. She turns to Anne-Marie, only to discover that Anne-Marie is screwing her husband, and the birth of her baby, instead of bringing Mo back to her side, seems to have driven him further away…” 

    The captain’s voice spoke in my ear. 

    “Stone. How’s it going?” 

    “We might be making progress, Captain. Listen, we need to see Kathleen Olvera’s credit card and phone records, Whatsapp, email, Facebook—the whole package—for the months of June and July, 2012. And any other messenger and social media she may have been using. The sheriff here is happy to give us free reign, but the deal is we take the case off his hands.” 

    “Fair enough. I’ll see to it.” 

    “Thanks.” 

    I hung up. Dehan kept talking. 

    “So she’s looking for a friend. Isaac…” She blew out through her teeth and shook her head. “Isaac is the husband of the woman who is sleeping with her husband. It’s like an unspoken rule. If she seeks consolation with him, she has to sleep with him. She doesn’t want that. So she ends up connecting with Greg. They talk several times, probably on Facebook, and she tells him what’s happened. He tells her to come out and stay with him for a few days. She agrees…” 

    The hamburgers arrived. Peaches and Cream’s cheeks were still prettily pink. She told us to enjoy and hurried away. 

    Dehan sank back in her chair. I said, “OK, that all sounds very plausible, but we have two problems here. One, why would she tell Mo she was going to see his parents? It would take one conversation between him and them to reveal she had not arranged to go and to see them. Two, what is Greg’s motive for killing her?” 

    She bit into her burger and shook her head. She chewed and swallowed while I bit. 

    “No problem. One, her plan is to go and see them. She will stay the night with Greg and then come and see them the next morning. Two, Greg thinks she has come to have an affair with him, but she is a sweet kid who is still in love with Mo. Either she regrets it and backs out, or never expected to have sex in the first place. She’s naïve. She thinks they are just friends. He gets mad and rapes her.” 

    We sat chewing and staring at each other. I swallowed. 

    “So, while we wait for the captain to arrange the records, we need to talk to the Olveras. Then we go and see Greg.” 

    She nodded slowly. “He’s the guy, Stone.” 





EIGHT


   

    Alfredo and Ingrid Olvera had a severely humorless house on the outskirts of the town. It was a white clapboard affair with a gable roof and a small front garden given over to the cultivation of beans and peas. A simple, stone path led through the center of the garden to a plain front door. You could imagine, as you approached that door, that the words ‘simple’ and ‘plain’ figured large in the Olveras’ lexicon. 

    It was Ingrid who opened the door to us. She was probably in her early sixties, but looked older. Her skin looked desiccated and leathery. Hair that had been blonde was now turning to gray, and blue eyes that must once have laughed now judged the world and found it wanting. She didn’t say anything, so I spoke.  

    “Mrs. Olvera?” 

    She nodded once. “You must be the detectives from New York.”  

    “This is Detective Dehan. I am Detective Stone. May we talk to you for a moment? We need to ask you a few questions.” 

    “Make it quick. I ain’t got long.” 

    She led us through a dead hall to a soulless living room where a round table stood in the center of the floor with four hard chairs about it. Two very basic captain’s chairs stood in front of an open fire, which at the moment lay unlit. The room was cold. There was a simple dresser, a writing desk, and a credenza, little else. There were no photographs, no pictures of any sort, and no ornaments. The mats on the floor were basic rush. She gestured us to the table and we sat. 

    Dehan looked around the room. “Is your husband home, Mrs. Olvera?” 

    “He’s tending to the animals.” 

    “We’re going to need to talk to him, too.” 

    She didn’t react, just sat looking at Dehan with eyes that had grown obstinate through years of denying herself joy. I said, “Would you go and get him, please, Mrs. Olvera?” 

    She didn’t argue. She rose and left the room. Dehan shook her head. “Kathleen wasn’t coming here.” 

    “I agree.” 

    “Who would?” 

    “The penitent?” 

    We heard the measured tread of shoes on bare boards and Ingrid returned accompanied by a small, gnarled man with gray hair and a large, unkempt beard and mustache. We rose to greet him and he shook our hands, searching our faces with his pale eyes. 

    “Ingrid, tea. We have guests.” He sat and she withdrew to the kitchen. “Our home is simple, plain, but we can offer hospitality.” There was a trace of an accent, but only a trace. “What is a Christian who does not offer hospitality?” 

    “Mr. Olvera, we don’t want to take up your time. We just have a couple of questions for you and your wife. We are collaborating with the county sheriff’s department in the investigation into Kathleen Olvera’s murder.” 

    He nodded once. “I know.” 

    “There are a couple of things we are not clear about. Were you aware that Kathleen intended to come and visit you?” 

    He shook his head. “No. We had no contact with Kathleen, or her sister or her mother for that matter. They were papists. We did not approve of our boys consorting with them, but there was precious little we could do to prevent it.” 

    “And look where it has led them…” Ingrid stood in the doorway, watching us with a face like curdled milk. “One of them a drug addict, the other murdered after fornication, and our boys consorting with God knows what whores in Babylon…” 

    “Go back to the kitchen and get the tea, woman.” She withdrew. He continued. “Kathleen Vuolo is an Irish Catholic, who was married to an Italian Catholic. He was an infantile man, always playing like a child, consumed with idle curiosity about cowboys and the wild west. Stupid man. And his wife…” He curled his lip. “Not a good woman. A painted harlot.” 

    Dehan’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? What makes you say that?” 

    He fixed her with hard, unforgiving eyes. “After her husband died, he was barely in the ground, she was in the bars, drinking alcohol, mixing with the men. Her children in the hotel, alone, and her out in the bars, with men.” 

    Ingrid came back in with a tray. On it there was a plain, undecorated pot and four plain mugs. She set it down on the table and poured. She didn’t ask if we wanted milk or sugar. Instead she said, “We told Moses and Isaac not to mix with those girls, for the Lord was surely going to punish them. And he surely has.” 

    Dehan gave her a look that was admirable for its restraint. “With all due respect, ma’am, I don’t think it was God that raped, strangled, and beheaded Kathleen Olvera. I think it was a man. And I don’t know if God’s Law says that her rape and murder was acceptable because her mother drank and used make up, but the law of the United States says it’s a heinous crime. And I have to say, I tend to agree. Now can we clarify, please? Are you saying that Kathleen did not contact you to say she was coming to visit?” 

    Their faces had gone like stone. He answered. 

    “She did not. And if she had, we would have told her she was not welcome.” 

    “Because she had stolen your sons from you.” 

    She spoke through pinched lips. “They were young and innocent. Those girls seduced them. They led them away from the path of righteousness.” 

    I said, “And all you wanted to do was lead them back.” 

    “We only try to do God’s work. We are simple, plain folk.” 

    “What does God’s work include, Mr. Olvera?” 

    “Whatever God commands.” 

    “And how do you know what God commands?” 

    He was watching me carefully because he knew where we were going. “It is all written in the Good Book, Detective, and the Sixth Commandment states very clearly, thou shalt not kill.” 

    Dehan pressed him, “Even if it is the will of God?” 

    “If it were the will of God, He would find His own means, and maybe that is what He did. We are humble servants of God, but we follow His will as laid down in the holy scriptures. We do not make it up according to our convenience. We leave that to the Catholics and the Jews.” 

    I sighed. “Do you know Greg Carson?” 

    He nodded. “He was a friend of our sons. His father was a good man.” 

    “Do you have much contact with him?” 

    “No, Detective. We don’t have much contact with anyone. We work, we tend our simple plot of land and we serve God in whatever ways we can each day, and give thanks for his mercy. We don’t socialize, we see few people from one month to the next.” 

    I’d heard everything I needed to hear, and about as much as I was willing to. I looked across the table at Dehan. She gave her head a shake and I stood. 

    “We won’t take up any more of your time.” They didn’t get up with us but stayed sitting at the table as we made our way to the door. I opened it for Dehan and then turned back to look at them, both staring down at the simple, plain table top their God had blessed them with. 

    “Do you know your Bible, Mr. Olvera? How about you, Mrs. Olvera? You know your Bible?” 

    He answered for them both. “We are rigorous in our Bible study, Detective.” 

    “You familiar with Matthew?” They both looked away. I insisted, “Matthew 7:1, Judge not, that ye be not judged. Matthew 7:2, For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged: and with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you again. Matthew 7:3, And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy brother's eye, but considerest not the beam that is in thine own eye?” I gave my head a little sideways twist. “You sure you don’t ‘make it up according to your own convenience’? A good day to you both.” 

    We left them in their simple, plain house, probably judging us and sentencing us to eternal damnation, and strolled through the broad, empty streets of Seven Hills back toward the Wagon Wheel. After a bit, Dehan said, “You memorized the Bible?” 

    “No, I just happened to Google that quote the other day, for something unrelated.” I shrugged. “Synchronicity.” 

    She said absently, “A Jungian concept.” I raised an eyebrow at her. She looked defiant. “What? I Google too.” She looked away and stuck her hands in her pockets. “So maybe they are religious fanatics. Maybe they hate the Vuolo girls for taking their sons away. Maybe she called…” 

    “They have no phone.” 

    “OK, so maybe she wrote them and they said, ‘Yeah, come up, we’ll talk about it.’ Papa Freak met her at the station, drove her up to Lefthand Canyon, badabim badabam, end of story.” She curled her lip and shook her head. “But I don’t think so. I can’t tell you why, I just don’t get that vibe from them.” 

    “Vibe… Cosmic vibrations aside, I can’t see Kathleen ever wanting to go and visit them. Especially if she was depressed. It’s extremely improbable. And if there ever was any correspondence between them, it’s going to be damned hard to prove, because there will be no electronic record of it.” 

    She nodded. “I agree. Greg is our guy.” I smiled. She eyed me. “What?” 

    “Go back to the kitchen and make the tea, woman.” 

    “Can you believe that? What keeps a woman with a guy like that?” 

    We walked in silence and I studied the cold, empty blue sky above us. “I think some people stick together just because they’re terrified of some day dying alone.” I frowned at her. She was watching me with an odd, quizzical expression. I said, “Dying alone is a pretty scary thought.” 

    She made a kind of ‘pfff’ sound and looked away. “Crazy, isn’t it? People will live all their lives alone, even when they are close to somebody. I mean, they won’t commit—take that step and commit. But what scares them is dying alone. You know? I don’t mind spending my whole, goddamn life alone, as long as I don’t die alone!” 

    We walked in silence to the car and got in. 





NINE


   

    We followed the same route we’d followed that morning, winding between the steep, densely forested slopes, till eventually we came to Gold Hill. Gold Hill has four streets: Main Street, Gold Run Street, Suicide Hill Street, and the fourth street has no name. These are intersected by Prospect Street and a couple of others which also have no names. None of these streets is tarmacadamed and there are no traffic lights or stop signs. And all the houses have plenty of space between them, so they can stretch and expand with gardens, orchards and vegetable patches. As we rolled slowly through the town along Main Street, it made me smile. I thought it would be a good place to be a kid in. I imagined how it must have seemed to the young Kathleen and Pat, accustomed to the crowds and restrictions of the Bronx, to experience this wild freedom. What it must have been like when they first came to visit Greg at the ranch. 

    We followed the sheriff’s directions and soon came out the other side of town. The road forked and there was a rough sign that told us this was Pine Ranch. We turned in and followed the drive to a large, two story, log-built house with a raised porch. I pulled up there, climbed out and leaned on the roof of the car, looking at the land around. There was a lot of it, and I could see cattle, llamas, and lots of wood. Whatever Greg was, he wasn’t poor. 

    The door opened as Dehan got out and a man stepped onto the porch. He looked lean and tough. He was tall, about thirty-two, good-looking and dressed in boots and a cowboy hat. He looked the part. He eyed us both without warmth and said, “Help you?” 

    “Are you Greg Carson?” 

    “Who’s asking?” 

    “This is Detective Dehan and I am Detective Stone. We are collaborating with the Lee County Sheriff’s Department…” 

    “You here about Kathleen?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “You can put your badge away. I don’t need to see it. Tom Watson said you’d be coming. There ain’t a lot I can tell you.” He came down the steps. “What do you want to know?” 

    Dehan said, “Did she tell you she was coming to Seven Hills?” 

    “Nope.” 

    “She wasn’t in touch with you in the weeks before her death?” 

    “Nope.” 

    I smiled and came around the car to stand in front of him. “Mr. Carson, I should tell you that we have requested Kathleen’s phone records, emails and social media records for June and July of that year. If you were in touch with her, we will see the correspondence.” 

    He gave me a long, level, hard look. “I just got through telling you we didn’t have any contact. Do I have to repeat it?” 

    “When was the last time you did have contact with her?” 

    He took a deep breath and looked out at the horizon. “Must have been, 2010, 2009? There abouts. After her an’ Mo got hitched I didn’t really see much of them.” 

    Dehan raised an eyebrow. “Why was that?” 

    He shrugged and grinned. “I guess I always liked Kath myself. After her pa died, that little weasel Mo was in there like greased lightning. They used to come up regular in the summer, and each summer I hoped maybe she’d’ve got over him. But she didn’t. She still liked him. After a couple of years, I just gave up.” He gave her a humorless once-over and added, “I don’t like wasting time.” 

    I asked, “Were you aware that she and Mo were having difficulties in their marriage?” 

    “How would I know that?” 

    “Can you answer the question, please, Mr. Carson?” 

    “Nope.” He let the ambiguity of his answer stand. 

    “Did you know she was coming to visit?” 

    “I already told you I didn’t.” 

    I nodded. “Here’s my problem, Mrs. Carson. We know for a fact that Kathleen left New York and came to Seven Hills. We know for a fact that she was coming here to see somebody. We are almost certain that that somebody picked her up from the train station in Boulder…” 

    He shook his head. “No, they didn’t.” 

    “They didn’t? How do you know that?” 

    “The train don’t go to Boulder. You want to come to Boulder from New York by train, you’re gonna get the train to Denver, and then a bus from Denver to Downtown Boulder Station, on 14th Street.” 

    There was amusement in his face. I let him finish and smiled. “Thank you. So we know almost for a certainty that somebody picked her up from Downtown Boulder Bus Station. And that was probably the last person to see her alive. Now, there are only three people that she would have told that she was coming. Her in-laws, and you. And we know it wasn’t her in-laws.” 

    He looked down at the ground and nodded a few times. Finally he said, “You’re right.” 

    “You did pick her up from the bus station?” 

    “Nope. You’re right that you got a problem.” 

    Dehan sighed. “Can you think of anybody else that she might have been in touch with, that she might have been coming to see?” 

    He took off his hat and scratched his head with the same hand. He seemed to think about it. “Pat was a bit wild. She made friends with the off-grid crowd. Some of them farm cannabis and hang out with Hell’s Angels. They meet at the Shack.” 

    “The Shack?”  

    “It’s a bar down on Lefthand Canyon, ’bout three or four mile east of here, before the bend. They have themselves some pretty wild parties down there. I won’t say I never been. I went once or twice with Pat. But that ain’t my scene.” 

    I scratched my head in an unconscious echo of his own gesture. “So would Kathleen have had friends in that crowd?” 

    “I can’t see it m’self, but I don’t know. And to be honest, you’re wasting my time. I got work to do and I told you everything I know.” 

    I nodded. “I understand. Thanks for talking to us, Mr. Carson.” I moved toward the car, then stopped and turned back. “You didn’t like Kathleen, did you?” 

    He lifted his chin and gave me a hard stare. “I didn’t say that. I told you I was sweet on her at one time.” 

    “You didn’t say it, but you didn’t have to. It’s clear you don’t give a damn that she’s dead. The five of you used to hang out when you were kids and in your teens, you say you were sweet on her, but now she’s been murdered, and you can’t spare ten lousy minutes to help the cops find her killer? You had a grudge.” I shook my head. “You had some reason for turning hostile against a girl everybody else describes as an angel. What happened, Greg?” He didn’t answer. I pointed at him. “You’re still my man for picking her up at the station.” I smiled. “Have a good day, and thanks for your valuable time. You’ve been helpful.” 

    We climbed back in the car and slammed the doors. Dehan muttered, “Prick,” and I fired up the engine. I saw him in the rear-view mirror, watching us as we pulled out of the ranch. 

    We rolled slowly back through the town and I turned left onto Lickskillet Road. We bumped and bounced down the track till we came to Lefthand Canyon Drive, where I turned left and drove slowly, among the growing shadows on the hills and the pine woods, for about four miles. Just before the road turned north, I saw a ramshackle building on the left, set back about thirty yards, half in among the trees. It was made mainly of wood, with a tall, rickety, gray stone chimney that ran all the way down to the ground on the right-hand wall. There was a broad porch at the front and an open garden, where you could see all the ground had been churned up, and the grass and weeds crushed, by vehicles entering and leaving. I pulled over and climbed out to have a look. There were shutters closed over the windows and when I tried the door, it was locked. I walked down the side and put my hand on the stone chimney. It was cold. 

    As I came back to the garden, Dehan was approaching from the other side. She shook her head. “Nothing. You think this is it?” 

    I shrugged with my eyebrows. “It looks like a shack, and it’s where he said it would be.” I didn’t say anything for a moment, looking around, listening. It was real quiet. You could feel the evening gathering, and even the birds were silent. I asked, “You think there’s anything in it?” 

    She made a face. “Kathleen as a dope smoker? Not really.” 

    “How about Kathleen coming to her sister’s rescue?” 

    “Oh man…” 

    I rested my ass on the trunk of the car and stared at the old ramshackle building.  

    “What we still haven’t got, Dehan, is a concrete reason why she came here, or why she lied about where she was going. Let me rephrase that. We don’t know where she was going, what her purpose was in going there, or what made her lie about it. All we have is that she lied to her mother and her husband about going to see Ingrid and Alfredo, and she turned up a week later, ten miles away from their house, beheaded, ill-concealed in the woods.” 

    Dehan sighed and ran her fingers through her thick hair. “So, how would that work? Her sister gets in with bad company. Cannabis is legal in Colorado, but it’s not in New York. Maybe they had a bit of business going, with Pat selling the produce back east. She gets into trouble with them. Who knows? Maybe they were giving her merchandise to sell and she kept the proceeds, didn’t pay, spent it on coke—whatever. They want their money. They’re going to come to New York to collect. She convinces Kathleen to come to the Shack and pay them off, plead for time—again, whatever. Point is, they are mad and they make an example of her.” 

    “It’s plausible. It’s no less plausible than Greg raping her. We need to come back when they’re open.” 

    She nodded. “Maybe your man Ned knows what their hours are.” 

    I smiled. “You think?” 

    “You never can tell with these clean-living, God fearin’ country folk, Stone. They often have dark secrets.” 

    The sun slipped behind the trees. Suddenly, there was a sharp chill in the air and the sky seemed to darken. I shifted my ass off the trunk and moved toward the driver’s side. 

    “You know what they have here, Dehan, as well as bull’s balls?” 

    “What’s that, Stone?” 

    “Bison steak.” I climbed in and slammed the door. Dehan got in beside me. I fired up the engine and she turned on the heater. “You ever had a bison steak, Dehan?” 

    “Nope, but I reckon bison steak is something I could get pretty intense about. I propose a shower, a craft beer followed by a bottle of good wine, and a couple of bison steaks. I think that might be mighty helpful in stimulatin’ them there gray cells.” 

    “Well, I’s inclined to agree, ma’am, bein’ partial to a beer an’ a bison steak myself.” 

    And we drove off, into the sunset. 





TEN


   

    They had pulled the drapes in the dining room and built up the fire. It was agreeably warm and, looking across the table at Dehan, who was holding her beer and gazing at the burning logs, it was easy to forget we were working and imagine we were on holiday. I was vaguely surprised that the idea of being on holiday with Dehan did not strike me as odd. 

    She took a deep breath and frowned. “Here’s the way my mind is working, Stone. Our suspect pool is small.” She dragged her gaze away from the burning logs and looked at me. “We have an unknown possible at the Shack, or we have Greg. Whichever way you turn it, we end up with the same result.” She raised her shoulders. “I just can’t imagine that we are going to come up with another suspect. It’s either Mr. X, or it’s Greg.” 

    I dragged my mind back from the strange places where it had been wandering and thought about what she had said. 

    “I agree.” 

    “So we need to eliminate either Mr. X or Greg.” 

    “Getting hold of her credit card, phone records, and emails will help.” 

    She grunted quietly and turned back to the fire. “There is not a lot more we can do with Greg right now until we get those records…” 

    I interrupted her. “Actually, there may be.” 

    She frowned. “Like what?” 

    “The DNA samples taken with the rape kit. DNA testing has come on since 2012. I think we should resubmit the semen, have it sent to Frank back at the lab, see if he can make anything of it.”  

    She nodded. “Yeah, that’s good.” 

    “It will be interesting to see how Greg reacts when we ask him for a sample for comparison.” 

    “Yeah.” She nodded again. “Anyway, where was I going… I’ve been thinking about the shack.” She grinned. “According to Ned, they open after nine P.M., and it’s ‘not the sort of place we would want to go.’ If we turn up there looking like this…” She gestured across the table at me with her open hand, then back at herself with both hands. “…Let’s face it, we have ‘COPS’ written all over us. Not only will they not tell us shit, we’ll be lucky to get out alive.” 

    I frowned. “What do you suggest?” 

    “We don’t go as cops.” 

    “Undercover?” 

    “Not exactly. I don’t think we are authorized to conduct an undercover investigation here, so there could be problems with the legality of any evidence we gather that way. But there is nothing to stop us going along for a drink, is there?” She spread her hands. “We’re waiting on Kathleen’s records, we have some time to kill, we heard there’s a bar of local interest, so we went along in our free time…” 

    I smiled. “We don’t need to tell them we’re cops.” 

    She grinned again. “And if we are off duty, we don’t need to look like cops.” 

    Peaches and Cream’s mother brought out our bison steaks with a look of real satisfaction on her face, like she’d bred them, slaughtered them, and cooked them herself. She poured the wine and said, “Enjoy your meal,” as though she really meant it. We did our best. 

    The next twenty minutes went by in almost total silence. If you have never eaten a bison steak, it is hard to convey just how engrossing they can be. These animals live wild, they eat grass and they are not pumped full of hormones and other crap. The meat is lean and has a flavor that is hard to describe, except to say that it is beyond exquisite. In Valhalla, only Odin gets to eat bison steak. It would not be an exaggeration to say that we ate in reverent silence. The only sound that we were aware of was the crackle and spit of the fire. Occasionally we would pause to sip the wine and exchange a smile. Other than that, we focused only on the noble meat. 

    When the last piece was gone, we sat back in our chairs and Dehan drained her glass.  

    “Man,” she said, and nodded slowly. 

    “What did I tell you? Is that something?” 

    I called Peaches and Cream Sr. over and ordered a Bushmills, and Dehan had one, too. Then we sat with our chairs turned toward the fire and our legs stretched out and sipped. 

    “Don’t shave.” 

    “OK.” 

    “And after you shower in the morning, don’t brush your hair, just let it dry anyhow. We’ll get you a sweatshirt from the general store, and some jeans, and maybe some Timberland boots. Get you roughed up a bit.” 

    “What about you?” 

    “I look rough anyhow. Maybe I’ll get a woolen hat, and some of those gloves with no fingers. You know the ones?” 

    “Uh-huh.” 

    “You know how to roll a cigarette?” 

    “No.” 

    “OK, I’ll roll them for you.” 

    “I don’t smoke.” 

    “You did once, and you will again tomorrow night.” 

    I studied her face. She was smirking at the fire. She was right, though. If we were going to get any information from the crowd at the Shack, we needed to fit in, and that meant being a couple of dope heads from New York looking for some fun in Colorado. I sighed. 

    “But we go armed.” 

    “Yup.” 

    “And let’s be clear about our objective.” 

    She nodded. “You want to define it for us?” 

    I thought about it. “We are there to find out, A, if they had a deal with Pat to distribute and/or sell dope in New York, and B, if Kathleen came to see them on the night of…” I thought about it. It was a forty-hour journey at least. “On the night of the 8th of July.” 

    “Agreed.” She sipped her whiskey and rolled it around her mouth for a moment before swallowing it and sighing. “Man, that’s good. So, we’re going to have to play it by ear, but we should have some kind of basic plan.” 

    “Yeah, I would say our main target is the barkeep. Try and get into conversation with him. Maybe we are open to doing some business with him, selling dope back in the Big Apple. See where that leads us. Meanwhile, sound out the other customers too, see if anybody remembers either of them.” 

    “And if they get suspicious…” 

    “We leave. We don’t want a conflict on Sheriff Watson’s turf. And we sure as hell don’t want a shootout.” 

    We were quiet for a while. With the wine and the whiskey, and the warmth of the fire, I was finding it hard to keep my mind on the case. Dehan seemed to be miles away, transfixed by the wavering flames. The orange light bathed her face and I was struck, not for the first time, by how perfect her features were. It was a fact she seemed to be totally unaware of. I surprised myself by asking, “How are things with your Uncle Ben? He still trying to fix you up with rich surgeons?” 

    She gave a small, comfortable laugh. “No, I behaved so badly with the last surgeon he tried to set me up with, I think he’s given me up as a lost cause.” She sipped and sighed again. “You ever miss it? Family life?” 

    I hesitated, not sure what the answer was. “I miss the idea of it. The idea of the companionship. The idea of being able to share a thought, an idea, a feeling, without having to say anything.” I shrugged. “But I never had that. How can you miss something you never had?” 

    She looked at me for a long moment. Her expression was serious. Eventually she said, “I don’t know. But I miss it too, and I never had it either.” She drained her glass and leaned forward to slap my leg. “C’mon, big guy. Let’s get some sleep.” She stood. “If you snore, I’ll gut you and leave your body in Lefthand Canyon for the coyotes.” 

    “Snore?” I said, as we tramped up the stairs. “The way you hawk and stridulate, I’ll be lucky to get to sleep at all.” 

    “Hawk and stridulate…?” 

    “Yup.” 

   

    The next day was pretty uneventful. I was not allowed to shave when I got up, and after I showered, Dehan spent almost fifteen minutes jabbing her fingers through my hair to make it look as though I hadn’t combed it. Apparently, if I simply didn’t comb it, it looked as though I had combed it. That’s forty-six wasted years right there.  

    Then after breakfast, we went and spent three hundred bucks on buying clothes to make me look disreputable: some torn jeans that were more expensive than the ones that hadn’t got torn yet, a black sweatshirt with a large cannabis leaf on it and the legend, ‘High, how’ya doin?’ in faded letters, and a pair of Timberland boots that cost almost as much as my car. 

    This all made Dehan smile a lot. “Yeah, man. You look cool. You should dress down a bit, you know that?” 

    “What is this, Dehan? Is this method? Are you getting into your role for tonight?” 

    She raised an eyebrow at me, which made the manager of the general store simper and move away to his till. “Hey, dude, I don’t know where you were raised, Stone. But I was raised on the mean streets of the Bronx. I don’t need no method. I am the streets!” 

    I rolled my eyes and paid, and we took my new image to trudge through the woods in Lefthand Canyon for a few hours till the sun started to slip. We found nothing, but that was pretty much what we expected to find. Five years of snow, rain, wind, large and small animals and a million bugs had removed any trace of Kathleen’s murder and her killer. Nature is ruthless about life and death. They are to her as breathing in and out are to us. It’s only human beings who make a big deal out it. 

    As the sun began to slide off the big blue dome of the sky and into the western hills, we began to trudge, slide and stumble down the steep bank toward my car. Then Dehan stuck her hands in her back pockets and asked, “So, Stone, I’m a working-class girl from the Bronx, Mexican Catholic mom, Jewish dad. You know all this about me. What about you? You’re pretty secretive, you know. Stone...” She savored the name. “What is that? English? German? You working-class? Middle class?” She spread her hands. “You drive a classic Jaguar. You know your wines. You use words like stridulate. What’s the deal with you?” 

    We got to the bottom of the hill and came out of the woods and I unlocked the car. We climbed in and I sat for a while staring at the road as dusk slowly encroached. Finally, I shrugged.  

    “No deal. I’m not secretive, there’s just not mot much to tell. Your family is more interesting than mine. Dad traced his family back to the war of independence. They were Anglo-Saxon Protestants. Brooklyn. Strict, strong. Fought for the king.” I laughed without much feeling. “Always defending the losing side, that’s us. Mom was a small, pretty, weak woman. They were unhappy, but never enough to talk about it, and never enough to do anything to fix it.” I smiled at her. “They did their duty, and then they died.” 

    “Wow…” 

    “Not really. No big deal.” 

    I turned the key, felt the satisfying rumble of the big four-liter engine and pulled away, back toward Gold Hill. Dehan shifted in her seat so she could face me. 

    “I remember something I read once about Chagall.” 

    I raised my eyebrows. “Chagall, the painter?” 

    “Yeah. I told you. You’re not the only guy who uses Google, remember? It said that the important thing about Chagall was not what he put into his paintings, but everything that he left out.” 

    “Huh.” 

    “I didn’t get it at the time, but now I understand what they meant. It’s what you just did.” 

    “Is it?” 

    “You know it is. You just told me exactly nothing about your childhood and your family. But when you did that, you told me everything.” 

    We ground and bumped our way up Lickskillet Road and then headed east back toward Seven Hills. Eventually, as we were approaching the Wagon Wheel, I said, “So, we going for another bison steak tonight, before the Shack, or something lighter?” 

    She looked at me a long time before answering. Finally, she said, “I don’t do light, Stone. I do heavy, and intense. It’s part of the stereotype.
Like you with your WASP stiff upper lip.” 





ELEVEN


   

    We arrived at the Shack at ten. The shutters were open and the windows were glowing with a warm, amber light that turned the building and the hillside behind it into a black mass against the translucent night sky. It reflected off the chassis of a handful of trucks and bikes, and occasionally flickered as a body moved past inside. You could make out the strains of music. It sounded like the Eagles. Some things never die. 

    I parked near the gate, where I couldn’t be blocked in, and where it would be easy to get out in a hurry if we needed to. Dehan gave my hair a last ruffle and we climbed out into the icy night air.  

    We pushed through the old wooden door into a surprisingly large, crowded room. There was no hush as we stepped in. They didn’t all go quiet and turn to look at us with suspicious eyes. They ignored us completely. 

    On the far right, there was a large, stone, open fire built up with big logs. It was burning well, casting an agreeable, flickering glow, and the room was warm. There were maybe fifteen tables scattered around the floor, and most of them were occupied. On the left, opposite the fire, there was a long bar with two men behind it, serving drinks to half a dozen guys leaning on the counter. At a couple of tables in the corner, by the fire, I counted six men in biker’s leathers. They were all either bald or had very long hair. A couple of them had forked beards. On their jackets they bore the emblem of the local chapter of the Hell’s Angels. 

    Just about everybody else looked like your stereotypical off-grid hippie, in used jeans, nondescript shirts, and long hair. About the only thing to distinguish the men from the women was that most of the women didn’t have beards, and most of the men didn’t have breasts. Most. 

    The only people who stood out from the crowd were two guys who were sitting with the Angels in the corner. If they’d been in a club in the Bronx I wouldn’t even have noticed them. Here they stood out like nuns at a clip joint. One of them looked like Ray Charles, black glasses and all. He laughed a lot and held a cigarette in his left hand in a way that told you he was never without it.  

    Next to him was a Latino in his mid or late thirties. He had pale blue eyes you could see clean across the room, and a scar down his left cheek that twisted his mouth and made it look as though everything he looked at he found nauseating.  

    I saw all this in the time it takes to close a door. Then Dehan was clinging to my arm and leaning on me and saying, “Stop staring, laugh and buy me a drink.” 

    She laughed to illustrate her point and pulled me toward the bar. We found a vacant spot and one of the barmen approached us, smiling. 

    “Hey! New faces. Good to see, man. I’m Saul.” He held out his hand and we shook. He didn’t sound like a cowboy. He was east coast.  

    I took his hand. “I’m John.” 

    “Carmen. I love this place!” 

    He laughed. “Cute, huh? What can I get you?” 

    “Couple of beers.” He went away to get them from the fridge and I looked at Dehan. “Not what I expected.” 

    She nodded. “We need to talk to the guys in the corner.” 

    Saul came back with our drinks. “You need glasses?” 

    I shook my head and grinned at him. “You’re from back east, right?” 

    He laughed. “Same as you, pal. New York.” He grabbed a cloth and gave the bar a wipe. He looked ready to chat for a bit.  

    “How’d you wind up here, if you don’t mind me asking?”  

    He made a face like acquired wisdom and laughed. “Senior year at NYU, law. And one morning I woke up, literally. You know what I’m saying? And I made a long movie in my head, about where the law was taking me. The firm, the two cars, the mortgage, the wife, the affairs—the whole damned script had been written for me by The System before I was even born.” He shook his head. Then he laughed and shrugged. “Only I didn’t want to be a part of that movie. So I upset my mom and my dad, borrowed some money from the bank against my inheritance and bought this place. And that’s my story.” 

    Dehan looked at him with wonder in her eyes. For a moment I asked myself if it was an act or genuine. “Wow, that is so cool.” 

    “Anyone can do it, sister. Happiness is a choice, right? How about you guys, what are you doing up here?” 

    Before I could answer Dehan grabbed my arm with both of hers and leaned her head on my shoulder. “We are kind of doing something similar, right, honey? We’re making a long movie. We want to get out of the race, and we’re looking at cool places. We don’t want to go totally off grid, but we want to be somewhere where you can see the stars at night, and maybe grow some weed without The Man watching you. Know what I mean?” She managed to say it all and sound authentic. He nodded. “So we were thinking of Arizona. But we met this chick and she said, ‘Go to Colorado.’ And she told us about the Shack.” 

    His face lit up. “No kidding? What’s her name?” 

    She rested her chin on my shoulder a couple of inches from my face and gazed adoringly into my eyes. “What was her name, John?” 

    I sighed, like I was thinking, “Uh, Pat.” 

    He frowned. “Oh, Irish kid?” 

    I made a face. “Yeah, she could be Irish.” 

    He nodded. “I remember her. She used to hang out here with a big cowboy type. Haven’t seen either of them for a while.” He nodded over at Ray Charles. “Sly and Coy knew her. She was part of their crowd.” 

    Dehan laughed. “Sly and Coy?” 

    He chuckled. “Sylvester is the blind black guy. Coy says he’s Mexican and back home they called him El Coyote on account of how badass he was. But everybody up here is badass, except the refugees from the city, like me. They called him Coy and it stuck, so now he has to live with it. Personally I call him Coyote, just to be on the safe side, know what I’m saying?” 

    I made scared eyes and said, “OK.”  

    He walked away and started serving other customers. Dehan swigged from her bottle. “We need to make a move.” 

    I nodded and smiled like she’d said something amusing. “I know. But give it a while. If we’re too quick it will look suspicious.” 

    We talked about nothing much through Tequila Sunrise and Desperado and finished our beers. I called Saul over. 

    “Let’s have another couple of beers, Saul. Will you have one too?” 

    “Thank you kindly!” 

    He went to get them and when he returned, I said, “Listen, you been here long?” 

    “Coming up for ten years.” 

    “Maybe you can give us some advice.” 

    “If I can, I will. Always happy to help. Cheers!” 

    We knocked bottles and drank. I sighed through my teeth and said, “We’re looking to do a bit of business.”  

    He raised an eyebrow. He knew what was coming, but he asked anyway. “What kind of business?” 

    I spread my hands and smiled on the right side of my face, acknowledging it was obvious. “Weed is legal up here but, as I am sure you know, it’s not back in New York. So if I sell it back there I can ask a good price…” 

    “You want to know if there is a cannabis farmer who is willing to sell you in bulk so you can sell it in the city.” 

    I shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. “You know—it’s one of the options we’re looking at.” 

    He gave me a wink. “Let me have a word with Sly. I don’t get involved in that shit. I keep my nose clean. But I know they have done that in the past. Give me a minute. Just don’t get me involved.” 

    I thanked him and he went away. Dehan took a pull from her bottle. “So Sly and El Coyote are farmers. But they sure as hell aren’t farming for the pharmaceutical industry. They are supplying the states where dope is still illegal, and they can make top dollar on an ounce.” She looked worried. “You ever smoked dope, Stone?” 

    I shrugged. “Couple of times at college. I thought it was overrated. Why?” She gave me a look that was hard to interpret. Then it dawned on me. “You never did.” She shook her head. “And you think we’re going to have to tonight.” She nodded. 

    I looked over at Saul speaking in Sly’s ear. Coy and a couple of the Angels glanced over at us. I was beginning to think this was a bad idea and said so to Dehan. She made a ‘maybe’ face. “It’s too late now, anyway. We’ll have to talk to them.” 

    “We can’t get stoned. It’s crazy.” 

    “What’s it like? Is it like getting drunk?” 

    I closed my eyes. A voice in my head said we should leave. Now. I said, “Not really. I thought it was kind of boring. It hits you suddenly. Everything seems real funny or real deep. Sometimes you lose your inhibitions. It can be an aphrodisiac. This is really a bad idea, Dehan, we should go.” 

    She gave me a weird kind of blank grin that was impossible to interpret and Saul approached us behind the bar. 

    “You’re in luck. He wants you to join him for a drink. He seems to be interested. If he offers you a smoke, accept. It’s damn good weed, and he’s easily offended.” 

    I grinned at him. “Don’t worry. We’ll accept! Say, bring us over a bottle of good tequila, will you? As a goodwill gesture.” 

    He winked. “That’s nice. He’ll like that.” 

    As we made to move to Sly’s table I put my hand on Dehan’s shoulder and reached for my phone. I made like I was answering a call. She watched me. As I hung up I set the alarm for twenty minutes and put it back in my pocket. 

    “OK, Carmen. Into the jaws of the coyote. Let’s go.” 





TWELVE


   

    There were six of them around the table: Sly in the corner with Coy on his right, and a chorus of four Angels around him. I put a smile of invincible middle-class naivety on my face and we walked over at the same time as Saul arrived with a tray of tequila and eight glasses. We’d reached Hotel California on the Eagles’ Greatest Hits. 

    “Good evening,” 

    I smiled around the table as Saul set down the bottle and the glasses with a saucer of lemon slices and a salt cellar. They all looked at me without expression, and then at Dehan with more approval. Saul said to Sly, “Bottle of tequila, compliments of John here, Sly.” 

    Sly cocked his head and smiled. “That is a nice gesture you had there, John. But before I invite you to sit at my table and join me and my family here,” he made a broad, elegant gesture around the table, “let me tell you something that I have learned in life. I have learned that no man ever gives anything to another man unless he wants something in return. Would you say that is true, John?” 

    I allowed my smile to turn from naïve to rueful. “Well, it is certainly true in my case, Sly.” 

    He gave a high-pitched, wheezing laugh that was chock-full of the pleasure of being right. “Well, at least you is honest, my man. As you might perceive, I am blind, but that don’t mean I don’t see, does it now?” 

    “Clearly not.” 

    “Sit down, you and your friend, who I am told is hot, and tell me what it is you want from me. And I shall tell you whether I shall grant it to you, or send you on your way. Move over boys, and make room for our guests.” 

    There was some shifting and scraping of chairs and we sat on Sly’s left. Every seeing eye in the company was fixed on Dehan. Their expressions were appreciative, but not exactly complimentary. I felt edgy but tried to hide it. 

    “Well,” I said, “Aside from the pleasure of your hospitality, we are looking to do some business in Colorado, and we were thinking you might be the man to do business with, or you might know somebody.” 

    There was something serpentine about his smile and his voice. “What kind of business, John?” 

    “We are looking to buy good quality weed in fair quantities and sell it back in New York. It could be profitable to all, while only we would shoulder any risk.” 

    His face became serious. “What you are proposing is illegal.” 

    I allowed the smile to show in my voice. “Only half of what I am proposing is illegal. And that half doesn’t concern you, except in that you would receive a higher price than if it were entirely legal.” 

    He raised an eyebrow and I could visualize his sightless eyes behind the black lenses of his shades. “Do I look like a criminal to you?” 

    He was trying to intimidate me and I am not good at being intimidated. My answer probably wasn’t wise, but my edginess was turning to anger and I was finding it increasingly hard to hide it. I looked him over, and then around at the company. I shrugged and said, “Yeah, you do.” 

    There was a moment of tension and I was half hoping they’d get mad. Instead, Sly started laughing. “You might be a dumb motherfucker, John, but you sure as hell got balls. I’ll give you that.” 

    “Impressions can be deceiving, Sly. I’m not as dumb as I look. How about we operate on a footing of mutual respect and see if we can do business? Straight off, I can distribute throughout the Bronx. I have friends in the Sureños whom I can work with and who will safeguard the territory.” 

    “Oh man, that is big talk. You telling me the Sureños ain’t got a supplier already?” 

    “No. I am not telling you that. I am telling you that they can use another supplier and that their current supplier hasn’t got the quality or the quantity I figure I can get from you.” 

    “Is that so…?” It didn’t seem worth answering, so I waited. Finally, he asked, “How much?” 

    “How about we start with ten kilos. Can you supply that much?” 

    He wheezed his high-pitched laugh and everybody joined in. “Oh, I can supply that much, and much more. The question is, can you provide the money for that much dope?” 

    “That depends on what price you’re looking for.” 

    “How much you willing to pay?” 

    Dehan spoke suddenly, and there was an edge to her voice. “How much was Pat paying? We’ll pay the same.” 

    Everybody went very still. Sly tilted his head to one side. Coy stared at her with his nasty, pale blue eyes. Sly said, “Excuse me?” 

    “Let’s cut the crap, Sly. We’re here because of Pat. She said you could supply us. We’ll deal on the same terms you had with her.” 

    He turned to Coy, leaned close to his ear and muttered something. Coy didn’t remove his eyes from Dehan. He muttered something back and Sly nodded. 

    “We haven’t seen Pat for… oh, five or six years. What makes you think I had any kind of deal with her?” 

    Dehan snapped, “She does. She didn’t mention you by name, but she said she had a supplier in the Shack. So we came here. I figure she was talking about you. Unless there’s somebody else we should be talking to. You got a problem with Pat?” 

    “Is that any of your business?” 

    I was about to intercede when Dehan said, “Yeah. It’s my business. She recommended you and you seem to have a problem with that. I want to buy weed from you. So yeah, if you have a problem with her, that’s my business, because I don’t want to have the same problem as her. That make sense to you, Sly? Coz it makes sense to me.” 

    There was absolute stillness at the table. In my mind I was already reaching for my piece. Dehan was completely unfazed. She looked around the table and gestured at the bottle of tequila. “Are we going to just sit here and look at this mother or are we going to drink it?” 

    Sly threw back his head and let out a loud whoop. “Man! I do like a strong woman. You like black meat, baby? Coz I sure as hell am into you.” 

    I spoke without thinking and the aggression in my voice surprised even me. “She’s my wife. Back off.” 

    He raised both hands and laughed. Dehan’s eyes went wide. Sly said, “OK, my man, take it easy. No offense. You don’t know ’less you ask, am I right? Open up the bottle, Coyote. Let’s drink.” 

    Dehan glanced at me and smiled. We had a round of shots and I broached the subject again. “Carmen’s right, Sly. If you have a problem with Pat, we need to know. We don’t want to tread on your toes or cause any offense. She told us about the Shack, but she didn’t mention any names.” 

    He let out a long sigh and reached in a woven bag he had hung around his neck. He pulled out a tin of buds, some papers, and a grinder, and started preparing a long joint. 

    “Pat…” he said. “Pat, Pat, Pat… She used to hang out with that cowboy dude. She had a pretty sister. Am I right?” 

    I shrugged. “I have no idea.” 

    “All the guys liked her sister. She never came here, you understand. Her sister was a nice Catholic girl.” He made an obscene noise in his throat that turned into a laugh. “Catholic girls. My favorite!”  

    He rolled the joint with long, skillful fingers and sealed it with a long tongue. He poked it in his mouth and lit it with a match, then inhaled deeply and held it down for five long seconds before exhaling. He spoke as he exhaled. 

    “I have no problem with Pat. She was nothing to me. I sold her dope, you understand, and she did not always pay on time. But we sorted it out amicably.” He leered at me. “Like I say, I love Catholic girls.” 

    He threw his head back and laughed out loud. When the laugh had subsided, he handed me the joint. I took a drag, pretended to inhale and hold it down, counted to four and exhaled slowly through my nose. Then I passed it to Dehan. She took a drag and I turned to Sly. 

    “I’ll give you two and a half grand a kilo. That’s thirty grand for the first lot of ten K.” 

    He giggled. “I know how much you’re going to sell it for, man…” 

    Dehan erupted into a fit of coughing and everybody at the table started laughing. I turned to her and her eyes were streaming. “Oh, man…” She took another drag and passed it to the biker next to her, a giant with a forked beard who was watching her with hungry eyes.  

    I turned back to Sly. “I sell it to my contact in the Sureños. They get the market price. Two and half K is my offer.” 

    The joint made another round. I looked at Dehan. Her pupils were dilated but she said, “I’m OK.” 

    Sly’s voice rose above the music and the noise of talk and laughter. “Agreed, John. We can do business. I can have it for you in… a couple of days, Coyote?” 

    “Two days.” 

    “Two days. So, let’s celebrate.”  

    Coy refilled the glasses and Sly started rolling another joint. Dehan was smiling at me. I was wondering if my damned alarm was ever going to go off. Sly took a long drag on his joint, lay back in his chair and let out the smoke real slow. While he did it, he handed me the cigarette. I took a drag, held it in my mouth for a count of three, and let it out again. I handed it to Dehan, willing her to do the same. She looked slightly worried.  

    She took a drag, inhaled and held it down, suppressing a coughing fit, then let it out and passed the butt to the big Angel. 

    My phone rang. I took it out of my pocket and looked at the screen. I turned to Sly, “Excuse me. I have to take this.” 

    I stood and moved away a couple of steps, saying, “Yuh…uh-huh…OK…” 

    The big Angel was leaning over close to Dehan, with his arm across the back of her chair. I felt a hot pellet in my belly. I wasn’t sure if it was anger, fear, or a volatile mixture of the two. I put my phone away and returned to the table. 

    “Sorry to break up the party, folks. We have to go.” 

    Dehan looked up at me. Her expression was grateful. The Angel’s, not so much. He looked resentful. He said, “The lady don’t need to go. You can go, she can stay.” 

    I smiled amiably. “The lady needs to go, too.” 

    I reached out to her and she took my hand. She made to get to her feet but he put his hand on her shoulder and forced her down. Any other time that would have cost him a broken arm. But the dope was kicking in and mixing with the tequila and the beer, plus the wine we’d had with dinner. She dropped back into the chair and looked at me in alarm. 

    I said, “Take your hand off my wife.” 

    “How’s about you make me, boy?” 

    I turned to Sly and Coy. “This how you do business?” 

    Coy looked at the Angel and shook his head. “Leave it, Scott.” 

    I pulled Dehan to her feet and looked back at Coy. His pale eyes were real cold. “Nice doing business with you.” 

    I put my arm around Dehan and guided her to the door, then out into the icy night air. She shuddered. Our steps were loud on the dirt as we crossed to the car. I unlocked the passenger door and opened it. It had to happen and it did. His voice stopped us and echoed across the lot. 

    “Hey, boy, don’t run away. Let’s talk.” 

    I said to Dehan, “Get in. Can you drive?”  

    She shook her head and leaned against the car. “I need a minute.” 

    But I could see from her eyes it was going to take a lot more than a minute. I turned. It was Scott and two of his pals.  

    “What do you want?” 

    “You know what I want, boy. And I want it right here and now, so you can watch.” He laughed. “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt her. She’s gonna love it. Can’t speak for my boys here, though. They might hurt her, a bit.” 

    I smiled. “You’re pretty tough, huh? You tough enough to come here and get her without the help of your nanny goats there?” 

    He was laughing. He turned to his pals with a mock Texas accent. “Hold my beer, boys. We gonna party.” 

    I heard Dehan whisper behind me. “Stone, don’t…” 

    He was strong, but he had a big belly and he was drunk. He took two running strides at me, swinging a huge right cross. If it had connected, it would have taken my head off. But he was as slow as a sloth on Prozac. I stepped in and easily blocked the punch with my left while I simultaneously drove my right down onto his belly, putting all my two hundred and twenty pounds behind it. His eyes bulged and his tongue stuck out. His cheeks flushed purple and he made a horrible, wheezing, choking sound. 

    He staggered back a bit, but it wasn’t enough to get him away from the three venomous crosses I delivered to his face, right, left, right. By the time he hit the ground, I already had my piece in my hand. They heard me cock it. My voice was real cold with anger when I asked them, “Is he worth dying for?” They didn’t move. “I didn’t think so. Now, pull your pants down and lie on your bellies with your hands behind your heads.” They hesitated. I shrugged. “Alternatively I blow your kneecaps off. You choose.” 

    They chose to pull down their pants and lie on their bellies with their white asses in the air. 

    I put Dehan in the car, slammed the door and climbed in the other side. They were still lying there as I pulled out onto Lefthand Canyon Drive and headed back toward Seven Hills. 





THIRTEEN


   

    For a while, the only sound was the growl of the engine. I kept my eyes on the rearview mirror, waiting for the headlamps to appear, trying to think what I would do if they came after us. But all there was was blackness, and ahead, the hazy funnels of light, casting the blacktop into sharp relief, and making demons out of the tall pines that loomed over the road. 

    Pretty soon, we came to Lickskillet Road. I slowed, killed the lights, and crawled onto the dirt track, climbing slowly, bumping and grinding, until we came to the crossroads at Gold Hill. There I turned left and headed for Seven Hills at a steady twenty miles per hour. After five minutes, I put my headlamps on again and accelerated. 

    I glanced at Dehan. She had an idiot smile on her face that made me laugh. She said, “That was so cool.” 

    “What was?” 

    “You were like, a hero, defending my honor. Nobody has ever done that for me, Stone.” She giggled. “You are my hero.” She giggled again. 

    “Glad to hear it, kiddo.” 

    She turned her dopey smile on me. “Am I your princess?” 

    “Sure. You know it.” 

    “Like a fairy tale.” 

    “Yup.” 

    She heaved a huge sigh. “All I ever wanted.” I didn’t answer and we drove in silence. “Does that sound weird to you?” 

    “What?” 

    “All I ever wanted.” Before I could answer she said it again, exaggerating all the vowel sounds. “Aall Aye Ehvah Oo-On-tEd. Aall Aye Ehvah Oo-On-tEd. It’s so weird.” 

    She started giggling again. Soon, the giggles became helpless laughter, which eventually subsided into a blissful sigh. “Aall Aye Ehvah Oo-On-tEd… Have I let you down?” 

    “Not at all.” 

    “Coz that’s the last thing Aye Ehvah Oo-On-tEd.” 

    She subsided into helpless laughter again. 

    Ahead, the soft glow of Seven Hills appeared over the wooded slopes. I said quietly, “We’re almost there.” 

    She returned to her dopey smile. “Hmmm…that sounds nice. Almost there. There. There is that place where we all want to be. And that is where my hero is taking me. There. Almost there.” 

    I pulled into the lot and helped her out of the car. She embraced my right arm and rested her head on my shoulder as we climbed the steps to the reception. It dawned on me that Ned had not given us a second room yet. We had been out all day and he had obviously forgotten in the evening. There was no one on reception when we entered and, looking at the state she was in, it struck me it might be wise not to leave her alone. 

    We got to the room and I sat her on the bed to take her boots off, then helped her to the bathroom to brush her teeth. She was unsteady on her feet. 

    “How many puffs did you take, Dehan?” 

    “Three.” 

    “Is that all? How come you’re so stoned?” 

    She giggled. “Stoned. That’s your name. Three for every one that everybody else took.” 

    She made her way unsteadily back to the bed while I brushed my teeth. I could hear her voice through the open door. 

    “We’re friends, Stone. More than friends. Pals, buddies, compadres, partners… You’re my hero. I’m your princess…” 

    I was chuckling to myself, thinking how embarrassed she was going to be in the morning. I stepped out of the bathroom and froze. She had her blouse off and was pulling off her jeans. She grinned at me and waved a finger in a negative gesture. “Oh no, mister. I am leaving my bra and panties on. No funny stuff, Mister Hero.” 

    She rolled back onto the bed and slipped under the covers. To my relief, she seemed to go straight off to sleep. I took off my shoes but left of the rest of my clothes on and got in under the covers. I switched off the light and closed my eyes. 

    That was when she flung her arm around me, snuggled up and murmured, “Aall Aye Ehvah Oo-On-tEd.” And began softly to snore. 

   

    Dehan slept like a log. I slept little and fitfully. At six, I slipped out from under her arm and went into the bathroom to shower. I shaved gratefully and restored order to my hair, then dressed in my usual clothes. I checked my messages on my laptop, but there was nothing yet regarding Kathleen’s credit card, phone, and email records. 

    At seven I went down and ordered bacon, eggs, and a gallon of coffee. I didn’t expect Dehan before nine, possibly later, but she appeared at half past seven and ordered the same as me, with extra toast and a jug of fresh orange juice. She sat at the table without saying anything and finally looked at me. I couldn’t help smiling. 

    “Good morning, princess.” 

    “Stone, I am so sorry. I don’t know what to say.” 

    “Don’t sweat it.” 

    The waitress came with her orange juice and coffee and refilled my cup while she was there. When she’d gone, Dehan asked, “Stone, did we…?” 

    “What?” 

    “I was… I was undressed. Did we…?” 

    “Oh!” I laughed. “No! No, of course not.” I shook my head for good measure. “Not at all.” 

    “Oh.” She nodded. “OK. Good.” Then she frowned. “Not that that would be awful! I mean… It wouldn’t be right, but…” 

    “Dehan.” 

    “What?” 

    “It’s cool. We’re cool. We’re good. Eat, drink. We need to review what we learned last night, and where it leaves us.”  

    “Where it leaves us…?” 

    I laughed. “I mean about the case. I need you focused.”  

    She nodded. “Yes.” 

    She drained a glass of orange juice and refilled it, pulled off half of that, and I started talking. 

    “OK, let’s look at what we know so far. We know that on Friday, 6th July, at three forty in the afternoon, Kathleen left New York by train. It takes about forty hours, by train and bus, to get from New York to Boulder.” 

    I sipped my coffee while Peaches and Cream delivered Dehan’s breakfast. I was accustomed to seeing the intense concentration with which Dehan attacked good food. But this morning was kind of special. I gave her a moment, till I saw the color returning to her cheeks. Eventually, she glanced at me and I carried on. 

    “Now, we don’t actually know where, when, or even if Kathleen arrived in Colorado—alive. All we know is that having boarded her train in New York, she turned up dead in Lefthand Canyon.” 

    She nodded her agreement, dunked toast into a fried egg, and stuffed it in her mouth. Then she spoke with difficulty. 

    “Bud we mush ashoom she awibed at reesht in Jenba.” 

    “We must assume she arrived at least in Denver. Agreed. And that would have happened at about eight A.M. on Sunday. Now, either she rented a car or she was picked up.” 

    Dehan nodded. “Mhm.” 

    “We’ll be able to confirm from her emails whether she rented a car, but I am pretty sure she didn’t. No abandoned cars were found at or near the scene. Either way, I am going to trouble my dear Watson to check if any rented cars were reported stolen at that time. For now at least, let’s proceed on the assumption that she did not rent a car. 

    “That means either Ingrid and/or Alfredo picked her up, Greg picked her up, or Sly or one of his men picked her up. Which brings us to last night.” 

    I paused. She was stacking bacon and fried egg onto a piece of toast. She skewered it all with her fork and maneuvered it into her mouth. She chewed, watching me. “Kib gobbing,” she said, with difficulty. 

    “Keep going?” She nodded. I kept going. “OK, Greg. Greg is prosperous. From his own admission, we know that he was sweet on Kath at one time, and we know that he resented her getting hitched with Mo. We also know that he was unwilling to be helpful in our investigation and claimed that we were wasting his time. We know, again from his own admission, that he has visited the Shack in the company of Pat, Kathleen’s sister. This last confirmed by Saul.” 

    Dehan mopped the last of the egg from her plate with a piece of bread, stuffed it in her mouth, and sat back in her chair with a comfortable smile on her chewing face. She sipped coffee and sighed.  

    “Everything keeps coming back to two points, Greg and the Shack.” 

    I nodded. “And Kathleen was not involved with either of them. But hold your horses. Let’s not start analyzing yet, Little Grasshopper. There are more facts. We know, for example, that Pat took the left-hand path and got involved in drugs, and we can safely infer that the Shack and its patrons played a part in that process.” 

    “Its patrons in the form of the man Sly and El Coyote.” 

    “Precisely so. Now, here is where it gets a bit tricky, because a lot was implied last night, but very little was actually said. Saul said he thought Pat had some kind of arrangement with Sly to sell dope in New York. But Sly never actually confirmed that. Equally, Sly said he had access to large quantities of cannabis, but he never said he grew it himself. I think it’s safe to assume that he does grow some, but we don’t know for a fact that he does, how much, or where.” 

    Her eyes and her mouth made three large Os as realization began to dawn. “Oh, mamma. I see where you are going.” 

    “Maybe. It’s something we should look into.” 

    “You think Greg is growing cannabis for Sly.” 

    “Think is too strong a word. It’s a hunch. Greg has a lot of money and a lot of land. He was sweet on Kath but he was hanging out with Pat. He was a clean-living, clean-cut cowboy hanging out with a dope head in a joint like the Shack. What would make him do that?” 

    “Son of a gun.” 

    “Pat’s known him most of her life. What happens? She’s the black sheep of this Irish-Italian Catholic family. Maybe she decides to make a bit of money and get her independence. So she talks to Greg about growing dope on his land. She talks to Sly about selling it in New York.” 

    Dehan was nodding as I spoke. “Starts out in her mind as a small-scale deal between friends, but it gets out of hand. Before she knows, it they’re dealing in tens of thousands of dollars. She’s in the Big Apple, with too much money and an addictive personality. Next thing, she’s spending all her money—and Sly’s—on blow and anything else she can get her hands on.” 

    I sighed. “From there, it plays out like we thought. He threatens to send some boys out east to collect his money, and she begs Kathleen to come and either bail her out or plead for time. We saw last night how that might have worked for her. A pretty, vulnerable woman in the hands of Sly and his Angel friends is not a nice thought.” 

    “Jesus…” 

    “So while we wait for the records, I suggest we talk to the Sheriff and ask for the semen sample to be sent to Frank to be tested again. We also get him to check on car rental thefts at the time of the murder, and then we drop in on Public Records and see exactly how far Greg’s ranch stretches, and where Sly and Coy live.” 





FOURTEEN


   

    Dehan rested her ass on the hood of my car and gazed up at the vast, cold, blue Colorado sky, while I phoned the sheriff of Lee County. 

    “Good morning, Detective Stone. I see you’re up nice and early. I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon, I confess.” 

    “I know that, Sheriff. I am trying to save you trouble and bother. Here’s the situation. The way it is, we might be looking at a major drugs trafficking syndicate operating out of Gold Hill.” I heard a squeak down the line that might have been a ‘What?’ but ignored it and plowed right on. “Now, because the operation would involve the sale of drugs in a state other than Colorado, we might be looking at pulling in the FBI, and believe me, once those boys start turning over your laundry, nobody’s Y-fronts go un-scrutinized, if you take my meaning. And influential people tend to remember that kind of inconvenience when the elections come around.” 

    “Holy…!” 

    “Now, here’s the thing. Maybe we can avoid all the bother of a federal investigation, and quietly close down the operation, while solving a murder at the same time and keep everybody happy, and share out the kudos, if you catch my drift…” 

    I heard him swallow. “Any way I can help…” 

    “That’s what I hoped you’d say. Cars rented from car hire firms in Denver and Boulder between Friday 6th July and Monday 9th 2012, that were reported stolen. So: stolen car rentals for those dates, from Boulder and Denver.” 

    “Got it.” 

    “Also, I need to know the exact extent and limits of Greg Carson’s ranch, and any other land he might own in this district.” 

    “That’s easy. You’ll find that right there in the library at Seven Hills. Tell Polly I sent you and to give you anything you need.” 

    “Also…” 

    “More?” 

    “More, where do Sly and El Coyote live? And do they own or rent any land?” 

    “… And all this will prevent the Feds coming up here?” 

    “Yup.” 

    “Well, I’ll get my boy lookin’ into the stolen vee-hicles right away. You can find Greg’s ranch where I told you, and Sly and Coy, they’re a bit weird, but they ain’t bad folk. They got a house just at the back of a club called the Shack. How can I explain…?” 

    “We know where the Shack is.” 

    “You do? You don’t waste time, do you? Well if you turn left just after the Shack and follow the track for a mile and a half, that’ll bring you to their house.” 

    I thought about it for a moment. “And that same road will bring me to Gold Hill.” 

    “You got it. That’s right.” 

    “And I’m going to hazard a wild guess here, Sheriff, but is their house right on the edge of Greg Carson’s land?” 

    “Well, now you mention it, it’s on Greg’s land. Why?” 

    “Just a hunch.” 

    “Now look here, Stone, I hope you ain’t thinking that Greg and Sly and Coy is involved in drugs trafficking! They’re stand-up, law-abiding folk. I run a peaceful county and I don’t want you upsetting people…” 

    “Thanks Sheriff. You’ve been very helpful. We’ll be in touch.” 

   

    Seven Hills Library was a small, modern building that tried to emulate Frank Lloyd Wright without taking any of the risks. There was a squat, three-story central tower in white, with two lateral wings made of local stone. The ceilings were high and there were lots of wooden staircases leading to mezzanine floors. The windows were vast and panoramic and there was an organically shaped lake at the side of the building with a selection of local trees. However, unlike Lloyd-Wright, this architect had kept the forestry on the outside of the building.  

    The librarian, a woman in her thirties whose smile declared she was determined not to regret wasting her teens and twenties in demure propriety, looked both pleased and surprised to see somebody in her library. She was delighted to lead us to the maps and show us the exact extent of Greg’s ranch. It was a full one thousand three-hundred hectares of land. It stretched four miles east to west from Gold Hill to well beyond Sly and Coy’s house, where Lefthand Canyon Drive turned north. In the south, it was bordered by Four Mile Canyon Drive, giving it a mile’s depth in the west and two miles in the east. 

    “Three generations of Carsons built up that ranch.” She said it with all the vicarious pride of one who longed to be a Carson. “Good folk,” she added, for good measure, in case we’d missed it.  

    I offered her the smile of an impressed tourist. “And is there likely to be a fourth generation of Carsons, Polly?” 

    She simpered. “Well, so far he ain’t married, and there doesn’t seem to be anybody on the horizon.” 

    I winked. “Maybe he’s waiting for a pretty librarian.” 

    She went scarlet with pleasure and hurried back to her desk. We looked at the map. Sly and Coy’s house was clearly marked as part of the Carson Property, with a good mile of wilderness to the back and to the west, and three miles of mixed pasture land and pine woods to the east. A little over a mile to the north was the Shack.  

    “Let’s see if we can rent a truck somewhere, take a trip down to Four Mile Canyon Drive, and walk up. Two gets you twenty we’re going to find a plantation within walking distance of Sly’s place, plus a drying and storage shed.” 

    Polly told us that Larry at the gas station had a couple of trucks he lent out to tourists during the season. We thanked her, stepped out into the chilly, sunlit, organic garden and took a stroll down Main Street to the gas station. There we bought a local map and rented a Dodge truck from Larry. Larry was wearing blue dungarees and a blue cap, and managed to make words in spite of the odd mismatch between his remaining teeth and his mouth. He grinned a lot and seemed to be buoyed by some secret source of happiness. 

    “Yiz can go dahn t’Gold Heel ‘n theen come all t’way beck t’Salina, but tha’s n’awful long way t’go, when all y’godda do is, take a lift at Emanciation Hill n’cut cross country dahn t’Salinas. ’S half the time and gits y’there all’same. S’what I’d do. Four Mile Creek Drive starts right there, in Salina.” 

    We thanked him warmly and, once we’d worked out what he’d said, took his advice. 

    It ended up being a ten and a half mile drive in two big loops, through deep canyon gorges in some of the most remote and beautiful terrain I had ever seen. We made Salina after about five miles, which took all of half an hour, and then crawled south and eventually west along Four Mile Canyon Drive. That was another six miles, until my GPS told me we had come parallel with Sly and Coy’s house, a mile north of our location. 

    We were in a broad, grassy esplanade with steep, densely forested slopes on either side. I pulled off the track, we grabbed a rucksack we’d packed with sandwiches and water, and began our climb through the woods. It was a cold day, the sun was in the south, and the trees were dense, but even so, after five minutes of climbing, scrabbling on the loose pine needles and hauling ourselves up manually through the trees, where the slopes were steepest, we were hot and perspiring. 

    After about fifteen minutes, the slope leveled off a bit and the trees thinned out. Dehan leaned her back against a large pine, checked the GPS on her phone, and pointed up to our left.  

    “Another climb, old timer, it’s up there.” 

    “Old timer?” I followed her across a gully, crunching over dry twigs and branches, toward the second slope. “You didn’t call me that last night, when I defended your honor.” 

    “Shut up.” 

    We scrambled, clawed, and climbed for another fifteen minutes, and finally the ground leveled off again and we found ourselves at the edge of the forest looking out at a huge clearing, maybe three hundred and fifty yards south to north, and double that across, east to west. We dropped on our bellies to have a look, and get a rest. 

    Opposite us, there was another stretch of woodland, and I knew that beyond that, maybe half a mile away, was Sly’s house. But over on the left, hidden from the road by that forest, was exactly what we had come looking for. A long, broad area of land which had been recently disturbed, as though it had been harvested. At a rough estimate, I guessed it was at least sixty yards across and a good hundred and fity yards long. You need a patch six feet across to grow an outdoor cannabis plant successfully, and in the right conditions it will grow to well over seven feet and give you three to five pounds of produce. The plot we were looking at here, at a rough estimate, would support about five hundred plants. 

    Dehan jerked her head towards the field. “If he’s planting super skunk there…” She sucked her teeth and thought for a moment, “From a patch like that, he’s harvesting maybe seven hundred and fifty kilos, maybe a ton of weed a year. Wholesale value, say two, two and a half grand a kilo, you’re looking at maybe two million bucks.” 

    I nodded. “Tax free. No wonder he looks prosperous. But he might be growing corn. We need to get a closer look.” 

    We went at a steady jog, keeping to the tree cover, and circled around until we were within ten feet of the edge of the field. There we dropped and lay among the ferns, listening. There was only the sigh of the pines and the odd flap of wings. After about five minutes, when we were sure there was nobody about, we moved forward to the churned-up earth and squatted down to inspect it. 

    Everywhere we looked, there were the severed stems of the cannabis plants. They had been harvested whole and taken away to a barn somewhere, there to have the buds removed and prepared for wholesale. I took out my cell and photographed the area, and the severed stems. Dehan sighed and shoved her hands in her back pockets. 

    “OK, so we’ve proved, for our own satisfaction, that Greg is growing marijuana on his ranch. We’ve proved that Sly lives on that ranch in rented accommodation, two or three hundred yards from the plantation.” She shook her head at me. “But none of that is illegal. So far, there is no crime here.” 

    “I know. We have also proved that Sly sold dope to Pat, and she probably sold it on in New York, but that’s all circumstantial. We still haven’t connected any of this to Kathleen or her murder.” I spread my hands. “We’re making progress. We are putting together the pieces. What we need to do now is prove that Sly is selling this stuff illegally, and connect him, through Pat, to Kathleen.” 

    She chewed her lip. “How are we going to do that?” 

    I pointed at the woods that separated us from Sly. “Let’s take a look at his house, see if the drying shed is there. If it is, right now there should be a ton of weed drying inside it.” 

    She snorted and we moved in among the trees. “A ton of weed. I’d hate to think what would happen to Happy Valley if that barn caught fire.” 

    “You’re a bad woman, Dehan.” 

    A few minutes later, we were lying among the ferns again. Ahead of us was a large, two-story, clapboard house, about fifty yards away. Out front there was a Buick, and beside it a Range Rover. Beyond it, we could see the road that led east to Gold Hill and west down to the Shack, but much closer, about fifteen or twenty yards away, up against the trees, there was a large barn with a heavy padlock on the door. And the smell emanating from it was unmistakable. 

    I smiled at her. “Bingo.” 

    She raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, bingo, but now what?” 

    “We wait till dark, then we go in and photograph the stuff.” 

    “And then?” 

    I lay with my chin on my arms, chewing my lip. And then? And then what? I looked at her and we stared at each other for a bit in silence. Eventually, she said, “We can’t stake them out and wait for a buyer to show up, to see where he’s from and where he goes. We haven’t got the time or the resources. And neither has the sheriff.” 

    “I know.” 

    “Even if Sly and Coy and Greg are in partnership to grow and sell weed, it’s still legal. We need that connection to Pat and Kathleen.” 

    “I know, I know…” I sighed. “Let’s see  what we discover inside. Maybe we’ll find something so we can force their hands somehow…” 

    And we lay there, eating sandwiches and watching the house and the barn as the sun slid down in the west.  





FIFTEEN


   

    Eventually, late afternoon, with its russet light and its elongated shadows, faded into a grainy dusk. The sun died on the western peaks and there spilled its blood over the Rocky Mountains. The light went out of the sky, and the vast translucent mantle was pierced, one by one, by icy stars. In the house, windows began to glow, while not so far off, the coyotes began to howl. And just above our heads, an owl told us that what we were about to do was a really bad idea. 

    But what would he know? He was just an owl. 

    I looked at Dehan. “Lets go.” 

    We crouch-ran the short distance to the barn. She touched my shoulder and pointed to the corner of the building. “I’ve got this. Keep watch.” 

    I raised an eyebrow at her, but for once in my life I did as I was told. It didn’t take long. Fifteen seconds later, the padlock was off and we were easing the rickety door open on its rollers. The smell was overpowering, like boiling cabbage on steroids. We slipped through the gap and pulled the door closed behind us. It was very dark. I felt Dehan’s breath on my ear. 

    “Did you see any windows?” 

    “No, but I couldn’t see the east wall.” 

    “You’ve got a flashlight on your key-ring.” 

    “I know. I put it there.” 

    “Use it!” 

    “Give me a chance, will you.” 

    I pulled it from my pocket and switched it on, shielding it with my hand and directing it down toward the floor. By its dim glow, we examined the wall on the right. It was enough to see that there were no windows, so I played the thin beam around the barn. There were long stretches of nylon cord suspended from wall to wall, at a height of about seven feet, some four or five feet apart. I didn’t count them, but there must have been eight or ten at least. I nudged Dehan and pointed at them. 

    “For drying. He must have another barn somewhere. That wouldn’t take five hundred plants.” 

    She nodded. “He must have harvested in mid-September. He’s already dried the plants and processed them. That’s fast work.” 

    “With a bit of luck, he has it stored here. Let’s have a look.” 

    The whole area was about thirty by sixty feet, with a high ceiling and a loft. From where I was standing, the loft seemed to be empty. We found the dope among the shadows at the back. Most of it was in big plastic drums, maybe thirty gallons in volume. But there was a large stack of smaller, five gallon tubs, weighing about eight or ten pounds. It was hard to tell. Then, over in the right-hand corner, we found a huge stash, eight feet high, of plastic packages sealed with packing tape. Each one about two pounds—a kilo.  

    There were rolls of tape and plastic bags in a carton near by.  

    I turned to Dehan. “I’m willing to bet that the labs researching the medical benefits of cannabis have slightly stricter shipping requirements.” 

    “You think?” 

    We took photographs and video footage, both of which would be inadmissible as evidence in a court of law, and in any case proved only that Greg was cultivating and storing cannabis, which in Colorado was perfectly lawful. It would, however, be something to show the captain, and possibly the sheriff. 

    “If we get a result from Kathleen’s credit card records, or her phone and email, this may give us enough to pull the three of them in for questioning, and Pat, too. Then we can try to prove a link.” 

    She sighed. “Yeah, Pat’s going to be key to this, if we’re right. She’s the bridge. But so far we haven’t got much, Sensei. Let’s go, this place gives me the creeps.” 

    We headed back toward the big doors, following the small, hazy circle from my flashlight. I was thinking of the long, difficult trek back through the woods to the Dodge, and wondering if, when we got to the Wagon Wheel, there would be any news from the 43rd. Despite Dehan’s downbeat assessment, I had a feeling we were approaching a turning point in the case.  

    I wasn’t wrong. 

    There was a loud, shuddering noise of wood and rollers, and a translucent oblong of starlight opened up ahead of us. Four black silhouettes stood stenciled against it. We froze, but the glare from two powerful lamps blinded us and bathed us in white light. I shaded my eyes and the glare and the silhouettes seemed to warp and swell as I heard the trudge of boots on the dirt floor. 

    A nicotine-stained voice rasped, “Denle a la luz!” 

    A moment later there was a buzzing and flickering overhead and four neon tubes bathed the barn in a dead, humming glow. El Coyote was staring at us. He was flanked by two Angels. One of them I recognized as Scott, the ape I’d decked the night before. He was grinning among his bruises. A fourth guy who looked Mexican was returning from the switch panel by the door.  

    Coy eyed us with what you could only describe as loathing. “You fockin’ lying shit. I’m gonna gut you like a fish, Gringo. But first we gonna play a bit with your puta.” 

    Scott looked happy and laughed. Dehan disturbed me by laughing too. “You wanna go first, Coy? I’m gonna bust your balls so hard they’ll knock your eyes out of their sockets, pendejo! And you?” She pointed at Scott. “You’re gonna be singing soprano in the Colorado State Opera.” 

    El Coyote looked more like an iguana than a wild dog. He was motionless and expressionless, and his voice came out like a quiet hiss in his throat. “You got a big mouth, puta. But we gonna silence it for you.” 

    I caught Dehan’s eye and nodded once. I pulled my piece and aimed it at Coy’s forehead, right between his eyes. Dehan had her .38 in her hands and was covering the other three by turns. 

    I said, “This is how it’s going to go down. Coy, you are going to lie on your face. Scott, you are going to tie his hands and his ankles. You two,” I gestured at the other Angel and the Mexican, “You’re going to do the same. Understood? Then, Scott, you’re going to tie up your Mexican pal over there. Nobody gets hurt. OK?” 

    El Coyote snarled, and managed for a moment to look like a wild dog. “Nobody fockin’ move. These mothers are cops. I can smell it. They on private property and they ain’t gonna shoot nobody.” 

    “Dehan grinned. “See, pendejo, you’re right, and then again, you’re wrong. Yeah, we are cops, but look around, pal. Where are your credible witnesses? Blink in a way I don’t like and I’ll nail you. And if there’s anybody left to get on a witness stand, who do you think the jury is going to believe?” 

    It was a brave attempt, but it didn’t work. Coy snarled something obscene in Spanish, then shouted, “Kill them!” and charged me, closely followed by his three gorillas. 

    I screamed, “Run!” at Dehan and fired. But Coy was already past my gun and had gripped me in a crushing embrace, hurling me to the ground. I landed with a whoosh! And felt blades of pain pierce my winded lungs. Over his shoulder I saw, as though in slow motion, Dehan’s gun kick. The empty shell spiraled into the air and the Mexican looked astonished and sat down, staring at the oozing hole in his chest.  

    The two Angels were charging her. I screamed again, “Run! Run!” She dodged Scott’s lunge and drove her elbow into his floating ribs. He staggered back and dropped to his knees. I tried to line up the other guy, but they were moving fast, and the risk of hitting Dehan was too great. 

    Then Coy was straddling me, with his knees on my arms, pulling back his fist to smash me in the face. I pressed the muzzle of my automatic against his thigh and pulled the trigger. There was a muffled phut! and El Coyote was howling like his namesake. I threw him on the ground and scrambled to my feet. The second Angel had Dehan pinned against the wall, trying to hook her legs from under her with his heel. I was about to charge him, but stopped and frowned. I saw her slip her .38 into her waist band and bend her knees. Next thing, her right hand slammed up and gripped his balls. He choked and she called out to me, “This what they call Colorado oysters, Stone?” Then she squeezed hard and twisted. The noise that came out of that man’s mouth was not human.  

    He fell. She kicked Scott in the head and said, “Now we can run.” 

    We ran. 

    Dehan is young and athletic. I am neither, plus I was badly winded from El Coyote’s tackle. As I came through the barn doors, she was already moving in among the trees and disappearing. I stumbled and stopped a moment to get my breath, and that was when I felt the muzzle against my head, and heard the click of a hammer. 

    “Don’t move.” I froze. “OK, now give me your gun, and put your hands behind your head.” 

    For the second time that night, I did as I was told. I felt a strong grip on my right wrist and next thing, my arms were wrenched behind my back, a plastic zip-tie bit into my skin, and my hands were bound behind my back. 

    I said, “I’m a cop. You’re making a bad mistake.” 

    “I know who you are, pal. Turn around.” I turned and found myself looking into Greg Carson’s smug face. “You may be a cop, Stone, but you’re out of your jurisdiction and breaking the law on my property. I am in my perfect right to shoot you dead, and I may just do that.” 

    I gave my head a twitch. “Well, Greg, I don’t know what to tell you. If you are convicted for the murder of Kathleen Olvera, that will be in New York. You’ll get life. But if you are convicted of kidnapping and killing a police officer, in the performance of his duty, that’ll be here in Colorado, and you know as well as I do that the DA will be looking for the death penalty. Now it’s up to you to make a smart choice, knowing that right now my partner is on her way back to New York with information about what we just found in your barn.” 

    He smiled and shook his head. “Sorry, pal, it was dark, you did not identify yourself, and you shot and murdered one of my tenants. You don’t stand a chance.” 

    He raised his gun and pointed it at my head. “Get back in there. I want to talk to you before I kill you.” 

    “How can I refuse?” 

    I went back into the barn where El Coyote was sitting, tying one of his boot laces around his thigh. He was shaking and looked real pale. Scott was still unconscious and the other Angel was curled in the fetal position, whimpering. The thought crossed my mind that she had probably castrated him. Greg looked at the scene of carnage and shook his head. He laughed and I like to think there was a touch of admiration in his voice. 

    “Boy, you two are somethin’, huh? These hombres think they’re hard, but you just whipped their asses.” 

    “Let’s cut to the chase, Greg, and get real. We are police officers. We’re here at the invitation of the local sheriff, conducting a murder investigation. So far you haven’t broken the law. The best thing you can do is cooperate before this gets any more out of hand.” 

    He put his revolver into his waistband behind his back, studied my face for a moment, and nodded. Then he smashed his fist into my jaw and the lights went out. 





SIXTEEN


   

    When I came around, the world was a deeply unsatisfactory place. Everything hurt.               Within the generalized pain that was existence right then, there were sharper, meaner pains. There was the pain in my back that was making it hard to breathe. There was the pain that was biting into my wrists, the pain that was making my legs shake, and, above all, the blunt axe that somebody had left wedged into my skull. There were other pains too, but they were just the background. 

    It slowly filtered into my mind that I was tied to one of the wooden pillars that held up the roof of the barn. Putting my weight on my feet eased the pain in my back and shoulders, and I was able to peer around me. Gradually, they came into focus. They’d brought chairs and they were sitting, watching me.  

    There was Greg, up close, with no particular expression on his face. A bit farther back was El Coyote. He looked feverish and pasty. He was sweating, and another Mexican-looking guy was dressing the wound in his leg. The Angel was over on the right, not far from where he’d fallen. He was still in the fetal position, but he’d gone quiet. He looked like he might be unconscious. Scott was lying next to him. The body of the guy she’d shot had disappeared, but there were two more live ones in his place, standing, looking at me with hatred in their eyes. Sitting in front of them, next to Greg, was Sly. It was not a promising scene to wake up to. 

    Greg reached down by his feet and picked up what at first looked like a coil of rope.  

    “You know what this is, Stone? This is a bull whip. It will take the skin clean off a man’s back. I can kill a man with this whip. I know that ’cause I’ve done it. An’ believe me, it is not a nice way to go. You don’t wanna go that way if you can avoid it. This here will make a strong man weep like a baby and beg for his mommy.” 

    I sighed. “Have you any idea, Greg, how much trouble you’re in?” 

    Sly leaned back and shrieked with laughter. Greg just smiled and shook his head. “I gotta say, Stone. I don’t respect many men, but have a grudging respect for you.” He turned to look at Sly, who was still braying like a donkey, and started to laugh. “Can you believe the balls on this guy? He’s tied to a post, hand and foot, he’s on his own, unarmed in the middle of the Rocky Mountains, surrounded by a gang of desperados who hate his guts. And he goes right ahead and says, ‘Do you know how much trouble you’re in?’” 

    Sly became helpless, Greg’s shoulders were shaking and the Angels had started to laugh, too. He had a point. But I wasn’t going to tell him that. 

    “Do you know how long it’s going to be before the Feds are crawling all over you like flies on shit, Greg?” 

    He was still chuckling. “Why don’t you tell me?” 

    “What you have tied up here, Greg, is a man, John Stone. You have not got Federal Law Enforcement tied up here. What is this, some anti world-government militia shit? You think because you’re in the wilderness you can buck the Federal system? Believe me, Greg, they don’t like it when redneck anarchists start killing law enforcement agents. It upsets them a lot.” 

    “We ain’t gonna kill nobody, city boy. I have no idea who is gonna kill you. I guess you’re gonna go out there and upset one of them wild old mountain boys, and he’s gonna shoot you dead. And good old Sheriff Watson, and my uncle the judge, will explain that good ol’ Greg Carson is a pillar of the community, and he would never hurt nobody, least of all an officer of the law. Let’s face it, Stone, you’re screwed.” 

    I was beginning to think he was right, and wondering how far Dehan had got and whether she had contacted the FBI.  

    “So why haven’t you killed me already?” 

    He nodded, assessing me with his eyes. “Because Sly and Coy and me was all wondering what the hell you’re doing here.” 

    “I told you. We’re investigating the murder of Kathleen Olvera.” 

    He was already shaking his head before I’d finished. “Uh-uh, you ain’t selling me that horse shit. Why’d you break and enter into my barn? What were you doing at the Shack trying to buy dope?” 

    I narrowed my eyes at him. “You advised us to go there, remember?” 

    He looked at me like I was crazy. “I told you Pat had friends in the off-grid crowd. I didn’t tell you to go there an’ pose as fuckin’ drug dealers. You really upset the boys, you know? That was some special kind of stupid what you done there, Stone.” 

    Coy spoke. His voice was weak. “You should have told us he was coming…” 

    Greg’s face twisted with contempt. He half-turned. “Hey, Sancho Panza, when I come down to Rancho Puta in Mexico, you can tell me what to do. But while you’re here you keep your mouth shut. Comprende?” 

    “Pendejo…” 

    “Open your mouth again, Coy, an’ I’m gonna tear that leg off and shove it up your ass. Now have we concluded this conversation or do you need me to demonstrate?” 

    Sly was wheezing his serpentine laugh. “Boys, let’s keep it friendly here, shall we? You tellin’ me, Stone, that you went through all them theatrics last night just to investigate that girl’s death?” 

    “That’s what I do. It’s my job. So satisfy my curiosity. Why did you kill Kathleen?” 

    “Who says we did?” 

    “Come on, Sly! What happened? You had this operation going on. Pat was going to take care of sales and distribution for you in the Bronx, but she blew the profits on coke and smack. You got mad, said if she didn’t come up with your money, you’d send a couple of your gorillas down to take care of her. So she sent her sweet little sister up to beg for more time. Like you said, Sly, you love Catholic girls.” 

    Greg got to his feet, his whip in hand. “That’s some imagination you got there, boy. You gonna have us on Death Row before you’re done.” 

    “You telling me it’s not true?” 

    “I ain’t tellin’ you jack shit.” 

    I looked over at the Angels, who were leaning against the wall, watching. “What about you boys? You ready for the lethal injection? You know, even if you don’t do the killing yourselves, this is joint enterprise. You still go down for it. You ready to do that?”  

    They glanced at each other, but didn’t say anything. I pressed on. 

    “Who was it? Was it you, Coyote? You look to me like a man who could get a kick out of killing a helpless girl. Was it you? Or did you all take a part? You know we’re having the semen tested again. Whose is it? Which one of you raped her? Was it you, Sly? You know, that, plus killing a cop, guarantees your injection…” 

    The lash of that whip was the most painful thing I had ever experienced in my life. It burned, but not like fire. It was deeper and more agonizing that fire. It tore into my skin and penetrated deep into my muscles. I swore to myself I would not cry out, but though I clenched my teeth till I thought they’d crack, I couldn’t suppress the noise of the sheer agony in my throat. 

    “I told you it hurts, boy. And I’m warning you, you’re really startin’ to get me mad. I can’t believe you. You’re tied to that pole interrogating us! You’re something! Now you better start talking, ’cause if you don’t, I’m gonna start whipping till you beg me to put you out of your misery, like a stray dog.” 

    “What the hell do you want to know? I’ve told you why I’m here.” 

    With the second lash I didn’t even try. I cried out with every fiber in my body. Maybe self-pity and pleading would come later, but right then all I could feel was an agony of uncontrollable rage.  

    Sly was giggling, Coy was smiling and Greg looked smug. I eyed the Angels. They looked skeptical.  

    Greg said, “I don’t believe you, and neither do my associates. I might, just, buy that that lazy slob Sheriff Watson would ask you to look at his cold case. I might just believe that. But that you would try and buy ten K of weed as part of your investigation? No Sir, I don’t buy that.” 

    “Then what the hell do you think I’m doing here?” 

    It was Sly who answered. “If you’re investigating Kathleen’s murder…” He spread his hands. “Pat was from the Bronx, I’m guessing Kathleen was, too, am I right, Greg?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “So you are from the Bronx. Like me. We all from the Bronx. Now I have to say that the only thing, in my experience, more twisted, sick, and corrupt than a crook from the Bronx, is a cop from the Bronx. So I’ll tell you why I think you’re here, Stone. I think you and your bitch are here to steal my dope!” 

    I curled my lip at him. “Use your brain, you stupid asshole! Why would I steal your dope? If I could sell it in the Bronx I’d need everything you have in this damn store plus twice as much again! You’d be worth a thousand times more to me as a partner than stealing from you!” 

    Coyote spoke again. “It don’t make sense. None of it make sense. And I don’t like it because it don’t make sense. Kill the son of a bitch and finish! Cut off his fockin’ head and bury him in the forest.” 

    I smiled through the pain. “Thank you, Coyote. You just confirmed what I suspected.” 

    Greg asked, “What are you talkin’ about?” 

    “Stop playing dumb, Greg. You know as well as I do that’s how Kathleen died. After he raped her, he cut off her head and buried her in the woods.” 

    He turned and stared at Coy. “That true? Did you kill her?” 

    I laughed. I felt light-headed and trippy with the pain, like I was beginning to hallucinate. “Good try, Greg. But this is joint enterprise, remember? One of you did it, you all did it.” I looked over at the Angels, who were frowning. “You getting this, boys? Your allegiance is to your chapter and the club, not to these bozos. You better start thinking about copping a plea.” 

    The lash bit into my chest and for a moment I thought I was going to pass out. But I told myself I was getting to them, causing a rift, however small. And all the while they were whipping me, Dehan was getting away. I knew that by the time she got help, it would probably be too late for me. But she’d finish the job, she’d nail them, and above all, she’d get away. 

    I raised my head and looked deep into Greg’s eyes. “You’re the smart one here, Greg. Rape, murder, and mutilation, followed by the kidnapping, torture, and murder of an investigating police officer. There isn’t a man in this barn who isn’t eligible for the death sentence.” They were all staring at me now, and they were all thinking hard. “I don’t know which one of you did it. But I know who I think did it.” I stared at Sly and then past him at El Coyote. “So my advice to all of you is, if you were not directly involved, you’d better start thinking about how to mitigate. Because my partner got away, and you can bet your sorry asses that right now she is on the phone to the Denver field office of the FBI.” 

    Coyote rasped, “Kill the mother focker! Bury him in the fockin’ forest! They will never find him! We deny everything! What fockin’ proof have they got?” 

    Greg turned on him, bellowing, “I told you when you came to me I didn’t want none of this shit! You told me it would be cool!” 

    “It is cool, brother. Chill…” It was Sly. “Coyote is right, man. We cut his throat. Dig a grave, let mother nature take care of him. We deny everything. They can’t prove shit.” 

    Greg threw down his whip and pointed at Coyote. “I ain’t a part of this. I ain’t even here. If this goes bad, I will testify against each one of you, and I will see you on death row. This is exactly what you said would not happen!” 

    I watched him stomp all the way down to the big sliding door. I noticed it was open a few inches. He heaved it open enough to step out and pulled it closed again. I felt sick and light-headed. Sly was grinning. “My friend, Coyote, I think you would like the pleasure, wouldn’t you?” 

    “You bet your fockin ass!” 

    He staggered to his feet and pulled a long, savage blade from his belt. 





SEVENTEEN


   

    He hobbled up and leaned against me, so his belly and his chest were pushed against mine. He grabbed my hair with his left hand and pressed the blade of his knife against my throat. His breath stank of tobacco, beer, and filth. I could see the pores of his skin and the veins in his yellow eyes.  

    “You ain’t gonna beg for mercy, Gringo?” 

    If I said I wasn’t scared, I’d be lying. If I said I wasn’t terrified, I’d still be lying. But I was damned sure that if I was going to die, I’d go without giving that son of a bitch the satisfaction of seeing my fear. I looked him in the eye and whispered, “Fuck you, Coy.” 

    His muscles tensed. I saw his knuckles go white on the hilt of his knife. I held his eye and thought I was hallucinating when I heard the voice, calm, quiet, and probably the most beautiful sound I had ever heard in my life. 

    “That’s the last thing you are ever going to do, Coyote. I’d think real hard before doing it. Because if I see you twitch, I’m going to blow your head right off your shoulders.” Dehan. She had come back. “Now drop the knife and step away from my partner. I’m going to count to three, motherfucker, but I might shoot you on two, or one.” 

    He stepped back and dropped the knife. I felt my body shudder and heard my breath shake. 

    “Get down on your belly and put your hands behind your head. You two!” She jerked her chin at the Angels. “Get the packing tape from the corner over there. Truss him up. Hands behind his back. And his ankles. Don’t make this complicated. I am outnumbered, jittery, and real pissed, and I don’t know what I might do if you rile me.” 

    One of them scurried away to get the packing tape while the other looked from me to Dehan and back again. “We never had nothin’ to do with no rape and no murder. We just deliver the weed. We tried to dissuade Scott last night, honest we did.” He looked over his shoulder. “Didn’t we, Joe?” 

    “Shut up.” 

    He sighed and looked at Sly, who was rocking back and forth, singing a little song to himself, “Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy…” 

    The Angels bound Coy and then did the same for Sly and Scott, who was beginning to regain consciousness. Then Dehan had one of them bind the other, and she cuffed the last and taped his ankles together. Finally, she cut my bonds and supported me as I gained my feet. I was unsteady, but as determined not to show any weakness in front of her as I had been to hide it from El Coyote, only for different reasons. 

    She looked anxiously into my face. “You OK?” 

    “I’m fine. We need to get Greg.” 

    “He’s trussed up outside, like a Christmas turkey.” 

    I smiled at her. “You’re a piece of work, Dehan. You know that?” 

    “What?” She said it defiantly, looking around at the gang. They were like a bunch of giant cocoons. “You don’t like my work? I say we stage a gang fight and shoot the bastards with their own guns.” 

    The Angels protested loudly that they didn’t deserve that and had no idea of what was going down at the ranch. I ignored them. 

     “The idea has its appeal, Detective, but it may be best if we call the sheriff.” 

    She sighed noisily. “Fine, if you insist. By the way.” She held up her phone. “I have the last ten minutes on video. It makes entertaining viewing.” 

    “I bet.” 

    I pulled my own phone from my pocket and dialed the sheriff’s number. I checked my watch. It was almost eight.  

    “Stone, you again. How can I help you this time?” 

    “You can start by canning the sarcasm, Sheriff. I have just been kidnapped and bullwhipped by three of your stand-up, law-abiding constituents. One of them was about to cut my throat. You also have a barn full of marijuana here, which was destined for, amongst other places, New York, where it is illegal. That’s for starters, Sheriff. So I suggest you gather up some deputies, along with your nicest manners, and get yourself over to Greg Carson’s ranch. You’re going to need the ME and a meat wagon, too. You have one dead Hell’s Angel, another with a bad concussion, and a third with badly busted balls. Plus, you have four more trussed up and ready to go into custody. It’s going to be a busy night for you. Welcome to law enforcement.” 

    He was making lots of noises, but I wasn’t listening to any of them. I hung up and turned to Dehan. “Thank you.” 

    She punched my arm, gently. “It was my turn, big guy.” 

   

    About half an hour later, the sheriff came rolling in to the ranch in his truck. Behind him, he had four deputies in two cars, and behind them, there was an ambulance and the Medical Examiner. The esplanade in front of Greg’s house was flooded with red and blue pulsing lights and uniformed men spilling from their vehicles with worried looks on their faces. Dehan led them toward the barn, along with the ambulance and the ME, and I walked over to the sheriff. 

    Before he could open his mouth I shook my head. “This one didn’t start in the Bronx, Watson. This one is all yours, and you’d better notify the DA’s office tomorrow. Greg Carson grows the dope here on his farm, with the help of Sly and Coy. They dry it and package it, then they ship it to states where it is not legal, like New York, so they can sell it at a big profit. He was using Pat Olvera for that purpose, and I am pretty close to proving that that connection was what got Kathleen killed. 

    “They kidnapped me and attempted to murder both me and my partner. She has it on video, and I’m going to ask your ME to take photographs of these.” I gestured to my ripped, blood-stained shirt. “This was done with a bullwhip. The whip is in the barn. You need to bag it and send it to the lab. It has Greg’s prints on it, and my DNA.” 

    He was squinting resentfully at me. “You brought all this with you from New York.” 

    I shook my head. “No, Sheriff, it was already here. You just needed some police work to find it. It’s what they elected you sheriff for.” He curled his lip. I ignored him. “Come. I’ll give you a tour of the scene.”  

    He went to follow me but I put my hand on his chest and came up close to look him in the eye. “Just let me tell you something before we go any further. I want Greg locked up in isolation where he cannot talk to anybody until I get to him. If this investigation is not done by the book, or if these boys get off, I am personally going to have the Feds go over Lee County with a fine-toothed comb, and nothing—and I mean nothing—will go unexamined. Am I clear?”  

    He nodded.  

    “Right. Now let me show you how to go over a crime scene.” 

   

    An hour later, after the paramedics had dressed my lashes, the sheriff had one of his deputies drive us back to Seven Hills. The return journey was more straightforward, because we didn’t have to go via Four Mile Canyon Drive and Salina. He also promised he’d have someone go and collect the Dodge in the morning. By the time we got to the Wagon Wheel, it was almost ten, but Peaches and Cream Sr. volunteered to cook us a meal when she saw the state we were in, and heard that I’d been bullwhipped and almost had my throat cut. She said that these constituted exceptional circumstances. I had to agree. While she cooked, we went up and showered and changed our clothes. 

    While Dehan was in the bathroom, I checked my laptop. There was still no news from the captain. 

    Downstairs, we ordered a couple of stiff whiskeys and sat in front of the fire, which by now was dying toward embers, and sipped while we waited for our food. I hadn’t much appetite, but Dehan insisted, with a kind of intense sincerity, that I needed first-class protein to repair the damage. When I tried to argue, she said, “Remember what my mother said! ‘You’ll die, but foist you’ll eat!’” 

    I laughed painfully. “I thought that was your grandmother.” 

    “It varies,” she said, gazing without humor at the smoldering wood. “It’s the collective superego of the female side of my father’s family.” 

    “Wow… You only say that because you know I’m too weak to defend myself.” She snorted and we sat in silence for a bit. Finally, as the whiskey began to take effect, I said, “Thanks, Dehan.” 

    She glanced at me and there were tears in her eyes. “I thought you were right behind me, you fuckin’ asshole.” 

    I smiled. “By the time I made it to the door, Greg was waiting for me with a gun. I thought you’d gone to get the Feds.” 

    “No.” She frowned. “When I reached the plantation, I realized you weren’t there. I thought maybe you’d been…” The muscles in her jaw bunched and she looked away. She took a slug, swallowed, and then took a deep breath. “I searched for you in the woods. When I didn’t find you, I realized you must still be back at the barn. So I went back.” 

    “That wasn’t smart.” 

    “Who gives a shit? You’d have done the same.” My face told her she was right and she went on. “When I got there, I saw they had you tied up…” She shrugged and looked sheepish. “But they weren’t torturing you or anything. Also, you wily bastard, you had them talking. So I thought, as long as they were talking and they weren’t hurting you, I’d record what they said.” 

    Our bison steaks arrived, along with a bottle of wine. The first mouthful was hard, but the second was easier, and aided by a couple of glasses of Napa Valley Merlot, it soon tasted like the most perfect medicine I’d ever taken. 

    Sleepy, comfortably numb, and with my joints slowly seizing up, Dehan supported me up to what was still our room. By now I didn’t even question it. She closed the door and helped me take off my jacket. I fell carefully on the bed and she pulled off my shoes. Then she helped me under the covers. 

    “You not going to brush your teeth?” 

    “Not tonight, Josephine.” 

    She went into the bathroom and prepared for bed. When she came back, she lay down next to me, leaning on her elbow and looking down at my face. She was serious. 

    “Stone, what happened tonight, when I thought…” She hesitated. “When I thought something had happened to you, something bad, I thought I’d…” 

    She was having trouble saying it, and I was exhausted and just inebriated enough to realize that life is too short. So I said, “I know. I’ve been there, remember?” 

    We stared at each other for a long moment. We often did when we were thinking, but this was different. I knew I should be worried, but I wasn’t. She said, “I know we’re partners. But we’re friends, too, right?” 

    I smiled. “More like family.” 

    She smiled back. “I got a lot of family. But no one quite like…” She paused again, reached out and placed her hand gently on the raw wound on my chest. “I don’t know what I would have done…” 

    The knock at the door made us both jump. She hesitated a moment, then sat up quickly and went to open it. It was Ned. 

    “I am so sorry to disturb you, Detectives. I’d thought you were still dining. I didn’t realize you had come up, and I wouldn’t bother you, only I know you were anxious…” 

    “What is it?” 

    “Well, we finally have another room for you. It’s right next door here. I’ll leave the key with you and let you sleep. Good night!” 

    I heard him hurry away and, after a pause, Dehan closed the door. She came and stood at the foot of the bed, holding the key, and smiled down at me. 

    “You going to be OK on your own?” 

    I shrugged. It took me a moment to answer. “Of course. I’ll be fine. Thanks.” 

    “So I guess I’ll go next door, let you sleep in peace.” 

    “You too. No snoring tonight.” 

    She laughed and grabbed her stuff. At the door, she stopped and looked back. “Sleep well, Stone.” 

    I grinned. “It was nice sleeping with you, princess.” 

    “Take a hike. Idiot.” 

    The door closed and I struggled out of bed and into the bathroom, where I had a long, cold shower. 





EIGHTEEN


   

    I got up late, showered, dressed, and checked my email. There was still nothing about Kathleen’s records. I went down to the dining room and found Dehan on the phone to the sheriff. She hung up as I sat down and Peaches and Cream came over to pour me some coffee. 

    Dehan waved the phone at me. “I called the sheriff. He was very cooperative. We can go over any time to interrogate the prisoners. How do you want to play it?” 

    “It would have been nice to have those damned records before we went in. Still, it is what it is.” I sighed and thought it through for a minute. “Greg is scared. You saw that. He thought he was onto a safe thing, but it’s spiraled out of control. He’ll be happy to give us Sly and Coy if he thinks he’s going to save his own skin.” 

    She frowned as though she didn’t like the idea. “So, offer him a deal?” 

    I shook my head. “No. I want you to take him first. Let him know I am interrogating Sly and Coy. Make him believe they’re spilling their guts and he is going down on a capital charge.”  

    She was nodding. “We can use the Angels, too, if we need to. Their story is they thought they were just distributing weed. Now it turns out they’re up for murder one. They’re panicking and pointing the finger at him and Sly and Coyote.” 

    “Yeah. Make him believe you hate his guts, and your one purpose in life is to bring him down, even if it means letting Coy and Sly walk. I’ll do the same with Sly and Coy…” 

    She grinned. “Then we swap. Good cop, bad cop.” 

    “And we don’t let Sheriff Watson within a mile of them. Also, we sell him the same line we are selling them.” 

    She frowned. “You think he’s bent?” 

    “No, I think he’s lazy and naïve, which in a cop is almost worse. He’d let those SOBs walk just to avoid the paperwork, and tell himself they’re good folk at heart, boys will be boys.” 

    “You’re not wrong, Sensei. You want breakfast?” 

    “No, let’s get this over with.” 

  

    James Town was small and cute, nestled among pine trees on a crossroads between three hills on James Canyon Drive. The sheriff’s office, which was attached to the county jail, was between the Town Hall and the Methodist church. It was a wood-paneled, open plan space with a couple of desks and computers in it. He made a real effort to look pleased to see us when we walked in and even offered us coffee, to which I shook my head.  

    “I’d like to get started right away and close this case, if that’s OK with you. Have you got an interrogation room?” 

    He smiled and shrugged. “We don’t usually have any call for interrogation rooms, but there are a couple or three vacant offices upstairs above the jail you can use.” 

    I stared at him a moment. “These are very dangerous men, Sheriff. I have the scars to prove it. I want deputies watching them every minute. But I do not want Greg or Sly or Coy talking to anybody except me and Detective Dehan. If that is not followed to the letter, Sheriff, there will be consequences.” 

    He looked resentful and drew breath to protest. I cut him short. “Consequences, Sheriff. Now, we are going to designate the offices, interrogations rooms one and two. I want Greg in room one, five minutes later I want Sly in room two. I want deputies on the doors and I’ll have that coffee upstairs. Thank you for cooperating, Sheriff.” 

    He scowled at me. “You’re welcome, I’m sure. This way.” 

    He showed us up to the second story of the jailhouse. There was a suite of offices up there and we had the deputies bring Greg up to interrogation room one, where he was cuffed to his chair. I watched Dehan sit opposite him with a look on her face I’d have loved to photograph for posterity. I left them to it. 

    I put my laptop in a second room and a couple of minutes later, Sly was led to interrogation room two. Like Greg, he was cuffed to his chair, a deputy handed me a cup of coffee, and we were left alone. I sat for a while in silence, sipping, while he tilted his head this way and that. Finally, I said, “Here is how it’s going to play out, Sly. You and Greg and Coy have been separated. The sheriff is cooperating, but I am running this operation. What we have, after last night, is video and audio evidence of the kidnap, torture, and attempted murder of a cop. We have testimony from two police officers of drugs trafficking and the attempted kidnapping and murder of those two same cops. You three have ticked all the boxes that the Colorado District Attorney needs to apply for the death penalty.” I paused to give that time to sink in. “I’d go further, Sly, I’d say it is going to be very hard for the judge not to grant the death penalty.” 

    He smiled up at a ceiling he could not see. “You tellin’ me this, Detective Stone, because you want to scare me into giving you something.” 

    “Right first time, Sly. But that doesn’t mean that what I am saying is not true. You know it is true.” 

    “So quit trying to scare me and tell me what you want.” 

    “I want Kathleen’s killer.” 

    “Man, you still on that?” 

    “And I am going to stay on it until I get what I want. Who killed her, Sly?” 

    “What makes you think I would even know that?” 

    I sighed. “What do you think Detective Dehan is doing right now?” 

    “I don’t need to think. I know. She’s tellin’ Greg exactly the same as you are tellin’ me. And when she is through tellin’ him, she gonna go and tell Coyote. I ain’t stupid.” 

    I smiled and labored the irony in the words. “The jury is still out on that one, Sly.” 

    He made a smile that was not amused. “You’re funny.” 

    “Yeah, deep down funny, where it’s not like funny anymore. Now let’s stop playing games. You’re on the clock, Sly. If you want a deal, you need to get your bid in before Greg or Coy. First come, first served.” 

    He thought about it. “What kind of deal?” 

    I heaved another sigh and spread my hands. “Look at it from my point of view, Sly. I know one of you killed her. My question is, which one? And I need to know that simply so that I can offer some closure to her mother and her sister. From my point of view, personally, if you all three go down, I got my man.” 

    “I get it, Stone, you made your point. Stop tryin’ to sell me on the deal. Just tell me what the deal is.” 

    “Life, in both senses of the word.” 

    “Some deal… I want it in writing from the DA.” 

    “I’ll recommend it to the DA. We’ll see what he says.” 

    He shook his head and laughed, looking blindly into the air. “Man, you want somethin’ for nothin’!” 

    “You’re beginning to understand the situation, Sly. You’re fighting for your life. I’m only fighting to give closure to a family. Who do you think has the edge? Now let’s get real. I can go now and phone the DA, tell him that you are prepared to cooperate but you want a deal, in writing. Now, assuming that he agrees, how long do you think it’s going to take to draft it and have it sent from Denver?” 

    “Man…”  

    He was looking distressed. I pushed. “But Sly, you and me both know that even that is unrealistic. Ask yourself, if you were the DA, what would your first question be if I made that call?” 

    He didn’t answer. He just stared into space. So I answered for him. 

    “He’s going to ask me, ‘What about the other two?’ Let’s get even more real, Sly. What do you think is the first thing I am going to do when I have hung up on the DA? I am going to go straight to Greg and say, ‘Guess what, Greg, Sly just offered the DA a deal. He sells you down the river in exchange for life. But he wants it in writing. You want to talk to me while we wait for the DA to make up his mind and draft the document?’ And then there’s Coy…” 

    “OK, man!” 

    “I’ll give you my word, and I will tell the DA that I have given you my word. And right now, Sly, that is the best damned offer you are likely to get.” 

    “OK! OK!”


    “Who killed Kathleen Olvera?” 

    He did a weird thing, swinging his head from side to side, like he was grooving to music. He spread his hands and made a high-pitched squeaking noise in his throat which eventually turned into, “Man! I don’t know what you want me to tell you!” 

    I stood, pushing the chair back noisily. “See you at the trial, Sly.” 

    “Wait a minute!” 

    “Stop wasting my time.” 

    He lifted a hand. “OK! I told you I am going to cooperate. Just give me a minute.” 

    “Minutes are what you have very few of, Sly. You better start talking or I am walking out of that door and you will not see me again until I testify against you.” 

    “Boy, you’re a hard son of a bitch!” 

    “Who killed Kathleen Olvera?” 

    He spread his hands and appealed to the ceiling. “It was El Coyote, man. But if he don’t get the death penalty, he is gonna cut my throat. You have to give me protection, you understand? You tellin’ me you gonna spare me the death sentence, but if he don’t go down, that is a death sentence!” 

    I sat down again. “I understand. I will make the DA understand that too. Talk.” 

    “It was like you said. Pat was sellin’ for us down in the Bronx. But she was broke all the time, you know? She’s a dope head, never got her shit together. She used to hang with Greg and he was always givin’ her money.” He laughed. “Man, she’d do anythin’—and I do mean anythin’ for fifty bucks. So we said to her, she could take the shit, sell it, then give us our cut of the money. That way she could get on her feet. We was helpin’ her. Know what I’m sayin’?” 

    “Yeah, you’re regular philanthropists.” 

    He wheezed a laugh. “No man, I never had no interest in stamps. It worked, for a while, know what I’m sayin’? I can’t remember how many times, but it was a few. She took the stuff, sold it, kept her share and brought us our dough.” He creased up his face, like it distressed him. “But she weren’t savin’ it. She was spendin’ everythin’ she made on shit, coke and meth and bad stuff. It was Greg asked us to help her, ’cause he liked her. But I told him it weren’t gonna work. You can’t rely on a dope head like that. It ain’t never gonna pay off. But he said them girls was like family to him. So we had to help her.” 

    “So what happened?” 

    “What was always gonna happen, man. She calls and talks to Greg. She sold the shit, five K—it was a lot of cash, man—and she blew it all on coke. I was real mad. Greg says he’s gonna make good on the bread and we won’t be out’a pocket. But I told him we ain’t gonna use her no more. We don’t need that kind of problem. He says OK, but Coyote ain’t happy.” He shook his head again. “Greg, he’s a cowboy, me, I’m cool. If I have my money, I’m happy. But Coyote, he’s a hard son of a bitch, and where he comes from, man, reputation is everything. He’s sayin’ this bitch has pissed on his reputation and he has got to cut her.” 

    “OK, so how do we get from there to Kathleen?” 

    “Get me a cigarette, man. I’m stressed. I’m shakin’, man. You fucked me up.” 

    I stuck my head out the door and got a cigarette from one of the deputies. I lit it and handed it to Sly. His hand was trembling as he smoked. 

    “It was like you said. Greg must have warned her that Coyote was after her blood, ’cause instead of comin’ up to the Shack, she sends her sister to talk to us, plead for mercy, kind’a thing. Know what I’m sayin’?” 

    “How’d she get to the Shack from Boulder?” 

    He shrugged. “How should I know? I guess Greg picked her up.” 

    “How did Coy kill her?” 

    “Don’t call him ‘Coy’, man. He ain’t coy. That really offends and disrespects the man. His name is El Coyote. Don’t you know that?” 

    “Fuck him. How did he kill her?” 

    “I wasn’t there. I don’t like violence. I’m a man of peace. And in any case, I can’t see. I know he took her out in the woods, and there I guess he stuck her with a knife and cut off her head. That’s his style. It’s his thing, man.” 

    “It’s his thing?” 

    He grinned. “Yeah man. He told me, in Mexico, when they see a body with the head missin’, they say, ‘El Coyote has been this way.’” 





NINETEEN


   

    I met Dehan in the corridor and we moved down to the coffee machine. We stood looking out the window at Main Street and the gabled roofs that poked out from among the pines on the slope above it. There were a few wafts of wood smoke trailing out of the chimneys. It was kind of idyllic, and for a moment I understood Watson, and why he didn’t want to believe that his people could be like Sly, and Coy, and Greg. 

    I asked her, “How’s Cowboy Carson?” 

    She shrugged. “He’s scared, but he says he hasn’t got anything to tell us. How about you?” 

    “Sly says Coy did it. His story more or less matches what we thought. Only trouble is, he’s not much of a witness, being blind. In any case, he says he wasn’t there at the killing, and the rest of it is mostly hearsay.” 

    “Great.” 

    “Yeah, listen, you take Sly now. Get him to go over his story a couple of times, see if there are any inconsistencies. Have a deputy draft it, then have him sign the statement. If I’m not finished with Greg by then, have Sly taken down and get Coy up here.” 

    “Got it.” 

    She went into interrogation room two and I went to check my laptop for the records. There was still nothing. I went in to Greg. He looked scared. I sat opposite him and said, “I suppose Detective Dehan has made you aware of the situation.” 

    “Yeah, she’s made me aware of the situation. But I am going to say to you what I said to her. You are making a big mistake.” 

    “How’s that?” 

    He leaned forward. “I don’t know what Sly and Coy got up to in New York and Mexico, but that don’t have nothin’ to do with me. I ain’t no goddamn killer!” 

    “That’s not the way it looked last night. I was there, remember? You told me you whipped somebody to death.” 

    He sighed. “You have to understand, Detective. I meant to put a scare into you. That’s the way we do things ’round here. Somebody treads on your toes, you gotta put a scare into them, or they’ll walk all over you. I threw a scare into you and I hurt you, and maybe that was wrong. But I never meant to kill nobody!” 

    “You bullwhipped me, and now you are asking me to be understanding and sympathetic?” 

    He swallowed and flopped back in his chair, staring at me. I was looking across the table at the man who had caused me more physical pain than I had ever believed possible, and I wondered whether I could remain objective. He was close to panic. 

    “Look,” he said, “I have a reputation ’round here. I have to look tough…” 

    “You don’t look so tough right now, Greg.” 

    “No, I know, I understand that, and I understand that I made a big, big mistake last night.” He leaned forward again, “Not just last night. I made a big mistake getting involved with those boys. I should never have done that. But, see, I didn’t think no harm would come from selling a bit of weed. You know, if it’s legal here, it can’t be that bad, right? And I’m told everybody smokes it in New York anyhow.” 

    “The law of joint enterprise holds that all three of you are equally guilty.” 

    He took a deep breath and held the edge of the table, trying to control himself. “I know that, and I am admitting to you that what I done was wrong…” 

    I cut across him, “Who killed Kathleen Olvera?” 

    He stared at me. “I don’t know.” 

    “Right now, while we are talking, Sly is next door giving a statement to my partner.” 

    He went pale. “What’s that son of a bitch sayin’?” 

    I smiled. “I’ll bring you a transcript, shall I? He wants to make a deal with the DA.” I sighed and sat forward, with my elbows on the table. “You have to realize, Greg, that all three of you are going down. You’re all facing the death penalty. Detective Dehan must have explained that to you. Now, that is the reality you have to face. We have irrefutable proof of what you did. Now one thing, and one thing only, is going to earn one of you leniency, and that is the name of Kathleen’s killer.” 

    His face flushed and there were tears in his eyes. He leaned forward. “If I knew, do you think I wouldn’t tell you? I liked Kathleen! Her an’ Pat was like sisters to me. I was real fond of ’em both. If I didn’t help you, that’s only ’cause I don’t like strangers butting their nose into our business. But I cared for both of ’em. And when Pat got in trouble with Sly and Coy, I bailed her out. You ask ’em.” 

    I made a face like he was boring me. “Come on, Greg! You must have some idea. You picked her up from the bus station and delivered her to the Shack!” 

    He screwed up his face. “What? When?” 

    “The weekend she was killed.” 

    “That’s horseshit! I never picked her up. How could I? I didn’t even know she was comin’.” 

    I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to ignore the headache that was developing in my temple. 

    “Pat owed Sly and Coy money.” 

    “Yes sir. She did. Five grand, according to Sly.” 

    “You paid?” 

    “On one goddamned condition. I told them plain. If they hurt a hair on her head, I would bullwhip…” He faltered. I gestured him to continue. “That’s what I said to them. If they hurt Pat, I would bullwhip them to within an inch of their lives. I paid them the money and told them not to use her no more for distribution.” He shrugged. “That was when we started talkin’ about doing a more businesslike operation.” 

    “But Coy wasn’t happy with that arrangement. He wanted to make an example of somebody.” 

    “Coy is full o’ shit. He talks big, like he was a hit man for some big Mexican gang. But he’s just a junkie loser like Sly. I told him stay away from Pat and that was the end of it.” 

    I shook my head. “Your story doesn’t make any sense, Greg. If Coy wasn’t threatening Pat, then why the hell did Kathleen come to the Shack?” 

    “I don’t know. It’s what I keep tellin’ you. I didn’t even know she was comin’.” 

    “Would she have told you?” 

    “’Course she would’ve! Especially if it was to stop Coy hurting Pat!” 

    I stared at him a long while. “I have a witness who is willing to testify that you drove down to Boulder on Sunday, 8th July, to pick Kathleen up from the bus station and deliver her to the Shack.” He was shaking his head. I raised my voice, leaning forward, “You yourself corrected me when I said she’d arrived by train. You told me she would have had to go to the bus station! You picked her up and you delivered her to her executioner!” 

    “No!” He made to stand but couldn’t because of the cuffs. He shouted again, “No! Goddamn it! I wouldn’t do that to Kath!” He sat staring at me, breathing heavily. “It never happened!” 

    There was a knock on the door and Dehan poked her head in. “Sly’s gone down.” She glanced at Greg. “He made his statement. Coy is on his way up.” 

    I studied his face. “Think it over.” 

    He shook his head. “I ain’t sayin’ another word without my lawyer.” 

    I nodded to Dehan. “Have a deputy call Mr. Carson’s lawyer, will you?” 

    “He’s on his way already.” 

    I stood. “See you at trial, Greg.” 

    I stepped into the corridor. El Coyote was led past to interrogation room two and then they took Greg down to his cell. I stood staring at Dehan, chewing my lip. Eventually I said, “There is something wrong.” 

    She frowned. “Sly was pretty convincing. You don’t believe him? He confirmed your theory.” 

    “Let’s talk to Coy.” 

    We went in and Dehan leaned against the wall while I sat. He watched me with his pale blue eyes. The scare gave him a twisted look of contempt, but it was there in his eyes too. It was almost a palpable thing. 

    “I’m going to make this easy for you, Coyote. All three of you are facing the death penalty. You understand that?” He nodded. “Your pal Sly is trying to cut a deal with the DA. Greg is waiting for his lawyer, and you and I both know what his lawyer is going to advise him to do.” 

    “What deal?” 

    “I need the name of the man who killed Kathleen.” 

    “So you gonna seek the death penalty for two of us, but the one who gives you Kathleen’s killer, he gets life?” 

    “That’s the deal.” 

    He nodded. “That’s what I figured. It was Greg.” 

    “What?” 

    “Greg killed Kathleen.” 

    Dehan spoke from behind me. “Bullshit.” 

    He stared at her with no expression. “What, you want me to say it was Sly? It weren’t Sly. Sly don’t go killin’ people. That ain’t his scene.” 

    “How about you?” 

    He looked at me like I was crazy. “Me? What the fuck do I wanna kill that bitch for? She ain’t nothin’ to me.” 

    Dehan came and sat next to me, leaning across the table. “She disrespected you. She didn’t pay what she owed you.” 

    “You confused, Detective. That was her sister, not her. Pat didn’t pay. But Greg paid for her. All square.” 

    “But you wanted her punished.” 

    “You crazy. We got the farm on Greg’s land. We growin’ the crop on Greg’s land. He’s supplyin’ the seeds. Greg says ‘leave Pat alone,’ we leave Pat alone. I ain’t gonna jeopardize a sweet thing like that to punish a stupid bitch. She’s Greg’s bitch, that’s cool with me. So long as he pays.” 

    I stared at him a long time. Finally, I asked him, “So, what happened?” 

    He shrugged. “Is like you said. He went down to collect her from the bus station. He brought her to the Shack. He was mad at her. I don’t know why. I think he liked her and she went and married another guy. I don’t know. I wasn’t interested…” 

    I interrupted him. “But, if she wasn’t there pleading for Pat, why the hell was she there?” 

    “Don’t ask me, man, ask Greg. All I know is, Sunday he went to get her from Boulder. Then he brought her to the club. He raped her right there on the floor. Then he stabbed her with his knife, cut off her head and took her out to the woods.” 

    “And you witnessed this?” 

    “Yeah, man. I saw the whole thing.” 

    “You understand that if you are lying, perjury will be added to the charges against you.” 

    He spread his hands. “What you fockin’ want, man? You ask me to tell you who killed Kathleen. I’m tellin’ you and now you say I’m lyin’! What the fock is the matter with you?” 

    I made him go over the story another couple of times in more detail, then got a deputy to come in, take it down and have him sign it. Then I sent him back down to his cell. I grabbed some coffee and me and Dehan went to the small office where I’d put my laptop. This time there were two emails. One contained the phone, email and credit card records. The other was from Frank at the lab. I had them printed and ten minutes later, we sat at the table and went through them. 

    The phone records for the end of June and early July showed no communication between Kathleen and anybody in Colorado. She had not telephoned, or been telephoned by, her in-laws, Greg, or anybody else. Her Whatsapp showed the same thing, as did her Facebook account. She had not been conducting a ‘virtual’ affair with Greg. 

    Her credit card records showed no train ticket purchases for the months of June or July—or plane or bus tickets, or car rentals. 

    I sat in silence, thinking, for a long time. Then I looked at the results of the DNA test and closed my eyes. 

    “My God, Dehan,” I said, “I have been so blind. I have been so stupid!” 

    I threw the paper across the desk to her. She examined it, frowned, and stared at me. 

    “What the hell…!” 

    I nodded. “Let’s wrap up here and get back to New York.” 





TWENTY


   

    The Assistant District Attorney arrived shortly after lunch and she and the sheriff joined us upstairs in the small office. She was in her mid-thirties and living the dream in an Italian suit and a German car. When she strode in, Dehan had her ass on the windowsill and I had my feet on the desk. We were staring at each other in silence, thinking, and both turned to look at her and the sheriff as they entered. 

    She dropped her pigskin case on the desk and sat. The sheriff said, “This is Assistant District Attorney Susanne O’Connor.” To her, he said, “Detectives Stone and Dehan of the NYPD, ma’am.” 

    I took my feet off the desk and rolled a little closer. She spoke first. I got the impression she always spoke first, and last. 

    “I’m a little confused, Detective Stone, on a number of points. First of all, why you are here at all, and, not least, I have just arrived to hear that the case you were about to close is not closed at all. Care to explain yourself?” 

    I studied her face for just long enough to make her uncomfortable. Then I said, “You’re confused?” I turned and smiled at Dehan, who smiled back. “The Assistant DA is confused, Dehan. She doesn’t know why we are here.” I turned back to the ADA. “I’d suggest the sheriff explain, seeing as it was him who invited us to come here, but frankly, I think he’s as confused as you are.”  

    Her cheeks had gone a pretty shade of pink. “I’m not sure I like your tone, Detective.” 

    “That’s OK, you don’t need to. Why we are here is irrelevant to the case you are going to prosecute, which is not the murder of Kathleen Olvera. That case is going to be prosecuted in New York. The case you are going to prosecute is the kidnapping, torture and attempted murder of two police officers who were here at the invitation of the Lee County sheriff, as well as the illegal sale of cannabis in New York State. If you are curious as to why we are here, then I suggest you get Sheriff Watson to explain it to you over coffee and blueberry pie. You ready to play nice now, or you want to keep measuring dicks?” 

    O’Connor went scarlet and I heard Dehan snort and splutter behind me. The sheriff hitched his pants and said, “Hey now…!” 

    She rose to her feet. “I will not tolerate…!” 

    “Sweetheart, I got bullwhipped last night and was within half a second of having my throat cut while doing this clown’s job, so you will tolerate whatever you have to tolerate. You be civil to me and I’ll be civil to you, but tell me to explain myself one more time and things could get ugly. Now sit down and I will tell you what happened.” 

    She sat back down with wide eyes and a small bump. 

    “Five years ago, a decapitated woman was found on Lefhand Canyon Drive, not far from a club called the Shack, frequented by off-gridders and Hell’s Angels. The woman was eventually identified as Kathleen Olvera, from the Bronx. Her family had been regular visitors to Seven Hills since she was a kid, they had befriended local people, including Greg Carson and the Olvera boys. Eventually she married Moses Olvera, and he and his brother moved to the Bronx. You with me so far?” 

    She gave a tight-lipped nod. The sheriff pulled over a chair and sat. I went on. 

    “Sheriff Watson made a preliminary, cursory investigation. He turned up no meaningful evidence and the case went cold. A few days ago, he kicked it back to us and we started to look into it. At first it looked to us as though Kathleen had come to Seven Hills to meet with somebody, and that somebody had killed her. So, at the express invitation of the sheriff, we began to look into the people whom she might have come to see. Are you still following me?” 

    “Yes, Detective. It is not that complicated.” 

    “Good.” I said it a little sourly. “I wouldn’t want you to get confused.” 

    “You have made your point.” 

    “In the course of our investigation, we turned up two things: first, Greg Carson and two of the tenants on his ranch, Sly and El Coyote, otherwise known as…”  

    I turned to Dehan, she checked the printout we’d got earlier from their NI numbers. “Juan Fernandez and Sylvester Thelonius Jones, both originally from the Bronx, in New York.” 

    “These three characters had set up business, growing very substantial amounts of cannabis on Greg’s ranch, and selling it illegally in New York. Their idea was that Pat, who was something of a black sheep in her family and had a taste for the wild side, would market it back east. The problem was that Pat started snorting all their profits instead of handing them over to Greg, Sly, and El Coyote. The penalty for that kind of thing where Sly and El Coyote come from is very severe. That led us to the theory that Pat might have sent Kathleen to intercede on her behalf and ask for clemency. And they decided to make an example of her.” 

    O’Connor nodded and glanced at the sheriff. “That was what I had understood from Sheriff Watson.” 

    “Yeah. We seemed to have it in the bag. And this morning, faced with the threat of the death penalty, we had Sly pointing the finger at Coyote, and Coyote pointing the finger at Greg. The trouble is, they lied. They told me what they thought I wanted to hear in the hope of getting a deal. Neither of them was able to describe the murder correctly. Plus…” I spread my hands. “You were right, Sheriff. You were right for the wrong reasons, but you were right. She was not killed here. Her body was dumped here, and I think she was decapitated here. But she was killed somewhere else. Greg, Sly and Coyote are guilty of trafficking marijuana, of kidnapping and attempted murder, but they are not guilty of the murder of Kathleen Olvera. Somebody else did that.” 

    We showed her the video evidence, and signed sworn statements as to what had happened the night before, and by four o’clock we headed back toward Seven Hills to pack our bags and start home for New York. On the way, as we wound through the forested canyons, Dehan said, “The decapitation…” She turned in her seat to frown at me. “Are you sure about this? It was Coyote’s trade mark. It was on his doorstep. He had motive…” 

    “Motive?” 

    “To send a message to Pat. You said so yourself.” 

    I nodded. “I know. But I was wrong. It happens.” I grinned at her. “Not often, so don’t get used to it. But I was blinded by the obvious, by the details, and I didn’t see the bigger picture.” 

    “Show me the bigger picture.” 

    “For a start, suppose Coyote was so mad he decided to make an example of Kathleen. That is a totally believable scenario and it could have happened. But why not then go after Pat? He knows the Bronx. He grew up there. He has Angels he can call on who can find her and make the hit, or break her arms or whatever. Why kill her sister but leave her? What message does he send by doing that?” She made a face and nodded. I answered my own question, “Not so much ‘Wherever you hide we will find you and punish you,’ as, ‘If you take the trouble to come to the remotest corner of the United States, right to our front door, we will kill you.’” 

    She smiled. “I see your point.” 

    “As to the decapitation, it is not exactly Coyote’s trade mark,” I raised an eyebrow, “Assuming his boasts are true, he kills his victims by stabbing and decapitating them with a knife, all in one savage attack. That’s what makes him so scary. But Kathleen was beaten and strangled—not stabbed. And she was decapitated after she was killed, probably with a machete. Remember, it was a single, clean cut. By the way the head had rolled away from the body, I’m willing to bet that cut was delivered after the body was dumped.” I paused and looked at her. “Which is suggestive.” 

    It was, as the sheriff was fond of saying, ten miles as the crow flies, but twenty-five with all the twists and turns through the canyons. We took the short route, via Lefthand Canyon Drive, and after a long silence, as we turned left out of Gold Hill, headed finally for the Wagon Wheel, Dehan said, “Suggestive. Suggestive that whoever dumped the body knew about El Coyote’s signature, and wanted to cast suspicion on him.” 

    “It’s possible.” 

    She puffed out her cheeks and blew. “So, if that’s right, and that is a big ‘if’, it narrows our pool…” 

    I shrugged. “It was pretty narrow already, by the simple fact of where she was dumped. I’d say that it confirms the pool rather than narrows it.” 

    “OK. So we are looking at somebody who knows about Lefthand Canyon, who knows about the Shack and Coyote’s reputation, and about Kathleen’s association with this place. All of that points…” 

    “To her family.” 

    “So the question becomes, out of that small group, who benefited from her death?” 

    “That’s what we are going to look into as soon as we get back, but a couple of people leap out at you, don’t they?” 

    “Three names jump out at me, Stone. In terms of who benefits, Mo and Anne-Marie had reason to want Kathleen out of the way. And Mo’s friendship with Greg and Pat means he was very likely to know about Coyote’s signature.” 

    She hesitated while I pulled up and parked outside the hotel. I killed the engine and looked at her. “And the third?” 

    “Pat. Pat was the one with the most intimate knowledge of this place, the Shack, Sly, and Coy. But I can’t think of a motive for her.” 

    “I agree. But there is a lot we don’t know yet. Intimate relationships are the ones that breed the strongest and darkest motives for murder. And in my experience, relationships don’t come much closer than sisters.” 

    We climbed out and I stood looking around me at that mini, bucolic utopia nestled among the mountains. I muttered, “This other Eden, demi-paradise, this fortress built by Nature for herself against infection and the hand of war.” 

    “What’s that?” 

    “Shakespeare. He was talking about England, but it kind of describes this place, doesn’t it? A fortress built by Nature against infection. But you are never more at risk than when you feel safe. Betrayal, the betrayal of those who are close to us, those whom we love and believe love us. That is the greatest danger of all.” 

    She put her hand on my shoulder. “You want one more Bison steak and a night of rest and healing in demi-paradise before we head back to the infected lands, or you want to go home now?” 

    I thought about it. “Five AM gets us to the 43rd at 8 AM the next morning.” 

    “Makes sense to me.” 

    I called the captain as I climbed the steps. 





TWENTY ONE


   

    The drive back was tedious and uneventful. We ended up stopping, around midnight, at a motel near Lake Erie and sleeping for four hours. Which meant we finally pulled in to the 43rd Station House at noon. The first thing we did was drop in on the captain for a debriefing. He was less than amused by the fact that we had, arguably, entered Greg Carson’s property illegally, but satisfied that we had ‘assisted’ the county sheriff in busting a drugs trafficking ring. 

    “But,” he said, gazing out the window at the fall leaves on the plain trees. “If I understand you, John, the sheriff of Lee County asked for your assistance because he did not believe the murder was committed there. You went there believing it was, and effectively proved that he was right in the first place. So you are now back at square one. Would you say that was a fair assessment?” 

    He narrowed his eyes at me, but it was Dehan who answered. 

    “It’s not a fair assessment, Captain.” 

    He shifted his gaze to her. “It’s not, Carmen?” 

    “No, sir. In the first place, Sheriff Watson had done squat. He kicked it back to us because he said he hadn’t the resources to investigate, but in fact he had simply assumed that the murder took place here. He didn’t prove it, he assumed it. Our investigation not only busted a drugs ring that was selling dope in New York, we also found evidence, related to that ring, that will assist in clearing up the case. Evidence the sheriff should have uncovered himself.” 

    “I see. So what is your next move?” 

    I took a deep breath and sighed. “I want to know what life insurance Kathleen had and who benefited from it. So we’ll be talking to her insurance company. I also want to talk again to Mo and Anne-Marie. They are the obvious beneficiaries of her death. Presumably he benefited from any life insurance, and they both benefited because they were free to marry.” 

    He frowned. “I thought you’d looked at that and discarded it.” 

    I nodded. “Yes, and it still doesn’t make a lot of sense. Why kill her but divorce Isaac? But still, we have to look again because we obviously missed something.” 

    “OK, perhaps her life insurance, assuming she has any, will provide an answer.” 

    Back downstairs, while Dehan went through Kathleen’s file to find out what policies she had, I called Mo and told him I wanted him and Anne-Marie to come over to the station for a chat. He said they’d be there by one. 

    When I hung up and looked across the desk at Dehan, she had a face like brain-ache. She tossed a sheet of paper on the desk in front of me. It told me Kathleen did indeed have a life insurance policy, it told me how much for and who the beneficiary was. I stared at it for a long moment, then tossed it back.  

    “Find out who took it out. Mo and Anne-Marie will be here in half an hour. I’m going to talk to Mo. I want you to take Anne-Marie. Don’t lean on her. Be nice. Be understanding, woman of the world stuff. Ask her what she knows about Kathleen’s movements the morning she was supposed to have left. Go over it in detail, step by step.” 

    “OK. Are we telling them we know she didn’t go to Colorado?” 

    I shook my head. “No. Let them think we still believe she was killed out there. All we are trying to do is piece together her movements that morning. I want them both relaxed and off their guard. Then I want to compare their stories. So press her for details, as many details as you can. That’s where the devil is, in the detail. And that’s where they might start contradicting each other.” 

    They arrived at five past one. We greeted them cordially and said we’d be more comfortable upstairs where no one would disturb us. Mo looked a bit disconcerted when Dehan led Anne-Marie away, but I smiled and assured him we just wanted to discuss different things, and this would save time. 

    I led him into the interrogation room and we sat. He leaned on the table and asked me, “How’d it go in Seven Hills?” 

    “Inconclusive so far. I wanted to ask you about Kathleen’s movements on the Friday morning that she left for Colorado. But before we get to that, tell me something. What do you know about a guy called El Coyote…?” 

    He smiled. “Coy? He’s a friend of Greg’s. I don’t know much. I believe he’s some kind of wetback, if you’ll forgive the expression, Detective. He likes to make people believe he ran with a Mexican gang when he was younger, likes to play the hard man. I don’t know if it’s true. Folks up in the mountains ain’t easily impressed, if you take my meaning.” 

    I smiled. “Yeah, I noticed. So you don’t know if his stories are true?” 

    He gave his head a little twitch. “I don’t know. He liked to play with knives, and he used to tell this story that he was known in Mexico for cutting folks’ heads off, but I never gave it much credit, to be honest.” 

    “Yeah, that’s what I’d heard.” I nodded. “OK, Mo, what I really want to talk about today is Kathleen’s movements before she left. First of all, how did she travel, and where to?” 

    “Well, to be honest, Detective, I have never been sure. See, we’d had a bit of a fallin’ out, on account of she thought I wasn’t spendin’ enough time with her and Baby. So she didn’t actually tell me how she was goin’. She just said she was gonna go see my parents. I always assumed she took the train or the bus. But she might have flown, I suppose. Or she might have rented a car.” 

    “OK. So talk me through what happened that morning.” 

    “Jeez.” He gave his head another twitch. “It’s a long time ago, but I’ll do my best.” He thought for a moment. “I recall I had spent the night at Mom’s place.” 

    “Why was that?” 

    He looked a little surprised. “Well, I had to be up early to go with Isaac. He had a friend who was maybe gonna give me some work. So I had to be up early and Baby, bless her, she was keepin’ us up all night.” 

    I nodded understanding. “Sure, I get it. But you didn’t go with Isaac in the end.” 

    “Oh, well, uh, no. He phoned to say he’d got up late. So we’d go on Monday.” 

    “OK, so what time did you get home?” 

    “Well, I can’t remember exactly…” 

    “Did you have breakfast at home?” 

    “Uh, yeah. I reckon I did, yeah.” 

    “And how was Kathleen over breakfast?” 

    “Like I say, she was a bit mad at me for havin’ left her alone.” 

    “Did you often get mad at each other at that time?” 

    “No!” He laughed. “Most of the time we was inseparable. Everybody used to comment on it, how close we was. We never had what you’d call a fight. We was real close.” 

    “So what happened after breakfast?” 

    He shrugged. “We talked a bit. She told me she was mad and she told me why…” 

    I interrupted him. “Now, I’m a little confused. You said she was mad because you hadn’t been spending enough time with her and Baby—Sinead, right?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “But you just said that you were real close… So how come you hadn’t been spending time with her?” 

    “Well, no, I mean, it was just that night. Maybe a couple of other nights, if I had to be up early.” 

    “OK, so she told you why she was mad, and what happened then? How come you didn’t make up?” 

    “Well, she said she was goin’ up to see my folks.” 

    “Did she often do that?” 

    “No.” 

    “Had she ever done that before?” 

    “Not really.” 

    “Not really…?” 

    “I mean, never.” 

    “Did that strike you as strange, Mo? Her suddenly up and going off to see your folks like that?” 

    “Well, I guess it did. But she was mad and women can do real strange things when they’re mad.” 

    I laughed. “You got that right! And it sounds like she was pretty mad!” 

    He laughed with me, relieved at the drop in tension. “She was that!” 

    I stopped laughing and frowned. “Odd though, isn’t it, that she was that mad. You know, you say you had a great relationship, never had fights, and yet she got so mad about you staying at her mom’s place… Doesn’t seem much to get that mad about.” 

    He swallowed. “I guess…” 

    “So she was real mad, and not in the mood to make up and kiss.” 

    “Nope.” 

    “So what happened next?” 

    “Well, uh… She left. Said she was goin’ to see my folks and have a break for a few days. And she walked out.” 

    I nodded and thought about it for a while. Then I stood and said, “Will you excuse me for five minutes, Mo? I’ll be right back.” 

    He looked a little anxious. “Sure…” 

    I stepped into the corridor and walked down to the room where Dehan was talking to Anne-Marie. I poked my head in and they both looked up. I smiled at Anne-Marie, then said to Dehan, “A word?” 

    She came out and closed the door behind her. 

    “Give me five minutes with Anne-Marie, will you? Take Mo. Just make him go over again, in minute detail, what happened on the Friday morning, and where he spent Thursday night.” 

    She frowned at me. “Care to tell me what we’re doing?” 

    I nodded. “As soon as I know I’ll tell you. Just go with it for now.” 

    She walked down the way I’d come and I stepped in to the room with Anne-Marie, closed the door and sat opposite her. 

    “Anne-Marie, I want to make this as painless and simple as possible. Nobody is judging anybody here, we are all adults. All we are doing is trying to unravel this mess and get at what happened to Kathleen up in Lee County…” 

    She frowned at me. “What do you mean?” 

    I smiled and placed both hands on the table. “OK, Mo has just come clean with me and told me that you and he were having an affair before Kathleen’s death.” I laughed. “I have to tell you that that came as a surprise to absolutely nobody!” She laughed nervously. I went on in a reassuring voice. “Now, I know that he spent the Thursday night with you, he told me. So what I need you to do is confirm that for me, and tell me exactly what happened on Friday morning.” 

    She hesitated, then flopped back in her chair, smiling. “Oh, Lord! That’s kind of a relief. It’s like a weight off my chest to be able to admit that.” I smiled and waited. “Yes, Mo spent the night with me. And then next morning he went back to his apartment…” 

    “I don’t mean to be indelicate,” I gave her my best lopsided, man of the world smile, “but being in the first flush of a new romance, that would have been what, about eleven in the morning?” 

    She blushed and gave a pretty, demure laugh. “About that, yes.” 

    “Now, just clear something up for me, Anne-Marie, how did this work? Isaac…?” 

    I paused so she would fill in the gap. She obliged. “Isaac stayed in our apartment and me and Mo stayed at Mel’s.” 

    “And Mel?” 

    She sighed. “Things had got real bad between me and Isaac and I had been stayin’ at Mel’s most all the time for about a month, I guess. She’s real fond of me and I am of her too. So I had my room there and everything. Well,” she grinned and winked. “Mo slept…” She made speech marks with her fingers, “‘on the couch’ and he’d sneak up to my room when Mel was a’bed.” 

    I nodded. It made perfect sense. 

    I stood. “Thank you, Anne-Marie. You have been very helpful. That’s all I needed to know for today. If you want to wait downstairs, your husband will be out in a moment.” 

    She went down and I went back to where Mo, looking slightly ruffled and irritable, was talking to a very stolid and impassive-looking Dehan. 

    I sat next to her and stared Mo in the eye. “You should have told me that you were sleeping with Anne-Marie before you split up with Kathleen.” He made like a goldfish for a couple of seconds and I carried on. “Lucky for you, Kathleen was killed in Lee County. A lie like that puts you right up the suspects list.” He swallowed hard. “Pat still lives with your mother, right?” 

    He nodded. “We all do.” 

    “That’s cozy.” 

    “We’re a close family.” 

    “She work? She go out?” 

    “Not much.” 

    “OK, you can go. Your wife is waiting downstairs.” 

    He got up without saying anything and hurried out. I sat for a while staring at the empty space Mo had recently occupied. After a bit I turned and looked at Dehan. I said, “I’ll be damned.” 

    She nodded. “You probably will be. Feel like cluing me in yet?” 

    I shook my head. “Let’s go and talk to Pat. It’s high time we did that.” 

   





TWENTY TWO


   

    In the car, headed north and east toward Morris Park, Dehan turned in her seat, with her back against the door, and watched me drive. Eventually, she said, “I guess it’s no great surprise, right? It’s usually the husband. Or the wife. And that’s what you’re thinking, right? Mo did it. That’s why he lied about his affair with Anne-Marie.” 

    “Put all the pieces together.” 

    “Yeah, if I could just find the straight edges and the corners I’d do that.” 

    “Mo pretended he was not with his wife on Thursday night. How many husbands have you come across who pretend they were not with their wife when they should have been with her?” 

    “You have a point, not many.” 

    “Where was he?” 

    “With Anne-Marie.” 

    “So she is his alibi.” 

    “Oh. I see. So it’s both of them. That’s pretty standard too.” 

    “But we arrive right back at the same question. Why divorce Isaac, but kill Kathleen?” 

    She groaned and flopped her head back. Then narrowed her eyes at me. “You know, don’t you?” 

    I eyed her sidelong and imitated an English accent, “I have taught you my methods, Watson. Observe and deduce. Eliminate the impossible…” 

    “I know, and whatever is left, however improbable, is the truth.” 

    I pulled in to Van Nest and parked outside Mel’s house. We climbed out of the Jag and I stood a moment, smelling the first hint of frost on the air as the sun slipped behind the treetops, where copper leaves were beginning to wither and fall. We 

 pushed through the gate into her garden, climbed the stairs to her door, and rang the bell.  

    Mel beamed at us. “Well, look who it is! Isn’t it Detectives Stone and Dehan! Well isn’t that a lovely treat all the same. Will yiz not come in and have a cup of tea? I was just putting the water on! Baby’s just having a nap upstairs.” 

    She bustled in toward the kitchen as Dehan followed her and I closed the door. We heard the tap and the water splashing into the kettle. 

    “Can’t you feel the cold in the air? It’ll soon be Christmas and it’s not Halloween yet. Doesn’t time just fly!” 

    I stemmed the flow. “Mrs. Vuolo. We’re actually here to talk to Pat. Is she in?” 

    “Pat? Yes. Isn’t she in her room? She’s just after going up. Go on. I’ll call yiz when your tea’s ready. Go on! It’s the last door on your left.” 

    As we climbed the broad stairs she called after us, “Will yiz have some biscuits? I have some nice chocolate biscuits. Will you have some?” 

    We told her we would and arrived at the landing. It was an ample, galleried affair with five bedrooms and a bathroom leading off it. We went to the last one on the left. I could hear the sound of a muffled TV inside. I knocked. 

    “What?” 

    “Pat, this is Detectives Stone and Dehan, from the New York Police Department. Can you spare us five minutes of your time?” 

    For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the door opened and she peered out at us. She was short and very thin. Her skin was pallid and her eyes were hollow, as though from too much sleep and not enough sun. She had a woolen hat on her head, a stud in her nose and fingerless gloves on her hands. Her nails were bitten. “Cops?” I nodded and we showed her our badges. “What do you want?” 

    “Can we come in? It’s easier than talking on the landing, or shouting through the door.” 

    She stared at me a moment. “I guess.” She stood back to let us in. “The room’s a mess.” 

    It was, and it smelled of stale sweat, tobacco, and weed. The sheets were rumpled and her two chairs were covered in unwashed clothes. She sat curled up on the bed and switched off her TV. “Just throw the clothes on the floor. I have to wash them anyhow.” 

    We did as she suggested and sat. I studied her a moment. She was probably thirty two or three, though her skin looked older; but her manner was that of a teenager. She said, “What do you want?” 

    “We’re from the cold case unit at the 43rd Precinct, and we are investigating your sister’s murder.” 

    “No shit.” 

    “I was wondering if there was anything you could tell us about that?” 

    She shrugged. “No?” 

    “The night before last, Sly, Coy and Greg were arrested in Lee County, for drug trafficking and attempted murder…” 

    Her jaw dropped, and her face, which had been ghostly, turned a whiter shade of pale. “Who…?” 

    “Me. They tried to kill me, and Detective Dehan.” I waited a moment and she seemed to try and crawl inside herself. “We are not Vice, Pat. We are not interested in the part you played in selling the dope here. We are only interested in your sister’s murder. Do you understand that?” 

    She nodded. 

    “Good. I just have a couple of questions for you. I want you to think back five years, to just before Kathleen’s death. Things were pretty tough back then, financially, right?” 

    “I guess.” 

    “Your dad was dead…”  

    She nodded.  

    “Mo had lost his job.”  

    Again she nodded.  

    “So it was just Kathleen and Isaac earning. Is that right?” 

    “Uh-huh…” 

    “And you.”  

    She swallowed.  

    “You were making money selling Sly and Coyote’s merchandise.” 

    She nodded. “We needed it pretty bad. That’s the only reason I did it.” 

    I smiled sympathetically. “You were pretty young, and from what I’ve heard, pretty wild back then. Is that true?” 

    She smiled uncertainly. “Back then. Now I just smoke a bit of weed. Mom don’t know about it. You won’t tell her, will you?” 

    I shook my head. “So, business was beginning to go well. You were making a few grand on each shipment. No questions asked at home, everybody grateful, and Greg, Sly, and Coy happy as Larry.” She nodded, looking sheepish. “But then you blew it. Or should I say snorted it. What was it, a night? A weekend?” 

    “A long weekend.” 

    “How much did you blow?” 

    “Five grand.” She giggled. “It was wild. I just wish I could remember it.” 

    “Were you scared of what Coy might do to you?” 

    “Yeah, pretty scared. I didn’t think he’d kill me or nothing, but he’d beat me up before, for having the wrong money, or not doing things right. Greg told him to lay off and he did. But I knew he was gonna be real mad about this. I was pretty sure Greg would too.” 

    “What about your mom and Mo and Anne-Marie?” 

    She was quiet for a bit, just looking at me. Eventually she said, “They were mad, too. Especially Anne-Marie.” 

    I stood and walked to the window. The drapes were drawn but I moved them with my finger and looked out. In the gathering dusk I could see the large, well-tended garden. The lawn was freckled with October leaves, and a wind, which I could imagine touched with ice, was rattling a few that still clung to the silver branches of the trees. The shed stood at the end of the garden. Sheds are to Brits and the Irish what garages and basements are to us. They are places where guys go to escape from wives and mothers. It’s where they go to smoke, drink beer, and play with power tools. 

    “Who uses the shed, Pat?” 

    “We have a gardener, he comes once a week. But mainly it’s Mo. It’s his shed and his tools.” 

    “That’s what I thought.” 

    We left her in her room. As Dehan closed the door we heard the TV come on again, and Mel’s voice came up the stairs. “Are yiz done already? I was just bringing up the tea. Will you have it in the parlor?” 

    I smiled warmly at her. “That sounds wonderful, Mel. Now, while you and Carmen have a chat, do you mind if I have a peek in your tool shed?” 

    She shrieked with laughter. “Whatever for?” 

    “Like your son-in-law, I am a DIY nut. I cannot see a tool shed without going in and having a snoop. You don’t object, do you?” 

    She looked confused for a moment, then shrugged. “The key is there, by the window. The switch is inside the door.” 

    I crossed the lawn and unlocked the wooden door. I pushed it open and felt for the switch. The light was from a single bulb with a green shade that hung suspended from the ceiling. It was neat. He had a workbench on the right, with all his tools hung on a board. There was a smell of creosote and sawdust. At the back, there was a lawnmower and a collection of digging tools, a hose on a reel, and a pitchfork. On the left, there were a couple of chairs and a wood burner. There was also a small fridge. Two got you twenty there was beer in there. Under the bench, there were three plastic storage crates, and I knew that’s where it would be. 

    It was buried under everything else at the bottom of the box, but it didn’t take long to find it. It was in a black, canvas bag with a drawstring. Using my handkerchief I extracted the machete from the bag and took a photograph of it. The blade was still stained. I put it back in the sack and replaced it where I had found it. Then I sent the photograph to the captain, with a message. Was given permission to look in shed at Melanie Vuolo’s house. Found this. Please get warrant to search property and seize evidence for tomorrow AM.


    I switched off the light and locked the door, then went back inside. Mel and Dehan were in the parlor drinking tea. Dehan’s face bore a rigid rictus, while Mel, oblivious, talked about every and any thought that, like a butterfly on a late summer breeze, wafted into her mercurial consciousness.  

    She jumped up and smiled, clasping her hands, joshing and poking fun at me as I came in. “Well, was it everything you hoped it would be?” 

    “That, and much more.” 

    She turned to Dehan. “Men! Simple minds are easily pleased!” She squealed and slapped my arm. “Simple minds are easily pleased!”  

    Dehan stood and she clung to her arm. “Simple minds!”


    Dehan laughed, put her arm around her and shook her head. “I know, easily pleased.” 

    “We must go,” I said. 

    “And you never had your tea.” 

    “It’s an excuse for me to come back.” 

    “Ooh, you’re a charming divil, so y’are!” 

    “You won’t say that when I come back.” 

    She laughed again and we left, stepping into the cold evening air. The door closed behind us and we made our way to the car, with our breath fleeing before us like urgent ghosts. And it wasn’t even Halloween yet.  





TWENTY THREE


   

    October had finally decided to start moving toward winter. It was nine thirty in the morning and there was frost on the road and on the lawns, giving the green grass in the front gardens a silvery glint. Dehan and I climbed out of my Jag as the uniforms climbed out of the two patrol cars: Karen and Bret, Sean and Lou. Even the echoes of the slamming doors sounded icy. There was some foot stamping and hand rubbing, and with hunched shoulders we climbed the steps and rang at the door. 

    Dehan had with her a shoulder bag. 

    Mel opened the door with her usual big smile, but as she caught sight of the four cops behind me and the paper in my hand, her smile faded into incomprehension. “Detectives, for the love of God, what is it?” 

    I handed her the warrant. “Mel, I have a warrant to search your house and the shed in your back garden, and to seize any evidence pertinent to my case.” 

    She looked stunned, then stepped aside. “Surely you could have just asked…” 

    The uniforms filed in. Dehan sent Karen and Bret upstairs and told Sean and Lou to wait. I paused a moment with Mel. “I’m sorry, Mel. It has to be this way. I called Mo last night and asked him not to go to work. Are they here…?” 

    “I’m here, so’s Anne-Marie. What is this all about?” 

    He was in the kitchen doorway, staring at me. I turned to Dehan. “Can you gather everybody in the parlor, Detective Dehan? I’ll join you in a moment.” I turned back to Mel. “This won’t take long. I just need to ask you all some questions. Where’s Sinead?” 

    “She’s at the nursery, God love her…” 

    Pat appeared on the stairs, accompanied by the two cops. She looked even more pale and scared than she had the evening before. 

    “Mom? What’s going on?” 

    Mel’s face was bitter. She looked me over from head to foot, like she was seeing the real me for the first time. “It’s all right, love. It’s some kind of misunderstanding. They’ll be gone soon.” 

    Anne-Marie appeared at Mo’s elbow and everybody was shepherded into the parlor. I turned to Sean and Lou. “Go in there with them. Nobody leaves.” 

    “You got it, Detective.”  

    They stepped inside and closed the door. 

    “Karen, Bret, get Pat’s cell phone and her laptop and take them over to the lab. Tell Frank to go through her social media, her emails, her calls and text messages, everything. We are looking for communication between her, Greg, Sly, and Coyote. Then come back.” 

    “Got it.” 

    “OK, Detective Dehan, you are with me.” 

    I took the key from where I had left it the previous evening and we crossed the garden to the shed, with the morning frost crunching under our feet. We let ourselves in and pulled on our surgical gloves. Dehan took a large, plastic evidence bag from her pocket. 

    The machete was where I had left it, in its canvas sack at the bottom of the crate. I laid it on the workbench, withdrew the blade and laid it on top. In the morning light, it was clear that the steel blade still had gore on it. Dehan reached in her shoulder bag and pulled out a camera and a bottle of Luminol. She set up the camera on a small tripod on the bench and I closed the door and the shutters on the window, then dowsed the light. She sprayed the blade and as it started to glow blue, she took a long exposure photograph.  

    “It’s blood,” she said. 

    “Next thing is to prove it’s hers, and that his prints are on the handle.” 

    “Why the hell would he keep it? Why didn’t he ditch it?” 

    I shook my head. “You’d need a psychologist to answer that one, but I’m guessing it’s some kind of trophy. The moment he decapitated his wife, it obviously meant something to him. Some kind of liberation, or triumph.” 

    She bagged it and the canvas sack separately and we took them inside.  

    Everybody looked up as we stepped into the parlor. Mo and Anne-Marie were sitting on the sofa together, holding hands. Pat was curled up in one armchair and Mel was in the other. She looked mad, but the other three looked scared.  

    They had a fire burning in the grate, and opposite it, between the sofa and the two chairs, was a coffee table. I laid the machete on it and looked at Mo. His eyes were like saucers and he was very pale. I glanced at Anne-Marie, then at Mel and Pat. They were all staring at it with no expression at all. Then they all looked at Mo. 

    “That’s blood on the blade, Mo. That’s a nice Micata handle, composite of linen and paper. It’s expensive, but it looks good and it’s comfortable, right?” He was staring at me. He didn’t answer, so I went on. “It will also hold a fingerprint for years. In about half an hour, Officers Bransen and Murphy will return, and they will take this machete, and the canvas sack, to the lab for analysis. I am willing to bet they are going to find the blood is Kathleen’s and the prints are yours. Have you anything to say, Mo?” 

    The entire room seemed to have gone into some kind of catatonic shock. I looked at Mel. She was transfixed, staring at her son in-law. Anne-Marie was still looking at the blade. 

    Finally he gave a big blink, like he was dragging his mind back from some nightmare. He said, “No. No! This is wrong. You are lying to me.” He pointed at the weapon. “That is not her blood. And you cannot prove it is. It is not possible.” 

    Anne-Marie gave her head a quick shake. “He’s right. You’re trying to trap him. There is no way you can prove that is Kathleen’s blood.” 

    Dehan folded her arms. “Why not?” 

    Mo went to answer but Anne-Marie cut across him fast. “Because in the first place, it ain’t hers! And in the second place, even if it was, after five years it would be so deteriorated it would be useless.” 

    She smiled. “You an expert in forensics, Anne-Marie?” 

    Anne-Marie scowled at her bitterly. “We all are. When you are the victim of this kind of crime, you become an expert in all sorts of things you never expected. Look at the semen they found in Kathleen! The poor girl was raped, and after just a few days the sample had become unusable. You want us to believe that after five years, the blood on that blade will give you a DNA profile?” 

    I raised an eyebrow. “Is that how old it is, five years?” 

    She went pale and stammered, “If it were, it would be…” 

    I walked to the bow window and rested my ass on the windowsill. I crossed my arms and stared at Mo for a moment. “I’m glad you brought up the subject the of semen, Anne-Marie. It’s something that has been troubling me. You see, when I talked to you both yesterday, you lied about where Mo had spent the night.” 

    She came back quick. “We didn’t lie, we just didn’t tell the whole truth. He did spend the night at Mel’s house. We just didn’t mention we were having an affair at the time, until you tricked us.” 

    I scratched my chin. “But here’s the thing, Mo. If you spent the night with Anne-Marie at Mel’s place, and the next morning—you say first thing, Anne-Marie says around eleven—you went home, argued with Kathleen and she left, at what point exactly did you have sex with her?” 

    His face had gone the color and the texture of a church candle. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

    “Yes, you do, Mo. DNA technology is advancing faster than you can imagine. We resubmitted the semen sample for testing and they got a match. It was yours. You had sex with Kathleen just before she died.” 

    Mel closed her eyes. “Jesus, Mary and sweet Joanna!”  

    Anne-Marie had turned and was staring in horror at her husband. “You did what? What kind of…?” She stopped herself and turned to me. “Is this true or is it another trick?” 

    Dehan said, “Think about it, where did he spend the night?” 

    She turned furious eyes on her husband. Her hands were trembling. He was shaking his head.  

    “I swear, baby. It ain’t true. I promise you.” 

    Mel’s voice came like she was biting each syllable as it came out. 

    “Don’t—say—another—word!” She glared at me as though I had somehow betrayed her. “Lies! Lies and trickery! He is a good lad! Him and Isaac, God love’em both! They stood by me when Kath was taken from me and I will not believe these lies! Lies and feckin’ trickery! Ashamed of yourself, you should be!” She turned back to Mo. “Not another word, you hear me?” 

    I watched her a moment before answering. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were bright. Her mouth was a hard line and her jaw was stubborn. “He raped and murdered your daughter, Mel.” 

    “Mrs. Vuolo, to you! I will not believe it. I will not! How you could do this to us after what we have already been through. Shame! Shame on you!” 

    I looked back at Mo. Anne-Marie had removed her hand from his and had crossed her arms. She had tears in her eyes.  

    “How about it, Mo? You ready to tell the truth? What are we going to find when we analyze the machete? You know, and I know, that your only hope now is leniency in sentence. And the only way you are going to get that is by coming clean. Tell me what happened, Mo.” 

    Mel’s face had started to crumble. Her cheeks were wet. She was staring at Mo, appealing to him. “You didn’t do it, Mo. Tell me you didn’t. I’ll believe you. We’ll get you a good lawyer. Don’t say nothin’ till we get a lawyer. We’ll get through this, love, like we got through everything else. Stick together. Remember? That’s what we promised each other. A family. Stick together….” Her lip curled, she buried her face in her hands and started to sob, begging God to help them. 

    I sighed. “Here’s what happened, Mo. Anne-Marie had already broken up with your brother. You were the one she had always liked, anyhow. And you were getting a bit tired of Kath. She’d served her purpose, which was to get you to the big city. But now she was becoming a pain in your ass. I don’t know exactly why, maybe she was a goody two shoes. Maybe she was a bit too puritanical. Maybe it was just that she now had a baby…” 

    Pat’s voice was startling in its suddenness and the venom it contained. “Maybe it was all those things…” 

    Mel turned on her. “Pat! Don’t you dare!” 

    I raised my eyebrows at Mo. “Maybe it was all those things. Point is, you were ready to move on. One of the things that had me and Detective Dehan scratching our heads was why you didn’t just divorce her. But we’ll come back to that a little later. For now, let’s just say that you couldn’t.” 

    Mel turned her large, wet eyes on me, and her twisted wet mouth. “He couldn’t because he loved her. Please, I’m begging you, stop attacking my family…” 

    I ignored her and went on. “I’m guessing you’d spent a few nights with Anne-Marie at Mel’s place already. She’d been staying there since she had split up with Isaac. And, even though you were unemployed, and Kath was the one who had to get up for work, you used the excuse that little Sinead would not let you sleep so you could go there and spend the night with your mistress. 

    “But that night was different. That night you stayed home. What did you do? Pretend you were hoping for a reconciliation? Or were you just on some kind of power trip?” I pointed at the machete. “The fact that you kept that, as a trophy, with her blood on it, that tells me it was probably a power trip. I think you bludgeoned her, raped her while she was half conscious, strangled her, and then took her downstairs to your car. I think you dumped her in the trunk and you drove her all the way to Lefthand Canyon.” 

    He said, “That’s ridiculous…” but his voice faltered as he said it. 

    “One of the things that confused me right from the start was, if she was going to Seven Hills, how the hell did she wind up ten miles away, back of beyond in that canyon? We assumed somebody must have picked her up from the bus station and taken her there. But then we found she had never even gone there, never bought a ticket, never caught the train. 

    “But you, you knew all about Lefthand Canyon, you knew all about its reputation as a place where people dumped bodies, and they could go for years without ever being found.” I paused and shook my head. “And if you hadn’t been so arrogant and lazy, you might have got away with it. But instead of burying her, you were on some kind of power trip, weren’t you? You knew about El Coyote’s reputation and you thought you’d be smart. So when you dumped her, you cut off her head and left her half buried to be found and cast suspicion on Coy. It was a stupid move.” 

    Mel had collapsed, convulsing and sobbing, repeating over and over that she did not believe it. She refused to believe it. Mo was staring into my face. I held his eye for a long moment. I knew he was ready. I said, “That is what happened, isn’t it, Mo?” 

    He nodded. “Yes. But I ain’t gonna say another word till I have a lawyer.” 





TWENTY FOUR


   

    Mel and Anne-Marie were staring at Mo in horror. They were like odd mirrors of each other, their mouths sagging open, their eyes round and wide, and an odd kind of dumb stupidity about their expressions.  

    Mel said, “Mo, no…” 

    And Anne-Marie echoed, “How could you…?” 

    I looked over at Dehan. She was frowning, like she was wondering if I was going to read him his rights, or if I wanted her to do it. I gave her an imperceptible shake of my head.  

    “I haven’t arrested you yet, Mo. We’ll get you a lawyer in due course.” I smiled. “No doubt you can get a pretty smart one of your own.” I thought for a moment. “You know, they were a lot of things that gave me a headache about this case. But one of the biggest  was the way some of the things you did were smart, and threw me off—like taking her all the way to Colorado, while you and Anne-Marie provided alibis for each other…” 

    She looked at me in alarm. “I had nothing to do with this!” 

    I ignored her and plowed on. “But other things threw me off because they were so stupid I didn’t believe anybody would do them, like raping her, or cutting off her head to implicate Coyote without bothering to find out what his real M.O. was.” I paused, shaking my head and narrowing my eyes at him. “You could be so smart in some things, and so stupid in others. It was almost like you had a split personality. One of you was smart, and the other was just a stupid redneck. Why, for example, did Anne-Marie separate from Isaac and eventually divorce him, but you had to go to the extreme of killing your wife?” 

    I stared at him a while, then shifted my eyes to Anne-Marie. She’d gone from looking outraged to looking scared again. Then I turned and studied Pat. She still looked terrified, only maybe a little more so. They didn’t like the question. 

    “As I said, it was like two people. And when I realized that, everything began to slip into place. Talking to you, it was clear to me that there was no hidden, brilliant side to your personality, Mo. Forgive me, but you are just plain stupid. And once I accepted that, it was clear that the smart things you had done were somebody else’s idea. 

    “So, I didn’t have to look very far, did I, Anne-Marie? Now, my next question was, what makes an attractive, moderately intelligent woman like you marry a man like Mo? Even allowing for the fact that you might find him attractive, that is not enough to marry him, is it? So, what would be enough to make you marry him?” 

    She swallowed. “I love him…” 

    I snorted. “You married Isaac for the same reason that Mo married Kathleen, to get out of Seven Hills and start a new life in the city. And, like Mo, once you were here, your partner became a millstone ’round your neck. It was easy enough to walk out on him, but hell, you needed somewhere to go. Well, that wasn’t too hard. You and Mel had become close. So you could go to her, right?” 

    There was absolute silence. I spread my hands. “But that got me thinking. It didn’t make a lot of sense. Her son-in-law is walking out on her daughter, and she is providing a home away from home for his mistress! Providing a place for them to meet and hook up! It didn’t square.” 

    Mel stammered, “I had no idea, so help me God…” 

    I went on, “So what, how do we explain all of this odd behavior?” I looked at Pat, at Anne-Marie, at Mo. I pointed at him. “You had thrown in your job, Kathleen and Isaac were making the bare minimum. Money was in very short supply.” I sighed, shook my head and turned to look at Mel. “Especially since your insurance pay off from your first husband had started to run out. In fact, the biggest provider in the family was Pat, with her income from selling dope for Sly and Coy. 

    “But then she went and blew it. The one big earner you had went down the chute. And Greg made it clear. He would protect Pat from El Coyote, but he was cutting her off. She would not sell for them anymore. Your goose had laid her last golden egg. What to do?” 

    Mel had gone very still. I pointed at her. “You know? You are one of the most charming people I have ever met, Mel. A bit too charming. Because one of the first things that struck me when I first met you was that, even though I was there to discuss your daughter’s murder, rape, and decapitation, all you could think about was whether I would have a cup of tea and a biscuit.” I gave a small, humorless laugh. “It wasn’t like she’d died twenty years ago.” I frowned. “Even then, it wouldn’t have made much sense. But five years? After such a brutal murder? And then I started to put the pieces together: you provided a home for your son-in-law and his mistress; you moved, from a small house on Rosedale Avenue to this big, comfortable home in Morris Park, and brought your son-in-law and his mistress with you. You felt no grief, no resentment, no compunction… In fact, you felt nothing.” 

    Her face was drawn, hard. “That’s not true.” 

    “When your husband died, leaving you comfortably off thanks to his life insurance, he had no idea that in doing so, he had planted the seed for his daughter’s murder. The solution was simple. Mo, acting as always on your instructions, took out the insurance. To cover himself, he took it out in your name. You, the matriarch, would take care of everybody. But…” I laughed. “You were audacious! Two million bucks! Enough, with the sale of your old house, to move to this place and have a comfortable income for the four of you for the rest of your lives. Not luxury, but comfort. Enough to invest in a small business for Mo and Anne-Marie. Enough never to have to worry again about paying bills.” 

    She shook her head. “No…” 

    Anne-Marie had collapsed on the sofa and had covered her face. Mo seemed to have slipped back into a catatonic state. I went on. 

    “But it had to be planned very carefully. “Mo and Anne-Marie would provide alibis for each other. The fact that they were both having an illicit affair would explain away any secretiveness on their part, any reluctance to be forthcoming or give details about their movements. 

    “Dumping the body in Lee County was clever. I’m pretty sure that was down to you, Mel, right? Not only was it a different jurisdiction from where the crime had taken place, it was a remote jurisdiction with few resources. So a major investigation was never likely to get under way. It was just another unexplained body dumped in Lefthand Canyon. If Sheriff Watson hadn’t kicked it back to us, if Mo hadn’t beheaded her, if he hadn’t kept the machete, we might never have got this far. 

    “And even the insurance was smart. Mo never figured as the beneficiary. And the beneficiary was not only her mother, but did not even take out the insurance, and could claim ignorance of it.” I sighed. “But the monthly premiums, they were what gave it away. Kathleen was on such a limited income. Mo had no income. And the premium on a two million buck insurance policy are high. So the three of you were splitting the payments. It’s right there in your bank records. The three of you set up the insurance, knowing that you were going to kill her. That takes a very special kind of evil, Mel. A very special kind of coldness.” 

    She turned to look at me and her eyes were hard and cruel. I believe if she could have killed me right there and then, she would have. 

    “It was for the best. Her and that streak of parrot’s piss, Isaac, were never going to get us out of that shit hold we was living in. Sure, wasn’t Kath living in one feckin’ room with a bathroom, and wasn’t Isaac and Anne-Marie the same? What way is that to live? She was better off dead. The only ones with any balls to try and get out of the mess was Mo and Anne-Marie!” 

    “And me…” I turned. It was Pat, staring at her mother with a pleading face. “I did my best…” 

    Her mother looked at her with venom in her eyes. “Ah, feck off, you gobshite! If it wasn’t for the likes of you, we’d not be in this mess in the first place! And you!” She scowled at Mo. “If you’d done it like I said, we’d’ve got away with it, you stupid, feckin eejit!” 

    I stood. It was as good as a confession. “Melanie Vuolo, I am arresting you for conspiring in the murder of your daughter, Kathleen Vuolo. You do not have to say anything, but anything you do say may be taken down and will be used in evidence against you in a court of law…” 

    “Feck off!” 

    As I put the cuffs on her, I could hear Dehan reading Mo and Anne-Marie their rights too. Through the window, I could see Sean and Karen pulling up to collect the machete. They climbed out the of the patrol car, breathing billows of condensation as they talked and laughed, moving up the garden path. It was a cold day. 





EPILOGUE


   

    “You ought to buy a dishwasher. Everybody has dishwashers these days.” 

    She was standing at the sink with the cold light of a winter afternoon on her face, slowly washing a plate. She seemed abstracted. On my laptop, Dean Martin was singing that the weather outside was frightful, but he reckoned the fire was quite delightful. I had to agree. I hadn’t lit it for over two years, but now it looked festive and homely. My house hadn’t looked homely for a long time. 

    “It helps me to think,” I said as I poured two Martinis and contemplated the tree. It looked like a badly wrapped Christmas present. I liked it. 

    “Washing up helps you to think?” 

    “Uh-huh.” 

    She was quiet for a bit. The smell of baking moussaka began to creep out of the kitchen. “I know she was a crazy bitch, and what she did to her daughter was unforgivable, but I hated testifying against her.” She sighed. “She’s plausible. If it hadn’t been for the strength of the evidence against her, I don’t think the jury would have convicted her.” 

    “I agree.” She was drying her hands and I handed her her drink. “Cheers!” 

    “Cheers!” 

    We drank.  

    She went through and stood looking at the fire and the tree for a long while. “Family,” she said at last. “They have such power to hurt you, because you need them so much.” 

    “I guess so.” 

    She turned to face me. I was struck, not for the first or the last time, by how beautiful she was. But I paused this time, to observe that the beauty came as much from the honesty and intensity of her gaze as from the perfection of her features. Then I buried the thought. 

    She said, “Do you miss your family?” 

    I shrugged. “I have no family left. But I guess I do miss having a family. If I think about it.” 

    She smiled. It was a sad smile. “I miss having a family. I miss my mom and dad. They were nice.” 

    She sat on the sofa, opposite the fire. I sat in the chair and watched her. “Two weeks to Christmas, Stone. What will you do?” 

    “Read a book. Watch a movie. I don’t know. How about you?” 

    She shrugged, pulled a face and shook her head. “Same.” 

    “You not going to your uncle’s?” 

    “You kidding? No way!” 

    We sat in silence for a little longer, not sure whether to ignore the elephant that had just strolled into the room. In the end I shrugged one shoulder.  

    “You want to come over? We could read a book and watch a movie together.” 

    She smiled at the tree, then grinned without looking at me. “Yeah, why not? Depends on the movie…” 

    “Wizard of Oz.” 

    “I love that movie.” 

    “And then Terminator Two.” 

    “Oh, man! Yeah! But no rom-coms!” 

    “Agreed.” 

    “How about board games? You like board games?” 

    “Christmas pudding and backgammon.” 

    “You don’t wanna play backgammon with me, Stone. I will destroy you!” 

    “Oh, really? Ha! Think again, Ritoo Glasshopper, you nevah praid a mastah before…” 

    The fire crackled and spat lazily as the aroma of moussaka gradually permeated the house. We talked and laughed, and challenged each other amiably in the warm glow of the flames, and the sparkle of the overdressed tree. And after a while, I poured the wine as she pulled the moussaka from the oven, and set it on the table with the carrots and the broccoli. We drank too much and laughed at things that only we could find funny, and the sun set and the darkness enclosed my small, warm house. And as the fire died to embers, we went up to bed: me to mine, and her to the guest room, which was hers. 




 BOOK 7 

   


THE HEART TO KILL






ONE


   

        It wasn’t raining. It was a deluge. The raindrops exploded on the blacktop on Simpson Street, raising a mist of spray two feet from the ground. The early morning crowds were bent and hunched under their umbrellas, not so much hurrying, as fleeing from the downpour. I watched Dehan through the windshield as the wipers squeaked and thudded in their losing battle against the water. She stepped out of her apartment block, warped wetly as the wipers swept past, then regrouped and walked around the hood of my car. Instead of an umbrella, she had on an Australian leather hat and a long coat. She pulled open the door and climbed in with a self-conscious grin on her face. 

        “G’day, Bruce!” 

        I smiled, shook my head and pulled away. “Bruce?” 

        She removed her hat. Her hair was tied in a knot behind her head and now she tightened it as she spoke. “Didn’t you know that, Stone? Australians call all men Bruce, and all women Sheila. It’s a thing. So I say, ‘G’day, Bruce!’ and you say…” 

        “G’day, Sheila. Never let me say you didn’t teach me anything.” We drove in silence for a moment, among the hiss, the squeak, and the thud, the wet noises of a January morning in New York, and the warm sigh of the heater. “I was looking at the David Thorndike case last night,” I said. “I’d like to review it.” 

        She frowned. “Thorndike. Wasn’t he the journalist?” 

        “Investigative journalist on the New York Telegraph. Found murdered in the apartment he shared with his girlfriend on Manor Avenue, at eleven AM on 8th March, 2008…” 

        “Last seen?” 

        “The night of the 6th, Thursday, by his girlfriend, at about nine PM.” 

        “So no precise time of death?” 

        “Nope. Some time between nine PM Thursday and eleven AM Saturday. Thirty-eight hours. No forced entry. Only access to the apartment was through the front door. He had been shot, once, in the head at short range…” I turned and smiled at her. “With his own 9 mm Glock.” 

        “He was shot with his own Glock? That’s not cool.” 

        “It’s not polite at all, is it?” 

        “No. How about forensics?” 

        “Squat. The prints in the apartment were his, his girlfriend’s, the landlord’s, and a couple of others that got no hits on IAFIS. The only prints on the weapon were Thorndike’s.” 

        “Obviously, they ruled out suicide.” 

        I nodded. “He was lying in the middle of the floor, on his back. Entry wound was center of his forehead. The weapon was left on the bookcase by the door. The slug, found on the carpet a few feet away, matched the weapon.” 

        She snorted. “I guess that’s pretty conclusive. So the killer was admitted voluntarily, got access to Thorndike’s Glock, then shot him with it. One, single, clean shot.” 

        “It certainly looks that way, yeah.” 

        “What about the girlfriend?” 

        “Katie O’Connor, she was out at a restaurant with a guy, paid with her credit card, tight alibi.” 

        “Anything taken?” 

        “Yes, no, maybe. There were no signs of robbery as such. Their money, his wallet, credit cards…” I made an ‘and so on’ gesture with my hand. “All of that was untouched. In fact, it looked like the whole apartment was untouched. It was as though he simply arrived, shot him and left…” 

        “Except he used Thorndike’s own gun, so he was presumably there long enough to get a hold of it.” 

        “That, and also his laptop and all his research were missing.” 

        She sat frowning at her Australian hat, turning it around in her hands, like it wasn’t the hat she’d expected to see there. “That doesn’t make a lot of sense.” She raised her frown from her hat to the windshield as I turned from 169th onto Franklin, among the ugly red brick monoliths, made even more unlovely by the low gray skies and the broken lights on the wet blacktop. 

        “I guess we’re not going to the station,” she said. 

        “I thought we’d go and see his wife.” 

        She gave one slow nod. “Okay, so this is not straightforward.” 

        “No.” 

        “Let me sum up what I understand so far.” She hesitated a moment and glanced at me. “Are we headed for Manhattan?” 

        “Yup. 104th and Columbus. It is the apartment he shared with her, which she now shares with her new husband.” 

        “Am I playing catch up here? Do you already have an idea…?” 

        I shook my head. “Ideas, I have a few, but then again…” I shrugged. “Too few to mention.” 

        “Funny. So Dave is married, he’s doing okay because he has a nice address on the Upper West Side. For some reason you will no doubt disclose in your own good time, he also had an apartment in the less desirable Manor Avenue, in the Bronx, which he shared with his girlfriend. He’s an investigative reporter, you mentioned his research and his laptop were missing, so I’m going to go out on a limb and say he was investigating a story ‘undercover’ or whatever the journalistic equivalent of undercover is.” 

        “That’s my girl.” 

        “Either as part of his cover, or because he’s a real dawg, he shacks up with Katie O’Connor. Then one day, somebody turns up and rings at the door. It seems he knew the caller because it looks like he let him in. The caller got possession of Dave’s Glock, apparently without a struggle, which adds to the impression that Dave knew his caller. The caller then very coolly popped a cap right between Dave’s eyes, without leaving prints on the gun.” She shrugged and pulled a face. “It was early March, he was wearing gloves.” She shrugged again, only half satisfied with her own explanation. “He then puts the gun down on the bookcase, collects the laptop, and all Dave’s papers, and leaves with them.” 

        “That’s about the size of it. We have to assume also that his killer knew that Katie would be out and Dave would be alone.” 

        We crossed 3rd Avenue Bridge in silence and followed it onto East 129th, toward Harlem. Then she started nodding and spread her hands. “Okay, so I’m going to state the obvious. It looks like he was killed for the article he was writing, or because of the article he was writing, or both.” 

        I laughed. “You’re covering all your bases, huh, Dehan?” 

        “Yuh. But things are not always what they seem. That’s what you’re always telling me, right? And it may also be that he was killed by his wife, or his girlfriend, or both, and the disappearance of his laptop and his papers is incidental to the murder itself.” 

        “Agreed.” 

        “Does she know we’re coming?” 

        “Yeah. I called her last night. She’s an editor on a fashion magazine. She said she’d be working from home today.” 

        We followed Central Park North onto Cathedral Parkway and then turned left onto Columbus. I parked outside the deli, she shoved her hat on her head, and we made a run for the entrance to the block. In the elevator, as I shook the water from my hair, she grinned at me from under her absurd hat. 

        “Who’s laughing now, huh, Sensei?” 

        She opened the door almost immediately and looked at us with angry eyes. She was tall; as tall as Dehan or maybe taller. It was hard to tell because of the huge mop of afro hair on her head. Her skin was dark, but her features were more Indian than African, her eyes were almond, and her nose long and aquiline. The expression on her face was pure Latin American, but when she spoke, her accent was English. I guess it has become a small world, and almost all of it was present there in that woman. 

        “Yes?” 

        We showed her our badges and I made the introductions. She sighed and seemed to sag. 

        “Look, is this going to take long? I am really busy.” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her. “I don’t know how long it’s going to take, Mrs. Thorndike…” 

        “Petersen. I married again. And it’s Ms.” 

        “Ms. Petersen. We only have a few questions, but we would appreciate it if we could come in.” 

        She sighed again, with a little less irritation than the first time, and stepped aside. “I’m sorry. Come in.” 

        The apartment wasn’t big. There was an open plan living room and dining room, with a kitchen separated by a pine bar. Most of the far wall was taken up by a large, plate glass window that overlooked the gardens on West 104th. The furniture looked like IKEA. A door beside the kitchen led to a short passage where I guessed there was a toilet and a bedroom. She gestured us to a sofa and sat on the edge of an armchair. She didn’t make herself comfortable. 

        “I honetly doubt there is anything I can add to what I told the detectives when it happened.” She shrugged. “It’s almost ten years ago. Since then I have remarried and started a whole new life. This really is not very welcome.” 

        I nodded and made a face like sympathy. “But you understand, Ms. Petersen, we can’t just let people get away with murder because our investigations are unwelcome to the victims’ ex-spouses.” 

        She looked embarrassed. “Of course.” She sighed for the third time and spread her hands. “What would you like to know?” 

        Dehan came straight out with it. “Where were you when David was killed?” 

        She took a deep breath, held it, and puffed out her cheeks. She gazed at the rain-spattered window for a moment, at the heavy clouds, and then blew out and shook her head. It was elaborate, but it looked genuine. “It was ten years ago, Detective. I don’t honestly know. Besides, from what I recall, they didn’t know exactly when he was killed. Wasn’t there a window of twenty-four hours or something?” She kind of winced. “I think I spent the evening with friends. They must have asked me at the time. Whatever I told them then holds true today.” 

        I nodded. “Sure. When did you first realize that David was having an affair?” 

        Her face went hard. It may have been ten years but the anger was still fresh.  

        “I was informed by the investigating detectives that he had been shacked up with some tart when they came to interview me. That was the same day they found him, in the afternoon.” 

        Dehan was watching her carefully. “When was the last time you saw him?” 

        Again the long stare at the heavy, gray sky. She bit her lip and gave her head a couple of small shakes. “It’s so hard to be precise. Even at the time…” She frowned at Dehan. It looked to me as though she was searching for some kind of female sympathy. “He’d be gone for weeks on end sometimes. I got used to it, the way you get used to an ache. At first it hurts, then it’s annoying, and finally you just forget it’s there.” 

        I smiled like I understood. “Can you give us a rough idea?” 

        “It must have been a couple of weeks at least. We had this…” She made a face that was eloquent of everything along the bitterness, resentment, disappointment spectrum. “Arrangement, for what it was worth. He would often disappear for several weeks when he was investigating a story. He was a good journalist… He was a low-down piece of shit! But he was also a good journalist, very dedicated and very thorough. But we agreed that we would meet at least one day at the weekend during the periods that he was away…” 

        Dehan interrupted. 

        “So, excuse me, Ms. Petersen, when he was away, did he not tell you where he was going?” 

        “No! Good heavens no! He didn’t even tell me what he was investigating. He was extremely secretive about his work. I didn’t even get to see his articles until they were published.” 

        I said, “Please go on.” 

        She took a moment, like she was examining her memories and finding them wanting. “The first couple of weeks he’d come home on the Sunday and we’d do something. Then he would start calling instead, with some excuse. Then he wouldn’t even call. In the end, I stopped keeping the weekends free because I knew he wouldn’t show. I’d go out to dinner with friends, or to a show, visit my parents…” She shrugged. 

        Dehan said, “Your parents in…?” 

        “Miami.” 

        I smiled at her and glanced out the window. “That’s one alibi I wouldn’t mind checking up on right now.” 

        She smiled back. “Yeah, I hear you.” 

        “Ms. Petersen, is there anybody you can think of who might be able to give us a line on what he was investigating?” 

        “Like I said, he was very secretive about his work. The only person I can think of would be Bob, his editor on the Telegraph. I am guessing he had to tell him something, or they wouldn’t have approved his expenses.” Her face suddenly contracted with bitterness. “I don’t know what he told his whore.” 

        I studied the anger on her face. Ten years on and there was still rage and bitterness there. I wondered if it was enough to drive her to kill. I sucked my teeth and glanced at Dehan. She shook her head and I stood. 

        “Ms. Petersen, thank you for your time. We’ll try not to disturb you again. If you think of anything…” I handed her my card. “Please give us a call. Have a good day.” 

        Outside, the rain had eased to a drizzle, but the water cascading from the awnings and the gutters was loud and sounded cold and wet. Dehan raised an eyebrow at me and offered me her hat. “You want? It would suit you. You’d look like Indiana Jones.” 

        “My brain cavity is larger than yours.” 

        She snorted as I stepped out and ran for my car. She followed me at an easy walk. As she climbed into the car and slammed the door, she eyed me. “You sure about that, Sensei?” 

        I stared at her for a long moment. She stared back. Finally, I said, “I think she has enough rage and anger in her to drive her to kill, if the right provocation were there…” 

        “She finds out about Katie somehow, finds out where he’s shacked up, goes to confront him…” 

        “It’s feasible. But if she killed him out of rage, why was she so cool about it? Why the single shot? Why didn’t she empty the magazine into him? Why did she remove the laptop and the papers?” 

        I watched her eyes move over my face as she pursed her lips. She gave a little shrug with one shoulder. “In some people, rage expresses itself as something cold and clinical. As to the laptop and the papers, like we said before, that might be something completely unrelated.” 

        I grunted. “What d’you want to do now?” 

        “You know what? I’d like to see the apartment where he was killed. You think if we ask nicely, the new tenants would let us have a look around?” 

        I fired up the engine and winked at her. “I had a feeling you’d say that. I called the landlord last night. He’s between lets. I said we’d be there just after ten.” 

        She raised a laconic eyebrow. “Geez, Boss! You da best! You treat me good!” 

        “Don’t you forget it, Little Grasshopper!” 





TWO


   

        By the time we got back to the Bronx, the drizzle had turned to the occasional, freezing drop, carried on an icy wind that even made the bare branches of the trees shiver. Dave’s block was a five-story red brick with an orange fire escape. The main entrance was a small courtyard that had been barricaded with a large, wrought iron gate covered in steel mesh and topped off with sharp iron spikes.  

        The landlord, Sammy Gupta, buzzed us in and we rode the elevator to the fifth floor. I had brought with me a folder with the crime scene photos in it. The door to the apartment was open and I peered in. It gave directly onto the living room. The floor was covered in a rough, gray carpet. On the right there was a window, and in front of the window there was a small dining table with two chairs. Against the wall there was a sideboard and directly in front of us there was a sofa that might have looked new when the Beatles still had pudding-basin hairdos. In front of it there was a wooden coffee table with very thin legs and a glass top, and a lower level where you could put magazines. Opposite the sofa, against the wall on the left, there was a dresser, and most of that was taken up with a TV. 

        Beside the dresser, there was an open door that gave onto a bedroom. From in there emerged noises of movement. I knocked on the door and shouted, “Mr. Gupta? NYPD. May we come in?” 

        His voice preceded him, “Oh, yes!” 

        He was short and thin, in pleated pants, a white shirt and a tank top. He smiled a lot, kept his arms permanently bent at the elbow and his head cocked slightly at a constant, ‘ah well’ sort of angle. 

        “Yes, please, come in, how do you do? Hello.” 

        We showed him our badges. “I’m Detective Stone, this is Detective Dehan. We are reviewing the David Thorndike case…” 

        “Yes, yes, goodness yes, poor David. I remember it well. Very tragic. Please, tell me how I can help you.” 

        Dehan answered him. “We’d just like to have a look around. Has the layout changed much since…?” 

        As she asked it, I opened the folder and took out the pictures, but Sammy was already answering her. 

        “Well, it was ten years ago, and I like to keep things up to date, you know? But, no, it hasn’t really changed much. Not at all. As you can see from the photos.” He grinned. 

        Dehan took the top photo. It was the same coffee table and the same sofa, in the same position. She pointed to the carpet, between the table and the door, about ten or twelve feet away. “The body was there, lying on its back. The head just missed the table...” She stepped over and turned to face me. 

        Sammy was nodding. “Yes, that is correct. I opened the door, came in, and there he was, just where you are standing. He looked very surprised.” 

        Dehan ignored him and carried on. “Which means he was standing about six or seven feet from his killer. The shot was pretty much point blank if the killer had his arm outstretched…”  

        She took a couple steps toward me and I stretched out my hand as though I were going to shoot her. It would have been impossible to miss. She kept talking. 

        “So the killer was standing more or less where you are standing now, by the door. He has the door open or he has it closed, we don’t know. He’s either just come in or he’s on his way out. Again, we don’t know. But that’s where he’s standing, by the door.” 

        Sammy was nodding a lot. “Yes, undoubtedly that is correct. He had to be by the door to effect that shot. No doubt.” 

        I looked at him and asked, “Did you collect the rent in cash?” 

        “Always. I would come in the first week of the month, and he was never late. Always on time, no problem. That is why I was worried when he did not open, and no message, nothing. It was not like him.” 

        “I know it was a long time ago, but can you recall where he worked? Where he kept his computer and all his papers?” 

        “Oh, yes! Always on the table by the window.” He pointed to the dining table. “Always over there. Whenever I am come to see him, always he was at the table by the window, smoking cigarettes, drinking coffee. Always there.” 

        “But it wasn’t there that day.” 

        “No, and I am pointing that out to the police. They are saying, ‘There is no robbery!’ And I am saying, ‘Well, look here! They have taken laptop, and also all his papers! What is that if it is not a robbery?’” 

        “Quite right. How about his gun, Sammy? Did you ever see him with his gun?” 

        He beamed. “Oh yes! Goodness, yes! He was very chatty, friendly kind of chap. He invited me in for coffee one time, and I ask him, ‘You are no afraid of being robbed? With expensive computer and important work for the newspaper?’ And he says to me, ‘Oh no! I am always take out special insurance!’ And he shows me a pistol in the drawer. ‘I always take precaution!’ He was a tough cookie, all right!” 

        “And where did he keep it, Sammy?” 

        He pointed. “Over in the sideboard. He said he wanted to have it close when he was working.” 

        Dehan frowned. “Why was that? Did he feel he was in danger?” 

        “He told me he was an investigative reporter, and the people he investigated were very dangerous characters. He always wanted to have his insurance. Always he said it like this, ‘I always have my insurance!’” 

        I walked over to the table and stood by the chair. I looked over at Sammy and Dehan by the door. “Here? This where he sat?” 

        Sammy nodded. “Yes, just there where you are standing.” 

        I tried to visualize it. He’d be sitting at the table, writing, reading, smoking, drinking coffee. There would be a ring at the door, or a knock. The gun is in the sideboard. He goes to the door. He is careful, cautious, he knows he is in danger and likes to keep his insurance handy, so he asks who it is… 

        I said, “Was there anything else, Sammy, that you thought was odd that the detectives at the time did not think important?” 

        He danced his head around a bit. “Well, there was one thing, maybe it is nothing, but I thought it was odd.” 

        “What’s that?” 

        “It looked to me like he was going to leave. He didn’t tell me anything about leaving, but in his bedroom, the suitcase was unzipped and open on the floor.” 

        Dehan frowned. “What about his clothes?” 

        “No, they were all in the drawers and in the wardrobe. It was just the suitcase, which would be normally, you know, in the wardrobe or under the bed. But that morning it was out, on the floor, and open, unzipped.” 

        I thought about it for a moment, but it didn’t say anything to me. Dehan asked him, “Do any of the neighbors from that time still live here?” 

        He did his little dance with his head again. “Well, you know, people in apartment blocks like this one, they are mainly transient. They come and they go. But yes. Me. I live on the first floor. I have six apartments in this block. I live in one and I let out the other five.”  

        Dehan rested her ass against the back of the sofa and crossed her arms. “Do you remember much about what happened that day, Mr. Gupta?” 

        “Sammy, please. Everybody is calling me Sammy. I always think, if you can bring a smile into somebody’s life, even for a moment, you have done something useful. Isn’t it?” He looked from me back to Dehan. We waited. He went on, “You know, Detective Dehan, I have a very good memory, because I am very observant. I am noticing the little details. And, of course, after poor David was murdered, I was thinking about what I had noticed that day, and also the previous days. I offered these observations to the detective who was investigation, but thought they were not useful.” 

        Dehan said, “We think they might be, Sammy. We’d like to hear them.” 

        “Surely, I will tell you. Let me fill you in,” He grinned at us, like he’d phrased it in a particularly enlightening way. “You know that he was here for just over two months, and for most of that time he was sharing it with Miss Katie O’Connor, a very pretty and lively little filly! Oh, goodness! She was very alive!” He laughed. “And she was often receiving visits from her sister and her boyfriend.” 

        I frowned. “Her sister?” 

        “Yes. But about a week before he was killed, Miss Katie moved out. David was very upset because he was most in love with her. She was very charming! Very pretty! Really most nice. But they had a big argument and she went with her sister and her sister’s boyfriend or husband, I don’t know, I am sorry. Then!” He held up his finger, grinning at each of us in turn, “Two days before he is dead…” 

        Dehan said, “Thursday 6th March.” 

        He nodded at her, as though he approved of her choice of date. “Exactly correct, yes, Miss Katie O’Connor comes to visit, to collect some things, at about nine o’clock. I am hoping, you know, that she will stay the night and maybe they will make up, because he is nice man, and he is very much in love with her. They don’t fight, but she doesn’t stay. She goes. Friday everything is very quiet, but in the evening a woman comes to see him.” 

        “A woman? There is no mention of this in the police report.” 

        “No! I know! Because the detective thinks I am making a mistake. I am hearing the buzzer outside—you know, the intercom—because my apartment is right by the gate. So I am hearing and seeing most people coming and going. And I am pretty sure that I am hearing a woman on Friday night. I am hoping maybe it is Miss Katie come back to see David. So I am going to the door and looking through the peephole. But I can’t see properly. She does not put on the light. But she takes the elevator to the fifth floor. Ten minutes later, not more than fifteen, the elevator comes down again and somebody leaves. Next morning I go up to see about the rent, he is not answering his door, I let myself in and, oh my god! He is dead.” 

        Dehan held up her hands. “So, hang on a second there, Sammy. Let me see if I’ve got this straight. Did you at any point get a clear look at this visitor on Friday night?” 

        “No.” 

        “Not when they arrived and not when they left.” 

        “No.” 

        “So what makes you think it was a woman?” 

        “Oh, the intercom. I think I recognize David’s voice, so I am saying, ‘Oh, goodness, maybe Miss Katie is coming back!’ And I am looking through the window. I can’t see her, but I can hear her voice asking to be let in.” 

        Dehan pressed him, “And was it clearly a woman’s voice?”   

        “To me it was clear. To me it was a woman. But she spoke very softly. Too softly to make out what she said, or to be sure who it was.” 

        I said, “So you can’t in fact be certain that this visitor actually went to David’s apartment.” 

        He looked apologetic. “I am certain that it was a woman, and I am certain that she did. But that is only my own personal opinion. I did not see it with my own eyes, no.” 

        I nodded a few times and looked at Dehan. She shook her head. “I’m good.” 

        I turned to Sammy. “You have been very helpful. Thank you. We won’t keep you any longer.” 

        He wished us all the very best and begged us please to come again if we were ever passing by in the neighborhood. We thanked him and left. 

        Outside, the roads were wet and the air was cold and blustery. It wasn’t raining, but the clouds were dark and sagging overhead, and didn’t look as though they were about to move on any time soon. We climbed into the car and I fired up the engine and turned on the warm air. Dehan rubbed her hands together and said, “Did you happen to talk to Miss Katie O’Connor last night as well?” 

        I smiled and pulled my notebook from my inside pocket. I flipped it open and handed it to her. “No. She’s a realtor working southwest Bronx. I figured you could give her a call and fix up an appointment. That’s her number.” I gave a small shrug and grinned at her. “There is no need for her to know we are cops until we get there.” 

        She nodded and started dialing. “Less chance of her suddenly remembering a non-existent dentist’s appointment if she thinks she’s going to sell us a house rather than get interrogated about her boyfriend’s murder.” 

        “That was the way my mind was working.” 

        She put the phone to her ear and stared out of the window. “So, what? Are we married and looking for a place together, or what?” I gave her my expressionless face but she didn’t look at me. After a moment she said, “Oh, yes, good morning, am I speaking to Katie O’Connor?” She laughed like they were sharing a joke and said, “Hello, Katie! Listen, when would it be convenient for you to see us… What are we looking for? Well, we were hoping you could point us in the right direction!” She laughed uproariously again. “One o’clock? Oh really? Oh that sounds perfect.” She looked at me and blinked several times, “Darling, Katie will see us at one o’clock on Howe Avenue. She is showing a gorgeous three bedroom semi-detached house. Darling, are you listening to me?” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her. “Yes, darling.” 

        “Katie, that sounds perfect. We’ll see you there at one. Let’s see if between us we can get the old dinosaur to make up his mind!” 

        She hung up and eyed me, suppressing a smile. I took my notebook back and said, “That was unnecessarily elaborate.” 

        “What can I do? I’m creative. When a girl is creative, she creates, right?” 

        “I need to dry out, get some hot coffee and a donut.” 

        She smiled. “All these years married, and you still say the most romantic things, honeykins.” 

        “Cut it out!” 

        She snorted, but remained silent the rest of the way to Fteley Avenue. 





THREE


   

        The clouds had broken and were hanging, white and wet against a cold blue sky. An icy wind was whipping in gusts off the East River, flapping our clothes and dragging Dehan’s hair across her face, forcing her to claw it back with her fingers so she could see where she was going. We leaned against the gusts and made our way up the drive, past the protruding garage, to the front door. It stood wedged open. I rested my hand on the door jamb and looked in. Dehan rang the bell, then shouldered past me, muttering, “Door’s open. We can go in.” Then she called out, “Katie? Katie O’Connor?” 

        Katie O’Connor appeared in the kitchen doorway with a bright smile on her face. She had copper-red hair, deep blue eyes, and a cute spray of freckles. She was wearing a handsome tweed suit that made her look expensive. Her smile faded slightly when Dehan showed her her badge. 

        “Hi, Katie, I am Detective Carmen Dehan and this is my partner, Detective John Stone. We’d like to ask you some questions about your relationship with David Thorndike.” 

        It was a pretty brutal approach. Her whole demeanor seemed to collapse. She sagged, frowned, and said, “What?” Then, “No! I am working. I have potential clients arriving…” 

        “We won’t take up much of your time, Katie, but it’s easier if we do it here rather than at the station.” 

        She picked up on the implied threat and sighed. “Fine, but please, make it quick. This is an open house. People could turn up at any time. What do you want to know?”  

        Dehan rubbed her hands and stamped her feet. “How about we start with why you two split up?” 

        A flash of irritation creased Katie’s brow. “That was ten years ago!” She glared at Dehan a moment, then glared at me where I was still propped up against the doorjamb. “Can you come in, please, and close the door?” 

        I stepped in and closed the door behind me. Katie disappeared into the kitchen and we followed. We found her leaning with her ass against the sink and her arms crossed. Her face was flushed and I couldn’t make out if she was mad or scared. She was probably both.  

        Dehan rested against the door and I went and sat on a pine chair at a pine breakfast table. I said, quietly, “Why’d you break up, Katie?” 

        She gave me that look women give you when they are seeing all men as one single, conjoined bastard. “Because he was a son of a bitch! Why are you asking me about this? It was…” 

        I interrupted her, “I know, ten years ago. We are a specialist cold case unit. David was murdered, so we aim to find out who murdered him. However much of a son of a bitch he was, murder is against the law. I hope you are going to cooperate with us.” 

        It was like talking to an angry four year-old. She stared at me with defiance in her blue eyes, and two red spots on her cheeks. Then she closed her baby blues and heaved a big, angry sigh. 

        “Okay, I understand, and yes, you are right, of course.” She unfolded her arms, spread her hands for a moment, and then let them drop by her side. “We had been living together for a couple of months. He was a fun guy. He was very alive, dynamic, full of life and energy.” She stopped and for a moment her eyes became abstracted. She looked out the window and into the back garden. “You got the feeling sometimes with Dave that the world wasn’t quite enough for him.” She looked at me. “Do you know what I mean?” 

        I nodded. “Sure. He had an appetite for life.” 

        “Oh, he sure had that. He was a good journalist. Tireless. He worked hard, very hard. A lot of women would have said too hard, but I supported him. I admire hard work and commitment in a person. I don’t need some guy fawning over me twenty-four seven. I like to see a guy achieving something in life. So I supported him…” 

        Dehan narrowed her eyes. “Were you aware of what he was working on?” 

        Katie gave a lopsided smile. “No… Dave was super careful and secretive about his work. Nobody, and I mean nobody got to see it. Even his editor got the bare minimum of information.” 

        I said, “Okay, so in what way were you supportive?” 

        She shrugged. “I made no demands on him—if I worked eight or nine hours a day, he would work sometimes twelve or fifteen—sometimes more. When he did, I would keep him supplied with coffee, food, whatever he needed until he was done.” She shrugged. “We got up together, we went to bed together, and I was there at his side every step of the god-damned way. I believed in him.” 

        I knew the answer but I asked anyway. “So what happened?” 

        “It’s obvious, isn’t it? I discovered the son of a bitch was married.” 

        Dehan was chewing her lip. She said, “How’d you find out?” 

        She stared at Dehan for a long moment, then down at the floor. “He told me.” 

        “He told you?” 

        She nodded without looking up. “It was about a week or so before… before they found him. I got home from work and he was kind of hyper. He wasn’t making a lot of sense. He said the article was finished, it was going to be mega.” She shook her head, still looking at the floor. “He was talking crazy stuff, about getting the Pulitzer, writing a best seller, making a fortune. At first I was right there with him.” Now she looked up and held Dehan’s eye. “I was as excited as he was. We were going to be rich, famous. It was going to be bigger than Watergate. Then, I remember it like it was yesterday, he took hold of me by the shoulders and told me to sit down. He sat next to me, on the sofa, and told me.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “Son of a bitch.” 

        Katie glanced at her. She looked grateful. “Yeah. He’d been married for five years, something like that. I don’t remember exactly. I just remember going cold all over. The betrayal!” She stopped and studied Dehan’s face for a moment, like she was searching for something there. “All the time we had been together I had thought I knew him, but he was a stranger. He’d been lying to me, using me. And what about his wife? If he was capable of doing that to her, what would he do to me in five years?” 

        Dehan nodded. “Suddenly, he was a stranger.” 

        “Right. He told me he was going to come clean with her, tell her about us and get a divorce. Then we’d get married…”  

        She gave a sudden, startling yelp of laughter and leaned back, looking up at the ceiling, shaking her head in disbelief. 

        “Can you believe it? He had it all worked out. What he had done to his wife would just be swept away! What he was going to do to his wife didn’t count. What he had done to me for the last two months, that wasn’t important. None of that mattered anymore. Because he had decided we were going to get married. So now it was all okay.” 

        I said, “So what happened?” 

        She glared at me. “What happened? I’ll tell you what happened. I slapped his face and screamed at him. I told him we were finished, packed my things, and left.” 

        “You packed your things… Did you have a zip up suitcase…?” 

        She shook her head. “No. I took most of my stuff, what I could fit, in a couple of hold alls. I left some books and CDs and went back a couple of days later to get them.” 

        I scratched my chin a second, thinking. “Would that be the Friday?” 

        She raised her eyebrows. “Seriously? You expect me to remember the days of the weeks ten years ago?” 

        I managed to combine a sigh and a smile. “David’s body was found on the Saturday morning. Your big bust up would have been roughly the previous weekend.” 

        She thought about it for a moment, then shook her head. “No. It wasn’t the day before. Probably mid week, Wednesday or Thursday. I was there maybe ten minutes. Got my stuff and left.” 

        We were quiet for a moment, then Dehan asked her, “He was found on the Saturday morning. Where were you the night before?” 

        Katie squinted at her. “It’s got to be in the police report. Why are you asking me?” 

        “Could you please just answer the question?” 

        She sighed and raised her eyes. “Fine! I went out to dinner with a friend. They checked my alibi.” 

        I looked out the window at the garden. The trees were nodding and the sky had turned gray again. There were a few drops of rain on the glass. 

        “Katie, where did David usually work?” 

        She frowned, not understanding my question. “At home.” 

        “No, I mean, where in the apartment?” 

        “Oh, we had a small dining table over by the window. He worked at the table.” 

        I nodded. “I figure he had all his papers scattered around, taking up all the space, right?” 

        “I guess so, yeah. Why?” 

        “When you went to collect your books and your CDs on the Thursday, was his laptop on the table, with all the papers?” 

        Her face became serious. I could see she was searching her memory. I could tell it was a question she hadn’t asked herself before. She frowned, then her frown deepened and she shook her head. “I’m not sure.” 

        I nodded. “Yes, you are, Katie. Don’t lie to me.” 

        Her cheeks colored. “I don’t think there was anything on the table. He’d finished the article. It makes sense.” 

        “If that is right, where would he have put the article, and his laptop? Neither was found at the scene.” 

        Her face was like a mask. It was as though she had climbed inside herself and she was now unreachable. She was still frowning, but no longer at my question. I had the feeling she was frowning now at her own thoughts. She said, “I don’t know. I guess his editor…” 

        “Why would he give his laptop to his editor?” 

        “I don’t know. You’re asking me questions I can’t answer.” 

        “Well, what about friends? Did he have a close friend? Somebody other than you that he trusted?” 

        She thought, and when she answered her voice was almost a whisper. “No…” 

        “I think you’re lying, Katie.” 

        Her eyes flashed. “I am not! He didn’t trust anybody! Not even me!” 

        “You’re telling me he had no friends?” 

        “He had acquaintances. Some close acquaintances. But no friends. There was Bob, Bob Shaw. That was his editor. He was about as close as anybody ever got to him. And some guy he spoke about sometimes. I never met him. Guy called Lee. But I’m pretty sure the only person he would have trusted with his work, once it was finished, was his editor.” 

        I thought for a bit, then sighed and put my hands on my knees. “Okay, Katie. I’m going to need an address and a number where we can reach you besides your work number. I’m pretty sure we’ll need to talk to you again.” 

        She reached in her purse and handed me a card. “Does that mean I’m a suspect? I have an alibi. It was checked.” 

        I stood, took her card, and put it in my wallet. “Nobody has an alibi, Katie, because nobody knows at what time he was killed. Please, don’t leave town.” 

        As I opened the front door onto the icy, gray day I heard Katie behind me. “Were you the couple who were due at one?” 

        I looked at Dehan, who turned to answer. She looked embarrassed, just shrugged, and shook her head.  

        I climbed into the Jag feeling vaguely depressed. Dehan climbed in beside me and we both sat staring at the bleak expanse of the sound, reflecting the cold, gunmetal of the low clouds. 

        “Sucks,” she said, and I nodded. “We need to eat and review what we have so far.” I nodded again and fired up the old brute. 





FOUR


   

        I followed Castle Hill avenue for a mile or so north, listening to the desultory squeak of the wipers, till we came to the Café Havana. In the cold and the rain, it looked like just the job. I pulled up outside, Dehan dumped her Australian hat on her head, and we loped across the sidewalk and pushed inside.  

        A bell clanked overhead and Julio, the bored-looking owner behind the bar, cheered up when he saw us.  

        “Hey, parejita! How you doin’, man? You come to brighten up my afternoon?” 

        “It’s what we live for, Julio, you know that.” 

        We ordered a couple of beers and some chicken and black beans up at the bar, then found a table by the wood burner he had against one wall, next to a mural of a 1947 Chrysler Windsor with a half-naked Cuban girl leaning against the hood.  

        Dehan sat back in her chair and stretched out her long legs toward the fire. I took a couple of paper napkins and dried my hair with them. She said, “You like her for it?” 

        I stared at the flames a moment. “I don’t know. We still have the same problem we had with Samantha. She’s mad enough for it. David seems to have been a guy who knew how to make women mad. But I don’t see the passion in the killing.” 

        She was staring at her boots, like it was them talking to her. When I finished, she nodded at them and said. “I don’t like her for it.” She chewed her lip for a bit, then said, “There’s something missing.” 

        Julio brought over our beers and I took a long pull. As I set down the glass, I said, “I agree. And it’s something to do with the laptop and his article. This feels like an execution, not a crime of passion.” 

        She made a face like I’d just said two and two made four point zero one. “I don’t know, Stone. I don’t see it that clearly.” She finally turned to look at me. “It’s too much of a coincidence, isn’t it?” 

        “You just said you didn’t like Katie for it.” 

        She sighed. “I know.” She swiveled around and leaned her elbows on the table. “He finishes his article, decides it’s going to make him rich and famous, decides to tell Katie about Samantha, and Samantha about Katie, Katie dumps him and moves out, his laptop and his papers disappear and he gets executed—all in the space of a week. There is no way these events are not connected.” 

        “I agree, but I’m damned if I can see how at the moment.” 

        She gave me a lopsided smile and I was momentarily distracted by how extraordinarily beautiful her face was. “Oh, Mighty Sensei, a full morning into the investigation and you don’t know the answer? You must be getting old.”  

        She took a pull on her beer, smacked her lips, and examined the glass for a moment. 

        “How does this work? He finishes his article, and having put it all together, he realizes he has a bombshell on his hands. He’s looking at the Pulitzer, a best-selling book, TV interviews—he’s made the big time. Now, remember, this guy is security conscious, he keeps a gun next to his laptop, so what does he do? He puts his finished work somewhere safe…” She spread her hands and shrugged. “A safety deposit box, his editor, a locker at the paper. Could be anywhere. Meantime, he decides to come clean with Katie. He has real feelings for her. After all, she is a rare woman who is prepared to support a talented, but very demanding man. So he tells her. She gets pissed and storms out.” 

        She took another pull on her beer and examined the glass again, as though she was watching the end of the story play itself out on the side of her glass before she told me about it.  

        “Then, one of two things happens. Either he goes and tells Samantha the bad news, which seems unlikely if Katie has just dumped him…” 

        “He may have believed she would come back to him.” 

        She nodded, then shrugged. “Or, Katie decided to tell her. Now…” She took a deep breath. “If Katie had killed him, you know what, Stone? I think she would have used a battle axe. She has volatile emotions and she doesn’t strike me as the ice-cold rage type. But Samantha, we don’t know her well enough to be sure, but I could buy that. I could buy her judging him, sentencing him to death, and then executing him.” 

        I thought about it for a minute. “What is it about Samantha…?” 

        “We know that they were married for at least five years, right? In all that time she was prepared to put up with him disappearing for weeks at a time, failing to show at weekends, broken promises. That’s got to make you mad, right? But instead of confronting him, threatening him or just dumping the son of a bitch, she swallows it and adapts her life to suit his. That is…” 

        Again she spread her hands and I finished for her. “Cold anger.” 

        “The final straw comes when, after all the sacrifices she has made, instead of getting her reward, some other dame gets it. She comes to see him. He lets her in. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ She tells him she knows about Katie. She knows what he’s like about security, she knows where he’s likely to keep his gun, she takes it and, bang! Ice cold.” 

        I did a lot of nodding. “It’s neat, it’s logical, it’s convincing.” 

        “But?” 

        Julio brought our chicken and beans and we ate hungrily and in silence for a while. Finally, when I was wiping the plate with a hunk of bread, I said, “What would stop Katie from telling us she had spoken to Samantha?” 

        She snorted. “That’s easy. The loyalty of two wronged women.” 

        “Really? Good to know.” 

        “You don’t buy it.” 

        I shook my head. “It’s not that. It is a very credible scenario, and so far the most likely, but right now that’s all it is. There is no evidence to support it. We need to find his laptop and his article. The fact that he was working on something that was apparently bigger than Watergate, the fact that he was apparently executed, and the fact that the article and the laptop disappeared without ever making headline news…” 

        I shrugged one shoulder and she nodded. “I hear you. It is pretty suggestive.” 

        “At the very least we need to explore that angle. We start by talking to his editor, Bob…” 

        “Bob Shaw. You think he might have the article?” 

        “It’s possible. But The New York Telegraph has always had a reputation for publishing high quality, controversial journalism. It has been traditionally anti-establishment, whoever the establishment was. So you’d expect that if he had the article, and David was killed for it, he’d publish it. The added controversy of the murder and a posthumous Pulitzer wouldn’t do the paper, or him, any harm at all. But…” 

        “If there were powerful enough interests involved, they might have taken out David and silenced his editor.” 

        “Again, it’s a possibility we need to explore. Right now all we have is theories.” 

        “So, the New York Telegraph?” 

        I stood and grabbed my coat from the back of my chair. “Appropriately located at 5 Penn Plaza.” 

        We took the Bruckner Expressway, through steady, heavy rain, and for the second time that day, crossed 3rd Avenue Bridge. After that, it was left onto Columbus and a slow crawl south all the way to West 30th. We didn’t talk much. We just watched a bobbing sea of colored umbrellas jostle each other and occasionally make suicide runs through the slow moving river of traffic, lit up with red, green, and amber lights, like Christmas for fishes. Three more lefts found me a parking space outside the bank at 5 Penn and we pulled up our collars and tried to dodge the raindrops in a hundred yard dash to the big glass and brass entrance of the green marble lobby. 

        The paper had its offices on the fifth floor. We stepped out of the elevator into a sober, mahogany and brass lobby that was as busy as Grand Central Station. I made my way to the reception desk and showed my badge to a pretty woman in a blue suit.  

        “Detectives Stone and Dehan. We’d like to talk to the editor in chief.” 

        She winked at me with long lashes. “I’ll see if she’s available.” She picked up the phone and pressed a button. “Usually it’s attorneys who want to talk to her. Cops not so much. Yuh, Al, I got two cops here, Detectives Stone and Dianne, they want to see Ms. Pearce…” She raised her eyes to me. “He’s just checking if she’s free.” 

        I frowned at her. “Ms. Pearce? What happened to Bob Shaw?” 

        “He retired, couple of years ago.” Then, to the phone, “She’s free? Okay, thanks, honey.” She pointed at a large glass door in a long glass wall, through which we could see what looked like hundreds of people sitting in small cubicles, talking on the phone and typing furiously, often at the same time. “She says you got five minutes. Through that door, right to the end, you can’t miss it.” 

        We elbowed our way through the busy, noisy room till we came to a glass-fronted office at the end. Inside there was an attractive woman, sitting behind the desk in an elegant burgundy suit with a white blouse. She was talking on the phone and waved us in as I pushed open the door. She pointed at two chairs opposite and said into the phone, “Take responsibility, Emma. Just do it. If they sue, they sue. Just be damned sure of your facts. If they sue us, I want to eat them alive in court. So I need you to be right and I need you to know that you are right. Deal with it.” 

        She hung up and we showed her our badges. “Detectives John Stone and Carmen Dehan, Ms. Pearce.” 

        She glanced at the badges, then at our faces, and said, “Tell me you are here to arrest me and rescue me from this goddamn paper.” 

        I smiled. “I’m afraid not. We just need to ask you a couple of questions. In fact, it was Bob Shaw we wanted to talk to.” 

        She raised an eyebrow at the edge of her desk and ran her finger along it, like she was reading Braille. “Bob? Bob’s retired. Can I ask what it’s about? If it’s to do with the paper, it’s to do with me.” 

        I sensed rather than saw Dehan lean back in her chair and cross her arms. I said, “Do you recall the murder of one of your reporters, about ten years ago? His name was David Thorndike.” 

        “Sure, I remember it. Dave was a damn good reporter. I covered the case for the paper. What about it?” 

        I looked at her with renewed interest. “Were you friends?” 

        She snorted. “Dave had no friends. Good reporters don’t. We knew each other. I respected him. That’s about as far as it went.”  

        “You remember he was working on a story at the time…” 

        “That’s why he was in that god-forsaken apartment in the Bronx. If you ask me, it’s what got him killed.” 

        “Really? Okay, I’m asking.” 

        “Dave had a real reputation. He and Bob were about as close as Dave ever got to anybody. Bob had a lot of respect for Dave as a reporter. He had proved himself time and again. But Dave was really jealous and really secretive. He played his cards close to the chest…” She paused and gave me a slow, deliberate once-over and smiled. “Real close to the chest, Detective Stone. You know what I mean? So Bob and Dave had come to a kind of understanding. Dave told him in very basic, limited terms the general area of his investigation, and Bob either approved it or not. If he approved it, that was pretty much the last he heard about it until the story was ready. He said it was his way of protecting himself, Bob, and the story.” She shrugged. “Only somebody like Dave could get away with something like that, because he had such a damned good track record. He produced one controversy after another and his facts were rock solid. Made a fortune for the paper.” 

        I shrugged. “So what was special about this story?” 

        “Special?” She said it as though the word had some deeper meaning and gave me the once-over again. “That’s the point. Nobody except him knew, but he did something he had never done before. He called Bob and told him this was the greatest story of his career, that he expected to get the Pulitzer for it, and that he feared his life was at risk.” 

        “That wasn’t in the police report.” 

        “What can I tell you? I didn’t edit the police report.” She winked at me and there was something infectious about her grin. “Bob asked him if he wanted to pull the plug. He said he didn’t. The story was all but finished and he’d be bringing it in any day.” 

        “How do you know this?” 

        “I wrote the story after he was killed, remember? Bob and I discussed it at length.” 

        “What happened to his story and his laptop?” 

        “I have no idea.” 

        “Could Bob have them?” 

        She looked doubtful. “And not publish the story? I don’t think so.” 

        I sighed. “We really need to see him. Can you…?” 

        “Put you in touch with him? Sure I can. But what’s in it for me?” 

        I felt Dehan stir and sigh noisily. Pearce ignored her and kept her smile focused on me. I blinked and said, “You don’t get charged with obstructing a police investigation.” 

        She raised an eyebrow and said with heavy meaning. “You’re hard, I like that in a man. I’ll tell you what, you take me out to dinner, give me an exclusive when the investigation is finished, and I’ll put you in touch with Bob Shaw and dig up anything else I can on Dave and his investigation. How does that sound?” 

        I gave her my sweetest smile and said, “How could I possibly say no, Ms. Pearce?” 

        “Shelly.” 

        I reached in my wallet and pulled out a card. As I handed it to her, she handed me one of hers. “Call me, John.” 

        I stood. “I will, John.” It was lame but she laughed. Dehan didn’t. More seriously, I said, “When can I expect to hear from you, Shelly?” 

        “I’ll call him in the next half hour and get back to you straight away. But I am serious, John. I expect dinner.” Again the once-over. “I am pretty sure I can help you.” 

        I nodded once. “We’ll be in touch.” 

        Dehan was silent all the way to the elevators, all the way down, and across the lobby. When we got into the street she jammed her hat on her head, pulled up her collar, and shouldered her way through the rain ahead of me. She waited by the passenger door for me to catch up, wrenched it open when I unlocked it, and slammed it hard after she’d climbed in. I got in, closed the door, and looked at her. 

        “What’s the matter?” She made a face and shook her head. “Stop it, Dehan. What’s got into you?” 

        She took her hat off, rammed it on her knee and stared at me with blazing black eyes for a long count of four. Then she said, “Nothing!” 

        I sighed and fired up the engine. We pulled out onto 8th Avenue and started the long, slow, wet crawl north, toward the Bronx. 





FIVE


   

        The call came as I was parking. My cell was on the dash. I glanced at Dehan, who was staring away from me, out at the rain, and said, “Can you get that?” 

        She picked it up and put it to her ear. 

        “Yeah.” She waited a moment with one eyebrow raised, then said, “Just a minute.” 

        She held out the phone without looking at me. I finished parking and took it.  

        “Yeah, Stone.” 

        “I just knew you’d answer the phone like that. I would have laid money on it. It’s Shelly.” 

        I smiled. “Yeah? So I’m that predictable, huh?” 

        I heard Dehan sigh. I looked as she climbed out of the car and slammed the door behind her. Shelly was saying, “No, not at all. You’re just butch. I like that. Listen, business before pleasure. I spoke to Bob. He says he’s happy to meet you. I am whatsapping you his number now.” 

        “Thanks, Shelly. I appreciate it.” 

        My cell bleeped and she said, “Is that it? Did it arrive?” 

        I checked. There was a message from her with his contact details. I put the phone back to my ear. “Yeah, I got it.” 

        “Okay, now, speaking of pleasure. You owe me dinner, where are you taking me?” 

        I laughed. “You mean I get to choose?” 

        “That depends.” 

        “On what?” 

        “On where you choose.” 

        I let the smile show in my voice. “I’m not familiar with the restaurants in Manhattan. Don’t you need to book six months in advance?” 

        “Unless you’re happy with Californian wine and paper napkins, yeah. Besides, I was hoping you’d chose somewhere within staggering distance of your place.” 

        I was surprised but didn’t let it show. “Now there’s a thought. I’ll pick you up at seven thirty.” 

        “I can’t wait.” Her voice was husky and appealing. It made me hesitate a moment. 

        “Shelly?” 

        “Yeah…” 

        “I’m a cop. If something comes up…” 

        “Don’t worry, honey, I know all about cops. I’ll see you at seven thirty.” 

        I hung up and sat for a minute staring at the blank screen. Then I climbed out and walked through the rain into the station, wiping the water from my face with my sleeve. I went to the bathroom, dried myself off, and then went to get coffee. I thought about getting one for Dehan, but with the mood she was in, she might pour it over my head. I eventually found her at our desk. She was leaning back, reading something on her laptop. 

        I dropped into my chair opposite and studied her for a moment. She shifted her position and moved her laptop so I couldn’t see her face. 

        “What’s going on, Dehan?” 

        “I’m reading articles by Dave Thorndike. It’s Dave, not David, by the way.” 

        “That’s very commendable.” 

        “Looks like you’re going to be busy, so I have to find things to do.” 

        “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

        “Don’t mean nothin’, boss. You and Ms. Pearce, that’s Shelly to you, are going to be conducting your own private, exclusive investigation. I figured meantime I could become acquainted with Dave Thorndike’s work. His recent articles might give me a lead into what he was investigating.” 

        “Dehan, that is ridiculous.” She didn’t answer. She just kept reading, like I hadn’t spoken. I sighed. “I have Bob Shaw’s number. That call was from Pearce…” 

        “You mean Shelly.” 

        I sighed noisily. “She was calling to give me Bob Shaw’s number.” 

        “Cool.” 

        We sat in silence for a bit, her reading and me watching the back of her laptop. Finally, I said, “So I thought we could call him and go and see him this afternoon.” 

        “Cool. So when are you have your collaborative dinner?” 

        I counted slowly to five before answering. “This evening, at seven thirty.” 

        She clicked her wireless mouse and sat up. “You got time to interview a witness before you go? Don’t worry, if you’re busy with your investigation, I can take it myself.” 

        I frowned a frown that might have been a scowl. “What the hell are you talking about, Dehan? What witness?” 

        She fixed me with her big, dark eyes, stood, and walked to the printer, which had started to disgorge sheets of paper. She gathered them and brought them back to the desk where she started sorting them into stacks. I gestured at them. 

        “What’s this? Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” 

        “These are Dave Thorndike’s last three articles. I’ve printed two copies of each…” She paused while she stapled them into six documents and threw three of them across the desk at me. “These are for you. I’ve only glanced over them in the last ten minutes, but from what I’ve seen, they make interesting reading.” 

        “Okay…” 

        “The witness who’s on his way in is Bob Shaw.” 

        “What?” 

        Her cheeks flushed and her eyes shone. She grabbed a piece of paper from beside the phone, scrunched it into a ball and threw it at me. “He’s in the book. I called him while you were arranging dinner. He’ll be here in twenty minutes. Will you have time to attend the interview, Detective Stone?” 

        I stared at her. “Dehan, you are being ridiculous. What the hell is this about?” 

        “We’ve been here before, remember?” 

        I shook my head. “Where have we been before?” 

        “You see a hot piece of skirt and start sidelining me and cutting me out of the investigation. I don’t need it, Stone.” 

        “That is not what is happening.” 

        She raised an eyebrow at me. “Really? Didn’t I just sit and listen to you and Shelly Pearce arrange to go out to dinner to help each other in your mutual investigations?” 

        I sighed again. “Dehan, it just pays sometimes to be nice, rather than go storming in with the attitude…” 

        “Yeah? So how is your date tonight going to pay? By giving you Bob Shaw’s number?” 

        “Okay, you made your point.” 

        “Did I?” She sat forward and put her elbows on the desk. “I’m going to tell you something, then I’m going to ask you something.” 

        “Okay…” 

        “First, I guarantee that if—and it’s a big if, Stone—if you get any useful information from your date tonight, you will keep me out of the loop and act on it on your own, just like you did with Emma Girt in the Springfellow case[1], because… Ah! Forget it! But let me ask you a question, Stone. How difficult would it be—how much of a stretch would it be—for Shelly Pearce to become a suspect in this case?” 

        I was surprised by the question and allowed it to show on my face. The best I could manage was, “Um…” 

        “Let me tell you. She is the one person, after Bob Shaw, who was most likely to have access to Thorndike’s work. She was the person selected by the paper to investigate his death. Why? We don’t know. Why? Oh, yeah, because we didn’t ask her. Maybe you could ask her that on your date tonight. That is…” She held up both hands. “If it doesn’t screw up your date. I’d hate the investigation to get in the way of your date!” She made a labored face like she had suddenly realized something. “Huh! Maybe that’s why we are not supposed to date witnesses!” 

        We sat staring at each other for a long moment. “Are you done?” 

        She raised her eyebrow at me again. “I’m not sure I even got started yet, Stone.” 

        “You want to finish?” 

        “No, I’d rather you explain to me what the hell you think you’re doing dating a witness who is a potential suspect.” 

        I nodded. “Okay, I get it. I take your point. Now let me answer.” 

        “I can’t wait.” 

        “First, it is not a date. Okay? A date implies a sexual or romantic element. There is nothing like that here.”  

        “Oh, come on, Stone! How stupid do you think I am?” 

        “Let me finish. Second, there is a chance that Shelly Pearce has information about Dave Thorndike that she is not sharing. If that is so, the easiest way of getting that information is for me to be friendly with her. Third, please have sufficient trust—and respect—to know that I would not have an affair with a witness, much less a potential suspect.” 

        We stared at each other for a moment. She shook her head. “You were coming on to her, Stone.” 

        “No. She was coming on to me. I was flirting.” 

        “Great. Can you be objective about this woman?” 

        “Of course I can, Dehan!” 

        She pointed at me, and I was surprised to see real anger in her face, “The minute your feelings for this woman start to affect your judgment in this case, you come clean. And I will be watching. And if you try to cut me out again I will apply for a transfer. You understand me?” 

        I watched her a moment before I answered. “Bring it down a notch or three, Carmen. I have no ‘feelings’ for this woman, one way or another. I don’t plan to cut you out and my judgment is clear. We’re good, partner. There is no issue here. Trust me.” 

        She grunted and studied my face a moment without humor. “You want to know what I read while you were arranging your date?” 

        “It’s not a date.” 

        “You want to know?” 

        “Sure, hit me.” 

        “Don’t tempt me. I got like ten or fifteen minutes to scan his last few features in the paper. Several of them mention Senator Carol Hennessey. And his last article was about her, and allegations that are going around the web of corruption and shady deals. It’s not much to go on, but it seems he may have been developing an…” She hesitated. “An interest in her.” 

        I pulled over the articles and looked at them. “No kidding.” I started scanning the first page. “I vaguely remember something about her and her husband, back in the late ’80s or ’90s. A real-estate deal in California or something. Didn’t somebody die?” 

        “I don’t recall. I was a kid in the ’90s. But there seems to be a lot of shady stuff in her past. It may not be related, but I figure there’s a chance he decided to go into it in more depth. We should ask Shaw about it. Even if he didn’t know the exact nature of the investigation, he must have know what it was about in general terms.” 

        She went quiet and I looked up. She was staring at me fixedly. 

        “What?” 

        “You should ask Pearce about it tonight.” 

        “I will. Believe me, Dehan, she’ll be so bored and disappointed by the time we’ve finished the meal she’ll never want to see me again.” 

        “Sure. Just ask her, will you?” 

        “I will. Now will you give it a rest?” 

        We spent the next fifteen minutes reading through the articles in silence. Dehan had been right. Dave Thorndike did seem to be developing not so much an interest as a near obsession with Senator Carol Hennessy. And it wasn’t hard to see why. If half the allegations against her and her husband were true, they made the Mob look like a bunch of schoolgirls. And the curious thing was that, when I checked on Google, I could not find a single successful libel case brought by her, or her husband, against any of their accusers. In fact, I couldn’t find any libel cases, period; successful or otherwise. 

        I frowned at Dehan, whose face was still hidden behind her laptop. “These allegations against her, they really damaged her career. She had a shot at the Oval Office.” 

        “Uh-huh.” 

        “But she never brought a libel suit against anybody.” 

        “Uh-uh.” 

        “I think this is important. It’s damn good work, Dehan.” 

        “Uh-huh.” 

        I sighed noisily and went back to reading. Eventually, the desk sergeant buzzed to say that Bob Shaw had arrived. Dehan went to get him and I went to get coffee, feeling vaguely uncomfortable. 





SIX


   

        Dehan was waiting outside interrogation room number 3 as I approached. She had her hands in her back pockets and her hair tied in a knot behind her head. She smiled at me with her mouth, but frowned with her eyes. I handed her a coffee.  

        “Ready?” 

        She took it with her left hand and gently punched my shoulder with her right. “Yeah. Sorry.” 

        I shook my head and opened the door for her. 

        Bob Shaw looked up and smiled uncertainly as we came in. He was in his late sixties, but still ruggedly handsome. Dehan sat and I placed a coffee in front of him. “I’m not sure what it is. The machine says coffee, but who knows?” 

        He glanced at it and then at me. “Isn’t this one of those rooms where you grill suspects?” he said. “Am I a suspect in some crime?” He was grinning, but the question was serious. “I spent the better part of forty years investigating the police. I know how you operate.” 

        I smiled and sat. “The police have changed a lot in those forty years, Mr. Shaw. Today they watch us more closely than we watch you.” 

        He barked, “Ha!” picked up the coffee and peered inside. “What is this? It looks like my piss after I drank too much agave beer down in Mexico.” 

        “Maybe they found a way to synthesize it, because that is pretty much what it tastes like. Mr. Shaw, you are not a suspect in any crime. We just need to ask you some questions about David Thorndike.” 

        He looked at me and chuckled. Then he gave Dehan an appraising once-over. “Okay, shoot.” 

        “Do you know what happened to Dave’s laptop and the article he was working on?” 

        He shook his head and looked slightly bored. “Really? After ten years? That’s your question? They asked me that at the time. I told them I had no idea. He never showed it to me and he sure as hell never gave it to me.” 

        I nodded. “I figured, but you have to ask, right?” 

        He shrugged and pulled a face. 

        I ignored him and went on. “I know he told you nothing about the article, I know he never showed it to you, I know all that. But I want you to tell me what he did tell you.” 

        “Nothing!” He spread his hands, raised his shoulder and his eyebrows. 

        Dehan smiled and snorted. “Bullshit.” 

        He kept the same expression but turned it to face her. 

        I said, “It’s bullshit, Mr. Shaw, and you know it. You would never have approved an investigation without knowing at least the basics. You knew something. And I know for a fact he called you at least once to tell you it was finished and he expected a Pulitzer. Now you know very well, as a reporter yourself, that there are little bits and pieces in what he did tell you that, when you put them together, add up to something!” 

        He sighed and started bouncing his head around. “Okay, okay, point taken. I’m just not all that comfortable sharing information with cops, know what I mean? You guys have a way of taking facts and distorting them for your own ends.” 

        Dehan snorted again. “Unlike reporters.” 

        “Hey!” He pointed at her. “Not on my papers, sugar! We were never yellow press. The Times, the Tribune, they might indulge in a bit of truth massaging and distortion of perspective to suit their political agendas. Not the NYT. We told it how it was and we took the consequences. And we always made sure our facts were solid.” 

        I nodded. “Okay, so we operate the same way. Now, what did he tell you? What, in general terms, was the story about?” 

        He sighed, examined the coffee one last time, and finally started to talk. 

        “Dave had got a bee in his bonnet. And I think he was onto something. We had talked about it a few times over a drink. A couple of his articles had touched on it, and he was pretty psyched about the evidence he had got together so far. He was a damn good investigator. So he came to me and said he wanted to go undercover and start to dig deep.” 

        Dehan said, “Into what, Bob?” 

        He looked surprised. “We on first name terms now? Do I get to call you Carmen, Carmen?” 

        She smiled. 

        He snorted. “Sweetheart, I was shooting acid and challenging the establishment before your daddy had his bar mitzvah. Don’t try and play me. Into what? Into Senator Carol Hennessy. Her name, and her husband’s, were and are linked to a whole raft of dubious business deals: tax evasion, illegal exports, facilitating arms sales to oppressive regimes and governments that harbor terrorists. And as for suspicious deaths, you go online and you can download a PDF file with forty-eight names of people who died in suspicious circumstances after crossing her path.” 

        He sat back, placed both hands palm down on the table and studied them for a moment. “Now I guess it’s forty-nine.” He sighed. “I’m not saying that it’s all true, but hell! I never saw anyone who attracted so much shit. Even Nixon didn’t attract this much controversy. And Dave had a nose, you know what I’m saying? He had an instinct. He’d start digging and ferreting and scratching away, and if there was something hidden, he would find it. Man, it was like dowsing! He just knew when there was something hidden. And he became pretty much obsessed with the Hennessy story. 

        “So I told him. Go for it. I’ll back you up. That was pretty much the last I ever heard from him. I had no idea where he was or what he was doing. That was the arrangement we had. I knew he would produce the goods. He was the best reporter I ever worked with, or ever knew for that matter. And believe me, I knew the best. But he was something special.” 

        Dehan had been listening carefully. Now she asked, “What happened?” 

        Bob Shaw sucked his teeth for a moment, then said, “He went off the radar for a few weeks. Then he called me one evening. He said he was really excited about the story. It was his best work ever.” He nodded several times. “And if he said that, believe me, it was good. He was talking about getting the Pulitzer, about rocking the establishment. He was even saying the shock waves from what he had would be so far-reaching it could lead to constitutional change regarding the accountability of congressmen. And Dave wasn’t one to say that kind of thing without good cause. Whatever he had…” He shook his head. “It wasn’t dynamite, it was an atom bomb.” 

        I was frowning. “In less than two months? An investigation like that would take months.” 

        He nodded. “I know. I would have expected six months at least. That kind of investigation is painstaking, and he was meticulous. More than most. But that was what he said. He was wrapping it up, and it would be cataclysmic in its impact.” 

        “So what happened?” 

        “I told him to bring it in and let me see it. That was when he told me he was in fear for his life. He was afraid that somebody was on his trail and intended to kill him. Given the nature—and the subject—of his investigation, I was inclined to take him seriously. 

        “Next thing, I heard he’d been found murdered. Him, and forty-eight other people who had crossed Carol Hennessy’s path.” 

        Dehan gave her head a twitch. “That’s quite a story.” 

        “Yeah, that’s what he thought. And I wish you or the Feds would dig into this woman’s background, her and her goddamn smarmy husband. But that ain’t ever going to happen because the establishment looks after its own.” 

        Dehan shrugged. “You may be right, Mr. Shaw. I wouldn’t know. But if she killed Dave Thorndike, we will take her down.” 

        He made a face, “Yah, yadda yadda.” 

        She ignored him and plowed on. “We have a witness who says that a couple of days before he was killed, his laptop and his papers had gone from their usual place on his dining table where he worked.” 

        His eyebrows shot up. “Really?” 

        “Yes, now, if he didn’t give them to you, who else would he trust enough…” 

        He was already shaking his head. He went to speak, hesitated, then creased his eyes and shook his head again. 

        I said, “Who, Mr. Shaw? You thought of somebody and dismissed them. Who was it?” 

        He hunched his shoulders and screwed up his face. “Nah… I thought maybe his lawyer. They were pretty close. I mean, as close as anybody ever got to Dave, you know what I’m saying? And in as much as he trusted anyone, he trusted him. But I can’t see it. It doesn’t make any sense, he would give him the story and not me…?” 

        I nodded. It made perfect sense to me. “What was his layer’s name, Mr. Shaw?” 

        “Oh, jeez…! Uh…he was Chinese or Korean or something. Korean. What’s that name—all Koreans have the same name, you know? Uh, Lee. Lee something. Or something Lee. They always have their names the wrong way ’round too. I don’t know if he was Lee something or something Lee.” 

        Dehan grunted. “Would you have this on file anywhere?” 

        He shook his head. “Nah. But Shelly will. Shelly will remember him. She knew him.” 

        Dehan looked sour and asked, “Any idea what became of him? Who he worked for?” 

        “No idea. I just heard Dave talk about him sometimes. I never met the guy. Like I said, you’re better off talking to Shelly. She moved in the same circle. It was a bit too rarified for me,”  

        I frowned at him. A bell inside my head rang a quiet alarm. “Rarified?” 

        “Yah! You know, in my day it was different. You were an editor in my kind of paper, you unleashed your hounds and they did their worst. Today it’s different. Editors have to rub shoulders with the mayor, senators, governors, ambassadors, princes, and oil barons. That was never my style, but Shelly excels at it.” 

        “Are you telling me that Shelly knows Carol Hennessy?” 

        “Sure. They all know each other. Shelly, Hennessy, Lee, the mayor… They all move in the same circle. That’s what I’m saying. It’s the way it works.” 

        Dehan drew breath and looked at me. Shaw barked a laugh and cut in before she could speak. “Draw your own conclusions, detective. I drew mine a long time ago. I’ve always done the right thing. It’s the way I was raised. You were probably raised the same way. But heroes are heroes because they do things decent people are too scared to do. I’m a decent man, but I ain’t a hero. When Dave was murdered, it took the fight out of me. I hadn’t the stomach for it anymore.” He looked at me. “They’re there, Stone. They’re there, in their manor houses and their towers of glass and steel, and their palaces. They run the show. They buy and sell people, they send them off to war, to be exterminated in their thousands and millions. They experiment on them, they enslave them, they send them down mines to die, men, women, and children. And they don’t give a damn.” He flapped both hands at me. “I ain’t big enough to go up against them. I’m old and they scare me. And Shelly…” He shrugged and shook his head. “Is there anything else?” 

        I sat and chewed my lip for a moment, then turned and looked at Dehan. She shook her head. 

        I said, “No, thank you, Mr. Shaw. You’ve given us plenty to be thinking about.” 

        He went to stand, but paused and looked at Dehan. “You’re a beautiful young lady, in the prime of your life. Be smart. Don’t go up against this woman. She’ll destroy you. She won’t think twice. She probably won’t even know your name.” 

        She stared at him. 

        He stood and then grinned at me. “You? You’re old and ugly like me. We get rubbed out, who cares, right?” 

        He laughed out loud. I smiled and stood. We shook hands and he left, leaving the door open behind him. I turned to face Dehan. She was sitting with her ass on the table and her arms crossed, watching me. We stared at each other for a long moment, thinking. It was a habit we both had which used to unsettle other people, but it helped us think.  

        Finally, she said, “Should be an interesting meal, Stone.” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, I think so. I think Shelly Pearce might know more than we first thought.” 

        “Keep your wits about you, Stone. Don’t get suckered.” 

        I smiled. “I’ve been around a bit, Dehan. I won’t get suckered.” 

        She sighed. “Guys…even smart ones like you, can be real stupid when it comes to women.” 

        “Okay, I’ll bear it in mind.” I jerked my head at the door. “Come on, I have some reading to do before I go home and change. You want a lift?” 

        “Yeah… No… I don’t know.” 





SEVEN


   

        I took her to a nice Italian restaurant I knew on Court Street in Brooklyn. The food and the wine were good, the table cloths and the napkins were crisp linen, but you didn’t have to book a month in advance to get a table.  

        She looked a little surprised when she saw we were crossing the Brooklyn Bridge, and when I pulled up outside Queen, she raised an eyebrow at me and said, “You live in staggering distance of Brooklyn Heights?” 

        I smiled, climbed out, and went around to open the door for her. It was warm and pleasantly busy inside. Vincenzo greeted me like an old friend and led us to a table for two. He handed us a couple of menus and I ordered two martinis while we had a look at them.  

        When he’d brought them and departed I said, running my eyes over the daily specials, “Until this investigation is over, Shelly, I am afraid we won’t be staggering anywhere together.” 

        She raised her eyes to look at me and there was a flash of anger in them. “Boy, you really know how to woo a girl, don’t you?” 

        I made a face like an apology. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t really even be having dinner with you.” 

        She snapped, “You want to leave? You want me to get a cab home?” 

        I wondered briefly why women were so hard to talk to sometimes. “No, and no. I would like to stay and enjoy the meal and I would like you to stay and enjoy it with me.” I sipped my martini, and as I put my glass down I said, “Your paper has a reputation for coming down hard on bent cops and abuse of power. I’m the same, and I tend to do things by the book. Otherwise, I am no better than the people I go after.” I gave her my most charming, lopsided grin and added, “After all, you could be a suspect.” 

        Her eyebrows shot up. “Me?” 

        “Not really, but technically you could be. If I got too close to you, I could not be involved in the case.” 

        She raised an eyebrow and looked back at the menu. “How close is too close?” 

        “Anything under six inches.” 

        She laughed. 

        I smiled at her. “Staggering home together would certainly be too close.” I gave it a second and then added, “But I’ll take a rain check.” 

        She made a doubtful noise, but I could tell she was smiling. “We’ll see how you behave for the rest of the evening.” 

        I ordered clams oreganata and she had homemade mozzarella on grilled oyster mushrooms. For the main course, she ordered saltimbocca alla Romana and I had vitello alla Marsala, and we had a bottle of Barolo, which for my money is the only Italian wine worth drinking. But I’m controversial that way.  

        When the waiter had left with our orders, she drained her martini, and as she set the glass down she said, “So, you’re a real do it by the book man, huh?” 

        “Is that a problem?” 

        “No, I just had you down as a bit of a rule breaker. Your own man.” 

        “Well, I guess that all depends on what book you’re using, doesn’t it? I do it by the book, but my book says that sometimes you have to break the rules.” 

        “Really?” 

        “Yup.” 

        “But you can’t break the rule about getting close?” 

        “Nope.” 

        She was grinning. It was a mischievous grin and it was attractive. “And why not?” 

        “Because you might break my heart and turn out to be a diabolical, evil genius who murders dangerous reporters that know too much.” 

        “Oh, sure.” 

        “You know how dime thrillers always end. It was always the sexy femme fatale who did it.” 

        She raised her eyebrow. “Is that what I am?” 

        I smiled. “A sexy femme fatale?” I signaled the waiter for two more drinks. “Sure. I think so.” 

        She sat back in her chair and sighed, still smiling. “OK, Stone, you’re a charmer. Now tell me why you brought me here.” 

        “To this restaurant?” 

        “No, not to this restaurant. Why did you take me out at all?” 

        “It was part of our deal, remember?” 

        She watched me, waiting. 

        “You are a very attractive, intelligent woman.” 

        “And the real reason?” 

        I frowned. “Don’t be too quick to judge, Shelly. Everything I said to you was true. I am investigating a murder, and you were close to the victim.” 

        “So…?” 

        I spread my hands. “Okay, what can you tell me about Carol Hennessy?” 

        “Ah…” She nodded several times. The waiter arrived with two more martinis. She took a sip and sighed. “Didn’t take you long, did it?” 

        I thought about Dehan. “A little longer than it should have.” 

        “She’s a driven woman, very ambitious, and very firmly rooted in the ideals of the late ’60s and ’70s. She upsets a lot of men.” 

        I frowned. It was a different angle to the one I’d read online. “A lot of men seem to have upset her, too. And a lot of them wound up dead.” 

        She gave a laugh that was not quite patronizing, “Listen, I specialize in credible conspiracy theories. I was raised on Kennedy and Watergate. There are two things you need to remember. Back in the ’60s and ’70s this country was a very different place. The Feds, the CIA—even the cops…” She gestured at me with an open hand, like I represented all cops. “They had a free hand back then. They were practically unaccountable to anybody. They quite literally got away with murder, for a long time, and they thought it would go on forever. But it really isn’t like that anymore.” 

        “It isn’t?” 

        “No. For a start, they are aware that the press is all over them all the time. Communication is global and instant. Trump sneezes and within thirty seconds the whole world has been alerted, via Twitter, Facebook, a billion blogs…” She made circular motions with her hand, indicating ‘on and on’. “If Hennessy and her husband were involved in all the shady deals and murders that she is accused of, it would have come out by now.” 

        I sipped my drink and set it down carefully on the table, frowning at it. I was trying to work out what Shelly Pearce was all about. I said, “And isn’t that exactly what happened?” 

        She shook her head, with a mouthful of martini. “Mm-mm!” She swallowed. “No. What happened was that America was ready for a black president, but not for a female one. Do you know what proportion of the electorate is black or Latino?” 

        “No.” 

        “Thirty percent. That’s enough to carry an election. Do you know what proportion is female?” 

        “Half?” 

        “Slightly over. But where blacks and Latinos are politically aware, and will vote to protect their interests, the vast majority of women still have this conditioning that says we’ll be better off with a man at the helm. Carol tried to fight that…” She paused, studying my face. “And you’re right, there was a conspiracy. But the conspiracy was against her. It was a systematic character assassination, perpetrated by the right-wing media, to preserve the top office for that small, male elite.” 

        Vincenzo came with our starters and we ate for a while in silence. After a bit, I sat back and watched her for a moment. After a moment, she looked up and I said, “There is a list of over forty-eight men who crossed swords with Carol Hennessy or her husband, and they are all dead, and from the looks of it, most of them died in unusual circumstances.” 

        She sighed and took another mouthful of mushroom and mozzarella. She spoke around it. “Have you any idea how many people have crossed swords with the Bush family? With Obama, with Trump? Or in their day, the Kennedy clan, Nixon or the Peanut King?” 

        “I don’t know, but I can imagine.” 

        “Hundreds, Stone. Many hundreds. And do you know how many are dead?” 

        “Obviously not.” 

        “Well, I can tell you that if I looked into any one of their pasts, I could find twenty, thirty, or forty dead people who had at some time crossed them and were now dead, and with a bit of clever writing I could make it sound as though they died in ‘suspicious circumstances’. Not a single one of those deaths was what you could call a ‘hit’.” 

        I laid down my knife and fork and narrowed my eyes at her. “David Thorndike was exactly that.” 

        Just for a moment she froze, then carried on eating. “There were other people who had good reason to want Dave dead.” 

        “Of the forty people who died after crossing Hennessy, six were mugged in the street and five were the victims of home invasions…” 

        “Burglaries where property was stolen.” 

        “Ten were hit and runs, twelve were automobile accidents, three were climbing accidents, and six died of heart attacks, though they had perfectly healthy hearts.” 

        “I see you do your homework.” 

        “Is Carol Hennessy a friend of yours?” 

        “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

        I ate my last clam slowly while watching her, then drained the last of my martini. “It isn’t supposed to mean anything. Is she a friend of yours?” 

        She shrugged. “I wouldn’t say a friend. More like an acquaintance.” She ate her last mushroom and sat back, chewing. “Are we fighting?” 

        I smiled. “I hope not. I’m asking questions, you’re giving me your opinion.” I gave my head a little twitch. “I don’t have to agree with everything you say, right? Even if it is the New Millennium.” 

        She shook her head, still smiling. “It’s men like you…” 

        “My last captain thought I was a dinosaur.” 

        “He was right.” 

        “She was also a bent cop.” 

        “Was…?” 

        “Who is Lee?” 

        “Boy! This is fun. Do you do all your interrogations in restaurants, or just the ones you hope to get laid by after the case is finished?” 

        She was still smiling, but the smile was looking strained. A waitress took our plates away, Vincenzo brought the main course and poured me a small amount of wine. I tasted it and gave him the nod. He poured and left. I raised an eyebrow at her. 

        “Are you going to hit me now or will you wait till after dessert? They do a Coppa Antica of homemade vanilla bean ice-cream, pecan nougat, and Amarena cherries that you could kill for.” 

        “Is that supposed to be a joke?” 

        “No. I’m just hoping you have enough of the ’60s and ’70s left in you to make room for a dinosaur in your busy schedule. I didn’t have you down as the kind of woman who expects everybody to conform to a preordained standard. Or are we swapping the tyranny of the testicle for the tyranny of the ovary?” 

        She burst out laughing and a few people glanced at her. We ate in silence for a bit. Her smile looked a little less strained. After a bit, she said, “I confess you are kind of refreshing. Intolerable, but refreshingly so.” 

        “Thanks.” 

        “I’ll wait till after the Coppa Antica to hit you with my handbag and walk out.” 

        “Good to know. You never answered my question, by the way.” 

        She chewed and studied my face for a moment. “What question was that?” 

        “Who is Lee?” 

        She concentrated on her food and gave a small shrug. “Lee? It’s not a lot to go on.” 

        “How many Lees did David know? This one was about as close to him as anybody ever got, he’s an attorney and he is Korean.” 

        “Oh, Jackson. Jackson Lee, his attorney. Why didn’t you say so?” 

        I put a smile on the left side of my face, where it looks less humorous and more ironic. “I wanted to see if you would avoid answering.” 

        Her smile faded. “You bastard.” 

        I kept eating and smiling. She kept eating and looking hurt. I said, “I can play nice, too.” 

        She didn’t look up. “Yeah?” 

        “Sure. Can you?” 

        Now she looked at me. “Again, Stone, what is that supposed to mean? Why are you giving me a hard time? When I suggested dinner, I didn’t have this in mind, exactly.” 

        I said softly, “Come on, Shelly. You’ve been keeping information from me from the start in order to protect Carol Hennessy. You suggested dinner so you could find out what direction my investigation was taking. The only question I have is, are you doing this to protect a woman you admire or because she has you on her payroll? And you can drop the injured girl act. You don’t get to be the senior editor of the New York Telegraph by being sensitive and easily offended.” 

        She drained her glass and refilled it. “Boy, Stone, you know how to make a girl feel special. You’re some piece of work.” 

        “You hadn’t picked that up when we came to see you earlier today?” 

        She sighed and started eating again. “Fair enough, you got me. It’s true.” She chewed, sipped, watched me. “But I also liked you. Is that permissible? And I’m not on anybody’s payroll, except the paper’s.” 

        “I’m glad to hear it. I like you, too. You know where I can reach Lee?” 

        She rolled her eyes. “Hold me. I’m going to blush. I can’t handle this dinosaur flattery. No, I see him in passing sometimes, but we haven’t spoken for years.” 

        “You think he has the laptop?” 

        She thought about it for a moment, then shook her head. “No. I don’t think so. That doesn’t make sense. Because the only person he would give it to would be Bob. Bob hasn’t got it, so it was stolen by whoever killed him.” 

        I frowned like she was contradicting herself. “If you’re right, that points to Hennessy.” 

        “No. You’re assuming the article implicated Hennessy. But what if it exonerated her? What if it pointed at somebody else?” 

        “Like who?” 

        “I don’t know. I just know that Carol Hennessy is not a killer or a criminal. She is a woman driven by her ideals.” 

        I grunted and we finished our main course and the wine. The conversation drifted to more general subjects. She was good to talk to. She was intelligent and well informed. Most of the time we disagreed, but she was good to disagree with. Over the Coppa Antica she went quiet for a bit. As she was finishing, she said, “So how long have you and Detective Dehan been partners?” 

        I was surprised by the question. “Better part of a year, why?” 

        She shrugged. “She’s a looker.” 

        I thought about it and smiled. “She is that. Fortunately, she doesn’t seem to know it.” 

        “And she’s smart, too.” 

        “Yeah, what are you getting at?” 

        She laughed and called over the waiter. “Bring me a Courvoisier, and a black coffee.” He went away with her order. “You’re driving. No spirits for you, Mr. Dinosaur.” She stopped, watching me, a little sad. “You really don’t know, do you?” 

        “Know what?” 

        “I’m not sure whether to tell you or leave you in your primeval darkness of blissful dinosaur ignorance.” 

        “Cut it out. Stop playing games. What are you talking about?” 

        “John, that girl is hopelessly in love with you!” 

        I laughed out loud. “Don’t be absurd! Dehan? That’s ridiculous!” 

        She smiled. “Is it?” 

        “We’re partners, pals, we’ve been through a lot together. We’re solid. She’s the best partner I’ve had. We have a good rapport…” 

        I was vaguely aware of talking too much and let the words trail away. She was watching me with one eyebrow raised high. 

        “Ridiculous. About as ridiculous as you being in love with her.” 

        I made a face that said she was being stupid. “Come on, Shelly. That’s crazy. Cut it out.” 

        “You already said that.” 

        “Like Batman and Robin, we are just good friends.” 

        After that, the conversation kind of petered out and I called for the check and drove her home to her apartment in Manhattanville. When I pulled up outside her block, the rain had stopped and the blacktop had a silver sheen to it. I went to get out but she put her hand on my arm to stop me. 

        “You want to come up for that cognac?” 

        “You know I can’t, Shelly.” 

        “I know. I thought I’d ask anyhow.” She kissed me on the cheek. “See you around, Stone.” 

        I watched her cross the sidewalk and let herself into the lobby. She didn’t look back. 

        On the way home, I drove past Dehan’s block on Simpson Street. My watch said it was twelve midnight. She’d probably still be awake, and I could tell her about Jackson Lee, and Shelly’s view of Hennessy. I slowed for a moment, then for some reason I couldn’t define, I dismissed the idea and headed home. 





EIGHT


   

        The rain returned overnight, heavy and steady. I picked Dehan up outside her apartment at eight. She had her absurd Australian hat and long coat on again, and I tried not to think about what Shelly had said the night before, as I watched her dodge through the cars to get to the passenger side and climb in the car. As she pulled the door closed, I said, “G’day, Sheila.” 

        She took off her hat, set it on her knees and tied her hair up behind her head. “Yeah? What’s good about it?” 

        “It could be worse. That’s good.” 

        “How was your date?” 

        “It wasn’t a date, Dehan.” 

        “How was your whatever-it-was?” 

        “Odd. We have much to discuss.” 

        “Like?” 

        “Like, Jackson Lee, David Thorndike’s attorney. Like Shelly Pearce’s admiration for Carol Hennessy.” 

        “Seriously?” 

        I nodded. “I detected a pretty strong political affiliation there. So much so, Dehan, that I think the whole reason for getting me to take her out was to see if Hennessy was a suspect.” 

        “Wow. So she wasn’t after your body? That’s hard to believe.” 

        “Flattery will get you nowhere. But yes, that is the way it looks.” 

        “Tough break.” 

        “Not really, Dehan.” Then I added, without really knowing why, “She’s not my type.” 

        “Oh.” 

        Then, as we moved through the hiss and the spray of the sodden city, under the bellying lead skies, I told her about our conversation over dinner. Though I left out her final observations, which I knew, in any case, were absurd. She was very quiet throughout, and as I pulled into Fteley Street and parked outside the station house, she said, “We’re getting into some pretty deep water here, Sensei.” 

        “We need to run this by the captain—sorry, inspector! If we go after Hennessy there will be consequences.” 

        She pursed her lips and nodded. “We also need to find this Jackson Lee. My gut tells me he knows where the laptop is.” 

        “I think your gut is right.” 

        We climbed out and crossed the road, me hunched into my collar and her striding like a scarecrow turned galactic bounty hunter. We found Captain John Newman, now promoted to inspector, peeling off his hat and coat in his office. He smiled his urbane smile, like he really was pleased to see us at eight-twenty AM, and said, “Stone! Dehan! Come in, come in, please, sit. You’re mighty early. What can I do for you?” 

        He went behind his desk and we all sat at the same time. 

        “Sir, do you recall the David Thorndike case, 2008?”  

        He shook his head. “Not by the name. Give me a clue.”  

 He smiled like he’d said something funny. 

        I said, “Investigative reporter, New York Telegraph. He was shot in the head. It went cold through lack of evidence.” 

        “Oooh, yes. I do recall something. He was married and having an affair. Both came under suspicion but, as you say, there was a lack of evidence. Is that what you’re on?” 

        It was Dehan who answered. “Yes, sir. But there are…” She hesitated, “Interesting features about the case.” 

        “Interesting features, Detective?” 

        “Well, for a start, the nature of the killing is not typical of a crime of passion. It’s more like an execution. But then, it was carried out with his own weapon, a 9 mm Glock, and I never heard of a professional hit man borrowing the victim’s gun before. But then, on the other hand, the article he was working on, and his laptop, vanished without a trace…” 

        The inspector nodded. “Those are interesting features, I agree. Any thoughts?” 

        I sighed. “Well, you are not going to like this, sir, but the latest evidence we’ve uncovered points pretty forcefully in one direction. It suggests that Thorndike was investigating allegations of corruption and murder that were being leveled against Senator Carol Hennessy, who was at the time a presidential candidate. Just a few days before he died, he told his editor that his article was not going to be dynamite, it was an atom bomb, it could impact the very constitution and would win him a Pulitzer. A couple of days later he showed up dead, and his article and all his research were gone.” 

        He rubbed his face with his hands. “You are going after Carol Hennessy now? Former Secretary of State Carol Hennessy? With the greatest respect to you both, have you gone completely insane? You want the 43rd Precinct to take on the White House?” 

        Before I could answer, Dehan opened her mouth. “With the greatest respect to you, sir, the U.S.A. is governed by the rule of law. That means the Secretary of State does not get to commit murder. She is subject to the same laws as the rest of us. And I am pretty sure that the White House does not condone murder.” 

        He looked at her frigidly. “You are damn close to impertinence there, Detective, but I take your point. All I am saying to you is, before you go after somebody like that, be damned sure of your facts.” 

        Dehan opened her mouth, but I looked at her and she closed it again. I knew what she was going to say, that being sure of your facts was no more important with the ex-secretary of state than it was with a trash collector or a bum on the street. Inspector Newman must have known it, too, because he held up both hands in a placatory gesture.  

        “Always,” he said. “We always need to be damn sure of our facts. But if you screw up in an investigation against Bob Brown at the grocery store, the most he is likely to do is file a complaint and get Internal Affairs to drag you over the coals for a while. But the minute Carol Hennessy realizes you are investigating her, she is going to bring some very heavy guns to bear. Let’s not be naïve about this. You are laying your jobs on the line, and mine with them.” 

        I nodded. “We are aware of that sir, which is why we are here. And, more to the point, if what our investigation so far suggests turns out to be true, we’ll be lucky to lose just our jobs.” 

        He grunted. “What do you want to do?” 

        “We have one lead to follow up first, one Jackson Lee. Back in the day, he was Thorndike’s friend and his attorney. We want to see where that leads us. It may lead us away from Hennessy, in which case, all well and good. But in all likelihood, sir, I think in a day or so, we will be seeking an interview with Senator Hennessy.” 

        “And then there are going to be fireworks.” 

        “She doesn’t have a reputation for being cooperative, sir.” 

        He shook his head again. “Other detectives find a body and it was the wife or the husband, or the lover. You investigate a murder and the captain of the precinct has to resign, the local bishop turns out to be in bed with the Mafia, and now you’re going after a senator. I don’t want to even imagine what your next case might dredge up!” 

        Dehan answered with a deadpan face. “Actually, sir, we were thinking of having a look at the Kennedy shooting.” 

        He stared at her, then managed a smile. 

        “All right, detectives, I trust you to act with the utmost discretion and tact. I have seven years before I retire, and I would like to keep it that way.” We stood and moved to the door. There he stopped us. “And, detectives, if you decide to go after Hennessy, I want you to keep me posted every step of the way.” 

        “Yes, sir.” 

        Back at our desk, I picked up the phone and called Bismarck, Jones and Epstein, the firm of attorneys Shelly had told me Lee worked for. They eventually put me through to personnel. Personnel asked me to hold the line and after fifteen minutes an agreeable young man said to me, “Detective Stone? I’m afraid Mr. Lee left our firm about nine years ago.” 

        “What department was he in?” 

        “Um… intellectual property. That’s copyright and…” 

        “I know what it is, thanks. Is there anyone in IP who would remember him?” 

        “Oh, just one moment…” He put me on hold again, but only for ten minutes this time. “Detective Stone? Cynthia Adamopolous is most likely to have known him. Would you like me to put you through?” 

        “Please.” 

        It rang four times. 

        “Cynthia Adamopolous’ office. How may I help you?” 

        I explained who I was and how she could help me. She put me on hold for another ten minutes. Then a voice like a Valkyrie with a parking ticket said, “Adamopolous speaking.” 

        “Ms. Adamopolous, my name is Detective John Stone, with the NYPD. I am trying to get hold of Jackson Lee. I believe he used to work at your firm in your department.” 

        “Yeah, nine years ago. What do you want him for?” 

        “We don’t want him for anything. We just want to ask him a few questions.” 

        “Is he a suspect in a crime?” 

        “No, would that make a difference?” 

        “It could.” 

        “Is he your client?” 

        “… no.” 

        “Then it couldn’t. Do you know where I can contact him?” 

        “I know he had an apartment in Manhattan. I’ll see if I can find out. I’ll call you back…” 

        “No. I’ll hold.” 

        I heard her sigh. “Sure…” 

        I heard her get up from her desk and after a moment there was a quiet, muttered conversation. After a couple of minutes, she came back. “Detective Stone?” 

        “Did he say he wasn’t in?” 

        She was quiet for a moment. “I didn’t speak to him. I can give you his Manhattan number, but I believe he is at his house in Oyster Bay. I’m afraid I haven’t got the address or the number.” 

        “Thank you for your help, Ms. Adamopolous.” 

        I phoned his Manhattan number and got a Latin-American woman who pretended not to understand me. When I finally persuaded I was not going to arrest Señor Lee she told me she thought he was at Oyster Bay and didn’t know when he would be back. After a little more persuasion, she finally gave me the address and the number at Oyster Bay. I dialed and it rang five times. Then, a pleasant voice said, “This is the Lee residence.” 

        “Is that Mr. Jackson Lee?” 

        “No, sir, Mr. Lee is not available at the moment. Who is this?” 

        “This is Detective John Stone of the New York Police Department. I need to speak to Mr. Lee.” 

        “As I say, I am afraid he is not available.” 

        “Well, when will he be available?” 

        “I am afraid I don’t know.” 

        “How can I get hold of him?” 

        “I don’t know that, either.” 

        “Where is he?” 

        “He is away, traveling, detective. And I am not sure when he will return. If you like, when he next contacts me, I can pass on your message and ask him to contact you.” 

        “That would be very kind. Who are you?” 

        “I am Peter Hollis, Mr. Lee’s personal secretary.” 

        I squeezed a cheerfulness into my voice that I did not feel and said, “Well, thanks for your help, Mr. Hollis. I’ll hope to hear from him soon.” 

        “That’s my pleasure, detective. Good day.” 

        I flopped back in my chair and stretched noisily. Then I stared at Dehan for a while. She was staring at the screen of her laptop. She spoke without looking at me. “Did you find him?” 

        “Yup. He’s at Oyster Bay.” 

        “We’ve been there before.” 

        “Don’t remind me.[2]” 

        “You talk to him? Is he willing to see us?” 

        “Not exactly. He thinks I think that he’s traveling around the world in eighty days and he’ll call us when he gets my message.” 

        “Oh.” She heaved a big sigh, rubbed her eyes, and stretched. I heard her spine crunch and clunk. She switched off her laptop and closed the lid as she spoke. “So are we going to surprise him? What’s the plan?” 

        I studied her for a long moment. “You are. You are going to surprise him. You want to drive?” 

        She grinned. “This sounds like fun. Sure.” 

        “Great. We’ll get some lunch on the way back.” 

        She stood. “Can we get some lunch now?” 

        I grabbed my coat. “Now? It’s eleven thirty.” 

        She shoved her hat on her head and stepped into the relentless rain. 

        “Not in Bermuda, it’s not.” 





NINE


   

        It was a long, tedious drive south over the Throgs Neck Bridge to Long Island, and then east on the Long Island Expressway. Even the most beautiful landscape on Earth can look ugly if you throw enough gray rain and slow-moving traffic at it. And there was plenty of both that day on Long Island. A drive that should have taken forty-five minutes took us an hour. 

        All the way across the bridge, Dehan sat and stared at the massive, slow sheet of dark water beneath us. At one point, she said, “My dad used to bring us this way, in the summer, sometimes.” 

        I smiled and asked, “Yeah? You spent summer vacations out here?” 

        She nodded, but kept staring at the water.  

        At Alley Park, we turned east onto the Expressway, over the marshy woodland beneath. There she heaved a big sigh and turned to smile at me. It wasn’t a happy smile, but it was a smile.  

        “So you going to be seeing Shelly again?” 

        I was a little surprised by the question. “You pointed out yesterday that she was a potential suspect, and you were right. It looks as though she might be in Hennessy’s pocket.” 

        She gave a non-committal shrug. “Or she might be a feminist sticking up for a politician she believes in.” 

        I frowned at her and grunted. 

        “If she’s on the level, after the investigation, will you see her again?” 

        I smiled. “This again? What is it with you and trying to get me fixed up?” 

        She shrugged and returned to staring at the traffic. About five minutes later, she said, “I wasn’t trying to fix you up. I was just wondering if you liked her.” 

        I suddenly had the weird feeling that I had stepped through a door into a totally alien landscape, and the person sitting next to me was no longer my partner but a complete stranger. I wanted to ask her what the hell had been eating her for the last couple of days, but for the first time since we’d been partners I found myself holding back. Instead I glanced at her and said, “You okay, Dehan?” 

        She turned and gave me a once-over. “Sure, why?” 

        “I don’t know. You don’t seem yourself for the last couple of days.” 

        She shrugged and shook her head. “I’m myself. Who else would I be? Don’t worry about it.” 

        Only I did worry about it. I tried to ignore it and focus on Jackson Lee and David Thorndike’s article, but instead all I could see and hear in my head was Shelly staring at me and saying, “That girl is hopelessly in love with you!” 

        We drove on in vaguely uncomfortable silence until we came to Jericho. There we turned left and north and I said, “Okay, we make this real simple. You break down outside his house, blocking his drive. You go in and ask for help. Can you please make a call and wait inside out of the rain.” 

        “What if Lee doesn’t show? What if his secretary tells me to take a hike?” 

        “Trust me, Lee will show, and Hollis won’t send you packing.” 

        “How can you be so sure?” 

        I was sure because even in a ridiculous Australian hat and drenched to her skin, she looked like a million bucks wrapped for Christmas and no red-blooded man would turn her away from his door. I was about to say that, but instead I said, “Just look helpless, lay it on thick, I guarantee Lee will show.” 

        “If you say so. So what do I do when he shows?” 

        “Make sure it’s him and call me. Then we confront him.” 

        “And he tells us to get the hell off his property.” 

        “Okay, here is where we have to be smart. Don’t lie to him. We are here legitimately looking for Jackson Lee. We got lost and broke down, and through pure luck, happened to break down outside his house.” 

        “Luck…” 

        “And you don’t identify yourself as a cop straight away, because you don’t realize it’s his house.” 

        She grunted. I turned off Sandy Hill Road onto Blair Road and for a couple of minutes wound through leafy lanes among secluded mansions. After a moment, she said, “I still don’t get why you think he’s going to show and talk to me…” 

        I felt a sudden stab of impatience and snapped, “Because you’re hot, Dehan! You’re not the kind of woman a man turns away!” 

        I scowled at her and saw she was grinning. She slid down in her seat and pulled her hat over her eyes. “Jeez, boss. I thought you’d never say it.” 

        “Good grief!” We turned into Cove Road and I slowed. “Okay, it’s that one up ahead.” I pulled over to the side of the road and stopped. “I’ll wait in the shelter of the trees by the gate. You pull up in front of his gate, kill the engine, and lift the hood. Then go in.” 

        “Okay, you got it.” She took off her hat and handed it to me. “Here, keep your head dry. I’m going for the ‘sexy fresh out of the shower’ look.” 

        I smiled. “Thanks.” 

        I climbed out, planted the hat on my head and took shelter under the trees by the gate. Dehan slid across into the driving seat, drove the twenty yards to the gate, killed the engine and rolled into his drive, blocking the entrance. I watched her get out and within a few seconds she was drenched through—and she was right, soaked to the skin she looked both helpless and very sexy. 

        She lifted the hood and peered into the engine. She made a few helpless gestures for the benefit of anyone who might be watching, then turned and ran toward the house. I smiled to myself. She was one in a million. 

        I approached the gate and settled against the fence to wait, with the rain spattering on the blacktop a few feet away, and tapping coldly on the canopy of leaves above my head. Vaguely, over the sounds of the water, I heard a door open, a man’s voice, an exchange of words and some laughter. Then the door closed again. 

        I waited ten cold, uncomfortable, wet minutes with my feet getting numb, and then my cell rang. It was Dehan. 

        “Hey, where are you?” 

        “What the hell are you talking about?” 

        “Oh, good. Listen, your car broke down, you should really consider getting something that isn’t sixty years old. But as luck would have it, it broke down right in Jackson Lee’s driveway. Can you beat that? Just keep walking down the road till you see your car. He’s a real nice guy. He made me coffee and everything.” 

        “You’re funny. Did you know that?” 

        “No, nobody ever told me that. See you in a minute.” 

        I hung up and walked around the fence into the driveway feeling cold, wet, and sour. I hammered on the door and after a moment a pretty Filipino girl in a French maid’s uniform opened the door.  

        I smiled without much humor. “I’m Detective Stone…” 

        “Yuh, they are expecting you.” She reached out. “Let me take your coat and your hat.” 

        She hung them up and led me across a broad hall with parquet floors to a large set of doors. She pushed them open and said, “Detective Stone here, Mr. Lee.” 

        I stepped into a long room with two sets of French windows overlooking a waterlogged lawn framed by pines, oaks, and tall cypress trees. The room was elaborately elegant, with a large, marble fireplace set between the French windows, a heavy, beige Wilton carpet, ornate sofas and armchairs with exposed, tooled wood, and English fox hunting prints on the walls in thin, black frames. Lee was standing by the fire and Dehan was sitting in an armchair, holding a cup of coffee. She looked freshly toweled. They were both watching me. Lee was tall, maybe six-two, and like his room, he was elaborately elegant.  

        “Detective Stone, may I offer you a hot drink? Please come and sit in front of the fire. Or perhaps you would like to go and dry off in the restroom?” 

        I approached the fire. “Thank you, Mr. Lee. We won’t keep you.” 

        “That was quite a coincidence, your breaking down right in my driveway.” 

        I sat and gave him my most blank stare. “About as much of a coincidence as your returning from your travels on the very day we come looking for you.” 

        “Touché. I understand you want to ask me about Dave.” 

        “Yeah, just a couple of questions. When did he give you his article and his laptop?” 

        He stared at me for a long moment, then frowned and swallowed. “Excuse me?” 

        I repeated very deliberately, “When did he give you his article and his laptop, Mr. Lee?” 

        “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about, detective. Dave never gave me any article or any laptop. What makes you think he did?” 

        I frowned. “You were his attorney.” 

        “So?” 

        “He was a very cautious, suspicious, security-conscious man. He didn’t give it to Bob Shaw…” I shrugged and shook my head. “So I assumed he gave it to you.” 

        He gave a small laugh. “That’s a pretty big assumption, detective. And a mistaken one. In fact, I had started to distance myself from Dave some time before he died.” 

        Dehan put down her cup on the coffee table. “Oh, why’s that?” 

        He sighed. “To be perfectly honest, he was starting to grate on me.” 

        She scrunched up her brow. “Grate on you? What does that mean?” 

        “He was a class A narcissist. He thought the entire universe revolved around him, and treated people accordingly. I had known Dave and Samantha for a few years. I liked her. She was a good person and frankly deserved a damn sight better than Dave. I got tired of the way he treated her.” 

        I asked bluntly, “Were you in love with her.” 

        He laughed. “Oh no, you don’t! No, I was not in love with her. I just liked her. And he was an ass. And when I heard that he had shacked up with that girl…” 

        “Katie O’Connor?” 

        “Yeah, Katie O’Connor.” 

        “Who told you he’d shacked up with her?” 

        He blinked at me a few times. “Well, um, he did.” 

        “How come? I thought he’d gone off the radar.” 

        His eyes flitted around the room for a moment, then he gave a small laugh. “It’s a long time ago. I don’t remember the details, but as I recall it, he had just had this girl move in with him. He called me and we met for coffee…” 

        Dehan interrupted him. “What for?” 

        “Excuse me?” 

        “What did he call you for?” 

        “To have coffee.” 

        I sighed. “What my partner means, Mr. Lee, is that David had gone undercover. He was immersed in his investigation and typically, when he was doing that, he would not contact anybody at all. So what made him contact you at that time, aside from having coffee?” 

        He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “I honestly don’t recall.” 

        “And that was the last time you saw him alive.” 

        “Yes, I suppose it was.” 

        “You suppose it was?” 

        “It’s a figure of speech, detective. It was in fact the last time I saw him, alive or otherwise.” 

        “Did he at any time give you any indication of what his article was about?” 

        He shook his head again. “No, he never discussed his articles with me. That was between him and Bob.” 

        I nodded. “I just have a couple more questions, Mr. Lee, and then we’ll leave you in peace. Back then you specialized in intellectual property rights, is that correct?” 

        “Sure.” 

        “That must be a very lucrative area of law.” 

        He smiled. “Very much so. When you think about the kind of properties you’re dealing with.” He spread his hands. “Star Wars, Star Trek, The Lord of the Rings, The Da Vinci Code, Harry Potter… You are talking about hundreds of millions, perhaps billions of dollars’ worth of property every year. And the property is all ideas! Whom do those ideas belong to? Well, that’s where I come in, to help the judge decide.” 

        “I see, yes. Well, that kind of answers my second question. Why does a reporter need a lawyer?” 

        “Oh, sure! With a journalist, not only are you dealing with intellectual property rights, but also libel. You have to be very careful as a journalist. You are treading a very fine line.” 

        Dehan was smiling at the fire. She knew what was coming next. I made appreciative noises and said, “Wow, yeah. On a paper like the Telegraph that’s pretty important. You must have saved his bacon a couple of times.” 

        He gave a self-deprecating smile. “More than twice.” 

        “And here’s the thing that confuses me, Mr. Lee. How could you help him, if he never discussed his cases with you?” 

        He froze. Then after a moment, he laughed. “Kudos, Detective Stone. Well played. Naturally he discussed his cases with me. And as his attorney those discussions were, and are, covered by client confidentiality. I did not discuss his last article with him because, as I have explained to you, by then I had started to distance myself from him.” 

        Dehan spoke up suddenly. “How well do you know Shelly Pearce?” 

        He pushed out his bottom lip and shrugged. “Our paths cross occasionally, socially.” 

        I added, “How about Carol Hennessy?” 

        He looked surprised. “Senator Hennessy? Hardly at all. Again, our paths cross from time to time…” 

        I stood. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Lee. As you see, it really wasn’t worth hiding from us.” 

        “I assure you, that was not my…” 

        Dehan stood and cut across him, “But next time, you might be wise to!” He looked at her in alarm and she laughed and slapped his shoulder. “Just kidding, Jackson. Thanks for the coffee. See you around.” 

        He managed to force a laugh and walked us to the door. I put the hat in Dehan’s head, raised my collar, and we made a run for the Jag. I slammed the hood closed and we climbed in and closed the doors. Warped through the water on the windshield, I could see Lee watching us from the door. I turned the key and gunned the engine, then watched him step into the house and close the door. 

        I reversed onto the wet road and we headed off, on our long, wet journey back toward the Bronx. 





TEN


   

        As we emerged from the upper-middle class, leafy perfection of Oyster Bay, the rain was like a funeral procession of giant, wet shrouds marching in across the sodden landscape from the immensity of the Atlantic. We followed Cove Road south as far as the North Hempstead Turnpike, then turned west, following the empty highway through tall pines and the naked skeletons of other trees I could not identify. We drove in silence until I said, “Questions.” 

        “I have a couple: why did he lie about Dave not discussing his work with him? And why did he want to avoid seeing us…?” 

        I made a face and sighed. “Those questions sound unanswerable, Dehan. But what happens if we change the interrogative particle?” 

        She laughed. “The what now? The interrogative…?” 

        “Interrogative particle. The ‘W’ word, what, why, where…” 

        “And whom?” 

        “Yes, and also whom.” 

        “Okay, I know you don’t like ‘why’. It’s too open, I agree. Let me try. What made him lie about Dave not discussing his work with him? Okay, you’re right…” 

        “Two things immediately become clear, don’t they?” 

        “Yeah, either he did discuss the article with him, and he didn’t want us to know…” 

        “Or they fell out over something. Something serious enough for Dave to break his rule of not meeting people while he was on a story,” 

        “And something, maybe, serious enough for Lee to kill Dave and take the story and the laptop.” 

        “So what is our next question, avoiding the very open particle ‘why’?” 

        She thought for a moment. “What did they fall out over, that could be that serious?” 

        I nodded. “Yes, that, and also, if he did take the laptop and the article, what stopped him from publishing it?” 

        She frowned at me and nodded. “It has to be worth a lot of money to the paper. The way Dave described it to Bob Shaw, it could be worth millions.” 

        We lapsed into silence again, hypnotized by the rhythm of the windshield wipers and the steady hum of the Jaguar moving ever forward through the long tunnel of winter trees, stark shapes twisted against the low ceiling of ash-gray clouds. 

        Eventually Dehan sighed. “You know how it is, Stone. It always comes back to one thing.” 

        “Sex?” 

        She looked at me a moment, then shrugged. “I was going to say love, but I guess they’re not so different in the end.” 

        “If we believe William James and Donald Symons, love is a powerful cocktail of neurotransmitters and hormones, primarily oxytocin, dopamine, estrogen, and testosterone, that drive the most powerful elements of love,” I glanced at her. “Attachment, partner preference, and sex drive. Dopamine can make a person very goal-driven, and testosterone can give a person the aggression and the focus to do almost anything to achieve that goal.” 

        She looked away into the gray light. “That has to be the ugliest view of love I ever heard.” 

        I smiled. “I’d have to agree with you. Unfortunately it’s a view that is backed up by a lot of hard science.” 

        “Doesn’t it miss something? Isn’t there a little more to it than that?” 

        “I think so…” I hesitated for a second. “But that’s another discussion, to be had over a steak and a bottle of wine or two. The point is, sex and love are part and parcel, at least where murder is concerned.” I paused a moment to think about what I was saying. “Mothers, siblings, even children, might kill to protect their family. But murder, that dark drive to kill, that is usually fuelled by the darker side of love, isn’t it? The desire to possess, to own, to dominate, they are all appetites that are woven into the sex drive.” 

        She was frowning at me, like she was four and I had told her that Santa Claus had just shot Bugs Bunny down a dark ally and stolen his money so he could get drunk at the local clip joint.  

        “What about nurturing, care, respect, honor, tenderness…?” 

        I smiled at her. “Hey, don’t get me wrong, Dehan. I’m not saying that’s all there is. I’m not even saying that’s what I believe. All I am saying is, as you know yourself, ninety percent of murders are committed for love. Love has a dark side, and that dark side is all about possession, ownership and domination.” 

        “I guess.” 

        I was silent for a bit. Outside, the rain had eased. The wipers had slowed to a steady sixty beats per minute. A voice in my head was telling me to change the subject, but somebody else seemed to be operating my mouth. 

        “Those other elements, respect, tenderness, I guess those are what we are capable of distilling from those darker drives.” I glanced at her and gave a small shrug. “There are things the mighty god of science has not yet explained, Dehan. Consciousness and love are two of those things.” 

        She studied my face for a while as we approached Little Neck Bay and crossed over the bridge. 

        “I guess we got a bit sidetracked, huh?” 

        “I guess murder is not mechanical. Murder is a huge step for any person. It’s the product of deep, powerful passions. There is no harm in having some understanding of those passions. Ronald Laing said that life was a sexually transmitted disease, and that the mortality rate was one hundred percent. He might have added that murder was too.” 

        She nodded and looked away again. “You’re deep, Stone. You’re deep.” I snorted quietly, but she ignored me. “So it always comes back to love, and more specifically, sex. Are we saying that Lee and Samantha might have started having an affair?” 

        “It’s one possible motive, isn’t it?” 

        “Uh-huh, but it raises two questions.” She lifted her left hand with two fingers raised. “One, why’d she go… Sorry, what made her go and marry somebody else, not Lee, after Dave was killed? And two, once again, what happened to the article and his laptop?” 

        “In answer to your first point, maybe it wasn’t mutual. She was feeling abandoned and frustrated because of Dave’s neglect. Lee was there. They had sex. For her it was an escape, for him it was more.” 

        “Okay, and the article?” 

        I thought for a moment, as we approached the Throgs Neck Bridge. “He realized that publication of the article posed a threat, not just to Dave, but to Samantha as well.” 

        “Huh… So if this is right, they meet to discuss the article and the risks involved in publishing it. Lee is already having an affair with Samantha, and it’s getting serious for him. Dave reveals the nature of the article and Lee sees the risks involved—forty-plus people have died already as a result of crossing this dame. He tells him not to do it, that he is putting Samantha in danger as well as himself.” 

        “How is that exactly? Spell it out for me.” 

        “Okay, we are assuming that Hennessy has a long track record of eliminating people who threaten to expose her or cross her in some way. Lee sees a risk that if Dave goes ahead with the article, Hennessy could threaten him, but she could also go after his wife.” She spread her hands. “If they take him out, the article could go ahead anyway, and worse still, give more credence to the story. Let’s face it, the Telegraph has a reputation for not giving in to intimidation. The murder of a journalist could just boost sales. But if she threatens Dave’s wife, he may not publish at all. All I am saying is that Lee might have seen this possibility.” 

        I nodded. “Okay, it’s possible.” 

        “But Dave doesn’t give a damn. He’s going ahead anyway. So Lee goes to see him, kills him, and takes the article and the laptop and drops them in the Hudson.” 

        “Hmmm…” 

        “Hmmm?” 

        “It’s almost a perfect fit. How would we prove it?” 

        “That’s tricky. We would need a confession from Samantha that she had an affair with Lee, just to get started. We could get them both in for questioning and play them against each other.” 

        I shook my head. “Lee would plead the fifth, hire a team of lawyers, and long before we got to trial he’d see we had squat. And we’d never get to trial because the DA would also see we had squat. And before that happened, we wouldn’t even be able to charge him.” 

        “So what do you suggest?” 

        “For the moment I think the Lee-Samantha avenue is blocked, but if there is anything in it, it might open up if we approach from another angle.” 

        “What angle?” 

        “Hennessy. I think I’d like to poke Hennessy and see if she jumps.” 

        “Seriously?” She frowned at me. “What will you poke her with? You just said we had squat.” 

        I grinned. “Squat can hurt if you sharpen it enough. At the very least it can look scary.” 

        We joined the Cross Bronx Expressway and the traffic started to get heavier. Dehan said, “You want to put that into plain language?” 

        “You ever heard of Milton Erickson?” 

        “No. Should I have?” 

        “He was a surgeon, a psychiatrist, and a hypnotist. He came up with this idea of being ‘artfully vague.’” 

        “Artfully vague?” 

        “Yeah. If I say to you, ‘You are feeling all those feelings you get when you start to feel sleepy,’ even though I haven’t mentioned any of those feelings, your mind will automatically supply them. You might even start to feel sleepy.” 

        “Huh. Okay, so…?” 

        “I say to you, ‘In his study, he had all the things you’d expect from an old-fashioned gentleman.’ I haven’t mentioned a single stick of furniture, but your mind has produced all the images of what you would expect in an old-fashioned gentleman’s study. Right?” 

        “Yup.” 

        “So if I suggest something to you, but I am artfully vague about the details, your brain will unconsciously supply what’s missing. What I am curious to find out is, if I suggest, in an artfully vague way, to Carol Hennessy, that we have new information about David Thorndike and his article, what details will her brain supply? And how will she respond? If I poke her, how will she jump?” 

        “I agree that would be interesting, but, Stone, what precisely are we trying to find out?” 

        I took a deep breath. It was a good question. “I think what I would really like to know right now is, did Carol Hennessy know that David Thorndike was investigating her? And, if so, did she know that he was ready to publish his article? The answer to those two questions would focus our investigation.” 

        We had pulled onto the Boulevard and were approaching the turn off for the 43rd. Dehan grunted. “You’re a devious son of a bitch, Stone. You promised me lunch on the way. You got me soaked, made me lie to an attorney, filled my head with suggestive ambiguity, and never even bought me lunch.” 

        I spoke without thinking and an ugly gnome in my head started beating an alarm bell with an iron hammer. I tried hard to ignore it. 

        “You’re right. Tell you what, I’ll get some sandwiches and coffee from the deli. You find a number for Carol Hennessy, and tonight we’ll grab a couple of steaks and a bottle of wine to make up for lunch. Whaddya say?” 

        I thought she hesitated a moment. “Yeah, sounds good.” 

        “You got other plans?” 

        She shook her head. “Nope. No other plans.” 

        “Good.” 

        I pulled into the parking lot at the station house and we climbed out into the heavy drizzle. I watched her run across the road in her long coat with her hat squashed on her head and run up the two steps into the porch. Then I made my way down to the deli on the corner to get lunch. 

        All the way there and all the way back, I kept turning over a single fact. It didn’t tell me anything, it didn’t lead me anywhere that I could see, but I knew it was important; not just important, it was central. Yet I couldn’t see what it meant. 

        Jackson Lee had not stolen the article and the laptop. Because the article and the laptop had disappeared from the apartment before David had been killed. That meant that David—and by the looks of it, only David—knew where his laptop and the article were. 

        Whoever killed him, did not kill him to get the article. And that fact was crucial, but I couldn’t see how. 





ELEVEN


   

        When I got back to our desk, Dehan was on the phone. I put her sandwich and her coffee down in front of her and she put the phone on speaker.  

        “Mr. D’Angelo, my partner Detective Stone has just joined me and I have put the phone on speaker so that he can hear us. “ 

        “Indeed, good afternoon, Detective Stone. I was just explaining to Detective Dehan that Senator Hennessy has a very busy schedule and it will not be possible for her to speak with you at the moment.” 

        I dropped into my seat and said, “I am sure Detective Dehan made it clear that this was a murder inquiry.” 

        “Indeed she did, and I can assure you that Senator Hennessy is very concerned about the issue of law and order in our city. However, Senator Hennessy has no knowledge of any specific cases where crimes have been committed…” 

        “How do you know?” 

        “Excuse me?” 

        “How do you know that she has no knowledge concerning any specific cases?” 

        “Senator Hennessy does not have any personal knowledge relating to any particular cases where a crime has been…” 

        “Mr. D’Angelo.” 

        “… committed, because Senator Hennessy…” 

        “Mr. D’Angelo!” 

        “… does not have and never has had any connection with…” 

        “Mr. D’Angelo!” 

        A few of the detectives at the other desks turned to look. Several of them were smiling. D’Angelo finished. “… any criminal activities. Yes, Detective Stone?” 

        “Quit quoting copy at me.” 

        “Excuse me?” 

        I sighed. “Stop reciting at me. We are conducting a murder investigation, not writing an article for a college magazine. We believe Senator Hennessy may have information relevant to our investigation. We need to talk to her.” 

        “I am quite certain Senator Hennessy has no information relevant to your inquiry, detective.” 

        “Really?” 

        “Indeed.” 

        “Well, this might come as a surprise to you, D’Angelo, but I don’t actually give a rat’s ass about your opinion. I need to talk to Hennessy. Now, give me a date and a time or I am going to come down to your office with a dozen journalists in tow and we’re going to make the headlines on the six o’clock news.” 

        “Detective, are you threatening the senator?” 

        “I don’t know, why don’t you give me your opinion on that? And while you’re thinking about it, tell me when we can come and talk to her.” 

        “Please hold.” 

        I looked at Dehan. She was holding her sandwich in both hands and chewing while she watched me. 

        I said, “I want somebody who can interface between me and the world, and tell everybody what I know, what I don’t know, what I think, what I have and haven’t seen and done. And I don’t want anybody anywhere ever to question what my mouthpiece says. This is what we call democratic accountability.” 

        She listened without expression throughout my little speech. When I’d finished, she swallowed and said, “Indeed.” 

        I unwrapped my sandwich and bit into it. I was halfway through eating it when D’Angelo came back on the line. 

        “Detective Stone?” 

        I said something that sounded like a mouthful of “Yumph!” 

        “Senator Hennessy is not available to comment at this time…” 

        I sat forward, switched the phone off speaker and picked it up. I spoke very quietly. “Now you listen very carefully to what I am about to say, D’Angelo. I am going to be at Hennessy’s office this afternoon at three o’clock. I expect her to be there to answer my questions. If she is not, I am going to turn up the day after with six patrol cars, sirens wailing and lights flashing, and I am going to send six more to her house, and believe me, pal, hard as I try to keep it quiet, somehow the press will find out about it. So you had better think this through, and give your boss the right advice.” 

        I hung up. 

        We sat and chewed and stared at each other. She drained her coffee and sighed. “She won’t be there.” 

        “I know. D’Angelo will be there, and he’ll be instructed to find out what we know and what we are after.” 

        “What will you tell him?” 

        “I’ll be artfully vague.” 

        She raised an eyebrow at me. “Can you do that? Can you be artfully vague to somebody through a third party?” 

        “No, not really. But I will give him a message to carry to her.” 

        “Let me guess.” 

        “I’d be glad if you did.” 

        “That we know where the article is.” 

        “Too on the nose, after all, she might already have it, and the laptop.” I scratched my chin. “Though it’s unlikely.” 

        “That we know the contents, that there was a copy…” 

        “Better. Let’s play it by ear.” I stood. “We’d better tell Newman. He wanted to be kept in the loop.” 

        I put my coat on one-handed as we stepped out and pressed the inspector’s speed dial. 

        “Inspector Newman.” 

        “Inspector, it’s Stone here. Just to let you know, we’ve made an appointment with Senator Hennessy and we are on our way now. I’ll let you know how it goes.” 

        “Splendid. Good work, Stone.” 

        “Thank you, sir.” 

        Dehan looked at me and gave her head a small shake. “That’s keeping him in the loop?” 

        I shrugged. “What can I tell you? The man’s busy. I don’t want to waste his time.” 

   


* * *


   

        The Hennessy Foundation was on the 32nd floor of the Rockford Building on 6th Avenue. The reception area was functional, with a deep blue carpet and a white desk set by large, glass double doors emblazoned with a spray of twenty-three stars. The girl behind it was regulation-pretty with blonde hair and blue eyes and a smile that was friendly but tinted with arrogance, Hennessy was the People’s Woman, and anybody on her team was a cut above the common man. Orwell would have known exactly what they were about. 

        I showed the girl my badge and she tried not to wince. Ugly truth had no place in the Hennessy Foundation. “I’m Detective Stone, this is Detective Dehan. We’re here to see Senator Hennessy.” 

        She narrowed her eyes so that her smile stopped looking like a smile. “Have you got an appointment?” 

        “I don’t know.” 

        “See, you’re going to need an appointment.” 

        I looked at her with no expression until she blinked and started to look nervous, then I said, “Call D’Angelo and tell him we’re here.” 

        She picked up her phone and pressed a button. 

        “Mr. D’Angelo, there are two detectives here to see the senator… Yes, sir.” She hung up and looked at me with unhappy eyes. “He’ll be here in just a moment if you would like to wait over there.” She pointed at some blue chairs up against the wall. I didn’t look at them. I kept watching her without expression.  

        “What happens if I don’t want to wait there? What happens if I want to wait somewhere else?” 

        “You can wait wherever you like, sir.” 

        “I know. I’m a cop.” 

        I turned to face Dehan. She had her coat open and her hands thrust in the back pockets of her jeans. She was eyeing me with a small frown on her brow. I shrugged. “In the bad old days, they used to tell you what you couldn’t do. Today they tell you what you have to do. It gets on my nerves.” 

        The doors opened and man in an Italian suit, who looked as if he’d been shrink-wrapped after grooming, stepped out and approached us. 

        “Detectives Stone and Dehan.” He held out his hand and as we shook it he said, “The Hennessy Foundation welcomes you.” 

        I smiled. “How about you?” 

        “Excuse me?” 

        “You’re excused. Where is Senator Hennessy?” 

        “As I told you on the telephone, she is not available to answer your questions.” 

        “Okay, D’Angelo, let’s go somewhere where we can talk privately, because there are some things I need to explain to you so that you understand them.” 

        He gave a small intake of breath that was not quite a gasp and said, “Please follow me.” 

        He led us through the double glass doors across a large, open-plan room carpeted in blue and into a small conference room, about thirty feet by twenty. There was a large, high-gloss oval table in the middle with twelve chairs around it. There were no windows. I pulled out a chair and sat. Dehan sat next to me and D’Angelo hesitated a moment. I nodded at a chair and said, “Sit.” 

        He sat. 

        “These bullying tactics will not get you anywhere, Detective Stone.” 

        I raised a hand. “Lets quit the posturing and cut to the chase. I need to talk to Hennessy. More to the point, she needs to talk to me. Now, I don’t know what kind of access you have to her…” 

        “I am her personal secretary.” There was no expression on his face when he said it, but you could smell the pride. Maybe it was his pheromones.  

        “Good, so you need to make her understand that we are investigating the David Thorndike murder. I want you to make a note of that name…” 

        He nodded once. “I have.” 

        “And we need to know what happened to the original manuscript of his article, and his original notes on his laptop. Have you understood that clearly, D’Angelo?” 

        He blinked three times before he answered. 

        “Yes, I have understood.” 

        I studied his face closely. He looked about forty-one or two, but he might have been as much as forty-seven. I asked him, “How long have you worked for Hennessy?” 

        “I have worked for the Hennessy Foundation for twenty years.” 

        “So you must remember the Thorndike case.” 

        He gave his head a small shake. “Not really.” 

        “But you must understand how important it could be to Senator Hennessy…” 

        “I am not qualified to comment on that point.” 

        I nodded and smiled. “Sure. But I am. I am going to expect a call tomorrow, arranging a meeting with the senator. Now, one way or another I am going to see her and talk to her. It can either be in a discreet, private interview here, in her offices, or it can be in a very public display, down at the station in the Bronx.” 

        He shook his head and narrowed his eyes. “You can’t force her to go down to the station.” 

        I leered at him. “Are you sure about that, D’Angelo? According to New York state law, under what circumstances can I take her downtown?” 

        He hesitated for a second, “Only under arrest.” 

        I leaned forward. “Talk to your boss, D’Angelo. Let’s get this resolved quietly and without embarrassing anybody. I think Carol Hennessy has had more than enough embarrassment in her career already, don’t you, Dehan?” 

        She nodded. “I reckon so, Stone. Sometimes a simple conversation can save somebody a lot of trouble and upset.” 

        I went to stand, but stopped. “One last question, D’Angelo. Were you Hennessy’s private secretary back when Shelly Pearce interviewed her about the Thorndike murder?” 

        He frowned. “Yes. I have been with the senator for twelve years.” 

        “Right.” I smiled wolfishly at him. “But I bet you get to see Pearce often now, huh? Tell me something, is she as good-looking in person as she is in her pictures?” 

        He looked at me in mild disgust. “I am really not qualified to answer that question, Detective Stone. Now if there is nothing else…” 

        “C’mon! We’re guys. Don’t be so uptight! Is she a looker? Huh? I heard she likes to drink! Did she ever come on to you?” 

        “Ms. Pearce is a perfect lady, Detective Stone, and her behavior has always been exemplary. Now I am really going to have to ask you to leave.” 

        “Fine! We’re going!” I stood and pointed my finger at him like a gun. “But I’ll be waiting for that call. Don’t make me do anything your boss will regret. You got me?” 

        “I understand! Good day, detectives!” 

        We rode the elevator down to the lobby. All the way I was smiling. When we got to the big doors it was already getting dark and the headlamps and the traffic lights were spilling over the wet blacktop like broken Jell-O. 

        “Come on, Dehan, let’s beat the rush hour. We’ll check in at the station, then do some shopping and head to my place. Whaddya say?” 

        She nodded and we ran through the rain to the car and clambered in. As she closed the door, she said, “You want to tell me what all that sexist misogynist crap was about?” 

        I smiled. “Sure, I thought you’d get it. I wanted to know if Shelly Pearce was a regular visitor to Hennessy’s place. She said she only knew her in passing because they moved in the same social circle. Seems, according to D’Angelo, that it’s a little more than that.”  

        I turned the key and listened to the comfortable rumble of the big old engine. “Rittoo Glasshoppa must rearn to trust ancient Sensei.” 

        “You’re deep, Sensei. I have to hand it to you. You are one deep son of a bitch.” 

        I chuckled and pulled out into the dark, wet flow of cars. “Well, gee, Dehan! Thanks!” 

        Her face suddenly lit up. “Say! You want I should make moussaka? We have time today!” 

        “Sounds good to me!” 

        “Yeah! We’ll make moussaka!” 

        And we moved off, toward the Bronx.  





TWELVE


   

        Back at the station, I was half expecting Inspector Newman to call us up to his office and chew my nuts off for giving the senator a hard time. The chances were pretty good that Hennessy’s attorneys would make an official complaint. I had rattled her cage and I had to expect her to spit at me a bit. But when we went up to report to him, Newman listened quietly to our slightly edited story and nodded when we’d finished. By the looks of it, the mighty Hennessy war machine had not rolled into action after all. That was interesting in itself. He shrugged and said, “Well, as long as you are doing it by the book and there is no serious comeback for the precinct, that is fine by me. What is your take on it?” 

        I thrust out my bottom lip and stared at Dehan, who raised her eyebrows. I let her answer. “It’s hard to say at this stage, sir. Until we get a better idea of what happened to the article and the laptop, it is all conjecture. We are hoping that Senator Hennessy can cast some light on that for us.” 

        “Yes, admirably sensible approach. I applaud you both. Keep me posted.” 

        We thanked him and made our way down the stairs. At our desks, as we were closing down our computers and collecting up our stuff, Sergeant Maria Lopez came in carrying a manila envelope.  

        “Detective Stone. A letter came for you while you were out.” 

        I took it, thanked her, and stuck it in my pocket. Dehan glanced at me as she stuffed her laptop in her bag. “Aren’t you going to open it?” 

        I shook my head. “I’ll look at it at home, while you’re cooking, darling.” 

        She spluttered. I grinned at her and wondered what the hell I was doing. A couple of the guys glanced up as we left and I heard laughter behind us as we stepped back out into the evening. 

        We stopped at Kmart, on Bruckner Boulevard, to get some wine and some ingredients, then drove on to my house on Haight Avenue. 

        I lit a fire and poured two martinis while Dehan went upstairs to dry her hair and change into dry clothes. Over the last year we had slipped into a routine. Once or twice a week, sometimes it was a bit more than that, she would come over and stay. We’d make a meal and have a few drinks and discuss whatever case we were on. At least, it started out with cases, but lately she’d been coming over to see the fight too, and we’d spent Christmas together. It had only been about a year, but in that time she’d kind of taken possession of my spare room, and always had a change of clothes there. In fact I had come to think of it, unconsciously, as her room.  

        It was a comfortable feeling that I enjoyed. It was the closest thing I had to family now, which was why Shelly’s comments had unsettled me. If she was right, it would change everything. I knew she wasn’t right, the idea was absurd, but it’s like when somebody tells you not to think about cockroaches. After that, it’s all you can think about. 

        I heard her coming down the stairs, talking, and smiled. 

        “I was going to have a shower, then I thought I’d better get the moussaka on, cause it’s going to take at least an hour, and we want to make an early start tomorrow, right? So we don’t want to be eating too late…” She stopped, tying her hair up in a knot behind her neck. “What?” 

        I realized I was staring and shook my head. “Nothing. You’re right. Here’s your drink.” 

        She took the glass and smiled. “Nice fire, Sensei.” 

        She sipped and went into the kitchen, pushing up the sleeves of her sweatshirt. I followed, and while she began getting the things from the fridge, I rested my ass against the sink, took a knife, and opened the envelope Maria had given me at the station. 

        It was two sheets of paper, printed and stapled together. I flipped to the end of the second page. There was no signature. I started to read. Dehan, holding two eggplants, bumped me with her shoulder and said, “Move, Big Guy.” 

        I shifted over and she started washing the vegetables. She glanced at me and then at the letter. After that she dried her hands and started cutting them into rounds. “What is it?” 

        “It’s anonymous. Mainly it’s an itemized list of Hennessy’s victims between the year 2000 and 2008, but it claims she used one particular hit man during that period. Give me a couple of freezer bags, will you?” 

        She handed me two transparent plastic bags from the cupboard and I slipped the notes into them.  

        “We’ll send them for prints tomorrow. Listen.” I started to read. “‘The importance of Thorndike’s investigation, and the reason it proceeded so swiftly, was that he made contact with that hit man, I do not know his name, so we will call him K. 

        “‘K agreed, for reasons which are not clear to me, to tell Thorndike everything in exchange for his own anonymity. He gave times, dates, and locations regarding his meetings with Anthony D’Angelo, acting on behalf of Carol Hennessy, and later meetings with Hennessy herself. He gave details of payments made, both in cash and transfers to a numbered account in Belize, each coinciding with one of the hits.  

        “‘It was K’s policy to keep photographic, video and audio records of his meetings as insurance against being shopped by his employers. He made electronic copies of  all of these available to Thorndike. What Thorndike had in his article was damning, conclusive proof that Carol Hennessy had ordered the assassination of at least ten people who had threatened one way or another to expose her corrupt deals.  

        “‘These deals ranged from real estate scams in the 1980s and ’90s and illegal arms deals with oppressive regimes, to illegal deals with states that supported Islamic terrorism in the first decade of the new millennium. Most of the latter deals were conducted through the Hennessy Foundation in the guise of aid to third-world and developing countries. 

        “‘There were also allegations of mental and emotional instability against Carol Hennessy, ranging from sadomasochistic orgies, hysterical rages against her staff, in which she threatened them with violence, to inappropriate lesbian advances on members of her election campaign team. 

        “‘The victims listed were all either involved in investigations against her, or were witnesses who had volunteered to testify in those investigations. There follows a list of the ten victims that K confessed to have eliminated, along with the date of the execution, the price he was paid, method of payment, and the reason for the execution.’” 

        I turned the page. The names were listed by date. I scanned quickly through them without really paying attention. 

 Harold Little,  

 Albert Brightman,  

 Jack O’Connor,  

 Carl Beeman,  

 Emmanuel Odembe,  

 Kathleen Henson,  

 Danniele Frostrup,  

 Philip Olsen, 

 Ralph Denby, 

 Gustave Boucher, 

        I looked up at Dehan. She had just dumped a pile of diced lamb into a blue cast iron pot and the smell of herbs, frying onions, and olive oil was strong on the air. She said, “We need to work through those names systematically and check for any discrepancies.” She listed on her fingers. “Are they in fact dead, did they die as and where our informant says, did they have the connection to Hennessy that he or she claims…” 

        “If they check out, we need to find this informer.” I waved the letter. “And, above all, we need to find K.” 

        “Question: why hasn’t—sorry, what stopped our informant from giving us K’s name, and how does our informant have this information? The pool of people who could know all this is very small.” 

        I looked back at the letter. “It says he doesn’t know K’s name.” 

        “Okay, so we are looking at somebody who is close to Dave, but not so close that he confides everything. That narrows it to two people.” 

        “Lee and Katie.” 

        She made a face like brain strain. “But that doesn’t make any sense at all! Why tell us one thing face to face and then send an anonymous letter?” 

        I nodded. “What would make a person do that? Well… either they have a reason for concealing the fact that they know, because it puts them at risk somehow…” 

        She shrugged. “That’s possible.” 

        “Or there is a third person he was close to, who is remaining hidden.” 

        She puffed out her cheeks and blew noisily. “That’s a lot of hiding people, Stone. Dave, K, and now our anonymous informer.” 

        I grunted and sipped my drink while she cooked. I watched her put layers of meat, potato, and eggplant into the iron dish and then stand stirring a béchamel sauce. Eventually, she said, “Open the wine, will you? It’ll need to breathe. You want a salad?” 

        Absently, I said, “Do I look like a wabbit?” and grabbed the bottle.  

        She shrugged, put the moussaka in the oven, and reached for the salad bowl. “Yeah, a bit you do. We’ll have a salad.” 

        I moved her aside and took the corkscrew from the drawer and started pulling the cork. “Let me ask you something. If you were a world class assassin, and you had decided for some reason to turn on a client of the caliber of Carol Hennessy, would you hang around in New York?” 

        She turned and looked at me with a half-bisected avocado in her hand. 

        “No. No, I wouldn’t.” 

        “Where would you go?” 

        “I’d go somewhere remote. I’d probably go to an island in the Indian Ocean, or Brazil. If for some reason I stayed in the country, I’d go to Wyoming, or Colorado, one of the Dakotas.” 

        I pulled the cork and it popped loudly. I smelled it and she stepped over to smell too. 

        “That’s the ‘nose’, right?” 

        I nodded. 

        “The bouquet is different. It comes later.” 

        I smiled. “That’s right.” 

        “I’ve been reading about it.” She returned to the salad. “You don’t know how long you’ve got in this life, Stone. The end can come suddenly, out of nowhere. You have to appreciate every moment.” She waved her knife at me. “And you know something else I realized?” 

        “What’s that, Dehan?” 

        “People have to learn to appreciate. Appreciating, enjoying, they don’t just come naturally. You have to learn. It’s a way of thinking. It’s like thinking with your body instead of just your brain.” 

        “Wow.” 

        “So anyway, keep talking. K is not in New York. Where is he? Set the table.” 

        I grabbed a handful of knives and forks from the drawer. “The only person who knew is dead. But he can still tell us.” 

        I went and started setting two places at the table. 

        She was cutting tomatoes into the salad bowl. “He can? How?” 

        “Because at some point between his last article, where he was laying into Hennessy, and his taking the apartment in Manor Avenue and starting his investigation, he made contact with K. That was what triggered his sudden obsession. That’s why he was so excited. Because here was an opportunity to go after a really big prize. Now, if K wasn’t living in New York, that means either K traveled here to see David, or David traveled there, wherever he was, to see him. And that has to be the more likely scenario. So somewhere on David’s bank or credit card records, there are going to be trips to some location where he met K. It’s a place to start.” 

        She nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense.” She thought about it a moment. “Plus, any visitors he received at his apartment on Manor Avenue, Mr. Gupta would have noticed. And he didn’t mention anyone… unless…” 

        “The woman he thought was Katie, on Friday night?” 

        “Could it be? K changes his mind and takes out David?” 

        “K is a woman…?” 

        She sipped and smiled. “Man… I am no expert, but I always thought female assassins were just in Hollywood. Usually they are ex-military, or CIA.” 

        “I am inclined to agree, but the fact is we don’t know.” I sighed and shook my head. “Let’s face it, Dehan, we still know practically nothing. It is all allegations, hints, theories… But we have zip in the way of facts.” 

        She sucked her teeth for a moment and pointed at the letter. “But that, that baby might change everything. If we can track K, that will change everything.” 

        We stared at each other for a long moment. Finally, I said, “Dehan, we are looking at political conspiracy. These people are very powerful and very dangerous. I know what you are going to say, but I have to ask. Do you want out?” 

        “Really? Come here so I can smack you in the mouth. No, Stone, we take these bastards down and we make them pay. That’s our job. So let’s do it.” 

        I nodded and went to check the table and finished setting it. I stared at it unseeing for a few seconds. Then, without really knowing why, I said, “Dehan?” 

        “What?” 

        “I never had a partner like you.” 

        She turned to look at me. Her face showed surprise, and something else; a smile. 

        I gave a stupid grin. “You’re the best partner I ever had. You should know that.” 

        She waved a salad fork at me and turned away. “Stop it. You’re going to embarrass me. You want the salad as a starter? We could start with the salad. Did you put salad plates out…?” 

        I watched her, sipped my martini, and smiled. 





THIRTEEN


   

        Morning brought patches of cold blue sky and frothy mountains of very white cloud tinged with watery turquoise. It was a relief to have a break from the relentless gray and the steady downpour. There was a hint of spring in the morning light, but the wind still bit with icy teeth.  

        Our first stop that day was to have the note and the list copied before sending them to the lab for fingerprinting. After that we went up to update the inspector and ask about contacting David’s bank and credit card agency to have them release his records to us, for 2007 and 2008.  

        When we asked him, he nodded with interest and frowned. 

        “What is it exactly you are looking for? Have you got a copy of the letter with you?” 

        I handed him the copy we’d made. He took it over by the window and put on his reading glasses. He read it with care, twice, and sighed heavily before handing it back to me. 

        “You’ll review all of these deaths, obviously.” 

        “That is Dehan’s task for this morning, sir.” 

        “And you want the financial records why?” 

        “If this alleged hit man exists, sir, we think he would have lived somewhere fairly remote. He would logically want to stay away from Hennessy and her operation. He would want to be somewhere where he left the smallest traceable footprint possible. So David would presumably have had to travel to meet with him, wherever he was, and record his interviews. We are hoping to find a record either of a long trip somewhere, or several repeated trips, that might give us some indication of where K is. It’s a first step in tracking him down.” 

        The inspector looked depressed.  

        “This is going to be one unholy mess.” 

        Dehan coughed. Newman raised an eyebrow at her. “With all due respect, sir, it’s not going to be a mess, it already is a mess. What we are going to do is clean it up.” 

        “Thank you, Detective, for that enlightening perspective. Sadly, I don’t think our political masters share your view.” He sighed again. “But there is no way of avoiding it, is there?” 

        I shook my head. 

        “Very well, Detectives, I’ll see to the records. Proceed with great care and be very, very sure of each step you take. If even half of this is true, we are up against a very formidable opponent.” 

        We promised him we would be very careful and left. On the way down the stairs my cell phone rang. 

        “Stone.” 

        “Detective, this is Jackson Lee.” 

        “Hello, Mr. Lee, how can I help you?” 

        Dehan turned and watched me. Lee was saying, “Look, I wonder if I could come in and see you today? I’ve been troubled since you left, about our conversation yesterday. Thing is, I wasn’t totally transparent with you, and I’d like to have a fuller discussion. The situation is not simple or straightforward.” 

        “Of course. I appreciate that. When are you likely to be here?” 

        “I’m on my way now. Say in about half an hour?” 

        “That will be fine. Just tell the sergeant at the desk and one of us will come and get you.” 

        I hung up and we stood frowning at each other on the stairs. Dehan said, “We rattled her cage, and next thing everybody is volunteering information.” 

        “How about that?” 

        “You think it’s connected?” 

        I raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know. Let’s see what he has to say.” 

        He arrived about forty minutes later in a sharp Italian suit that was as vulgar as it was expensive. I had a uniform lead him up to interrogation room number three and left him waiting for ten minutes while I sat with my ass against the desk and spoke to Dehan. 

        “The anonymous letter incriminates Hennessy, so I don’t see that that can be a direct result of our rattling her cage. But now, less than twenty-four hours after talking to D’Angelo, Lee turns up wanting to change his story. What I’m interested to see is if he also incriminates her, or if he is going to try to shift suspicion away from her in another direction.” 

        “If he does, you’re thinking think maybe he’s on Hennessy’s payroll?” 

        I thought for a long moment, then shook my head. “To be honest, I don’t know, Dehan. I haven’t got a handle on this yet. Let’s go see what Lee has to say. We’re going to play our cards real close, okay?” 

        She nodded and we went upstairs. 

        When we stepped into the room, Lee was studiously unruffled and stood to greet us. “Detectives, how are you? I must apologize. This whole thing has taken me a little by surprise.” 

        I gestured at his chair as I pulled out my own and said, “Please, sit down, Mr. Lee. I am grateful to you for coming in. You want to add something to your statement from yesterday?” 

        He frowned. “Yeah. It’s a little complicated.” He ran his fingers through his hair and smiled at Dehan. “See, David was a very talented journalist. I mean, really good. And we had a good rapport. Frankly, I saw in him not just a friend but a damn good client for the future. A guy like David on a paper like the Telegraph…” He laughed, “That’s the goose that just keeps on laying! But, you know, it was always the policy on the paper that they would publish the most controversial articles, they didn’t care who they went up against or who they upset, as long as the facts were solid. And that was one area where David had always been really meticulous.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow. “But?” 

        “Well, here’s the thing. What I told you yesterday was true, so far as it went. I was fond of Samantha, and it did piss me off to see Dave screwing around with another woman. But there was more to it than that.” 

        “What, exactly?” 

        He shrugged and made a face. “It was like he was becoming obsessed. He had lost all objectivity. It seemed like to him all the hearsay and stories and accusations had become facts and evidence. You were right, of course, he always discussed his stories with me so we could consider the legal implications. And I kept telling him that all he had regarding the Hennessy story was what you could find on the ’net. It was unsubstantiated rumor.” 

        I frowned. “That was all he had?” 

        “Pretty much, detective. And, well, I couldn’t help feeling it was Katie who was getting to him. The two of them seemed to be…” He shrugged, shook his head, appeared to search for a word, and then repeated with more emphasis. “…obsessed! It’s the only word that really describes their behavior. When he asked to meet me, I was expecting something sensational. If you have spoken to Bob Shaw, then you know he was talking in terms of Watergate and shaking the foundations of the constitution.” He shook his head again. “But there was nothing like that in what he showed me. If I say that the evidence was circumstantial, I am being generous. It was more like innuendo. If he had published that article, as he showed it to me, Hennessy’s lawyers would have dragged him over the coals, bankrupted him, and he would never have worked again.” He gave a small laugh. “Except that Bob would never have published it in the first place.” 

        I took a deep breath and drummed my fingers on the table. “Forgive me, Mr. Lee, but I am finding it difficult to believe that a professional with David’s reputation and experience could delude himself to that degree.” 

        He answered quickly. “And I would have to agree with you. If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I would not have believed it myself. But there he was…” He spread his hands and looked apologetically at Dehan. “I don’t mean to sound sexist, but the fact is that when people fall in love they can become…” 

        Dehan supplied the word, “Stupid.” 

        He laughed. “Well, yes. Stupid is as good a word as any. And the impression I had was that he was besotted with Katie, and she was driving him on this, frankly, pointless crusade.” 

        She smiled and gave her head a little twitch to the side. “Wouldn’t be the first time a woman drove a guy crazy, that’s for sure.” Then she became more serious. “So you think she had some kind of axe to grind?” 

        “It’s possible, but I don’t honestly know. I never met her in person. But when I spoke to Dave, he just wouldn’t shut up about her. I know this, he involved her in his investigation a damned sight more than anybody before—including myself. She was privy to stuff he wouldn’t share with me.” 

        “Like what?” 

        He made a ‘really?’ face. “I don’t know because he didn’t make me privy to it. But he repeated several times that ‘he and Katie’ had unearthed information that was dynamite. More than dynamite. But when I asked him what it was, he refused to tell me and made excuses. In the end, I came to the conclusion there was no actual information. It was all the product of late-night drinking, smoking dope, and getting paranoid.” 

        I said, “You think he was paranoid? Actually paranoid?” 

        He made a face. “I don’t know. I’m not a psychologist. But from what I know as an informed layman, he certainly had started to display a lot of the behavior patterns associated with paranoia.” 

        I studied his face for a few moments. 

        “How close are you to the Hennessys, Mr. Lee?” 

        “You asked me that yesterday, detective, and the answer is the same today as it was then. I am not close to them. We have barely a passing acquaintance.” He sighed. “I am not trying to protect Senator Hennessy, if that is what you are implying. I have no love for her or her politics.” 

        “Here is what I don’t understand, Mr. Lee…” I frowned and scratched my head. “What is there in what you have told me today, that you could not have told me yesterday?” 

        He nodded several times like he understood my question perfectly, but the answer was plain to see.  

        “You must remember, Detective Stone, that David and I were friends for a long time. As I told you yesterday, I was also very fond of his wife, Samantha. We moved, and to some extent still move, in a fairly small social circle. In a small circle like that, reputation counts for a lot. David had, and still has, a very good reputation, and believe it or not, Samantha still benefits from that reputation. She is an editor, her late husband was a well respected journalist. They are both part of, if you like, the ‘clan’. If it gets out that he was not only being unfaithful to her, but also that he had lost it and become delusional, that would be humiliating and even damaging to Samantha. I am sure you can see that.” 

        “So why the change of heart?” 

        He took a deep breath. “This is a murder investigation. I believe that David’s state of mind, and Katie’s, at the time of his death, could be significant factors. I don’t pretend to know who killed him, detective, but I do believe it’s important that, at least from my point of view as a lawyer, he was not at any time a significant threat to Carol Hennessy.” He gave a sudden laugh. “My God! The internet is rife with wild and outrageous allegations against her, and frankly what David was presenting as earth-shattering proof, was no better than what is on the ’net.” 

        I nodded. “I see.” I paused a moment to think. “Mr. Lee, did David ever mention a source? A particular source that could provide him with conclusive evidence, proof, of the allegations he planned to make in his article?” 

        He narrowed his eyes and stared at my face, as though he was trying to read what was behind it. 

        “A source, like who?” 

        I smiled. “Well, that’s what I am asking you, Mr. Lee. Did he ever mention such a source?” 

        He shook his head. “Not in so many words, no. Nothing specific. He rambled about having sources, in the plural, but he never mentioned a particular person. I mean, who…?” 

        I waited for him to finish his question, but he didn’t. Finally, I said, “So if I said to you that David had made contact with the hit man who had carried out Carol Hennessy’s last ten contracts, you could not relate that to anything that David had told you in your last meetings with him?” 

        He stared at me fixedly. After a bit, he gave his head a few short, quick shakes. “No, no, that doesn’t sound like anything he said to me. I wouldn’t give any credence to that.” 

        “You wouldn’t?” 

        “No.” He laughed without much humor. “No, I wouldn’t.” 

        “Based on what, Mr. Lee?” 

        He licked his lips and swallowed. “Based…” He laughed again. “Based on the fact that he never said anything of the sort to me. I mean, God! Don’t get me wrong! Like I said, I am no fan of hers, and there is no question that the people who cross her do tend to drop like flies! But that does not by any stretch of the imagination constitute evidence!” 

        Dehan sat forward and placed her elbows on the table. Her expression was more curious than challenging. “Let me see if I understand you, Mr. Lee. If what you are saying is right, and Dave posed no threat to Carol Hennessy…” She spread her hands. “No more threat than a thousand cranks on the web, then it follows that she and her team were probably not even aware of him.” 

        He nodded. His expression was one of relief. “I am pretty convinced of that, detective. I would lay money on it. They didn’t even know he existed.” 

        “So, if that is correct, this apparent execution-style killing was no such thing.” 

        “That’s going a little beyond where I am qualified to go, detective, but if I were her defense attorney, I’d be asking, what makes it an execution? The fact that he was shot once in the head? That doesn’t make it an execution, right? That just means the killer was a cold-blooded son—or daughter—of a bitch! In fact, correct me if I’m wrong,” another small laugh, “but isn’t the classic execution in the back of the head? You make the guy kneel down and shoot him at the base of the skull. I’d say a shot in the face, or the forehead, is not an execution. I’d say it was pretty personal. You’re looking right into the victim’s eyes, right?” 

        “So, really, cutting right to the chase, Mr. Lee, what you are saying is that your money is on Katie. Your personal opinion is that Katie killed Dave.” 

        He raised both his hands palm out as though he was backing away from her. “Woah! I never said that!” 

        She pressed him. “But it is what you are implying, isn’t it? If it was not an execution motivated by his proposed article, then who else would have reason to kill him?” He hesitated but she supplied the words. “Samantha or Katie? Who else?” 

        He shook his head. “Not Samantha.” 

        “She didn’t even know about Katie or the apartment at that time. She didn’t find out until after he was killed.” 

        He nodded. “That’s right.” 

        Dehan glanced at me. “So who does that leave us?” 

        He ran his fingers through his hair again. “Well, I mean, when you put it like that, I guess… But really, detectives, it is not my place. I just thought I should tell you about the content of my meetings with Dave at that time.” 

        I nodded and smiled at him. “And I am very glad you did, Mr. Lee. It has been very helpful. Was there anything else?” 

        He shook his head. “No. That was it.” He glanced at his watch and smiled at us apologetically. “I should really be getting on.” 

        “Sure.” 

        We all stood and he shook hands with us. “I hope I haven’t confused things even more than they were already!” 

        I put my hand on his shoulder and guided him toward the door. “Not all, Mr. Lee. You have been a great help.” 

        I watched him go down the stairs and turned to look at Dehan, leaning on the doorjamb of the interrogation room. She said, “So he was pretty subtle about it, but he made a real play to shift the suspicion onto Katie.” 

        I nodded. “He did. He did do that.” I walked back and stood looking down at her. “And I am still trying to decide whether there was a veiled threat in among all that bullshit.” 

        She nodded. “Yeah, I got that, too. ‘People who go up against her drop like flies. But that’s not evidence.’ Subtle.” 

        “You know what my gut is telling me, Dehan?” 

        “It’s too early for lunch, Stone.” 

        I shook my head. “No, my gut is telling me that Lee is in bed with Hennessy.” 

        She raised an eyebrow. “Literally or figuratively?” 

        “Certainly figuratively, possibly literally, too. But be that as it may, two gets you twenty that he is her boy. The question is, to what extent?” 

        She became serious. “Shit, that works. Dave tells Lee about his investigation. Lee tells Hennessy they have a problem. Hennessy tell him to solve the problem, and Lee goes ’round to Dave’s apartment, pops a cap in him with his own gun, and disposes of the article and the laptop. He certainly had enough knowledge of Dave’s habits to know where the gun would be. Plus Dave knew him well enough to let him in without having to force the lock.” 

        I nodded. “I think we need to look a little closer at Lee and Hennessy. Let’s dig a little deeper into their pasts, business activities, boards they sit on, directorships, clubs, favorite restaurants… the works. I want to find what connections there are between these two, going back ten or eleven years. They won’t be obvious, but there is something here, Dehan. I can smell it.” 

        She narrowed her eyes. “I’m going to start with him. I’ll write his biography since 2007, what he’s done, where he’s been, who he’s screwed; see if any red flags pop up. Then I’ll do hers, and see how they cross reference.” 

        “Good. I’ll make a start on her. I’ll look at the activity of the Hennessy Foundation, too, look at their major projects and investments. We can compare notes and see if they overlap anywhere.” 

        She punched me gently on the shoulder and we made our way downstairs. There was a spring to her step. We paused in the lobby to look out at the day. They sky was clearing and a brisk, cold breeze was scattering the clouds. She grinned at me. “We done good, Sensei. You want a coffee and a donut?” 

        “You know I do.” 





FOURTEEN


   

        We worked in silence for the next couple of hours, drinking lots of quasi-coffee and eating too many donuts. Research of this sort is the slowest and most tedious form of investigation, because all you can do is read, make notes, and try to assimilate and remember what you have read, and where you have read it. 

        Dehan worked with close focus and an air of determination. I stopped often to stretch, to stand and walk around, to get more coffee and more donuts. But every time I looked at her, with her dark, intense eyes and her black hair knotted behind her head, the expression on her face was one of total concentration. I am certain that in the hours that she spent there, she hardly moved a muscle. Yet her body seemed perfectly relaxed and at ease. 

        At one thirty I looked into my empty coffee cup, checked my watch, and said, “I’m going to get some lunch. You want to take a break?” 

        She stared at me for a moment, as though only her eyes were seeing me, but her brain was still looking at her computer screen.  

        “What?” 

        “Lunch. One thirty. Rest. You. Take.” 

        She frowned, then her face cleared. “Oh, right. No. Get me two beef and salad, will you?” 

        “Drink?” 

        “Water.” 

        I stepped into the bright, icy afternoon, thrust my hands into my pockets and made my way toward the deli on the corner. Everything I had read over the last two and a half hours tended to consolidate the reputation the Hennessys had acquired for being corrupt and believing themselves above the law. But it also consolidated my personal view that they were as clever and skilled as they were corrupt. It’s a thing you get used to when you’re a cop. There are certain people you just know are guilty. You know it, they know you know it—everybody knows it. But there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it because they consistently cover their tracks just enough so that there is no actual proof. 

        From the Clearwater real estate scandal back in the early ’80s to the establishment of the Hennessy Foundation and its links to Islamic fundamentalist groups and the arms trade, every step along the way where their associates had been indicted, tried, and even jailed, the Hennessys had managed to walk away unscathed. One journalist dubbed them the Teflon Two, because nothing would stick to them. 

        I had made a pretty comprehensive chart of the major deals they had done since 1979 to the present. Now it seemed all their business interests were concentrated under the umbrella of the Hennessy Foundation, shielded behind their status as an NGO, which enabled them to receive very handsome donations tax free from very questionable international figures. 

        I had then focused on the last eleven years and started to list all the enterprises, initiatives and companies that were owned or partially owned by the Hennessy Foundation, or in which the Foundation had invested substantial sums of money. It had proved to be a massive undertaking. There were more than two thousand enterprises and initiatives that had received some kind of investment from them over the last eleven years. By the same token, the Hennessys themselves had not personally invested a dime in anything over that same period.  

        And to complicate matters more, there was the associated Hennessy Investment Fund, whose job it was to take all the capital held by the Foundation and invest it so as to maximize the Foundation’s resources in order to fund their work ‘helping others to live the best life they can’. 

        Along the way they had also provided a number of Islamic terrorist groups with the best arsenals they could, and placed themselves among the one hundred richest and most powerful people in the country. Carol Hennessy came in around number sixty in the Forbes 100. 

        I climbed the steps and made my way back into the detectives’ room. There I stopped for a moment and observed Dehan. She had not moved. She was still sitting, reading from the screen of her laptop. Suddenly I knew, beyond any possibility of a doubt, that this unrelenting, unflinching, totally focused hunter would find her prey. She would not move until she had found that link between Lee and Hennessy. I also knew beyond a doubt that the link existed. It was there. It was skillfully hidden. But Dehan would find it. 

        And I knew one more thing: somehow I had to look Hennessy in the eye and let her know that we were after her, and we were going to get her. When I did that, when she saw that in my eyes, she would falter and she would make her mistake. And then we would get her and her trigger-man. 

        I put Dehan’s sandwich down in front of her along with her bottle of water. Then I dropped into my chair and picked up my phone.  

        It rang twice and Shelly answered.  

        “Hey, tough guy. Realized the error of your ways? Can’t stay away?” 

        “Something like that. I need you to introduce me to Carol Hennessy.” 

        “No can do. I don’t have that kind of access.” 

        “I don’t believe you, but let’s pretend. What can you do?” 

        “The next best thing. There is a fundraiser tonight at the Rockford Center, Schools for Tropical Guinea, something like that. You want to come as my plus one?” 

        “Yes. When?” 

        “Tonight. Seven thirty. I’ll pick you up.” 

        “Is it black tie?” I saw Dehan look up, stare at me for a moment, and then continue reading. 

        “Yup.” 

        I sighed. “Okay, but you’ll have to pick me up from my house.” 

        “You have a deal. I hope this gets me brownie points.” 

        “It will. See you at seven.” 

        “My pleasure!” 

        “Yeah, and thanks.” 

        I hung up.  

        Dehan swiveled her eyes at me as though she would want to slap me if she didn’t feel such an overpowering sense of contempt. She said, “Shelly Pearce?” 

        “Mm-hm. Don’t be jealous, darling. I have to see Hennessy, and I mean to see her tonight.” 

        She raised an eyebrow and turned back to the screen. 

        I threw her my keys across the desk. “Pick me up tomorrow morning.” 

        She eyed the keys, then my face, and I swear green venom dropped from her lips when she said, “Are you sure you’ll be there?” 

        “Yes, Dehan, I am sure I will be there. Don’t be an ass.” 

        She swiveled her eyes back to the screen, and after a couple of minutes she picked up the keys and put them in her pocket. 

   


* * *


   

        The Rockford Center was a permanent exhibition located in a large dome, set in its own garden and surrounded by fountains. Opposite was the Rockford Building on the Avenue of the Americas in Manhattan. The exhibition it hosted was described as ‘an ongoing tribute to those philanthropists committed to elevating humanity to its highest potential’. It consisted of an ever changing display of photographs, films, and installations that illustrated variously how wonderful these philanthropists were, how limited the potential of those they helped was in comparison to the potential of the philanthropists, and how starkly impoverished were the lives of those who were poor—truly poor—in the poorest countries of the world. Put more briefly, it seemed to say, “Look at us, aren’t we wonderful!” 

        Shelly had picked me up in a limo. She looked aggressively attractive in a crimson dress with a gash up to her right hip, and a diamond necklace that looked real and did nice things for her cleavage.  

        The chauffeur deposited us at the end of a red carpet that led to the glistening, plate-glass entrance of the exhibition center. There was a handful of photographers and a small crowd of celebrity spotters, but they ignored us because Mark Zuckerberg and his wife were just ahead of us. Shelly took my arm and leaned in to me. 

        “Have you read the guest list?” 

        I tried not to sigh. “No.” 

        “It reads like the Forbes 400. Bill Gates is here, George Soros… All of them.” 

        I wondered for a moment how it felt for Carol Hennessy to know that there were almost sixty people in America whom were richer and more powerful than she was. I put the question to Shelly as we stepped through the door and she handed over her invitation. I took two glasses of champagne from a passing tray and gave one to her. She took it and studied my face as she sipped.  

        “You’re gunning for her, but have you any actual, concrete evidence?” 

        “You know I can’t answer that question.” 

        She thought for a moment, then said, “You know, John, we are both investigators and we both know that evidence is a very subjective thing.” 

        I shook my head. “No it isn’t. Evidence should be objective.” 

        “Okay, if you are talking about DNA or fingerprints. But you know as well as I do, that if one person states firmly enough on TV that they saw smoke beyond the trees, by the end of the day there will be a hundred people who believe they saw smoke beyond the trees, even though there was no smoke to be seen. And within a week there will have been a raging forest fire, where there was none.” 

        I sighed. “Shelly, I am not in the business of framing innocent people. I am not here to take somebody down just because they look guilty. I’m with William Blackstone when he says that it’s better that ten guilty men go free than that one innocent one should suffer…” 

        She smiled. “It’s a hundred guilty men and it was Benjamin Franklin.” 

        I smiled back. “In a letter to Benjamin Vaughn in 1785, paraphrasing William Blackstone in his Commentaries on the Laws of England in 1765. You see, you are not the only one, Shelly, who likes to be sure of her facts.” 

        “Touché. But be careful, John Stone, nobody likes a know-it-all.” 

        “That would explain a few things.” 

        She laid her hand on my chest. “Come on, let’s mix.” 

        For the next hour, we sipped and mixed and chatted, mainly with other members of the press and very few billionaires. Eventually, I found Hennessy. She was talking to a small crowd of people who had the look of foreign dignitaries from developing countries. D’Angelo was there, in the background. He caught sight of me and Shelly and looked away. But after a moment, he muttered something in his mistress’ ear. She seemed to ignore him, but after a while she looked over to us. I glanced at Shelly and saw that their eyes met. But Shelly looked away, and so did Hennessy. 

        I raised an eyebrow. “I guess you’re not going to introduce me, then.” 

        She shook her head. “No. I believe she is a good person, John. I don’t believe any of the stories about her, and I don’t believe she is capable of murder.” She shrugged. “She has devoted her life to helping the dispossessed and the underprivileged. I admire her.” 

        “But you won’t obstruct me.” 

        “If you can prove—with hard facts—what you believe to be true, then you should do your job. But don’t expect me to help you in persecuting her.” 

        “You’re close, aren’t you?” 

        She hesitated. “We were once. But that’s another story. I admire her.” 

        That was when I saw him. He was about twenty yards away, beyond an ice sculpture, in an evening suit that probably cost as much as my car.  

        I turned to Shelly. “Will you excuse me for a moment, Shelly? I’ll be right back.” 

        She looked a little sad. “Of course. Go do your job, Detective Stone.” 

        I crossed the room and strolled up to Jackson Lee. He was chatting urbanely to a cluster of attractive women in sparkling dresses. They seemed to think that what he was saying was funny. I wondered if he would think that I was funny. 

        “Good evening, Lee. What a surprise to find you here.” 

        The women all turned to stare at me. Lee blinked at least half a dozen times. “Detective Stone. What are you doing here?” 

        I smiled as though his question surprised me. “The same as you. I was invited. Didn’t you know, Lee? I am a great benefactor of the underprivileged, of society’s marginalized minorities, of those who have no voice and are the victims of abuse. Those are my people, and I look out for them.” 

        He didn’t answer and I looked at the sparkling girls with which he had surrounded himself. “Mr. Lee and I have a little business to discuss in private. He’ll catch up with you in just a little while, won’t you, Lee?” 

        “Um…” He looked at them and nodded. “Yes, indeed. I’ll catch up with you in just a moment.” 

        They looked put out, muttered something about “Yeah, sure,” and drifted away. 

        I leered at Lee. “Introduce me to Hennessy.” 

        “What?” 

        “Do it now.” 

        “I can’t just go over and…” 

        “I’m not giving you an option, Lee. I know you’re connected. This is your chance to start backing the right horse.” 

        He frowned and shook his head. “No! Leave me alone. How the hell did you get in here, anyway?” 

        “You’d be surprised at the friends I have, Lee. Now I am going to give you one more chance to do the right thing. Introduce me to Hennessy, now.” 

        “No!” 

        “Do you know what I have in my pocket?” 

        He sighed. “Stone. Leave me alone or I’ll call security.” 

        I grinned. “I really wouldn’t do that, Lee, because by the time they get here the two ounces of crack cocaine I have in my pocket will be in your pocket, you’ll be face down on the floor and cuffed and facing prosecution for possession in the third degree. That’s a class B felony, Lee, punishable by one to nine years in prison. And you can be sure I will make it a show trial.” 

        “You wouldn’t…” 

        I laughed. “Why not? Because you’re connected? Screw you. Did you see who my date is, tonight? The editor in chief of the New York Telegraph. You know what she’d pay me for that exclusive?” 

        He had gone very pale. “You’re out of your mind.” 

        “Very probably. Now we are going to stroll over, like old pals, and you are going to introduce me to Carol Hennessy.” 

        “Jesus Christ!” 

        “Somehow, I don’t think he’s on your team.” 

        He placed his empty glass on a passing tray and picked up a full one. He drained off half of it, took a deep breath, and led me across the crowded room to where Hennessy was talking to D’Angelo. They were moving slowly away from the group she’d been talking to. 

        She looked up at us as we approached and I noticed that her eyes were a very pale blue, and very hard, like diamonds that managed somehow to be ugly. I also noticed that D’Angelo was shaking his head at Lee. Lee’s voice croaked as he spoke. 

        “Senator Hennessy, what an honor. I have been required, in the strongest possible terms…” He laughed as he gestured toward me. “I have literally been given no option, but to introduce you to… to my acquaintance, Detective John Stone, of the NYPD.” 

        She looked at me with cryogenic eyes and a face that was devoid of any expression at all.  

        “Detective Stone, aren’t you a little out of your element?” 

        I shook my head. “Not at all. I feel right at home here. It’s just like Hunts Point, only with less diamonds and more coke.” 

        “Is that a joke?” 

        “No.” 

        “What do you want, Detective Stone?” 

        “I want to talk to you, Senator Hennessy. And let me tell you something before you answer. I will talk to you. I am not a Rottweiler. Rottweilers piss themselves and whimper when they see me coming. I am not relentless or obstinate, either. Relentless and obstinate adopt the fetal position and sob when they see me coming. You need to know that I am here, Senator Hennessy, and you need either to kill me, or talk to me. Which is it going to be?” 

        There was a very embarrassed silence. D’Angelo had gone ashen, and Lee was staring at me with his mouth slightly open. But Hennessy was giving me all the confirmation I had been looking for in my little speech. I have seen people decide to kill me several times in my career. Looking into the eyes of somebody who has decided to kill you is a unique experience. They transmit some kind of subliminal message which tells you that that part of the brain that deals in empathy and compassion has shut down, and they have made a commitment that goes beyond what normal human beings are capable of. They are going to do a terrible thing to you. That was what I saw in Senator Carol Hennessy’s eyes. And I also saw something else. She had arrived at that decision without difficulty. It was a place she was used to. 

        She gave a small sigh.  

        “Very well, Detective Stone. Come to my office tomorrow, at the Foundation. We’ll talk there and we’ll reach some kind of understanding.” 

        “Good. What time?” 

        She turned to D’Angelo. “What time?” 

        He blinked several times and drew breath. “Um, three. Three tomorrow afternoon.” 

        She looked at me with her blue ice-eyes, calibrating me, calculating, trying to read me. “Satisfied?” 

        I shook my head. “No. I’ll see you tomorrow, Hennessy.” 

        I walked away, toward where I had left Shelly. She was talking to a couple of guys with expensive hair-perms, but excused herself as she saw me approaching and came to meet me. 

        “You are either going to make my career or destroy me. Which is it?” 

        I shrugged with my eyebrows. “That’s up to you. You have to make a choice about whom you are going to back. But I’ll give you a tip, Shelly, because I like you and I believe you are a good person.” 

        “So much bewildering stuff in one short speech. A cop who says whom? You like me? I’m a good person? A tip?” 

        “All of those things. Within the next forty-eight hours, Senator Carol Hennessy will make an attempt on my life. When you see that happen, make a choice about where you stand.” 

        She stared at me. “You’re crazy.” 

        I nodded. “Very probably.” 

        She stared at me for a long moment. Then shook her head. “You are too intense for me, John. You are just all, totally, all or nothing. There is no gray area for you, is there? You’re just full on, all the time.” 

        I wasn’t sure what to answer. For a moment I had a flash of my wife saying something similar to me, a long time ago. And at the same time I saw Dehan, lounging in her chair, staring at the screen of her laptop, totally focused, full on, no gray areas. Then my cell rang. I pulled it from my pocket and looked at the screen. It was Dehan.  

        I glanced at Shelly. “I have to take this.” 

        She sighed. “Detective Dehan?” 

        “Yeah, Stone.” 

        “Hey, Sensei. Hope I didn’t get you out of bed.” 

        “Funny.” 

        “Soon as you can, Stone. You need to see what I’ve got.” 

        I looked Shelly straight in the eyes and said to Dehan, “I’m on my way.” I hung up. “I’m sorry.” 

        She gave a cute, lopsided smile and said, “I misread you, Stone. I misread you both. It’s not that she’s in love with you, though she clearly is. It’s that you’re both in love with each other, but you won’t admit it.” She stepped forward and kissed me on the cheek. “Be happy, John, but just remember, under all that attitude and cocky self-confidence, she is just a vulnerable, lonely girl.” 

        I smiled and shook my head. “I have no idea what you are talking about, Shelly. But thanks, and you know you have the exclusive on this.” 

        She patted my arm and I left, with a hot pellet of excitement in my belly. The game had shifted, now we were moving in for the kill. 





FIFTEEN


   

        It was gone nine PM when I climbed out of the taxi under the frozen stars and walked into the station and made my way to the detectives’ room. Most of the desks were empty, but Dehan was still there, sitting in a pool of lamplight. She looked up as I approached, and grinned at me. 

        “Whoa! Look at you! James Bond, eat your heart out. How come you never dress like that for me, Stone?” 

        I dropped into my chair and studied her grinning face for a moment, smiling at her. “I’ll tell you what, if you wear a long, red satin dress with a split from ankle to hip, a pearl choker, and those little high-heeled shoes with a strap across the ankle? You know the ones? You wear that, and I’ll take you to dinner in my tux. Deal?” 

        “In your dreams, Sensei. Get your head out of the gutter and focus on this.” She threw a sheet of paper across the desk at me. “Pre-2008 Lee was an attorney working for Bismarck, Jones and Epstein, a reputable firm in Manhattan. In February 2008, he ditches David Thorndike, a good client, and two weeks later Thorndike is murdered. Now, buckle up. Three months after that, Lee resigns from Bismarck, Jones and Epstein to take up two directorships, one on the board of Consolidated Imports, the other on the board of PC Derivatives. Both New York based import-export companies. His position in those companies is non-executive. In other words, he gets paid for doing nothing.” 

        “Holy cow.” 

        “The cow gets holier. Over the next nine years, he accumulates four more directorships, all non-executive: Allied Petrochemicals, Gulf Shipping, United Investment, and Petro-Plastics. I guess he must be really good at doing nothing, because he keeps getting headhunted by multinationals that want him to do nothing for them—and are ready to pay big bucks for it. He is on the board of directors of six corporations, making an average of six hundred grand from each one every year. His total annual income is three million, six hundred and forty-five thousand bucks. For doing zip.” 

        “Do we know anything about these companies…?” 

        “Did I tell you you could unfasten your seatbelt? Siddown, lover boy. Each and every one of these companies belongs, directly or indirectly, to the Hennessy Investment Fund, in that they own controlling shares in them, or they own a company that owns them.” She grabbed another sheet of paper and slid it across the desk to me. “Consolidated Imports and PC Derivatives both belong directly to the Hennessy Investment Fund. Allied Petrochemicals belongs to the Global Corporation in which the Hennessy Fund has a forty-five percent stake. Gulf Shipping belongs to Consolidated Imports and Petro-Plastics belongs to United Investments, which in turn belongs to PC Derivatives. All, ultimately, are controlled by the Hennessy Investment Fund, and of course Carol Hennessy is the CEO of the Fund.” 

        “So the directorships were a pay off.” 

        She shrugged and spread her hands. “It’s not proof, yet, but it is very, very suggestive. He was in Hennessy’s pocket. When Dave told him about the article, he passed it on to Hennessy, with the added warning that he knew how good and how thorough Dave would be in his investigation. Plus, if we are to believe the anonymous letter—and it’s a big ‘if’—there was the added risk that Dave was in touch with her hit man. That’s something even Mrs. Teflon couldn’t slide out of. So she makes a deal with Lee. He kills Dave, and she takes care of him for life.” 

        I thought about it for a long moment, turning it around and examining it from every angle.  

        “That is good work, Dehan. Exceptional. I have a meeting with Hennessy tomorrow at three. We should get Lee in, at midday, and confront him with this, see if we can make him crack. Then go for Hennessy.” 

        She made a ‘yeah but’ face and said, “Nnnyeah, maybe. Just hear me out a bit.” 

        “Talk.” 

        “Okay, we both said how weird it was that as soon as you rattled Hennessy’s cage by talking to D’Angelo, we got an anonymous tip off and Lee suddenly came clean.” 

        “Right, that’s true, and it’s still weird.” 

        “Well, what if the mysterious hit man who was operating for eight years as her exclusive executioner is just a red herring? I mean, she used Lee for Dave, right?” 

        “Probably. We haven’t proved that yet. And besides, he was presumably retired by then and spilling the beans.” 

        “Okay, but even just from a common sense point of view, who has an assassin on a retainer? Who expects to have that many people iced?” 

        I scratched my chin. “Yeah, I take your point. But if anybody did, I would expect it to be Carol Hennessy.” 

        She looked unhappy. “I’m not comfortable with it.” 

        I shrugged. “Okay, I agree. We keep it in reserve until we can confirm it. You happy with that?” 

        “Yeah. Like the Telegraph, we confirm every fact before we commit to it.” 

        We sat staring at each other for a while. It was something we did sometimes when we were thinking. It freaked other people out, but it helped us to focus and concentrate. But this time, she frowned at me and said, “What?” 

        I gave my head a little jerk. “You are a very exceptional investigator, Dehan. And an exceptional person.” 

        She made no expression with her face, but kept watching me while she picked up an eraser and threw it at me. 

        “Cut it out, Stone. Stop getting intense on me. That’s my job. I’m Jewish, remember? You’re the cool Anglo-Saxon WASP. Especially dressed like that. Geeze! Lock up your daughters!” 

        I laughed. “Well, as long as I am dressed like this, what do you say? You want to grab a meal?” 

        She gave a mischievous smile. “Yeah, why not? Even if you didn’t dress for me.” 

        “I told you, red satin.” 

        She stood and grabbed her jacket. “Maybe I’ll surprise you one day.” 

        I grinned. “But don’t forget the little strappy shoes and the pearls.” 

        “Looks like you won’t.” 

        We stepped into the cold night. A biting wind was coming off the Sound and I paused a moment and shivered. I glanced up at the sky, but the glare from the city had obliterated all but the brightest stars. She stopped a couple yards ahead of me on the sidewalk and turned back, dangling my keys from her fingers, watching me and smiling. The amber light from the streetlamps touched her skin. It was an odd moment, as though my brain had decided to take a photograph of that instant, to preserve it for all time. I smiled back. 

        “Do you remember the town of Shamrock, in Texas[3]?” 

        “How could I forget?” 

        “We came out of… What was that place?” 

        “Big Vern’s Steak House. I had never seen so many stars.” She had known what I was going to say without my having to tell her. I stepped down and she went on, “Good steaks, too.” She linked her arm through mine and we walked toward the Jag. “I’ve never been on the arm of a man in a tuxedo before, and I probably never will again. You going to drive or shall I?” 

        I didn’t answer for a moment. My mind was elsewhere. Finally, I said, “How about you drive there, and I drive home?” 

        She hesitated a second and I saw her brows contract. “Okay…” I went around to the passenger side and leaned on the roof watching her. She said suddenly, “What’s up with you today, Stone? There’s something odd about you.” 

        I sighed. “I don’t know. Something Shelly said. It’s stupid. It’s nothing.” 

        Her frown deepened. “What? What did she say?” Then her frown turned to a scowl. “You’re not getting feelings for her, are you?” 

        I laughed. “No, far from it. It was something about you. Well, about both of us.” 

        Now she was intrigued and she leaned on the roof across from me. I was beginning to shiver and I could hear her teeth chattering. Big clouds of condensation were billowing from our mouths. 

        “What? What did she say?” 

        “Nah! It was stupid, and it would probably make you mad anyway…” 

        “Stone! Tell me! What did she say…?” 

        I smiled, then grinned. The light from the lamp over her head made her eyes shine and she grinned back. For just a second I had the strange feeling that we had already said everything that we needed to say, that we both knew everything that was in the other’s mind, and no more speaking was necessary. We stood like that for a moment that was timeless, in silence, smiling at each other. 

        Then the high whine of an accelerating engine ripped the night in half. I saw her blink in slow motion and turn to look. Tires screamed on the wet blacktop and I saw the dark Audi skid around the corner. I was already shouting at Dehan to duck. Moving impossibly slow, she turned to look at me. I was running, as though I were wading waist deep in water, scrambling around the trunk of the Jag as the Audi accelerated. I saw the back window roll down. I saw the flash of fire, once, twice, three, four, five times. Then the noise like firecrackers going off. But by then I was throwing myself at Dehan, dragging her to the ground. 

        The sound of the engine receded. The tires squealed around the corner at the end of Fteley Avenue and I lay for a moment, staring down into her face. She was motionless. Her eyes were wide staring up into mine. Then I saw the blood on her blouse, and the blood on my hands. I said, “Dehan, no…” I felt the searing, burning pain in my chest, and black oblivion enfolded me. 





SIXTEEN


   

        I opened my eyes briefly. I felt strangely at peace. There was intense, burning pain, but I was somehow detached from it. A dark sky stretched to infinity overhead, pierced by one or two silver stars; and there was lamplight. A cold breeze touched my face. There were voices, shouting but indistinct. They sounded worried. 

        I closed my eyes and returned to the peace and the stillness 

   


* * *


   

        Something disturbed the stillness. My eyes opened of their own accord. There was a lot of glare and the whole world seemed to be churning about me like the waters of a vast river thundering through rapids. In the midst of it, a man peered into my face and shone a light in my eyes. I wanted to ask about Dehan, but I didn’t know how to speak. My mind tried to reach out to him, to seize hold of him and scream at him. What about Dehan? 

        What about Dehan?


        In my mind I saw her staring eyes, the dense blood on her blouse and on my hands. I tried to talk, but no sounds emerged from my mouth. 

        What about Dehan?


        A voice said, “What about his partner?” 

        Dehan!


        “Gone…” 

        There was a hollowness, a bottomless emptiness. A hurt that was beyond words. I closed my eyes and sank down into it. 

   


* * *


   

        A light that was too bright. Beings in ugly green shrouds with masks over their faces. Cold steel instruments cutting into me. But above all a deep pain, an intolerable pain that wanted to drain away my will to live.  

        Somebody said, “Jesus! He’s awake!” 

        But I closed my eyes and embraced the darkness, because only the darkness could take away the appalling ache. 

   


* * *


   

        Black glass. 

        Black glass, frosted at the corners by the cold night, stained with amber light by the streetlamps outside. Silence. The drapes open, which seemed odd. The sound of a single car, far away in the night. The lights are out. The room is dark. There is an empty chair by my bed. 

        I close my eyes and sink back into the emptiness. 

   


* * *


   

        The gray light of dawn has washed the amber from the windowpane. The heavy clouds have returned, as though painted in watercolors, bellying low and raining on New York. Drops of rain, trickling in sporadic runs down the glass. Beneath the glass, the radiator. In front of the radiator, the chair that last night had been empty. And in it, deeply asleep, pale and exhausted, Dehan, uninjured, unhurt. 

        I smiled. I may have wept a little. Deep gratitude seeped through my heart and my aching body, warming my soul like a fine Irish whiskey. I lay watching her for what might have been half an hour or more, as the day stirred and stretched and yawned. 

        I closed my eyes, not to sleep, but to assimilate the fact that the blood on her blouse had been mine. That the look on her face had been shock. That she was not gone, she was here, alive, beside me. Eventually I heard her stir, sit up and yawn. I opened my eyes and she offered me a tired smile. 

        “Hey, Sensei. How’ya feeling?” 

        I offered her a blink and a small sideways twitch of my head. “I’m okay. I’ve had worse hangovers from cheap whiskey. How long have you been here?” 

        She shrugged. “A while.” 

        “They said you’d…” I paused, enjoying the sight of her. “They said, when we arrived at the hospital, they said you’d gone. I thought they meant…” 

        She stared at me a long time, then smiled. “I’d gone for a checkup. They made me. When they said you were out of danger, I went to get a change of clothes.” She paused and looked at the floor. “Stone, they weren’t gunning for me. They were gunning for you. If you’d just ducked instead of…” 

        She clenched her jaw and looked away. I saw a tear spill from her eye and she wiped it away with the back of her hand.  

        I managed a small laugh, which caused more pain than you’d think possible. “Hey! Did you think I was trying to protect you?” 

        She glared at me with wet eyes. 

        I laughed again and winced. “Nah! I was just trying to draw their fire away from my Jag! Was it damaged, by the way?” 

        She laughed wetly and blew her nose. “No. It came off better than you and me. I got a bruised ass.” 

        “That’s a relief.” I paused a moment, then said, “So I’m guessing I took a slug. Did they catch the shooter?” 

        She shook her head. “You were lucky, Stone. Very lucky. You shouldn’t be here. You took two slugs. One hit your left shoulder. It was through and through and managed to miss anything important. Four inches farther south and it would have gone right through your heart. The other…” She heaved a big sigh and stared at me. “It must have been as you were dragging me down, the way you were moving, it was a miracle…” 

        I smiled at her. “Did the earth move for you?” 

        “Stop it, you big dummkopf. The slug caught you at an angle and lodged between your ribs. A fraction of a second earlier, it would have punctured your heart.” 

        I shrugged. “Lucky me. How bad is the damage?” 

        “There was no major, invasive surgery. Doc said you’ll probably be home in a couple of days.” 

        I grunted. I thought about it for a moment. “It’s pretty cool.” 

        She made a long-suffering face. “What is?” 

        “Getting shot in a tux while saving a beautiful woman just before climbing into your classic Jaguar. How many kids dream about doing that?” 

        She didn’t smile. “John, I think you need to take this seriously.” 

        “Okay, I’ll take it seriously, but I need you to do something for me, Dehan.” 

        “Of course, anything. Just name it.” 

        “Find me some coffee and a couple of croissants, will you?” 

        She left and while she was gone I practiced moving my shoulder. The damage the slugs had caused was minimal, but the pain was intense. Fortunately it was my left shoulder. Using my right arm, I eased myself up into a sitting position and thought about getting out of bed. However, the thought of Dehan coming back and seeing my bare ass stopped me. I figured I’d give it a try after breakfast. 

        She returned fifteen minutes later with a bag of croissants and a large paper cup of black coffee. She also brought Newman with her and a woman in a white coat who smiled at me and said, “I’m Doctor Stadler. I operated on you last night. My advice to you is do the lottery today. If your luck holds, you’ll hit the jackpot.” 

        “That’s a nice thought. That close, huh?” 

        She nodded. “We are talking microseconds and millimeters. That was a lethal shot. As it is, the damage it did was minimal.” 

        “How about the other one, in my shoulder?” 

        “Ironically, that one did more damage, but neither of them has caused any kind of serious harm. We’ll keep you in overnight to monitor you. Then I recommend a couple of weeks of dolce fa niente, preferably in bed.” She pointed at my shoulder. “It’s going to hurt, so I’ll prescribe some powerful painkillers. It’ll be a few weeks before you are back to normal.” 

        I nodded. “Okay, thanks, Doc.” 

        “I’ll drop in and check on you later.” 

        Newman opened the door for her and when she’d gone, he came and sat next to the bed in Dehan’s chair. 

        “We’re checking CCTV footage in the area, John. Detective Dehan gave us a fair description of the vehicle. With a bit of luck we may be able to trace the car.” 

        I shook my head. “It will be stolen.” 

        He nodded. “In all probability. Now, listen to me, I want you to consider taking a couple of weeks off, John. More if you need it. Dehan can take care of things…” 

        “Not going to happen, sir.” 

        “Now, John, be reasonable and think this through.” 

        “I don’t need to think it through. I rattled her cage and she tried to kill me. Now is not the time to take a couple of weeks off. Now is the time for me to go in for the kill. What does it say about the NYPD, about the 43rd, about you, if we let this woman send killers after our officers, and our only response is to back down? What message do we send to these parasites who believe themselves above the law? No, sir. You can order me off the case if you want, and that is your call. But I am telling you right here and now, sir, with or without the blessing of the department, I am going after that woman and I am going to take her down.” 

        “John…” 

        “Her and her goddamn empire!” 

        “John…” 

        “What?” 

        “I want you to take a few days at least, and I want you to do some thinking.” 

        I scowled at him. “What about?” 

        “You’re too old to be running around getting shot.” 

        I felt a hot pellet of anger well up in my gut. “What are you saying?” 

        “I want you to think about early retirement, John, or at the very least taking a desk job.” 

        “You have got to be kidding!” I looked at Dehan. She was leaning against the wall with her arms crossed and a sullen look on her face. “Dehan? Are you a part of this?” 

        She shook her head. 

        Newman had both hands raised. “Now take it easy, John. I don’t want you to get upset.” 

        I sat forward and scowled at him, pointing my finger at him like a pistol. “No! You listen to me, Newman, and you listen good! If you want me off this investigation then you are going to have to fire me. And then you will achieve three things.” I held up three fingers. “One, you will send a clear message to Hennessy and all her associates that the 43rd will roll over and spread its legs any time somebody waves a gun at us. Two, I will continue my investigation unofficially and I will tear down the Hennessy empire with my bare hands if I have to—and I will bring her and all her goddamn associates to justice! Three!” I was almost shouting. “You will embarrass the whole damned department because where the 43rd rolled over, the cop who got shot manned up and took on corporate and political crime and corruption, where the 43rd was too damned chicken!” 

        Dehan spoke quietly. “And you’ll have to fire me too, and I’ll back him every step of the way. What Hennessy has done flies in the face of everything we stand for. We cannot show weakness and we cannot back down. Stone is right, sir. She has as much as admitted her guilt. Now we go in for the kill. When the job is done, then we rest and heal.” 

        He sighed and flopped back in his chair. 

        “I am not rolling over, John. But we need to put this in the hands of a younger…” 

        “Less experienced cop? So he can get shot too? I have her running scared and panicking. I have her making rash mistakes. I have the experience. Goddamit, John! This is our case!” 

        He nodded and raised his hands again. “All right, all right. Tell me at least you’ll take a couple of days to heal.” 

        “I will if you stop upsetting me!” 

        He smiled reluctantly. “Fine. Just, be careful, you’re both fine officers and, well, I have come to consider you both friends. I don’t want to lose you. Now, if you feel strong enough, put me up to speed. Where are you in the investigation, and how the hell did this happen?” 

        I gave them both a detailed account of my evening at the fundraiser, and then between us Dehan and I filled him in on what she had discovered about Lee’s directorships. He listened with a deep frown furrowing his brow. When we had finished, he grunted. 

        “I see why you feel so strongly. I don’t mind telling you I have received a couple of telephone calls from the highest levels over the last couple of days asking me what you are playing at. I don’t have to tell you that we are facing a very formidable opponent, and a political conspiracy that has very far reaching tendrils.” 

        I nodded. “David was not exaggerating when he said that it was not dynamite, it was a nuclear bomb.” 

        Dehan spoke suddenly, and there was bitterness in her voice. 

        “It’s a cancer. If we leave it, it will spread and it will end up corrupting everything. It has to be cut out and destroyed before it goes any further.” 

        He studied her a moment, then nodded. “Whatever it costs, detectives. You have my full support.” He smiled at me. “I agree with you. Time to show what we are made of.” 

        He stood and left, and Dehan took his chair. “So what now?” 

        I took the lid off my coffee, tore a chunk off one of the croissants and dunked it in the hot black brew, then stuffed it in my mouth.  

        “What now?” I said with my mouth full. “Now we have an appointment at three PM with Carol Hennessy, and I mean to be there and scare the living bejaysus out of her.” 

        “You are going to the meeting? Today?” 

        I nodded as I dunked again. “Yup.” 

        She shook her head. “You are one hard motherfucker, Stone!” 

        I grinned, wolfishly. “I know. And soon Carol Hennessy will know it, too.” 





SEVENTEEN


   

        Dehan drove because my left arm was in a sling. In a right-hand drive manual like my Jag, you need your left hand to shift the gears, and between the two of us we only had one functioning left hand. While she drove, I called my friend Bernie at the Bureau Field HQ on Broadway. 

        “Stone, how’s it hanging, pal?” 

        “At the moment it’s hanging in a sling.”  

        He roared laughter down the phone. “I’m sorry to hear that, my friend. That’s a great loss to womankind, hahaha!” 

        “Yeah, if only they knew that. But it’s my left arm that’s in a sling, Bernie, so no great loss to anybody. Listen, we need to talk.” 

        “Oh, sure, any time. Nothing serious, I hope.” 

        “I was shot last night. And that’s kind of what I want to talk to you about. I’d like to meet somewhere private. I’ll pick you up on Broadway in an hour and a half. And Bernie, don’t mention this call to anybody. I really mean that. Nobody. And don’t tell anybody where you’re going.” 

        “Sounds serious.” 

        “It is. I am particularly interested, Bernie, in assassins. World class assassins. Operating between 1999 and 2008.” 

        “Holy smoke…” 

        “Is right. Okay. I’m going to get off the line. Catch you later.” I hung up. “Have we picked up a tail?” 

        She shook her head. “It’s hard to tell with all this traffic, but I don’t think so.” 

        I grunted and flinched as I put my phone in my pocket. “So far, the two times that Hennessy has jumped, it has been after we made direct contact, either with her, or with D’Angelo and Lee. So far we haven’t been in touch with any of them, and there is no reason to believe she has ears or eyes inside the 43rd. So chances are she doesn’t know yet that we are still alive. Why would she? So, it’s going to be interesting to see if she’s cancelled the meeting.” 

        Dehan nodded. “Right. If she thinks we’re dead, she won’t bother to show.” She was silent for a moment. “If she’s not there, how do you want to play it?” 

        I thought about it. “I’ll tell you what I’d like to do. I’d like to arrest D’Angelo and haul his ass in for questioning, and do the same to Lee. And play the bastards against each other.” 

        She glanced at me and her eyes were sparkling. “You want to do that?” 

        “I’d love to. But it’s premature. Let’s build up the tension a little more before we drag anyone in.” 

        She parked just outside the main entrance to the Rockford Building on 6th Avenue and we rode the elevator to the 32nd floor. The same prefab-pretty receptionist was at the desk and looked at me unhappily. I leaned close to her and said, “Yes, I have an appointment with Senator Carol Hennessy at three PM. Let her know I’m here, will you?” 

        She took a deep breath. “Senator Hennessy is not here. She is out for lunch.” 

        “How about D’Angelo? Is he here?” 

        She shook her head slowly. “No…” 

        “Is that true? You can get into a lot of trouble for lying to the cops. You know that, right?” 

        She nodded. “He is with her. He goes just about everywhere with her.” 

        “Okay, so you are going to deliver a message for me. You are going to deliver it personally to Senator Hennessy, understood?” She nodded. “Tell her that the next time I see her, she is going to be in cuffs at the 43rd Precinct, and I am going to put her away for the rest of her sorry life. You got that?” 

        She nodded. “Yes, sir.” 

        We rode the elevator down in silence, climbed back in the Jag and took West 52nd east to Park Avenue, then followed that south to Union Square and Broadway. I called Bernie and told him we were on our way, He said he’d meet us outside the pet crematorium on Worth Street. 

        He was there in the doorway when we arrived. Dehan pulled up with her hazards on and Bernie ran and climbed in the back. We pulled away and headed north up Church Street. Then Dehan took a roundabout route, turning back on herself several times, till we came to Central Park South. There we left the Jag in a parking garage and took a walk by the pond as far as the Gapstow Bridge. There, Bernie squinted at me and said, “Are you going to tell me what this is all about?” 

        I scanned the path around the water, then glanced at Dehan. “Did you see anything?” 

        She shook her head. “I think we’re OK.” 

        He frowned uneasily. “You’re getting a little paranoid in your old age. What the hell is going on?” 

        “Somebody tried to kill me last night, Bernie. They very nearly succeeded. It was a hit, and we have solid reasons to believe that it was ordered by Senator Hennessy.” 

        “Holy shit.” He sighed. “You’ve always been smart, Stone, but you’ve never been wise, have you?” 

        “I don’t want to get you involved, not yet anyway. The fewer people involved the better. But there is one thing you can help me with.” 

        “Of course, anything.” 

        Dusk was already turning the air grainy and the cold blue sky was touched with burnished light from the dying sun. The ducks on the pond squawked and made wet flapping sounds and the birds in the trees fluttered sporadically, like they were closing up for the evening. While Dehan kept a watch over the quiet scene, I explained to Bernie everything that had happened, and everything we had learned so far. Dehan clapped her hands and stamped her feet, moving this way and that, and Bernie listened with a deepening frown. 

        When I’d finished, he puffed out his cheeks and blew a big cloud of condensation that drifted away like cigar smoke.  

        “We’ve been after her, and her husband, for a long time. But they have their operation stitched up tighter than a nun’s chastity belt. If what you say is true…” 

        “We may yet free the nun. What I need is a lead on this hired gun, Bernie, whoever he is. I need to know if he actually exists, and if he does, is there anyone on your wanted lists who might fit the profile.” 

        He pulled a sheet of paper from his inside pocket. “I brought this.” He opened it and handed it to me. “These were the hired killers that we were aware of in the period you mentioned. Since the ’90s, hired assassins have been increasingly affiliated with terrorist groups. During the cold war and the ’80s you had a number of pros out there who were ex-military, or trained by one of the secret services, and they were strictly mercenaries, guns for hire.” 

        Dehan said, “Like the famous Jackal who tried to take out De Gaul.” 

        He nodded. “Yeah, exactly. But these days you really don’t get that so much. The market for that kind of hit man is much smaller than it was, and not so lucrative. What you have now is jihadists, or in-house operatives working for the Russian Mafia or the Mob.” 

        I shrugged with my right shoulder. “So that means our list of possibles is small.” 

        “Yeah, pretty small. Active between the turn of the century and 2008, that we were aware of, and that the CIA shared with us, were Sean Hagan, trained by the IRA back in the day. When the IRA called the ceasefire, he put himself on the market as a hired gun. He worked for the Russians, did a few jobs for the Mob, retired about 2008.  

        “Then there was Saul David. We’re not sure if that’s his real name. He was trained by MOSAD, though they later disowned him. Like Hagan, he worked for the Russians and organized crime generally. As far as we know he is still active. Our intel is that he was operating mainly in Europe from 2000 to 2010.  

        “Then there is Adrian Philips, British subject, trained by the SAS but dishonorably discharged for torturing a prisoner. Known to have right-wing political views. Believed to be responsible for taking out several Mullahs and terrorist cells, not clear on whose orders, possibly CIA black ops. He was active in the States during the period you’re interested in.” 

        Dehan said, “Sounds like he could be our man.” 

        Bernie smiled. “Only problem is he could not have been talking to David Thorndike.” 

        I asked, “Why?” 

        “Because he was killed in a bomb blast in Pakistan in late October, 2007.” He pointed at the last name on the list. “And finally you have Hector Hernandez. No formal training, just a love of his work. Free-lances for the Cartels when they need a quiet job done, and has been employed by the mob for some jobs.” 

        I sighed. “None of them leaps out me. Did any of them have a special MO, a preferred method…?” 

        He shrugged and pushed out his bottom lip. “Hernandez liked the knife. Most of his kills were stabbings. Hagan tended to shoot his victims. He was a good marksman. Saul David and Philips were the real pros. They would use whatever method was to hand and most times they would make it look like an accident.” 

        I nodded and looked at Dehan. She said, “That’s our man. Saul David.” 

        I scratched my head. “Only David is still active, which doesn’t make a lot of sense, and Philips is dead.” 

        Bernie studied my face a moment. “Why doesn’t it make sense that he’s still active?” 

        I gazed at the pond. “In the anonymous letter, it said that he had decided to tell Thorndike about the killing for reasons that were not clear to the person writing the letter. I always assumed that he had retired and was trying to clear his conscience in some way.” 

        Bernie didn’t look convinced. “If that was true, Stone, wouldn’t he just come forward and inform the Bureau?” 

        “What other reason could he have?” 

        Dehan said, “Money? Maybe Dave offered him a cut of the proceeds.” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, it could be that. Or it could be political. If he was radical right-wing, and his employer was left-wing, he might want to cause her damage.” 

        Bernie spread his hands. “But then you’re back to square one. Why not go directly to the Feds?” 

        I sighed and shook my head. “We keep going in circles. If it was money he was after, when David was killed, why didn’t he approach Bob Shaw, or Shelly Pearce? Why did he go quiet?” 

        Dehan stared at me. “Maybe he’s dead.” 

        I looked down at the sheet of paper. “Philips died October 2007. David died 6th March, 2008. Just four or five months later.” 

        The sun had dropped behind the trees and the air had turned suddenly icy. Bernie shuddered and said, “I ought to be getting back. Look, you know that the minute you get something solid, this becomes a federal case, right?” 

        I nodded. “And we’ll hand it over to you the minute I know it’ll be prosecuted.” 

        He laughed. “That is a cagey reply, Stone, but I hear you and that is good enough for me.” 

        I thanked him for the list and he shook our hands warmly. “I’ll make my own way back. The less we are seen together at the moment, the better. Be safe.” 

        Dehan leaned her elbows on the bridge next to where I was standing and we watched him walk quickly away on his short, energetic legs. His camel coat flapped around his knees as he pulled it tight across his chest and turned up the collar. I sighed and shook my head again. “The information keeps building, and the more it builds the more it incriminates Hennessy and D’Angelo—and Lee, but we still haven’t a shred of anything that we can call actual, real evidence. Every bit of it is circumstantial.” 

        She nodded. “We need David’s contact. We need that hit man.” 

        I smacked her arm with the paper and said, “Come on. You must be exhausted and I know I am. Let’s get back to the precinct.” 

        She stared into my face. 

        “What did you leave at the precinct?” 

        I frowned. “What?” 

        “You’re not going to any precinct, Mr. Stone. You are going home, where I am going to cook you a chicken stew, and you are going to rest!” 

        I smiled, perhaps a little smugly, and allowed myself to be pushed toward Park Avenue South. As we walked, my phone rang. 

        “Stone? This is Inspector Newman here. We have Thorndike’s records. What do you want me to do with them?” 

        “I’m on my way home, sir. Doctor’s orders…” 

        “Really?
So soon? I thought they were keeping you in.” 

        “Yeah. The Stone constitution. Can you email them to me?” 

        “Sure thing, John. You make sure you get your rest, you hear?” 

        “I hear you, Sir.” 

        I hung up and Dehan glanced at me. “Dave’s financials?”  

        I nodded. “Yup. Maybe this will give us what we’re looking for, Dehan. It’s either cherchez la femme or cherchez the filthy buck.” 

        And as dusk turned to evening, and the lights started to wink on around Central Park, she took my good arm and we headed back toward the car, and home. 





EIGHTEEN


   

        She sat me on the sofa with my laptop and went upstairs. I’d been putting on a brave show, but the fact is, if somebody drives a half-inch of lead through you, twice, no matter how non-lethal the wound, it’s a deep shock to your system. Our organisms just don’t like having things on the inside that are supposed to be kept on the outside, like half-inch lumps of lead. So the truth was I felt pretty wrecked and grateful for the chance to rest. I lay back on the sofa and closed my eyes, aware that my hands had started to tremble. I heard her go into my bedroom, and a few moments later she came back down with four cushions and a blanket. 

        “You’re not stubborn,” she said. “You’re obstinate. It’s different, you know.” 

        She lifted my feet onto the couch and took off my shoes. I frowned at her. “What are you doing? I might have had holes in my socks. A man’s socks are a very personal, intimate thing. “ 

        “Listen to you! You’re rambling. You’re probably feverish.” She packed the cushions behind my back and laid the blanket over me. “You know what the difference is, between stubborn and obstinate? Stubborn is determined and committed, obstinate is just plain stupid.” 

        “Hey! You backed me up in the hospital.” 

        “Yeah? That’s ’cause I’m obstinate.” She put my laptop on my lap. “Are you in pain?” 

        “Only a lot.” 

        “Listen to me! Of course you’re in pain. I’ll get you some pain killers and a whiskey.” 

        “That should do the trick.” As she walked away, I said, “I am never sure with you, Dehan, if you put it on for fun, or if this just happens to you when you are in the proximity of a kitchen.” 

        She didn’t answer. I opened up my computer and switched it on. My shoulder was beginning to throb badly, making it hard to think and focus. I could hear Dehan banging around in the kitchen. After a bit, she came back and put an occasional table beside me and handed me a glass of water and two painkillers. She had a weird look on her face which I was in too much pain to read. When she’d seen that I’d swallowed the pills, she turned on her heel and marched away to pour me the largest whiskey I had ever been given in my life. I squinted at her and saw that something weird was happening to her face. Her mouth seemed to be twitching. 

        “I’m going to have a shower. I may be a while. Then I’ll make you a chicken stew. You’ll eat a chicken stew right? Don’t be obstinate. You need to eat.” 

        I nodded and smiled. “I’ll eat a chicken stew. It sounds good.” I deepened my smile. “Thanks, Dehan.” 

        “Oh, shut up!” 

        She turned and went very quickly up the stairs. I took a long pull on the whiskey and closed my eyes while it did its work. Uisce beatha, the water of life. After a bit, I opened my eyes again and accessed my email. There were two from Inspector John Newman. Each had a PDF attachment. One was David Thorndike’s bank statements for 2007 and 2008, the other was his credit card statements. I saved them to my David Thorndike folder and took another slug of whiskey. It began to mix with the painkillers and life began to seem tolerable. 

        Upstairs I heard the shower start to hiss. 

        The statements I needed were from October 2007 to February 2008, five months. I began to go through them, item by item. Dimly I was aware that Dehan’s shower was in fact quite a long one, but I paid no real attention. At some point the water stopped hissing, and there was a long silence. But what little concentration I had was focused on the long list of expenses before me: mortgage, electricity, telephone, wi-fi, repayments on his car, ATM cash withdrawals. 

        As I came to the end of February, without having found anything significant, but having acquired a feeling of pleasurable ‘otherness’ from the whiskey and the painkillers, I heard Dehan’s feet, brisk on the stairs. She reached the bottom and looked at me. 

        “How you doing there, Sensei?” She sounded nasal and puffy. 

        I gave her a Cheshire grin. “I’m good. But you sound like you have a cold coming on. Maybe you should have some whiskey, too.” 

        “Not a bad idea, Stone. I think I’ll do that.” 

        She poured herself a drink and went into the kitchen to start cooking. I moved to his credit card. I closed my eyes for a bit and drifted among the comfortable sounds: the refrigerator opening and closing, a pot extracted from a cupboard and placed on the cooker, vegetables being chopped on a wooden board, the squeak and pop of a cork from a bottle of wine. After a bit, she started to sing softly. 

        I may have drifted off, because when I opened my eyes again the stew was on, there was a wonderful smell on the air, and she was washing up. 

        I looked at the screen in front of me and saw that in December of 2007 David had used his credit card to buy two tickets to Sri Lanka. A Christmas gift to themselves, perhaps. 

        I made a note and kept scrolling. Then, in the last two weeks of January I found a series of credit card payments at gas stations in New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Missouri, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico and Arizona. Neat. Then, three days later the same thing but in reverse order. There were also a couple of motels. 

        I scrolled down a little further and found in the third week of February the same thing. A three day gap and a repeat of the same states, once again in reverse order. I sipped my whiskey and looked up. Dehan was leaning on the breakfast counter looking at me. 

        “You want to eat on your lap, or at the table?” 

        “At the table. He made three long trips in the period October to March, 2007, 2008. One, which we can probably eliminate, a two week trip to Sri Lanka at the end of December. He bought two tickets so I am guessing it was a Christmas holiday with Samantha. However, mid-January he takes a very long drive to Arizona and back. By the looks of it, he stayed about three days. Then, in the third week of February he repeated the trip. So we can say conclusively that during his investigation into Senator Hennessy, he made two long trips to Arizona, where he stayed a total of six days, three and three.” 

        She smiled. “Bingo.” 

        “We can also say then, with some degree of certainty, that this putative hit man…” 

        “Putative hit man?” 

        “Supposed hit man, was in Arizona at that time. We can zero in up to a point with his motel. And a couple of the gas stops in Arizona were probably made on his way to see K, or his way back.” 

        “That’s good work, Stone.” 

        I closed my eyes. “Tomorrow we’ll call Samantha in, ask her about Arizona. Do they have some connection with the place? What reason would he have for going there? We’ll ask her about Sri Lanka, too. There’s probably nothing in it, but it’s close enough to Pakistan to warrant looking into it.” 

        She came around, switched off the laptop and took it away. 

        “Okay, Sensei. That’s enough for today. The stew will be another half hour. Now you sleep for a bit. I’ll call you when it’s ready.” 

        At least, I’m guessing that’s what she said, because by then I was already asleep. 

   


* * *


   

        Samantha arrived at ten thirty the next morning. She didn’t look happy to be there. I wasn’t happy to be there either. Most people don’t realize it, but often as not, healing hurts more than getting injured in the first place. I was doped up and I knew I was going to have to rely on Dehan to make sense of the interview. 

        I had asked Samantha when I phoned her whether she still had any of David’s papers and notes from previous investigations. She told me she had and I’d asked her to bring with her anything from the end of 2007 and January 2008. She’d said there wasn’t much, but she’d bring it. 

        As we sat across from her she pushed a small stack of notebooks across the table toward me. 

        “These are his notes and ramblings from the end of 2007 and early 2008, just before he left. You’re welcome to them. I’m sick of the sight of them. I tried to give them to Bob and Shelly, but they didn’t want them. I just couldn’t quite bring myself to throw them away.” 

        I took them and thanked her. 

        “Samantha, I have only a few questions for you, but your answers could be extremely important, so I want you to think very carefully and try to be as accurate as you can. You need to be aware that this investigation could go well beyond you and David and your relationship. Do you understand that?” 

        She looked at me a moment before answering. Then, she nodded and said, “Yes. Of course.” 

        “First of all, in 2007 you spent Christmas in Sri Lanka. Can you tell me about that? Why Sri Lanka of all places?” 

        She sighed and made a long suffering face. 

        “That was Dave all over. He suddenly developed this interest in Buddhism. All he could talk about was Buddhism. Buddhism this and Buddhism that and Buddhism was the answer to everything. And we had to go to Sri Lanka because Sri Lanka was the home of some special type of original Buddhism.” 

        “Theravada.” 

        She nodded at me. “Yeah, I think that was it. So as Christmas was coming up I agreed to spend the vacation in Sri Lanka. It was nice, but I missed the snow and the lights.” She smiled and shrugged.  

        Dehan asked, “Where did this interest in Buddhism come from?” 

        She shook her head. “I have no idea. He was like that. Ideas would just pop into his head. He’d become obsessed for six months and then forget all about them. Buddhism only lasted about a month or so…” She trailed off. “We got back, he went off to investigate his article, and that was the last I ever saw of him alive.” 

        Dehan gave her a moment, then pursued her point. “So, your trip was two weeks over the Christmas period. His interest in Buddhism would have started around the beginning of December?” 

        “I guess so, yeah.” She frowned. “Is his interest in Buddhism important?” 

        I was wondering the same thing. Dehan shrugged, then smiled. “You never know.” 

        “Samantha.” 

        She turned to face me. 

        “Can you think of anything unusual or in any way peculiar that might have happened during your visit?” 

        She heaved a big sigh. “I don’t mean to be difficult, Detective Stone, but with Dave, everything was peculiar and unusual. His behavior was never normal.” She ran her fingers through her hair and sighed again. “What stands out most for me is the fact that that trip was supposed to be an opportunity for us to start mending our relationship, to start healing. We had been through a difficult patch and I was getting frankly sick of him. I had hoped, rather naively I guess, that we could turn it around.” 

         “What happened?” 

        She shrugged. “Buddhism happened. There was a temple…” She paused, thinking, and gave a small laugh. “They have so many syllables in Pali! Jetavanaramaya? Something like that, in the city of Anuradhapura. He used to go there every day to talk with the monks, read, study. The fact is I hardly saw him during the whole holiday.” 

        I glanced at Dehan. She was frowning. She asked the question I should have asked, only my brain was wading through sludge.  

        “Was there any one, particular monk that he befriended?” 

        Samantha looked a little surprised. “Yes, there was. And if you give me a moment I’ll remember his name. Ananda. Ananda Sri Pannasiha. I remember because I used to tease him that he thought this guy was the panacea to all ills. And he wasn’t. Indirectly he was putting the last nails in the coffin of our marriage.” 

        “Really? It was that serious?” 

        She looked sad and nodded down at her hands on the table. “I think so, Detective Dehan. I was aware that he had lost all interest in me. He shared more with Jackson and Bob than he ever did with me. To be honest, when I found out he’d been shacked up with that bimbo…” She looked Dehan square in the face. “I was mad. I was really mad. But I can’t say I was surprised.” 

        I asked, “Did he stay in touch with this monk, Ananda?” 

        “I have no idea.” 

        Dehan bit her lip for a moment. “How about before? When did he first make contact with him?” 

        Samantha nodded. “Yeah, I think they may have exchanged a couple of emails before the trip. I’m pretty sure they did, because he chose Anuradhapura deliberately.” 

        I made a note on my pad and as I was writing, I asked her, “What connection, if any, did David have with Arizona?” 

        “Arizona?” 

        I looked up. She was staring at me. 

        She shook her head. “None whatever, as far as I am aware. Why?” 

        “During January and February, 2008, he made two trips by car to Arizona. I am wondering if you would know what took him there.” 

        “That was during the time he had gone ‘dark’ as he used to call it. He was investigating his article, so anything he did during that time would have been directly related to his article. If he went to Arizona, then you can be sure that Arizona had something to do with what he was writing about.” 

        I flopped back in my chair. A sudden, blinding realization had exploded through my numbed brain and I was kicking myself for not having seen it sooner. Dehan was saying, “So, as far as you are aware, Arizona had no special significance for Dave.” 

        “No, not at all. I had never heard him mention Arizona. As I said, it must have had something to do with his article.” 

        We talked a little longer, then Dehan walked her out and I returned to my desk and sat thinking about what Samantha had said. I could see it with perfect clarity, but in that moment it made absolutely no sense whatsoever. 

        A minute later Dehan came back and dropped into her chair. 

        “I think we have it, Stone. I think we are closing in.” 

        I nodded. “Yeah. Looks that way.” 

        “We going to Arizona?” 

        “I think so, but not yet.” 

        “What’s wrong?” 

        I shook my head and chewed my lip. “I don’t know. Something doesn’t fit. Something is all wrong.” 





NINETEEN


   

        “What? What is wrong?” 

        “Call the Jetavanaramaya temple, Dehan. Contact them, talk to this Ananda Sri Pannasiha. I want to know what he and David discussed for two weeks that seemed to galvanize him into this investigation of Senator Hennessy. I’m going to go through these notes of his and see if I can get some idea of what made him suddenly decide to go to Sri Lanka and explore Buddhism.” 

        “Got it!” 

        While she searched for the number, I started working my way through his notes. They were mainly in a diary and two A4 notebooks, plus any number of loose sheets and paper napkins that had been stuffed in at various points. 

        I opened the diary. There were a lot of quotes about Buddhism. Several times he had written down the question whether Buddhism was a religion or a philosophy. One entry, dated the 31st of December, 2007, asked, “If Buddhism does not acknowledge the existence of an absolute God, an absolute, ultimate judge, then how can there be good and evil? How do we decide what is right and what is wrong?” 

        He must have been a howl at the New Year’s party. Another entry, scrawled on an undated paper napkin said, “Kama is conditioned not only by our actions, but above all by our intentions. So our dying thoughts acquire a huge importance as it is they that will condition the nature of our next birth.” 

        There followed several pages of brief, almost illegible notes, names, dates, phone numbers. If all else failed, they would all have to be followed up. 

        The last entry in the diary was, “‘Why, then, ’tis none to you, for there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so. To me it is a prison.’ Hamlet to Rosencrantz, scene two act two.” 

        I looked up at Dehan. She had the phone to her ear and was bouncing a pencil up and down on its eraser. She jerked her head at me like, ‘What?’ 

        “He was having some kind of existential crisis.” 

        “I thought you had to be either Jewish, French, or Russian to do that.” 

        “You’re being facetious.” 

        “I am? They won’t answer the phone. It makes me mad when people don’t answer the… Oh, yes, hello, is that… Yes, good evening. Is it very late…?” She looked at me. “What time is it in Sri Lanka? I didn’t think.” Then back to the phone, “Hello? Hello? I’m calling from New York, in the U.S.A… Excuse me?” She gave a nervous laugh and looked at me again. “He’s laughing. Hello? My name is… Yes, hello. My name is… Excuse me? No… no… I am looking for…” She sighed. “Thank you, you too. I am looking for Ananda Sri Pannasiha…” She smiled. “Yes! You know him! That’s great! Can I speak to him…? Hello? Hello?… What? No, wait!” She slammed down the phone. “Son of a bitch!” 

        I smiled. “I guess it’s about ten or eleven at night over there. What happened?” 

        “I have no idea. The guy was real sweet. I am pretty sure he was speaking English, at least most of the time. He was delighted to hear me mention Ananda. For all I know he may have been Ananda! Then he blessed me, said something I didn’t catch, and hung up.” 

        “Maybe try again when it’s not almost midnight. You probably got the poor guy out of bed.” 

        “Yeah, but I tell you what. I’ll start with an email, then follow up with a call tomorrow.” 

        “Makes sense.” 

        She started typing. “What’s eating you? Why does it matter that he was having an existential crisis?” 

        “I’m not sure. There’s something else. Something that has been right in front of our noses from the start and we have been ignoring it.” 

        She glanced at me and carried on writing. “What?” 

        “Something Samantha said. She said that if he went to Arizona while he was…” 

        “Dark.” 

        “Yeah, dark, it meant it was directly related to his investigation—to the article.” 

        She shrugged and made a face. “Yeah, we pretty much knew that.” 

        “Yeah, but then she stressed that when he was working on an article, nothing else mattered. Everything he did while he was working on an article was related to that investigation.” I flipped back to my notebook. “Here it is, ‘…anything he did during that time would have been directly related to his article.’” 

        She paused and frowned at me. “Yeah, so?” 

        I shrugged. “So he chooses that time, when he was supposed to be obsessively focused on an article, to start a live-in relationship? And not just any article. The article of his career.” 

        She flopped back in her chair. “Son of a gun.” 

        “And these notes.” I flicked them with the back of my fingers. “Practically everything I have seen so far is quotes from Shakespeare and Buddha about the nature of morality.” 

        “Katie.” She scratched her head. “Cherchez la femme… There is always a damn woman involved.” 

        “Shit!” I slammed my hand into my forehead. “I am so goddamn stupid!” 

        Mo at the desk across the aisle looked up and smiled blandly at me. “No argument from over here.” 

        Dehan scowled at him. “Butt out and get a life, asshole!” 

        He wheezed a laugh and withdrew into his file. 

        She turned back to me. “What?” 

        I pulled the list of K’s supposed victims from the file and tossed it across the desk at her. “You said we should go through them. You were right.” 

        She glanced at it. “Jack O’Connor.” 

        I pulled my laptop over one-handed and started typing five-fingered. Dehan said, “I got it.” She rattled at the keyboard and sat back. After a moment, she started reading. 

        “Johnathan Joseph O’Connor, accountant for the Clearwater Real Estate Development Company. Blew the whistle on his employer and was going to testify against them, and also the Hennessys. Word was he was going to reveal large-scale tax evasion and also had information regarding the alleged suicide of Victor Fosberg, which some conspiracy theorists were calling a murder, and attributing to Hennessy, claiming she had had an affair with him.  

        “O’Connor, his wife Kathleen, and youngest daughter Penny, aged eight, were found shot to death in a presumed house invasion. His wallet was taken along with her purse and jewelry, and their safe had been busted open…” She took a deep breath, made a “Pffff…” noise and looked at me. “Eldest daughter, named after her mother, Kathleen, managed to escape and  was later adopted by her mother’s sister. She was aged twelve at the time, and that was in the year 2000. Which would make her about twenty-eight now.” 

        “It’s her, isn’t? It has to be; and that was why David hooked up with her. And she’s our anonymous informant.” 

        “Shall we bring her in?” 

        I nodded. “Yeah. I want to know how much she really knows about his article. But above all, I want to know why she concealed the fact that she was Jack O’Connor’s daughter.” 

        I reached for the phone and started to dial one-handed. She grabbed it and pulled it away from me. “I got it.” 

        She dialed and I scowled. She shrugged and gave me a fake smile. “It’s quicker… Hi, Katie? It’s Detective Dehan. Hi, good, not bad, listen, we have a couple of questions which we need to clear up… Nah! Just routine really, but it has to be done. Could you come in and see us? I know it’s a pain but it would be a real help. This lunchtime? That would be great. Thanks Katie.” She hung up. “I’m such a nice person.” 

        Mo snorted across the aisle. “In what universe?” 

        “Go screw yourself, Mo! Nobody else is going to!” 

        I looked at my watch. It was almost twelve. “Okay, Dehan, walk me down to the deli and we’ll grab an early lunch. Help me think this through.” 

        She pulled on her jacket and hung my coat over my shoulders. I heard Mo snigger but ignored him and we stepped into the bright, cold morning. As we started to walk down Fteley Avenue toward Banyer Place she began to talk. 

        “Okay, back in 2007 Dave Thorndike makes contact with a Buddhist monk in Sri Lanka. This monk somehow, for some reason we cannot fathom at the moment, puts Dave onto K.” 

        I nodded. “All right. And with any luck, tomorrow we will have a slightly better idea of how that happened, when Ananda answers your email.” 

        “We hope. Okay, now, whatever Ananda told Dave, it must have been pretty hot because almost as soon as he got back to New York he was off. He got his apartment, hooked up with Katie, and within a couple of weeks took his first trip to Arizona. That is a very busy two weeks.” 

        “It sure is. We then have a period of… let’s see. Say he gets back to New York on the 20th or the 21st, there is a period of about a month where he is presumably working on his article. He then takes a second trip to Arizona…” 

        Dehan took over. “And when he gets back he’s real excited. He contacts Bob Shaw and he contacts Lee. He tells them this is the biggest thing since Watergate, he’s going to get the Pulitzer and they’re going to have to change the constitution. He is high. He’s euphoric.” 

        “Good, now let’s take the next steps one at a time. What happens next?” 

        “He tells Katie that he is married and she dumps him. She goes to stay with…wait a minute…!” 

        “The landlord assumed it was her sister. Clearly it was a friend, because her sister was killed along with her parents.” 

        We stopped walking and stared at each other for a moment. Then she shrugged and we carried on. “I guess. Okay, so then she comes back to collect her CDs and books, yadda yadda, and he meets up with Lee who claims A, he’s pissed that Dave is cheating on Samantha and B, there is no merit to his story, and he decides to distance himself from him.” 

        “Okay, but in a minute I want to go back to that yadda yadda.” 

        “I miss something?” 

        “Maybe, but carry on, you’re doing good.” 

        She grinned at me. “Uh-uh, Sensei, Superman is doing good. I am doing well.” 

        “Smart ass.” 

        “So, Friday night, Katie goes to dinner with some guy at a restaurant. That night we know from the landlord that somebody arrived. Dave let them in, and next morning the landlord found him dead.” 

        “Okay. Now, meantime, when we started investigating—that is, after we questioned Katie, Samantha, Shelly, and Lee—two things happened. First, we received an anonymous letter introducing K, Hennessy’s hired killer, and second, Lee turned up less than twenty-four hours after we’d spoken to him…” 

        “Having avoided seeing us from the start.” 

        “Correct. And wanted to change his story. The change is to shift suspicion onto Katie, and stress that Dave’s article had no merit and contained no real evidence.” We had reached the deli and we stopped outside the door. I looked down into her face. “Can we, from what we know so far, from the facts that we have, can we begin to construct a workable theory?” 

        She turned away from me and stepped into the shop. The mechanical bell clanged over the door and I followed her in. There was a smell of smoked meats and cheese and freshly baked bread on the air. Dehan asked for two beef on rye and the Italian guy behind the counter asked why I always came in instead of her. To me he said that if I sent her for the sandwiches we’d get bigger, better sandwiches. Everybody laughed except Dehan, who told him to take a hike. 

        After a noisy five minutes while he made up our order, we stepped into the street and started walking slowly back toward the station. 

        “The answer to your question, Sensei, is that we can make a theory, but not an hypothesis.” 

        “Christ! I created a monster!” 

        “Hear me out. We still have to make a lot of assumptions. We don’t know what the connection is yet between Ananda and K. I might be able to guess, but the fact is we don’t even know if there is a connection. We can guess that Dave was going to Arizona to interview somebody, and we can guess that it might be K. But the closest we can get to a theory, in my opinion, is that Dave connected with K somehow and Hennessy had him killed.” 

        I grunted. She had told me no more than I could have worked out for myself, if my brain had not been fogged by painkillers and pain. 

        “What’s your theory about Ananda?” 

        “It’s a reach, Stone, but you know that all the traditional martial arts grew out of Buddhism, right?” 

        I nodded. 

        “In Japan they are still very closely associated with Zen Buddhism. It wasn’t uncommon for warriors, especially the samurai, after a life of killing, to withdraw and become Buddhist monks. Now, it is just possible that K, after he retired, sought guidance and teaching from a Buddhist monk in Sri Lanka.” 

        “That might explain those notes of David’s about morality and right and wrong. It wasn’t his existential crisis, it was K’s.” 

        “Right. And like you said, Pakistan is not a million miles from Sri Lanka. If K was in fact Adrian Philips, he may have been there seeking some kind of spiritual redemption, and that same need for redemption may have driven him to contact the NY Telegraph and Dave in the first place. In which case, Ananda may have been a kind of go-between.” 

        “That makes a lot of sense, Dehan. That is very good. Thank God you’re thinking. Okay, let’s see what Katie has to say. And maybe we’ll get a useful reply to your email tomorrow.” 

        “And then, Arizona! Road trip! You think the Inspector will go for it?” 

        “With this arm? This time we fly. Yeah. I think he hasn’t much choice.” 

        “Even better. So what’s the problem with my yadda yadda?” 

        “When Katie went back for her CDs and books, the article and his laptop were already gone.” 

        She stopped dead and stared at me. Then she sighed, shook her head, and started walking again. “So what’s special in Arizona, in the way of food?” 

        “A lot of corn and black beans, and chimichangas.” 

        She looked at me in mild disgust. “Corn and black beans? Seriously?” 

        “And chimichangas.” 

        “Great. No bison steaks?” 

        And we pushed our way back into the station. 





TWENTY


   

        Katie arrived as we were finishing our lunch and we had the sergeant show her up to interrogation room three, where we joined her five minutes later. We offered her coffee but she declined and said, “I would really like to get this over and done with, detectives. I have a great deal to do.” 

        I nodded, said, “Sure,” and we sat opposite her. I had a slim manila file with me and I opened it. I pulled out the list of names and slid it across the table to her. She studied it a moment, shrugged, and looked me square in the eye. 

        “So what?” 

        “Why did you lie to us? You told us you had no idea what Dave was working on.” 

        She buried her face in her hands and sighed. After a moment she ran both hands through her hair and flopped back in her chair. “I didn’t lie to you. Not exactly.” 

        Dehan snapped. “Not exactly? Not exactly doesn’t cut the ice! We are not playing games here, Katie. This is a murder investigation. Not exactly telling the truth is lying!” 

        Katie flashed her an angry glance. “No, Detective Dehan, it’s not!” 

        Dehan stabbed at Jack O’Connor’s name on the list with her finger. “Are you Kathleen O’Connor? Are you this man’s daughter?” 

        “Yes.” 

        “And you want us to believe that you didn’t know Dave was investigating his murder?” 

        She shook her head. “Of course I knew.” 

        I spoke quietly. “Level with us, Katie. Keeping information from us is not going to help anybody.” 

        She sat for a long moment, staring down at the tabletop, just giving her head little shakes. Finally, she looked up at me with weary eyes. “Can’t you understand that all I want is to have this man out of my life? He lied to me, he used me, and then he thought he could just have me. I turned and I walked away. Why is he still in my life?” 

        I sighed. “Katie, I am sorry. I really am. What can I say? Life isn’t fair. It never was. The fact is that you can get it right a million times, and life goes on. You get it wrong once and you spend the rest of your life living with the consequences.” 

        She gave a small smile you could describe as rueful. “He contacted me because he had tracked down Jack O’Connor’s only surviving daughter. At first I told him to leave me alone, but he was nothing if not persistent. Relentless might be a better word. In the end I agreed to talk to him.” 

        Dehan was frowning. “Things must have happened pretty fast.” 

        Katie turned to her and seemed to study her face for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah. They did. Dave was a pain in the ass, but he was a fascinating pain in the ass. He was intense, really intense. When he focused his mind on something it was…” She stared at the wall, shrugged, shook her head. “It was like his mind was eating that subject or that person; devouring it. Where other people are inhibited by things like good manners, social conventions, danger…” She shook her head again. “David was not fazed by anything. He didn’t even consider things like that. If X was the objective, then nothing, and I mean nothing, would stand in his way.” She paused, looking down at her hands on the table. “There is something very compelling, very attractive, about that quality in a man.”  

        She raised her eyes to look at Dehan again. 

        Dehan said, “I get that.” 

        “Before I knew it I was staying at his place every other night, moving my clothes and my music in… It wasn’t so much a whirlwind as a tornado.” 

        I repeated the question, “So why did you lie to us?” 

        “I told you I didn’t lie. Yes, I knew that he was investigating my father’s death. I also knew that he believed Carol Hennessy was responsible.” She stopped talking, looking at each of her fingers in turn, as though she might find the answer to life’s injustices on one of them. “At first I wanted to help him. I thought he wanted me to. I had always believed that my father was assassinated, and that the robbery, the murder of my mother and my sister, they were merely to make it look like a home invasion. I have always believed that. And when Dave came along saying that he believed it, too, and that he thought he might be able to prove it…” 

        She trailed off. Dehan waited a moment, then asked, “Did he tell you how he was going to prove it?” 

        Katie seemed not to hear her. “At first I didn’t want to get involved. I was terrified of the brutality of that man. The ruthlessness, the efficiency with which he did it. Do you know what it’s like to be a child, to witness something like that and feel completely powerless and helpless in the face of such…” Her face creased with disgust. “…Power, such strength and violence? I still have nightmares about it. But he persuaded me that if I helped him it would be a way of achieving closure. And I believed him.” 

        Dehan started to repeat her question. “Did he tell you…” 

        “No. He got me to talk. I went over the murder a hundred different ways, until I had become numb to it. But he never told me anything about his article or his investigation, or his other sources.” 

        I thought for a moment and asked, “What can you tell me about K?” 

        She frowned at me. “Who’s Kay?” 

        I slid the anonymous note across the table to her. “Are you going to deny that you sent this?” 

        She read through it carefully. When she’d finished, she raised her eyebrows and pushed it back across the table to me. 

        “I have no idea who wrote that, Detective Stone, but what you’re suggesting doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. I’m right here.” She gave a small laugh, like I was being absurd. “Why would I send you an anonymous letter when I can talk to you face to face?” 

        I nodded and sighed. “I was hoping you would explain that, Katie.” 

        “I’m sorry, detective, you are way off base. When Dave revealed to me that he was married, I saw what a stupid bitch I had been. He shared nothing with me. Do you get that? Nothing. I gave him.” She paused, watching my face to see if I understood. “He kept everything from me, his article, his investigation, his life, the truth!” 

        I pulled back the letter and the list and slipped them into the folder again. 

        “What can you tell me about his two trips to Arizona?” 

        She gave an exasperated half-laugh half-sigh. “Again? He was away for about a week in January and a week in February. Did he go to Arizona? If you say so. He didn’t tell me. All I knew was that he was away.” 

        I took a deep breath and spread my hands. “If you won’t cooperate with us, Katie, then there is no point in my talking to you any longer.” 

        She hesitated a moment without looking at either one of us. Then, she said quietly, “I’m sorry,” and she got up and left. 

        Dehan and I stared at each other for a minute, but neither of us had anything to say, so we stood and made our way downstairs. I found Sergeant Garcia and gave her the manila folder with instructions. When I’d finished telling her what I wanted, she said, “Listen, the car was identified. I didn’t want to interrupt your interrogation, but they got it on CCTV at a gas station. They got the number.” She handed me a slip of paper. “Patrolman Junkers traced it. It was reported stolen the same night of the shooting.” 

        I made a face that was rueful. “To be expected.” 

        “No, but a neighbor got it on her cell. She filmed the whole thing! The Inspector wants you up in his office to look at the video.” 

        I bellowed across the detectives’ room, “Dehan! Upstairs!” 

        Everybody looked, and as Dehan crossed the room there was much laughter, applause, and wolf-whistling.  

        I was knocking on Inspector Newman’s door as she came up behind me. “What the hell is it, Stone?” 

        Newman’s voice called, “Come!” 

        I pushed in as I said to Dehan, “They got footage of the car.” 

        “Shit!”  

        To Newman I said, “Is it any good?” 

        “You tell me.” 

        He had his laptop open on the desk. He pressed ‘play’ and turned it so we could all watch. I sat and Dehan crouched beside me with her hand on my shoulder. 

        The quality was grainy, but good enough to see the dark Audi parked on a leafy street. It was between two plane trees, under a street lamp. There was a group of three men under the tree by the trunk. The nearest was wearing blue jeans and a brown leather jacket. The two others were in dark clothes and were hard to make out. 

        The guy in the jeans looked up and down the street, then approached the driver’s door, fiddled with it for a moment, and pulled it open. The lights flashed and for a moment you could hear the alarm, but he climbed in and after a couple of bleeps the alarm stopped. The two other guys then stepped up to the rear doors and whoever was filming zoomed in on them. The picture became more grainy, but the nearside guy, the one who must have shot at us, turned and looked up and down the road just before he opened the door and got in.  

        I said, “Back up and freeze on his face… Just there!” 

        Dehan spoke through clenched teeth, “Got you, you motherfucker!” She glanced at Newman’s astonished face, but she didn’t apologize. Instead, she said, “Jay Guzman. He’s from the hood. Started out as muscle for the Sureños. Then did his degree at Attica and graduated with honors in various forms of murder. There were three hits attributed to him at the correctional facility, then a string more over the last few years, mostly for the Mob.” 

        Newman looked impressed. “Any doubt?” 

        She shook her head. “None.” 

        I said, “Let’s go get the son of a bitch.” 

        “Take a SWAT team.” He stood. “I’ll come down for the briefing.” 

        While Newman gathered the team in the briefing room, Dehan found Guzman’s number. He had a nice house out near Eastchester Bay. She called and waited while it rang. Then she suddenly cocked her hip and flopped her head on one side with an idiot grin. The accent was straight out of the deep south. 

        “Oh, good morning! I represent the Exclusive New York Fine Food and Wine Company. We have been asked to extend an invitation to Mr. Guzman to be among our very select group of members. I wonder if Mr. Guzman is there? Could I speak to him possibly?” She waited, listening, with a bright smile on her face, then said, “Oh, he’s sleeping? Oh, heavens no! Don’t wake him!” She laughed out loud. “I’ll call back at a more convenient time. Five o’clock? I’ll be sure to call then. You have a super day, y’hear!”  

        She hung up and strode into the briefing room. Newman was talking but she interrupted him. 

        “Guzman is at home right now sleeping. Apparently he was up late and will sleep till about four. But we need to act now. There is too much riding on this.” 

        Newman glanced at me. I smiled and nodded. He turned to the SWAT team. There were six of them.  

        “Okay, like I said, this guy is very dangerous. We are going into his home. We don’t know what we are going to find in there but we have to assume the worst. Our latest intel is that he will be in his bed asleep, but you need to be ready for him to be awake and armed. He has a wife and two kids. So you will need to be aware of them and keep them out of harm’s way. The wife may be in bed with him. Be prepared for that. 

        “Jones, Smith, Patel, and Philips, you go in the back. Dehan, Gunther, and Sanchez, you go in the front. Dehan is in charge of this operation. Get him alive! Okay? We need this man alive! Go!” 

        He stood and put a hand on my shoulder. “You sit this one out in the car with me, Stone.” He grinned. “How does it feel to be getting old?” 

        I raised an eyebrow at him. “I wouldn’t know sir.” 

        He laughed and we made our way out to the cars. 





TWENTY ONE


   

        There is nothing in this world more frustrating that having to sit in a car and watch your partner lead a SWAT raid on a house where you know there is an armed man who has put two slugs into your body. It doesn’t get much more frustrating than that. 

        We sat in silence as they deployed in their body armor, four around the back and Dehan and two more entering through the front garden, flattened against the walls. The two guys with her, Gunther and Sanchez, looked big and tough. Beside them Dehan looked delicate and frail. I knew she was as tough as nails, I’d seen her in action and I knew she was fast and lethal, but to me right then, with two bullet holes in my chest, she looked like a young girl that I should be protecting. 

        “It should be me going in there, not her.” 

        Newman looked at me curiously. “In your condition you’d be a liability, John.” 

        I sighed. “Yeah, I know.” 

        “It was very brave, what you did. Well beyond the call of duty.” 

        I shrugged. “No it wasn’t. I didn’t think. Any one of us would have done the same for a partner.” 

        He grunted. There was a shout. Dehan’s voice. Then they were battering the door and the three of them were storming in, hollering. I strained my ears, listening for gunfire, then climbed out of the car where I could hear better. The only sound was the distant sigh of mundane traffic, the whisper of the breeze among the cold, naked branches, and far off, muffled, the occasional shout. I stood staring, knowing that people might be dying, that in that house was the intention to kill, and Dehan was the victim of choice. 

        I heard Newman shout, but I wasn’t listening. I didn’t even know that I was running. I crossed the lawn and I was up the stairs to the porch and busting in through the doors. A woman with two kids sitting on a sofa in the living room. A cop in a helmet and body armor standing over her. He glanced at me and frowned but I was already on the stairs. Voices, shouting, barking, hollering. Dehan’s voice, harsh, aggressive. I smiled and began to laugh as I ran up the stairs. Three guys in the bedroom doorway with their weapons drawn. 

        “Sir! You cannot come in here! Sir!” 

        Inside the room, Dehan’s voice bellowing, “On your face, motherfucker!” 

        I pushed past, muttering, “Out of my way, goddamit!” 

        And there was Dehan, a half-naked man on his face on the floor, with his arms behind his back, and her kneeling on him, holstering her piece with one hand, cuffing him with the other. One guy covering her and a second moving toward me with his hand stuck out, shouting, “Stay outside!” 

        I pushed his hand away and snarled at him, “Get out of my face!” 

        Dehan looked up and grinned. “Glad you could make it, Sensei. I got a late present for you. Merry Christmas.” 

        Behind me I heard feet lumbering up the stairs. Next thing, Newman was bursting in. He didn’t say anything, but I wasn’t looking at him. I was staring at Dehan’s grinning face as she dragged Guzman to his feet. 

        She stared back for what might have been a second or an hour. I heard myself saying, “Good work.” She nodded and I looked around at the SWAT guys who were watching me like I was crazy. I said, again, “Good work.” 

        Newman was scowling at me like he wanted to can me right there and then. He said, “Dehan, take the prisoner down to the station. Book him and take him to the interrogation room.” 

        I growled at him, “I interrogate this suspect with Detective Dehan, sir.” 

        Dehan and the SWAT team dragged Guzman from the room. One of them grabbed his clothes and a dressing gown. After a moment of commotion, Newman and I were alone in the room, with the receding sound of voices downstairs. We stared at each other for a long moment. Finally, he said, “Is there anything you need to tell me, Stone?” 

        I said, “No.” 

        “You are an experienced officer. You have the best track record in the 43rd. You have almost thirty years of experience. What the hell did you think you were doing?” 

        I chewed my lip, but I couldn’t answer him. Finally, I said, “I don’t know.” 

        “Talk to me, John! Twice, in almost as many days, you have acted irrationally!” He took a couple of steps toward me. “Quite aside from the fact that Detective Dehan was probably not the target in the shooting, she was in a position to take cover. You ran around the car and put yourself in the line of fire!” 

        I sighed and looked away from him. “I acted without thinking to protect my partner.” 

        “And now? What is your explanation for this?” 

        “I…” Again, I had no answer. Lamely, I said, “It should have been me.” 

        He came up close to me. “Stone, I am going to ask you one more time. There are rumors. My policy with rumors is to ignore them. Do I need to be listening to this one? Is there anything that you need to tell me?” 

        I stared at him a long time. “I don’t know.” 

        “Figure it out. But understand this, one more display like this and I will suspend you. Do you understand that?” 

        I nodded. “Yeah. I understand it, sir.” 

        He kept looking at me. “So? What now? Can you handle this?” 

        “Yes. I need to interrogate Guzman, sir. I will hold it together.” 

        “Fine. I’ll be watching. But, John?” 

        “What?” 

        “I am not just the Inspector. I’m your friend. If you need to talk, talk to me.” 

        “Yes, sir. Thank you.” 

        He smiled. “Or talk to her.” 

        I didn’t answer. I walked past him and went down the stairs, thinking about Guzman. 

        When I got outside, Guzman was in the back of a patrol car. It pulled away and headed north, toward the station. The SWAT cars were pulling away after it. Dehan approached me. She was still grinning and came and stood close to me. “Hey pardner. You arrived a little early there, didn’t you?” 

        “Yeah. And I just got hauled over the coals for it.” 

        She looked past me and I was aware of Newman exiting the house. He spoke to a couple of guys from the SWAT team who were climbing into their vehicle. Then he headed toward his own car without saying anything to us. She examined my face a moment and said, “Ride with me.” 

        “Dehan…” 

        She narrowed her eyes. “What is it?” 

        “We need to talk.” 

        She squinted. “Now?” 

        I drew breath, hesitated. “No. I guess not now. Let’s go interrogate this son of a bitch.” 

   


* * *


   

        When we got to the station, Maria told me he had been booked and was in interrogation room one, waiting for us. We went straight up. As soon as we stepped in, he started mouthing off. 

        “What the fuck? You come stormin’ into my house! Threatening my family with weapons! Abusin’ me and my family! My wife! My children!” 

        We sat opposite him and I said very quietly, “We have you on film.” 

        He paused. “What?” 

        “We have you on film. The car was caught at the gas station where you stopped after you tried to kill me. We traced the car to the owner. One of his neighbors caught you stealing the car on his cell.” 

        “That’s bullshit…” 

        “Don’t waste your time, Guzman. How the fuck do you think we found you? The sooner you start cooperating, the easier it’s going to be to cut a deal.” 

        He stared hard at us for a long moment, first at me, then at Dehan, then back at me again. His simple brain was struggling with the equation I had given him. I sighed. I felt real tired. 

        “Guzman, you’re going down for the attempted murder of two police officers. The story is over for you. At your age, you’ll be lucky to get out before you’re dead. The proof is conclusive. There isn’t a jury on Earth that would not convict you within five minutes of seeing the evidence. It’s a slam dunk. Am I getting through to you?” 

        “I wanna see my lawyer.” 

        “Don’t worry, he’s on his way. I am not interrogating you. I am just talking.” 

        “Okay.” 

        “You’ve already been told. You don’t need to say anything. But you’d be smart to listen. Because there is a way for you to be able to see your family again, and be with them.” 

        “There is…?” 

        I put my finger to my lips. “Shshshsh… Don’t talk. Just listen. I am not interested in you, Guzman. I would happily waive all charges against you. I would happily recommend a deal to the DA. Witness protection could put you far away, in Cali, in a nice house with your family. A new life.” I sighed again. “You know what I want, Guzman, don’t you?” 

        He puffed his cheeks and blew. “Man, I don’t know…” 

        “Don’t talk. Just listen. The way it is now, you are going away for the rest of your life and nobody—nobody—is even going to try to help you. You will become an old man in prison. And you will probably die in prison.” I paused, watching his stupid, simple face. “But you give me what I want, Guzman, and you will spend the rest of your life enjoying the blessing of your wife and your children, on a beach in California. Not many people get a second chance, Guzman. God has seen fit to offer you a second chance. What do you think the smart move is? Huh?” 

        There was something like awe in his face.  

        “They would kill me, man?” 

        I burst out laughing, leaning back in my chair and throwing back my head. “Jay! Jay! Do you really think they are not going to kill you? You really think they are going to let you reach two years in jail? Do you have any idea how dangerous you are? Do you understand the people who you will bring down if you talk to me?” I paused and shook my head. “The information you have is so important, Guzman, that even if you decided in five years to come clean, it could reduce your sentence.” I laughed again. “But don’t get ideas, because your employers, the people you can bring down with what you know, are aware of that, and they will not let you get to five years. You won’t last three months, pal. Your smart move is talk to me. Make a deal. Get on the witness protection program. It is your best, last hope.” 

        He swallowed. He was terrified. He was not intelligent, but he was shrewd and cunning enough to know that I was telling the truth. 

        “Your lawyer will be arriving in a few minutes, Guzman. Listen to him, see what he says to you. My bet? He will tell you to plead guilty and keep your mouth shut. That’s because the people paying his fees are your employers—the people who will go down if you talk. You’ll stand trial, you’ll go to prison, and after a few weeks you’ll be executed in the showers. And the buck will stop with you, and all of those sons of bitches will laugh and piss on your grave.” I shook my head. “No, that’s a lie, Guzman. They won’t piss on your grave, because they will have no idea who the hell you are, or where you are buried.” 

        “You would say that…” 

        “I’m not going to try and persuade you, Jay. I’m going to take them down sooner or later, one way or another. This way is quicker, and though I would be happy to see you rot in a cell for the rest of your life, or get knifed in the showers, you son of a bitch…” I showed him my arm in a sling. “I would be just as happy to see you give your wife and kids a decent life in exchange for seeing your bosses get what’s coming to them, sooner rather than later. But in the end?” I shook my head. “It’s all the same to me.” 

        There was a commotion outside and the door burst open. A big guy in an Italian suit wearing a fedora and an expensive coat came in. “We’re done here! I am Mr. Guzman’s attorney. He has nothing to say. This interview is over!” 

        I kept my eyes fastened on Guzman’s. I said, “Yeah, we’re done here.” 

        Dehan turned and shouted, “Sergeant!” The sergeant poked his head in the door. “Take Mr. Guzman down to the holding cells when he’s finished talking to his attorney.” 

        “Sure thing, detective.” 

        We stepped out of the interrogation room and walked down the stairs. As though of a single mind, instead of going into the detectives’ room, we stepped into the street. It was late afternoon and the sun had slipped behind the buildings and the bare trees, casting long, wintry shadows. 

        Dehan stopped, breathing plumes of condensation, and watched my face with a frown. She said, “I think we’re done for today, Stone. You look beat. Let Guzman stew for the night. He’ll talk to us in the morning. You scared the bejesus out of him. I think we got him.” 

        In my mind I told her to go home. I’d get take out, watch a movie, and see her in the morning. I told her to stay at the station, go out to dinner with some guy, any guy! Do whatever she had to do. I’d take care of myself, the way I always had. But not a single one of those words could make it out past my throat. My jaw was locked shut. She watched me a moment longer, then made a face like a firm decision. “Come on. You shouldn’t even be here. I’m going to get the key and our coats. We’re going home.” 

        I nodded. She went inside and I walked across the road to my car. I leaned on the roof and covered my face with my hands. I smiled and laughed softly to myself. 

        We’re going home.


        Home.






TWENTY TWO


   

        I stood for about five minutes watching dusk gather around the station house, watching the late sun turn from gold to burnished copper as the shadows deepened and the cold bit through my jacket into my skin. Then I saw Guzman’s attorney step out of the station house door, swinging his attaché case, and walk quickly toward Story Avenue. A moment later, Dehan appeared, wearing her coat and carrying mine. She took the two stairs in one long stride and was just looking to cross the road when I saw her stop and look back. Maria, the desk sergeant, was at the door saying something, pointing back with her thumb, like she was hitchhiking. 

        I pushed myself off the car and walked to where Dehan was standing. As I approached, she turned to me. Her face was a vivid mix of pity, compassion, and wanting to hit somebody.  

        I asked, “He wants to see us now?” 

        She nodded. “He’s going crazy.” 

        “Let’s strike while the iron is hot, Dehan. Let’s reel it in.” 

        She sighed and followed me into the station. As we walked, I said to her, “I’m going to get Newman. We’ll call the DA. You go and get Guzman. Take him to number three. Take two armed guards with you and post them outside the door. I want the whole damned station on red alert. If anyone or anything comes near him, shoot it.” 

        “You got it, Sensei.” 

        As I climbed the stairs, I could hear her bellowing like a marine gunnery sergeant rallying his troops. 

        Upstairs, I pushed into Inspector John Newman’s office without knocking. He looked surprised but not upset.  

        “John…” 

        I raised an eyebrow and almost smiled. The pain in my shoulder didn’t let me see it through. I said, “John, you’re going to want to see this. Guzman is about to give us Hennessy and her hit man.” 

        “Holy…” 

        “Shit is the word you’re looking for, and a ton of it is about to hit the fan.” 

        “Is it time to call in the Feds?” 

        “No.” Then I shrugged. “It’s your call, Inspector, but as of right now we still have no evidence. Let’s see what Guzman gives us. But call the DA. We need her in on this interrogation. We need her to authorize the deal, and we also need a safe house for him. Because after tonight, he is going to have some very powerful and very dangerous enemies.” I hesitated. “And so are we.” 

        Half an hour later, Newman and Jane Anderson, the very worried District Attorney, stepped into the observation cubicle attached to interrogation room three, and I went in to join Dehan and Guzman. I sat down, told Guzman that we were being recorded, and then recited the date and the time, stating who I was and who was present. Finally, I said, “Okay, Guzman, what have you got to say to us?” 

        He was watching me with fearful eyes. A couple of times he glanced at Dehan. His breathing was shallow. 

        “First I need guarantees, man. You don’t know how dangerous these people are.” 

        “What guarantees do you need?” 

        “What you said before. I need indemnity. I need protection, and I need the witness protection program for me and my family.” 

        “What do we get in exchange for that, Guzman?” 

        He kept trying to talk, but all he could manage was to swallow and lick his lips. Finally, he said, “I can give you the name of the guy who paid me to whack you and Detective Dehan. I can tell you where the order came from. And I can give you a name…” 

        “What name?” 

        “The name you’re looking for. The name of the guy who was talking to Thorndike. The big shot hit man.” 

        “How do you know that name?” 

        “Fuck you. Gimme the deal, then I talk.” 

        I stood and walked out. Newman and the DA joined me in the corridor. Jane said, “Give it to him. I’ll call the office and get them drafting it. If there is the slightest chance that what he is saying is true, we need to nail these bastards before they slip out of our grasp. Once the deal is done, you understand this will become a federal case?” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, I know that. And that worries me.” 

        I turned and went back in. I sat and said, “Okay, Guzman, you have your deal. The paperwork is being done as we speak. This conversation is being recorded. You have all your guarantees you need. Now talk.” 

        I heard the suppressed sigh of relief from Dehan as she flopped back in her chair. Guzman went pale and sagged as he realized the enormity of the commitment he had just made. In that moment, I understood that I owned this son of a bitch. Maybe not for long, maybe only for the next twenty-four hours—until the Feds took over—but for now he was mine to do as I pleased with. I smiled, like he was now my pal. 

        “Relax, Jay. Believe it or not, this is probably the safest you have ever been in your life. And the more you commit, the more you give us, the more we’ll want to keep you that way. As of the last two minutes, you have the biggest law enforcement machine in the world focused on keeping you alive. We’re friends now, on the same side.” 

        He stared at me for a long moment as he adjusted to the idea that all the people who used to be his friends were now his sworn enemies, committed to his death, and all the people who had until now been his sworn enemies were his friends and allies, committed to his safety and survival. It was like he was dying and being reborn. 

        “Yeah,” he said, “I guess…” 

        Not everybody is moved to profound statements in profound moments. What can you do? 

        Dehan said, “So who ordered the hit on Detective Stone, Guzman?” 

        “A fockin’ Italian guy, name of D’Angelo. He’s Senator Hennessy’s personal sec’atery. He paid me twenty grand, cash. He brought it in a paper bag. I still have the bag. I always keep’em.” He grinned. “You know why I keep ’em?” 

        I said, “Tell me.” 

        He pointed at me with a big, sausage finger. “I ain’t as dumb as I look. I read somewhere that paper is one of the best surfaces for keeping fingerprints. Did you know that? So this schmuck D’Angelo—I never did like the fockin’ Italians, you know? They give me a lot of work. The fockin’ Jersey Mob operate a lot down here. Did you know that? They give me a lot of work. But I never liked ’em, you know? You never know if they’re bein’ straight with you. Us, the Mexicans, you know where you stand with a Mexican.” He turned to Dehan. “Vos sois Mejicana, a que si? Am I right?”



        She looked at him like she wanted to cut his throat. “Why do you keep the bags, Guzman?” 

        “Yeah, right, because I figure if I ever need an insurance policy, I got proof, right there, that this fockin’ Italian schmuck has been payin’ me.” 

        I smiled. “You’re a smart man, Jay. So you keep these bags in your house?” 

        “Right there, in my wardrobe.” 

        I knew that as he was saying it, Newman and the DA were applying for a search warrant for his house. D’Angelo didn’t know it, but right then, wherever he was in his sharp, two-thousand-dollar Italian suit, he was going under. 

        “Was D’Angelo working on his own?” 

        “You kidding? That schmuck ain’t got the brains to act on his own. Me? I been an independent operator all my career. You know? The fockin Sureños wanted me in the gang. I told them, ‘Fock you!’ I make the hits, I set my price, they pay. The fockin Mob wanted me to join, not as a fockin’ soldier, you know what I’m sayin’? They wanted me as a made man. You know what I told them? I told them, ‘Fock you. Fock you!’ I ain’t no wise guy, I ain’t no Sureño. I’m my own man. So they offered me work, I charge my fee, they pay. Everybody happy. An independent contractor. That was me.” 

        Dehan sighed. “So about D’Angelo…” 

        “Yeah. No, he worked for Hennessy. You nail him and he’ll deny it. That is one big, scary organization, you know what I’m sayin’? The Mob is little league compared to that firm. It’s not just her, neither. Her husband is the big honcho. Those guys are above the law. They are untouchable.” 

        I felt a surge of hot anger in my belly, but I spoke quietly. “Nobody is above the law, Guzman. That’s why it’s the law. Sometimes people forget that, but the bigger they get, the higher they climb, the harder they fall.” 

        He shrugged and made a face. “Maybe. Either way, D’Angelo was the go-between. He gets his hands dirty so she don’t have to. If things go bad, she washes her hands and he takes the fall.” 

        “Can you prove that?” 

        “No. I can tell you about a hundred conversation I had with D’Angelo where he said he was workin’ for Hennessy, but that ain’t worth shit to you. What I can do is give you the name of the guy who can nail Hennessy.” 

        I could feel my heart pounding. Dehan leaned forward and put her elbows on the table. Her voice was little more than a whisper. “Who’s that?” 

        “He was the fockin’ Terminator, man. I got so much fockin’ respect for this guy, you know what I’m tellin’ you? This guy is a fockin’ ninja, man. I call him the Aspirin guy. You know why I call him that? Because Hennessy used him to get rid of all her fockin’ headaches. Then he fockin’ retires. He disappears. Is he dead? Nobody knows. And every fockin day of their fockin’ lives they are wondering, ‘Is he gonna come back? Is he gonna spill the fockin’ beans on me?’” 

        He threw his head back and started laughing. 

        I said, “And that’s what happened.” 

        “Too fockin’ right it happened. There ain’t never been so much fockin’ nervous dia-fockin’-rrhea in Washington!”  

        He roared with laughter again and I couldn’t help smiling. I glanced at Dehan and saw she was smiling too. 

        “So D’Angelo ordered you to hit Thorndike.” 

        He nodded. “That’s right. Paid me twenty grand to kill him.” 

        I shook my head and narrowed my eyes. “How did you get him to let you in? Why did you use his gun? And how did you even know where his gun was?” 

        He made a face like my stupidity offended his sensibilities. “No, man! You don’t know nothin’! I didn’t kill him! I don’t know who the fock killed him. I was at the plannin’ stage, just observin’ him, know what I’m saying? Like all good jobs, the important thing is the planning and the preparation.” He turned to Dehan. “Am I right? Before I could get to him, somebody else did the job for me.” He held up his hands. “But I kept the fockin’ dough. They want him dead. He’s dead. The fee is the fee.” 

        I closed my eyes and tried to think through the cloud of pain. It didn’t make any sense right then, so I filed it away and asked the billion dollar question. 

        “So what’s this Asprin Ninja’s name?” 

        He chuckled. “Mr. fockin’ anonymous. Adrian Philips.” Then he said with more emphasis, as though correcting himself, “Adrian Simon Philips. It’s like the name of a nobody, right?” 

        My heart sank. “Adrian Philips is dead, Guzman. He died in 2007.” 

        He gave a big shrug and spread his hands. “I don’t know what to tell you, Detective Stone. That’s the guy. Adrian Philips, Mr. anonymous.” 

        Dehan sighed loudly and ran her fingers through her hair. “How do you know this? Why are you so sure?” 

        “Because I often talked to D’Angelo about him. In the beginning I used to complain that this guy got all the class A jobs and the big bucks. Then when I saw how he operated, I saw why. He was good, know what I’m sayin’ to you? Never no come-back from one of his jobs. He was a fockin ghost, man! A suicide, a fockin’ accident, a house invasion. Always untraceable. 

        “Then, when D’Angelo hired me to kill Thorndike, he wanted me to go after Philips, too. I told him to go fock himself. I ain’t no fockin’ suicide!” 

        I sat forward and stared at him. “They wanted you to kill him?” 

        “That’s what I’m tellin’ you.” 

        “Where? Where was he?” 

        He held up his hands and shook his head. “Oh, no! No way, man! No fockin’ way! I didn’t want to know. I told D’Angelo. ‘Don’t you fockin’ tell me where he is or nothin’ about him! No way, man!’ I’ll whack the reporter, but I don’t want to know nothin’ about that fockin’ guy.” 

        I thought for a moment. Suddenly, I needed to be out of there, in the cold evening air, to think. I had all the pieces, now I needed to put them together. 

        “Okay, Guzman. You’re going to be taken somewhere safe now. The Inspector will take care of you.” 

        He grinned. “So, I guess we’re on the same side now, huh? I joined the other family!” 

        He laughed and I left, with Dehan close behind me. Newman and the DA were in the corridor waiting for us. Neither of them said anything. They just stared at me. 

        I said, “I’m going home. I need to think.” I looked at the DA. “Just give me twenty-four hours. The interview was inconclusive. We need to nail this…” I shook my head and sighed. “We need to nail this Aspirin Ninja before we hand it over. At the moment, his testimony barely gives us D’Angelo.” 

        She nodded. “I’ll give you more than twenty-four hours, detective. I want the results from the prints on those paper bags before I call in the Bureau. I have given that top priority at the lab, so you have a couple of days. Find out if Philips is alive or dead. Do it fast.” 

        “Thanks.” 

        We left them there and went down the stairs. It had gone dark and as we stepped out, I searched the sky for stars, but I couldn’t find any. When we got to the car I leaned on the roof while she unlocked it. 

        “You want to drop me off and take the car? You can pick me up in the morning.” 

        She stared at me a moment, then did a comic imitation of Guzman, “Fock you! You know what I’m saying? You onerstand me? Fock you!” 

        I laughed. “Come on, Dehan. You have an apartment and a life. I can’t expect you…” 

        “What?” She jerked her head at me. “You don’t like having me around? Fock you! I’m a pain in your ass? Tough shit! You think I don’t know what you’d do if you were alone? Eat take out and drink whiskey. You can do that when you’re healed. Meantime I’m making sure you eat. Like my great-grandmother used to say, ‘You’ll die, but first you’ll eat.’ Now get in the fockin’ car. We’re going home.” 

        She got in and slammed the door, and I climbed in after her. 

        “Every time you quote that story, it’s a different person.” 

        “Yeah, well…” She turned the key and the big engine growled. “They all said it. And now I say it.” 

        She pulled out of the bay in the parking lot on Fteley Avenue, switched on the headlamps, and we headed home. 





TWENTY THREE


   

        She stood in the kitchen, still in her coat, looking down at the screen of her phone, while I lowered myself carefully onto the sofa. She had an open bottle of beer in front of her on the breakfast counter, and I had a glass of Bushmills on a small table beside me. When I’d finished wincing and easing myself into position, I said, “Everything okay?” 

        She looked up. She looked like a person who has just been awed into silence. Finally, she said, “It’s an email, from the stupa at Jetavanaramaya. It says that Ananda is no longer there. He hasn’t been for a long time.” 

        I groaned. “Shit! Do they know where he is?” 

        She nodded. “Yeah, he’s on a mission.” 

        “A mission? What is he, some kind of Buddhist secret agent?” 

        “Don’t be stupid. A mission, like the Christians had missions.” 

        “Oh, yeah. Okay. So where is he?” 

        “At the Top of the World Stupa…” 

        “Where? What? The Top of the World…?” 

        “The Top of the World Stupa. Stone… it’s eighty miles outside Phoenix, Arizona.” 

        I smiled and closed my eyes. After a moment I reached in my pocket and pulled out my cell. I opened my eyes again and Dehan was staring at me. 

        “What does it mean?” 

        “It means you have to book us onto the first flight to Phoenix in the morning. Get a car, too.” I smiled. “I’m going to call Newman.” 

        She stood staring at me while I dialed. Then, she opened her laptop and started rattling at the keys. 

        Newman listened in silence while I explained about the Buddhist temple. He stayed silent for a while after I’d finished, too. Then, he said, “This is it, isn’t it, Stone?” 

        I nodded even though he couldn’t see me. “Yeah. This is it.” 

        “Good luck. You’re there unofficially, you understand.” 

        “Yes.” 

        “You think Philips is dead?” 

        “I think so. I’m not sure.” 

        “Okay, keep me posted.” 

        I hung up and Dehan said, “Seven fifty-five tomorrow morning. We get in thirty-five minutes after eleven. I booked a Mustang Cabrio convertible, too.” 

        “Good.” I closed my eyes again. I felt suddenly drained. I spoke as though I was half asleep. “You better get us a room, too. We don’t know how long this is going to take.” 

        “A room?” 

        I opened my eyes and looked at her. She was smiling with hooded eyes.  

        “Yeah, in case we have to stay over a couple of nights.” 

        “I’ll get us a couple of rooms, shall I?” 

        “Yeah—that’s what I meant, Dehan!” 

        “Dirty old man.” 

        “Shut up. I’m wounded.” 

        “Dirty old man.” 

        “You wish.” 

   


* * *


   

        It was sunny and warm in Arizona.  

        We picked up the Hohokam Expressway just outside Phoenix International Airport, under a brilliant, clear blue sky, and headed south till we came to Highway 60 and then turned east through the heart of town. Highway 60 through Phoenix is kind of weird, because it is bounded most of the way by high walls, so you can’t see the acres of low houses with their swimming pools and desert gardens. All you can see is the long, straight highway, and the high, concrete walls with tall, thin palm trees towering over them against the perfect, azure sky. 

        After about half an hour, we finally emerged into the desert, the road veered south and east and we began to rise steadily through Gold Canyon, toward the Superstition Mountains. After ten minutes, we turned east again and began to climb through wide desert scrubland populated with small, gnarled bushes and tall saguaro cacti. After another half hour, the desert landscape began to be replaced by pine woods, steep mountain sides, and deep gorges. Finally, we came to the small town of Top of the World. There we turned onto a dirt track that claimed to be North Pinal Ranch Road and led us through pine forests on a steady climb toward a weird, fantastical, gleaming white temple at the top of a high ridge overlooking the town. 

        We wound our way up the dirt track for another five minutes and finally came to a large, modern complex of concrete and glass buildings, surrounded by lush gardens. Palms, cacti, and abundant exotic flowers had been arranged around a network of fountains, ponds, and streams with small wooden bridges. A series of signposts directed us to a near-empty parking lot. Dehan killed the engine and we climbed out. 

        We stood looking at the surreal arrangement of structures and gardens. The track went right through it and continued, up a smaller hill to the vast, domed, gleaming white stupa. It was crowned with a golden spire that shone in the winter sun, and pointed up to the vast, clear dome of heaven. 

        Dehan took hold of her long, black hair and tied it in a loose knot at the back of her neck. “What is this place? It’s like something out of one of those weird 1960s science fiction movies.” 

        “I think it’s a monastery.” 

        “So you think they have a reception desk or something?” 

        “Let’s go and find out.”     We followed a footpath through gardens and over a bridge that spanned a narrow stream to a large building with broad, glass doors into a cavernous room with no windows. The floor was tiled in marble and the walls were painted in elaborate frescos that seemed to depict scenes from Buddha’s life. Stacked in a corner was a pile of mats and small cushions. Dehan removed her aviators and muttered, “It reminds me of a dojo.” 

        “I think you’re not far off. I think this is where they meditate.” 

        We stepped out again and crossed a paved area, past a large pond, and headed toward another building which was almost as long, but was on two floors and had plenty of windows. It had ‘administration’ written all over it. As we approached, the door opened and a young man with very short hair, jeans, and a sweatshirt came toward us, smiling. 

        “You look lost,” he said with all the subtlety of a man in his twenties who has just discovered a spiritual path. I ignored him with all the subtlety of a man in his forties who has met a lot of men in their twenties who have discovered a spiritual path. 

        Dehan asked him, “Do you work here?” 

        “I have some duties here,” he answered as though he was gently correcting an error in her perception of truth. 

        I said, “Good. We are looking for somebody. Maybe you can help us find him.” 

        “Who are you looking for?” He clasped his hands together, like he was going to pray for us to find what we were seeking. 

        Dehan said, “His name is Ananda Sri Pannasiha. He’s from Sri Lanka.” 

        He smiled beatifically and nodded several times with his eyes closed. “Sangha Nayaka Ananda Sri Pannasiha is the senior monk here. He is up at the stupa at present, tending the gardens. Please…” He bowed slightly and gestured with his hand for us to follow the path up to the temple. “He will be pleased to see you and answer your questions.” 

        I frowned at him. “How did you know we had questions for him?” 

        “Everybody who comes here has questions for Nayaka Ananda.” 

        “Thanks.”  

        He bowed and withdrew like someone auditioning for one of the sillier parts on Star Trek, and Dehan and I started our own trek up the path toward the temple. It was slightly more than three hundred yards, but it was up hill and it took us about ten minutes to reach the steep, white steps that led to the temple doors. The structure was magnificent. It inspired both awe and peace at the same time. Broad gardens surrounded it with palms, cacti, bright flowers, and sand and stones of remarkable colors, arranged in patterns that were startling and evocative. 

        At the back, we found a stream with a red, wooden bridge over it. Beyond the bridge, there was a man in a saffron robe, down on his knees tending to a bed of flowering shrubs. As we approached, I began to see him more clearly. He looked as though he was in his early sixties. His skin was dark and weathered from the desert. His hair was cut very short and seemed to be turning to gray. From what I could see he was slim and lithe, and strong.  

        We crossed the bridge and stood at the edge of the garden looking down at him. He turned to face us and shielded his eyes from the sun, which was low in the southern sky. I smiled at him and said, “Adrian Simon Philips?” 

        He smiled and stood, stepping out of the garden so that the sun was no longer in his eyes. 

        “I’m sorry,” he said, “I am blinded by the light.” He laughed. “I’m afraid Adrian Philips is dead. I am Ananda. Can I help you?” 

        He spoke what the Brits call cut glass English. The English of the upper classes, Oxford Dons and High Court Judges.  

        “I hope so,” I said. “You sound and look more English than Sri Lankan.” 

        He chuckled. “Karmapa once said, ‘Anyone who thinks that reality is an illusion is an idiot. And anyone who thinks it isn’t, is an even bigger idiot.’” 

        “That’s cute. It also doesn’t mean anything and neatly avoids answering my question.” 

        “I am sorry, I wasn’t aware you had asked a question. I thought you had simply made an observation. Who are you?” 

        “My name is John Stone, and this is Carmen Dehan. We are detectives with the New York Police Department. We have no jurisdiction in Arizona, so we are not here in an official capacity.” 

        “Oh, yes, I understand. And you are looking for Adrian Philips because you are reopening the investigation into David Thorndike’s murder, and his investigation into Carol Hennessy.” 

        “You’re well informed.” 

        He laughed. “Oh, yes! Yes, I am very well informed.” He pointed at an oxblood pagoda where there was a round table with some chairs. “If you’ll join me in some tea, I will try to answer as many of your questions as I can.” 

        We followed him along the short, graveled path and climbed the steps into the pagoda. There he produced from somewhere, it may have been in his robes, a brass bell which he rang vigorously just before he sat. We sat, too, and a few moments later a young girl in her early twenties appeared. She had a stud in her nose, faded jeans, and a gray sweater. She ignored us and bowed to Ananda. 

        “Nayaka Ananda.” 

        “Bring us some tea, would you, Betty? Thank you.” 

        She left and he looked at Dehan and then at me. “What would you like to know?” 

        “Was Adrian Philips employed by Senator Carol Hennessy to murder these people?” 

        I reached in my pocket and handed him the list that we had been sent. He took it and examined it carefully, name by name. Then he nodded and handed it back.  

        “Yes, these and a few more. I would be happy to provide you with a complete list.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “If you are not Adrian Philips, why have you got that kind of detailed knowledge?” 

        His look was direct and unwavering. He seemed to hold her face in the invisible grip of his mind as he answered, “Don’t ask why, Carmen. It’s an impossible question to answer. How do I have this detailed knowledge about Adrian? Because I know Adrian very intimately. We were very close. When he died, I…” He took a deep breath and paused, like he was scanning a list of possible verbs. Finally, he said, “I inherited his files and documents, and a great deal of information.” 

        “Did Adrian die in Pakistan, in 2007?” 

        “That was one of the places where he died.” 

        “What is that supposed to mean?” 

        “We die and re-become at every instant, Carmen, in a million tiny ways. But some people die in major ways, at major points in their lives. They experience catastrophic change, which annihilate their identity, such as it was, and they become something, or someone new. That happened to Adrian several times. The last was in a very appropriate bomb blast in Pakistan.” He smiled at her. “But your pursuit of Adrian will not move you along in your hunt for David Thorndike’s killer. It will only tantalize your curiosity, lead you astray and fail to satisfy you.” 

        Betty appeared with a tray, a teapot, and three cups. She set it down on the table and poured for us. The tea was pale green and smelled slightly of rosemary and fennel. She bowed to Ananda and left. 

        I said, “Did you supply David with documentary, video, and audio proof of Adrian’s work for Hennessy?” 

        He nodded. “Yes, I did. I gave him copies of the originals, which I have here.” He paused for a moment, as though thinking. Then he said, “Adrian Simon Philips, had he ever had the good sense to go to a psychologist, would probably have been diagnosed as a sociopath. He was completely devoid, at least as far as he was aware, of any capacity for compassion or empathy. He could look on the suffering of others without any feeling at all. In that sense he was the mirror image of the Buddha, whose entire motivation in life was to help people to stop suffering. That is what is at the heart of Buddhism. 

        “Adrian was physically very strong and very healthy. He realized in his teens that he could make a lucrative career out of killing, because it was something that commanded a very high price and which very few people had the skill and the emotional capacity to do. So he joined the SAS, became highly skilled, and also well connected. When he was ready to move on, into the private sector, he set about torturing a prisoner. The British Army frowns on that kind of thing, so he was dishonorably discharged. This, of course, in the market that he was looking to open up, was like having a PhD. It demonstrated exactly what he wanted his clients to know—he had no compassion. He would go well beyond where most other people would pull back. 

        “He did a number of jobs for the Russian Mafia and a few Middle Eastern and African governments. His speciality was the untraceable kill, and that soon got him noticed by the Hennessys. They employed him, and set about systematically eliminating all of their enemies, both in industry and in politics. His instructions were not only to kill them, but to strike fear deep into the hearts of all of those with whom the Hennessys had dealings. This he did, very successfully. 

        “Unlike most killers, Adrian had a very good intellect. His IQ was up in the hundred and fifties. He was a genius, and he was blessed with a total lack of respect for authority, as well as a total absence of fear where other men were concerned. It was not difficult for him to manipulate the Hennessys. His supreme arrogance and his ruthlessness fascinated them. He arranged several meetings with them in which they discussed in depth the jobs he had done, and the jobs he was in the process of doing for them, in the context of their long-term plans. He filmed and recorded all of those meetings. His intention was to blackmail them and become immeasurably rich and powerful by controlling these preeminent figures in world politics. 

        “But, after about six or seven years, it is hard to be precise, he began to die. He began to realize something very important about himself. It was not that he was incapable of compassion and empathy, but that he had simply buried those processes, those mechanisms of the psyche, those emotions in his unconscious mind. In much the same way that we are usually unaware of the backs of our knees because we never think of them. We are only ever conscious of what we focus our mind on. What we don’t focus on, we are not aware of. And gradually Adrian began to focus his mind, his imagination, on other people’s pain. And in so doing, he started to become aware of it.  

        “The full extent of this horror is something that very few people could ever comprehend. Because the fear, pain, and emotional agony of every one of his victims, and their loved ones, began to haunt him. And his imagination made him more vividly aware of them every single day. Until he believed he was going insane. Not losing his mind, because losing his mind would have been a blessing, but sinking into his mind, as though his mind were hell itself. 

        “He had studied Zen Buddhism for many years as part of his training in the martial arts. And now, much like the samurai of old Japan, he turned to Buddhism, and in particular, Theravada Buddhism. Because this branch of Buddhism is most concerned with the doctrine of kama, or, as you probably know it in Sanskrit, karma. Action and intention, and the consequences thereof.  

        “He found a degree of peace and set about trying to improve his very dark kama, by meditation and by helping as many people as he could to move out of suffering and into joy. 

        “Then, in October of 2007, he was destroyed in a bomb blast. But, as I say, he left me all his knowledge and all his documents, electronic and otherwise. To which, you are most welcome.” 

        For a moment, looking into his extraordinarily direct, honest eyes, I felt a cold chill run down my back, as though I was in the presence of something that was not entirely of this world. It was as though I knew that he and Adrian Philips were both the same person, and yet also two entirely different people.  

        I dismissed the notion and said, “Thank you, Ananda, that would be really very helpful.” 

        “Not just for you,” he said and smiled. “But for this poor, beleaguered nation.” 

        I frowned. “Yes, I guess so.” 

        He turned and gazed at Dehan’s face for a long moment, then he turned and gazed at me. He smiled and said, “May I suggest that you take the afternoon to rest and relax? You are welcome to walk in our gardens if you like. I have some chores I need to finish. This evening, I will gather together all Adrian’s belongings, and, if you will drive up here tomorrow morning, I will hand them over to you. If you need me to come to New York at any time, to give a statement or testify at trial, I will be happy to do so.” His smile broadened. “But for now, John, I think you really need to rest that shoulder. And your heart. The heart is not an organ we should neglect. Look what happened to Adrian when he neglected his.” He stood and moved toward the steps. “Enjoy your tea. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

        And he walked with quiet, vigorous steps back toward the garden where we had found him. I turned to Dehan and spread my hands. She shrugged. 





TWENTY FOUR


   

        “He is Adrian Philips.” 

        We were sitting in Séamus McCaffrey’s Irish Pub and Restaurant on West Monroe Street. She had a Bud and I had a pint of the kind of beer that puts wiry red hair on your chest. We had been quiet for a while and she spoke suddenly, looking at the interlocking wet rings she was making on the tabletop with the base of her bottle. Then she glanced at me, like she thought I would disagree. “Adrian Simon Philips, ASP, the snake, the deadly killer, Ananda Sri Pannasiha. ASP.” 

        “You’re probably right.” 

        “So, what? He gets to kill all these people, what is it, twenty? Thirty? More? He has a spiritual epiphany and just walks away from his past? ‘I’m not that man anymore, so I am not guilty.’ Hennessy goes down, D’Angelo goes down, whoever else is involved gets taken down, too, and he just smiles and walks away.” 

        “That seems unlikely, don’t you think?” 

        “Well, what are we going to do about it?” 

        I took a long pull on my beer and gave a big sigh. “Well, before we decide that, we need to have a clearer understanding of what the hell is going on. And we should get that when he gives us all this material tomorrow.” She drew breath to complain and I cut her short. “But! There are a couple of things that have me a bit confused. For a start, if we are assuming that he is Adrian Philips, and he has had this great epiphany, that would explain why he wants the whole story to come out, and why he wants some form of justice done. But what it doesn’t explain is—one, why he did nothing for ten years after David was killed, and two…” I stared at her and frowned. “How the hell he expects to get away with it! He says he’s willing to testify at trial. But if he does, and he is Philips, D’Angelo and Hennessy will recognize him. There must be British officers who can identify him. There must be photographs of him at his old regiment. Once Hennessy’s team set out to show he is Philips, they will find proof. He’s not stupid. He is anything but stupid. So how the hell does he plan to pull it off?” 

        She thought about it, staring at the table and making Olympic symbols with her drink. “I don’t know. He’s playing mind games. All his clever philosophical bullshit, but in the end all he’s doing is trying to get away with murder.” 

        “Like I said, Dehan, you’re probably right.” 

        “And how the hell did he know about your wounds? He gives me the creeps, Stone. This guy is weird.” 

        “He’s very observant. I wasn’t moving naturally. My arm was stiff…” 

        “And the heart?” 

        “Like you said, mind games. Either way, we take the material back and, if it’s as good as he says it is, it becomes a Federal case and we hand the whole thing over to the Bureau. And they get to decide what they want to do with ASP.” 

        “I guess…” She went to take a pull from her bottle and found it was empty. She sat forward and pointed at my glass. “You want another?” I shook my head and she made to stand, hesitated and then sagged back in her chair again. 

        “So who killed Dave?” 

        I nodded. “I have been sitting here wondering the same thing. We’ve been on this crazy wild goose chase.” I smiled in a way that was rueful. “Which makes Carol Hennessy rather appropriately the goose who is going to get cooked, but we are no closer to answering those simple questions which we started out with.” 

        She stood and went to the bar, and I sat staring at nothing, but seeing David’s astonished face looking at somebody who was holding his gun with a steady hand. Somebody ruthless, cold, and deadly accurate. Somebody who had killed him with a single, well-placed shot, and had then left the gun right there on the bookcase and walked away. 

        Without the article. 

        Dehan came back with another Bud and another pint of Murphy’s bitter, which she put down in front of me.  

        “If you don’t want it you can throw it in my face. But I ordered bacon sandwiches and fries, so I figured you’d want a drink. “ 

        “Thanks.” 

        “So here’s what happened. Don’t interrupt. Just listen.” 

        “Yes, Memsahib.” 

        “2007, after a lifetime of killing, Adrian Philips has an epiphany and decides he wants to make things right. He turns to Buddhism as a way of dealing with his conscience or his karma or whatever you want to call it. But he doesn’t want to spend the rest of his life in jail, so he stages his own death in Pakistan and moves to Sri Lanka, where he becomes a monk and calls himself Ananda Sri Pannasiha. And in this new identity, he does two things. One, he requests a transfer to the monastery here in Arizona, and two, he contacts Dave Thorndike of the New York Telegraph, a paper that is not afraid to get down and dirty and take on the big boys.” 

        “Good.” 

        “I said don’t. Now, thanks to the material that he is able to give Dave, Dave’s article progresses fast, and in February, he contacts Lee and tells him what he has. Lee freaks out and goes to Hennessy and tells her what Dave is going to do. Ordinarily, she would order Philips to deal with this kind of problem. But now Philips is the problem. The Asprin has become the Arsenic.” 

        “And now you are going to run into a problem.” 

        “Shut up. No I’m not. You were going to say, why would Lee kill Dave if Hennessy had already ordered Guzman to do it? Well, that’s simple. She’s a careful woman. She takes Lee’s information and she says nothing to him. She goes to D’Angelo and tells him to take care of it. He dispatches the order to Guzman. 

        “But meantime, Lee, keen to get in good with the powerful Hennessys, takes matters into his own hands.” 

        I nodded. “That’s possible. And the article and the laptop are not there because Dave has already given them to Lee, who now hands them over to Hennessy.” 

        “That was my big finale, and you stole my thunder.” 

        “Sorry. Do it again. I’ll pretend.” 

        “Take a hike.” 

        The bacon sandwiches arrived and I realized how hungry I was. We ate in silence until there was nothing left but crumbs on our plates, and she sat picking at those with her fingers. 

        I said, “You figure Lee for the kind of man who would kill somebody like that?” 

        “What do you mean?” 

        “It was cold. Steady hand, took aim, looking right into his face. Didn’t flinch. It takes real cold blood to do that. I wouldn’t be able to shoot someone in the head while they were looking me in the eye.” I shrugged and smiled. “I just don’t see that in Lee.” 

        She made a face. “He was ruthless enough to shop his friend to Hennessy. Greed and ambition can do crazy things to a person.” 

        I shrugged. “I guess.” 

        She frowned. “You think Philips did it?” 

        “If that is Philips, he is certainly cold and professional enough to do it.” 

        “But that doesn’t make any sense.” 

        “No, it doesn’t.” 

   


* * *


   

        We stayed the night at the Hotel Don Carlos next door and the following morning, under fresh, blue skies, we drove out again to the Top of the World Stupa, to meet with Ananda again. The unenlightened being on reception smiled beatifically at us and told us that Nayaka Ananda was waiting for us at the pagoda behind the stupa, where he had met us the day before, and we retraced our steps up the long track. 

        He was seated on the floor in the lotus position and appeared to be meditating. When we were crossing the bridge, he opened his eyes and watched us approach. As we climbed the steps he stood, in a single fluid movement, and bowed to us. 

        “Good morning, Carmen, good morning, John. Please, will you sit?” 

        We greeted him and sat, and he picked up from the floor a military rucksack and placed it on the table in front of me. 

        “I think you’ll find everything you need to close your case in here. If you have any questions, feel free to ask me. I have no secrets.” 

        I opened the sack and extracted a number of A4 notebooks, a case of rewriteable CDs and DVDs, and an album of photographs. While I was doing that, Dehan said, “I have some questions.” 

        Ananda smiled. “I thought you might.” 

        “I think you’re full of shit. I think your story is bullshit, I think you are Adrian Philips, and I think you got religion as part of your midlife crisis and now you want to clear your conscience of all the murders you’ve committed without having to face the music. So you’ve invented this cock and bull story about how Adrian Philips is dead but you knew him intimately, but it’s bullshit. You are Adrian Philips, and you can’t run away from yourself.” 

        He held her eye throughout her speech with no expression at all on his face. When she’d finished, he waited a moment, then said, “That isn’t a question, Carmen. That is just a statement of your perception.” 

        “More bullshit.” 

        Now he smiled. “Frame your question. What is it, exactly, that you want to know?” 

        She was struggling and looked at me for support. I said, “I want to know how you expect to get away with it. You have offered to be a witness at the trial. You told us yourself that Philips met with Hennessy and D’Angelo several times. If you go into the witness box, they will see you and recognize you. You’re on the FBI’s wanted list. Once Hennessy and D’Angelo finger you, the FBI will be all over you like a rash. There must be photographs of you back in England, with the regiment. How do you think you are going to pull this off?” 

        He looked a little bit amused and again waited for me to finish. When I was done he said simply, “I am not Adrian Philips. Adrian Philips is dead. So there is nothing for me to get away with or pull off. And it seems to me that you are wasting valuable time and effort in attempting to prove that your perception is the truth, rather than seeing things as they really are. When I give evidence at the trial, you will have your answer.” 

        A small white bird with a bright yellow face landed on a rock in the pond opposite the pagoda and started to peck at the water. He watched it for a moment and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was looking at a man who was deeply at peace with himself. I asked him, “Did you kill David Thorndike?” 

        His face creased up and he started to laugh. “No, John, of course not.” He thought for a moment. “He was killed, probably, on the night of Friday the 5th March, 2008. You are welcome to check the records of the stupa. You will find that that Friday, as every other Friday for the last ten years, I was in meditation at the meditation hall for the whole evening.” 

        Dehan said, “When you heard that Dave had been murdered, why didn’t you come forward and inform the authorities that you had all this information?” 

        He listened to the question, then gazed at the bright morning, at the pond and at the tiny bird, still standing on the rock. 

        “Carmen, I know you don’t trust me or believe me, and there is no reason why you should. But trust yourself, trust what you know to be truth. The last person whom I offered this information to died because he had it. Kama is a real thing. It is not a theory or an hypothesis, or a mystical force. It is a true system, a process, that responds to our actions and our intentions. 

        “So, if I had come forward and offered this information, which is so loaded with cruel, destructive intentions—if I had come forward and offered it to some investigator, what would my purpose, my intention, have been? To bring peace? To bring joy?” 

        She scowled. “Justice! To bring justice!” 

        “What is justice, Carmen?” 

        “More philosophical bullshit!” 

        He smiled and nodded. “Yes, that’s what I think it is, too.” She opened her mouth but he raised a hand and stopped her. “I have asked you a question. What is justice? You have answered me with ugly noises and implied insults, but with no reasoned thought. I am going to ask you to think about the question, for yourself, and answer it. You have committed your life to the pursuit of justice, it might be a good idea if you had a clear understanding of what it is. In the meantime, unless you have any other questions for me, I think it is time for us to part.” 

        I nodded. “Thank you, Ananda.” 

        “Thank you, John. Please be careful with your cargo. It is dangerous.” He turned to Dehan, who was looking at him like he had sprouted antennae from his head. “Carmen, I hope you find what you are looking for.” 

        And a moment later, he was down the steps and striding along the path toward the bridge. I watched him go and I wasn’t sure whether to smile or not. I had seen the tattoo he had on his forearm. It was half concealed by his saffron robe, but at one moment, while he was talking, the robe had slipped. He had made no effort to hide it. It was a winged dagger with a motto across it, ‘Who Dares Wins’. The emblem and the motto of the British SAS. 

        In the end I smiled, shoved the files back in the rucksack, and stood. “Come along, Little Grasshopper. Let’s get back to the Big Apple and cause a bit of mayhem and pandemonium.” 

        We walked slowly through the peaceful sunshine, listening to the faint twitter of distant birds and the ripple of water from all the streams and fountains that played here and there throughout the complex. And somewhere, nearby, there was the deep, resonant chime of a large, tubular bell. 





TWENTY FIVE


   

        We caught American Airlines out of Phoenix International at twenty-five after four that afternoon, and landed at La Guardia five hours later, at fifteen minutes after eleven, New York time. I slept all the way and arrived feeling exhausted, with a hellish mixture of numb aches and shooting, stabbing pains in my shoulder. 

        The airport was practically empty as we came out of arrivals, and I was suddenly acutely aware that our weapons and our badges were locked in the Jag in the secure parking lot. We crossed the echoing, cavernous hall, looking over our shoulders, and stepped into the cold, New York January night. Like me, Dehan was scanning every corner and every shadow, every car and every pedestrian. But nobody knew we were there. Nobody knew where we had been. Not yet. 

        We got the shuttle to the parking garage and finally made it to the car. Dehan drove and neither of us spoke all the way home. My shoulder was killing me. When she finally pulled up and killed the engine, she looked at me. 

        “It hurts, doesn’t it?” 

        I nodded and reached for the handle to open the door. She put her hand on my knee. “Wait.”  

        She pulled her Glock, cocked it, and climbed out of the car, scanning the street in both directions. I swore to myself, drew my weapon, and got out, too.  

        She said, “We’re clear.” 

        Condensation billowed from her mouth, luminous under the streetlamps. I opened the trunk and took out our bags, hiding the pain as I lifted them. I carried them up to the porch and she followed, still covering the street. I unlocked the door, flipped on the switch, and we went inside. Then we checked every room. When we knew we were safe, she smiled at me and said, “Weird, huh?” 

        “Yeah.” I watched her go to the kitchen and get a glass of water and two painkillers. She brought them to me and I took them and sat. “I’ll tell you what it brings home to me, Dehan. We can’t hang around for the Feds. We have to act and act now. I’ve got some pizzas in the freezer. We stick them in the oven, make a gallon of coffee, and spend the next two or three hours, however long it takes, going through the evidence. When we know it’s watertight, we tell Newman—I don’t care if it’s four AM, we wake him up. And first thing in the morning, we make our arrests. Then, when the DA is primed and the suspects are in custody, we hand it over. Right now we are sitting ducks, and the longer we wait, the greater the risk.” 

        She nodded. “Yeah, let’s do it.” 

        And for the next four hours, we ate pizza, drank a gallon of coffee, and waded through reams of evidence, photographs, DVDs, and CDs. The evidence was not compelling, it wasn’t damning. It was conclusive. There was absolutely no question that D’Angelo and Carol Hennessy had conspired in the murder of every name on the list and a few besides. There was no doubt, reasonable or otherwise, that Carol Hennessy had ordered their assassinations. David had been right. This was not dynamite. It was nuclear, and when this shit hit the fan it would be the biggest scandal of the century. Questions would be asked from the lowliest barstool in Hunts Point to the Senate, in every newspaper and on every talk show around the world—how was it possible for this woman to get away with what she had done for so long? Where were the checks and balances? Where was the constitutional machinery that was supposed to make this kind of thing impossible? 

        When we had finished, Dehan flopped back in her chair and rubbed her face with her hands. Then she sat and stared at me for a long moment. “Stone, however many we put inside, or the Feds put inside, how many will get away?” 

        “I don’t know, Dehan, but after this is over, it is going to be much, much harder for these parasites to do this kind of thing. For that much at least, we need to thank Ananda.” 

        She grunted and I grabbed my phone and called Inspector John Newman at his house, where he was sleeping. It was five in the morning. 

   


* * *


   

        By fifteen minutes after six we were in the briefing room at the station. We had four teams plus myself, Dehan, and the Inspector, who turned to me now and said, “Detective Stone, this is your show.” 

        I stood and faced the room. Sixteen cops, twelve uniforms and four detectives specializing in company fraud, all looked back at me, frowning, aware that something extraordinary was happening, but not sure what. 

        “First, let me say that what is discussed in this room this morning stays strictly among us. People’s lives are at stake. One careless comment or phone call, and people could die. Us included. 

        “Now, we have to act fast, and there can be no mistakes. This has got to go like clockwork. Team one, you will go with Inspector Newman and make the arrest on Senator Carol Hennessy.” There was a muffled gasp. I stared hard at them. “If she has prior warning that we are coming I will hold each one of you responsible. You will proceed directly from this room to the cars, you will speak to no one, and you will make the arrest.  

        “Team two, you will go with Detective Dehan and make the arrest on Anthony D’Angelo, Carol Hennessy’s personal secretary. Team three, you will come with me and make the arrest on Jackson Lee. Team four, detectives, Inspector Newman will give you the warrant to go into the Hennessy Foundation offices, freeze their assets, and conduct a far-reaching investigation into their financial activities. The warrant was granted at five forty-five this morning, and the judge wasn’t too happy. So your powers are extensive.”  

        There was some muted laughter. I looked at the clock on the wall. It was twenty after six. “Okay, let’s go!” 

        And we scrambled. 

        Within half an hour, shortly before seven AM, Newman and his four patrolmen had stormed into Senator Carol Hennessy’s apartment in Manhattan, dragged her from her bed, cuffed her, and marched her downstairs to the waiting cars.  

        Almost simultaneously, D’Angelo, four blocks away, was intercepted while doing his morning run along the banks of the Hudson. He struggled and tried to run, was restrained, and Dehan cuffed him and read him his rights.  

        Lee was also out running, in Morningside Park. We waited in the cars, in the dark, cold morning before sunrise, and as he exited onto Manhattan Avenue, intending to cross to his apartment block, I climbed out of the car and approached him. He stared at me in astonishment. 

        “Detective Stone? What on Earth…?” 

        “What’s the matter, Mr. Lee? Had you heard rumors of my death? They were greatly exaggerated.” 

        He stammered a moment. “No! I…it’s just, at this time of the morning…” 

        “There is no good time for being arrested, Mr. Lee.” 

        “What?” 

        I pulled out my cuffs and the team climbed out of their cars.  

        “I am arresting you for the murder of David Thorndike, Mr. Lee, for conspiracy to murder an officer of the law, and for concealing evidence of murder and conspiracy to murder.” 

        He was shaking his head and staring at me goggle-eyed. 

        “No! No, that’s not true!” 

        “Turn around!” Two patrolmen spun him around and I cuffed his wrists behind his back. “Okay, let’s get him to the station.” 

        It went like clockwork, and as we drove away from Morningside Park back toward the Bronx, the team of detectives were taking control of the Hennessy Foundation and starting their long, methodical investigation into one of the most corrupt institutions ever to be created. 

        By eight o’clock, we had our three major suspects in custody, and Lee in interrogation room number three. Dehan and I were sitting in Newman’s office. The expression on his face said he was somewhere between elation and terror at what he had just done. 

        “I don’t mind telling you, detectives, that I will be very glad to hand this over to the Bureau.” 

        I nodded that I understood, but said, “Can you give me an hour, two at the most, sir? I need to talk to Jackson Lee.” 

        He shook his head. “He’ll lawyer up, John. Hennessy and D’Angelo did it straight away.” 

        “I know, sir. But I think I can get to him. And if we have a confession, that will clinch it.” 

        “Well, I suppose I owe you that much. But the fall out has started already. We’re going to have the White House and the Feds all over us before very long. You’d better make it quick.” 

        “Thank you, sir.” 

        We grabbed some coffee and made our way to the interrogation room. Lee’s attorney was already there with him. He was a big man in his fifties who looked like he’d been around the block a few times and knew his way blindfolded. He drew breath but I raised a hand as I sat down and Dehan sat next to me. 

        “Please, counselor, we haven’t much time and you and your client need to hear what I am going to say. Pretty soon the Feds are going to claim jurisdiction over this investigation. When they do that, Hennessy is going to start pulling strings and your client and D’Angelo are going to have the buck passed firmly into your hands. This is a one-time opportunity for you to get in first, before the big Hennessy machine starts rolling.” 

        They exchanged a glance. They must have been telepathic because his lawyer looked at me and said, “What do you want and what are you offering?” 

        “I want the full story: what happened to David’s article? Where is it now? What happened to his laptop? Where is it now? Exactly how he killed David and, above all, his motivation.” 

        Jackson leaned forward. His counsel put a hand on his arm but he ignored him. 

        “I can tell you about the article and the laptop, but I don’t know who killed David.” 

        Dehan said, “Bullshit.” 

        Counsel said, “Jackson, stop talking.” 

        I leaned forward and looked into his face. “He told you about his investigation. He told you he had met the hit man, Philips, he told you Philips had given him everything and Hennessy was going down…” 

        Jackson was nodding. “Yes, yes that is all correct. I asked to see the material. Obviously, it was a bombshell. The repercussions were going to be seismic. I told him I needed to review it. He brought it to me, left it with me, and when I read it…” He shook his head and laughed. “It was beyond anything I had imagined.” 

        “So you went and warned Hennessy…” But even as I uttered the words, sitting there looking into his deceitful, slippery face, the truth dawned on me. He was watching me, reading my expression. I stopped dead. “Son of a bitch! You didn’t go to her at all, did you? The directorships, they weren’t gratitude. You were blackmailing her!” 

        “But I didn’t kill Dave.” 

        Counsel sighed. “For God’s sake, Jackson. I can’t help you if you keep talking.” 

        He ignored him and stared at me. “I’ll talk, but I want a deal. And I did not kill Dave, Detective Stone. You have to understand that.” 

        Dehan said, “Where are the documents?” 

        “Have I got a deal?” 

        I said, “I’ll recommend it to the DA. Do I need a search warrant for your house? The minute I pick up the phone to get a warrant, the offer is off the table.” 

        “They are in my safe at home in Oyster Bay. I will hand them over to you along with everything I know. But you have to believe me. I did not kill David.” 

        I shook my head. “You had a multi-million dollar scam. You were going to be rich beyond your wildest dreams, but as long as David was alive and wanting to publish his article, you couldn’t pull it off. He had to die so that you could blackmail Hennessy.” 

        He was shaking his head. “No, for God’s sake, Detective! I didn’t decide to blackmail Hennessy until I heard he was dead! He was my friend! I couldn’t have looked him in the face and shot him in the head like that! I couldn’t do it to a perfect stranger, much less Dave!” 

        His attorney spoke up. “Okay, now that’s enough. Do not say another word, Jackson, until we hear from the DA.” He turned to me. “And if you want my client to incriminate Hennessy and D’Angelo, forget about the murder charge. You heard the man, he did not kill his friend. Now, this interview is over.” 

        We left them to confer and Dehan and I went to our desks. She looked exhausted and I felt wrecked, but my mind was racing. Suddenly, things were beginning to slot into place. I sat in my chair and saw David’s notebooks and diary that Samantha had given me. I picked up the diary and started leafing through it. The question that Ananda had asked Dehan was scrawled across one page. “What is justice?” And below it, “Morality does not exist in nature. It is a human construct.” 

        Dehan had her eyes closed. I said, “David was going through a moral crisis.” 

        She opened her eyes and looked at me. “Yeah, you said.” 

        I nodded. I thought a moment, then sighed. “Well, I guess this is all just about sewn up. Whatever I recommend to the DA, she is not going to offer Lee a deal. Not now that he has confessed to blackmailing Hennessy. His motive for killing David is too strong. The Feds will wrap it up.” 

        She nodded. “I need to sleep. Are we about done?” 

        “Just about.” 

        I picked up my phone and called Frank at the lab. 

        “Hey, Stone, how’s it hanging?” 

        “Pendulous. Listen, remember the letter I sent you?” 

        “Yup.” 

        “Did you look at it? Was I right?” 

        “Aren’t you always? Yes. You were right.” 

        I sighed. “Thanks, Frank.” 

        I hung up. “Okay, Dehan, my friend, let’s go home. But can we go and see Katie on the way? I’d like to fill her in, give her some closure.” 

        “Sure. You’re a kind man, Sensei. Let’s do that.” 

        So Dehan phoned Katie to see where she was and I phoned the District Attorney to give her my recommendations on offering Lee a deal, and as we half-staggered out to the Jag, political pandemonium broke out behind us and the case slipped from our hands and into the hands of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. 





TWENTY SIX


   

        The brief respite from the rain was over and an armada of low, sagging clouds in various shades of gray, heavy with water, were moving in from the Atlantic. Droplets accumulated on the windshield, and occasionally the wipers stirred into life and pushed them to one side. We were headed for Vincent Avenue in Randallfield, where Katie had a house. 

        Dehan shook her head and gave a small laugh. 

        “So it was that simple all along. You know? Sometimes I think that things are never complicated, it’s just that we can’t always see that they are simple, because of the way we are looking at them.” 

        I gave a couple of nods. “You may well be right, Dehan.” 

        She thought for a minute longer. “Dave had entrusted the stuff to his childhood friend, who saw the potential to become fabulously rich. He killed Dave and blackmailed Hennessy. We had it there, right in front of our eyes, all along.” 

        We came off the Cross Bronx Expressway and onto East 177th. As she turned left onto East Tremont, she said, “But you know what’s still eating me, don’t you?” 

        “Yes.” 

        She glanced at me. “Is he? Is he Philips?” 

        I thought about that for a long moment as she accelerated toward Randall Avenue. With anybody else in the world, it would be a simple question of identity, but with him it was somehow impossible to consider it on that level. It became a philosophical question about the very nature of identity itself, even if you didn’t want it to be. In the end, I shrugged. “Logically, it’s him. But I never saw anyone so certain of the fact that they were not somebody.” I spread my hands. “And it does not seem to faze him at all that he is going to face Hennessy and D’Angelo in court.” 

        She turned onto Randall Avenue and we crossed the bridge, and next thing, we were turning into Vincent Avenue, heading north and looking for Katie’s house. 

        It was a large, white, double-fronted clapboard affair with black gables and black shutters. We parked out front and climbed the stairs to her porch. She opened the door before we had time to ring and led us to a spacious, comfortable living room, where she gestured us to a couple of sage green armchairs. We refused coffee and she sat on a matching sofa. 

        I watched her a moment. She looked anxious. I smiled and said, “Should I call you Katie or Kathleen?” 

        Her answer surprised me. She smiled back and gave her head a little shake. “Kathleen is dead. I am Katie.” 

        I gave a small bark of a laugh. “So it is possible to die and be reborn within a single lifetime.” 

        “I guess it is.” 

        “Katie, we tracked down David’s source. He may be Adrian Philips, the man who killed your family, or he may not. At the moment we have no way of knowing for sure. It seems Philips repented for the things he had done, and turned to Buddhism as a way of atoning. It also looks as though he was killed in a bomb blast in Pakistan in 2007. If that is the case then this man, Dave’s source, was his spiritual teacher.” 

        She made no expression with her face, just blinked several times. “So, the man who broke into our house… He might be dead?” 

        “There is a good chance. The case is now in the hands of the FBI. They have the resources to find out for sure. If the source we have found is in fact Philips, he will be arrested and tried.” 

        She seemed to digest that information for a bit, then asked, “And what about Hennessy?” 

        I smiled again. “She has been arrested. So has D’Angelo.” 

        She stared at the carpet for a while, then turned to look out at the gray rain that had started to fall outside, leaving long streaks like tears on the panes. 

        Dehan had frowned at me briefly, and now said to Katie, “We also arrested Jackson Lee, Dave’s friend.” 

        Katie looked surprised. “Really?” 

        “Dave had entrusted the article to him, along with all his notes and his research, everything he had learned from his source. Lee stole it and murdered Dave, so that he could use it to blackmail Hennessy.” 

        An expression of dawning realization washed over her face and she slowly leaned back on the sofa. In a very small voice she said, “After all these years…” 

        I spoke quietly. “Does it make sense at last?” 

        She nodded. 

        “Something that intrigued me for a while,” I went on, “was the way in his diaries and his notes, he went on and on about these moral quandaries, questioning what was right and wrong, what morality was.” 

        She gave a small, sad sigh. “In his own, twisted little way, he was a very moral man. Trouble was, he could only think of morality on the grand scale, how it affected society, history, culture. He was all about the law, democracy…” She trailed off, looking at the rain again. “But when it came to individual human beings, he was blind. Hennessy had to be brought to justice, not because she had killed a little girl’s father, not because she had robbed a good man of his life and a wonderful woman of her husband, no. She had to be brought to justice because she had betrayed her sacred office as a secretary of state, as a congresswoman. Because she had betrayed democracy. He was a very moral man, in his own, twisted way.” 

        We were all quiet for a moment, listening to the patter of the rain in the street. My voice sounded too loud when I spoke. 

        “And then he met Ananda Sri Pannasiha. Or it may be Adrian Simon Philips, the poisonous Asp. And he began to question all his morals, everything he had ever believed in, didn’t he?” 

        She nodded. “Yes.” 

        “And the only reason you were with him began to dissolve.” 

        She nodded again. 

        “And the one hope you had cherished, that your father, your sister, and your mother, and you, might finally get justice, began to slip through your fingers.” 

        It was almost a whisper. “Yes…” 

        “There is one small piece that I am missing, but I think I can hazard a guess. “He fell in love with you, didn’t he?” 

        She nodded. 

        “Ananda, Philips, whoever he is, had a deep impact on him. He is that kind of man. And I think David started to question just about everything. But two things were clear for him, I think. He was in love with you and he had in his hands the opportunity to become very, very rich. I think what he proposed to you was that he would leave his wife, and you and he could be together, living like kings. Making Hennessy pay.” 

        She sighed. “This monk he was seeing twisted him somehow. He said he had been liberated. Why should we publish the article when we could use it as blackmail and become rich. The Hennessys were billionaires, if we were clever, we could live in luxury for the rest of our lives without ever having to work again. This, according to Dave, was how she should pay for what she had done to me and to my family.” 

        “You tried to reason with him. You wanted justice and retribution.” 

        “I wanted her exposed for the monster she was, and I wanted her punished. But as ever, he was blind to anything except his own grand visions. I pleaded with him, begged him. But he ignored me.” 

        “And that was why you split up with him. It had nothing to do with his wife.” 

        She shook her head. 

        “So he handed all the material over to his attorney as the first step in his blackmail scheme. The old standard: if anything happened to him, his attorney was to publish the material and make it available to the FBI.” 

        She smiled without humor and nodded again, more slowly. 

        “I can imagine that the rage must have been building inside you until it was impossible to control. And the solution seemed obvious. If he wouldn’t listen to you, there was only one course of action open to you. You went there on the Wednesday with the pretext of collecting books and CDs…” 

        “I also gave him one last chance and begged him to reconsider. But he was so arrogant and obstinate. He was convinced that once he was rolling in money and had divorced his wife, I would come back to him.” 

        “And you took the gun away with you. Then, on the Friday, you returned late at night. I am guessing you were wearing surgical gloves. When he opened the door, you stepped in and shot him once in the head. Then left the gun on the bookcase and walked away. In your mind, this would trigger the instructions he had given to his attorney, to release the material for publication and an investigation by the FBI. What you could not possibly have imagined was that his attorney would go ahead with the blackmail, and there would be no investigation.” 

        “All these years I have been wondering what happened, what went wrong. I assumed she had people in the FBI who sat on the evidence. Then when you came ’round…” 

        “And that’s why you sent the anonymous letter. That’s why you couldn’t let us know who you really were or how deeply involved you were in his investigation, because it could end up incriminating you. But your prints, Katie, were all over the letter, and all over the copy you handled. I found out this morning, and confirmed what I already suspected.” 

        Dehan was frowning and shaking her head. “Hang on. You had an alibi for Friday night.” 

        I nodded. “That had me stumped until I remembered something Sammy Gupta, David’s landlord, had said.” I turned back to Katie. “He said you turned up several times with your sister. Then we discovered that you were Kathleen O’Connor, and your sister had been killed at the same time as your parents. It followed logically that Sammy had seen you on a couple of occasions with a friend who was more or less similar to you. So I’m guessing, you invited her and her boyfriend out to dinner, made an excuse for not being able to join them, and gave her your credit card…” 

        “I told her I wanted to thank her for being so supportive when I split up with Dave. She and her boyfriend had been having difficulties. I suggested an early Valentine’s dinner for them and gave her my card. I trusted it would be enough to confirm my alibi.” 

        “You know I have to arrest you now, Katie.” 

        “I know. But at least Hennessy will finally be exposed for the murdering parasite that she really is.” She looked around at her living room. “I inherited this from my parents, you know.” She sighed and stood. “Shall we go?” 

        And outside the gray rain persisted among the cold, naked trees. 





EPILOGUE


   

        Newman had ordered us both to take at least a couple of weeks holiday, more if we needed it. I think he was terrified of what we might turn the next cold case into, and it was he who needed a holiday from us. 

        I had managed to light the fire and Dehan had put a chicken in the oven and fixed us a couple of very dry martinis. I was lying on the sofa with my eyes closed, listening to the soft patter of raindrops on the sidewalk outside, and the occasional, desultory rustle of paper as Dehan turned the pages of the magazine she was reading. 

        After a while, I heard the magazine drop to the floor. She stretched and yawned and I counted back from five to one. I knew she’d talk on one. 

        “Say, Stone. Aren’t you sick of the rain?” 

        I nodded. “Mm-hm…” 

        “Wouldn’t it be nice to go somewhere with sunny beaches, nice restaurants, big steaks…” 

        “Yup.” 

        “And god knows you’ve earned it!” 

        I shrugged. “Nyah… I’m no good at going on holiday on my own. I get bored.” 

        She was quiet for a while. She was behind me and couldn’t see me grinning to myself. I heard her pick up the magazine again and turn a couple of pages. “I could keep you company. I don’t mind…” 

        “Oh… well… I guess that would be OK…” 

        “Dork.” She was quiet a little longer, then said, “I always wanted to go to Goa.” 

        “You want to go to Goa?” 

        “It’s in India. It looks amazing.” 

        I shrugged. “Okay. Book it. My card is in my jacket.” 

        There was a stunned silence.  

        “Seriously?” 

        She sounded so much like an excited kid I had to open my eyes and turn to look at her. Her face was radiant. I laughed. “Seriously.” I flopped back and closed my eyes. “I learned in the last week that you can’t take anything for granted in this life. Let’s do it. Goa, here we come!” 

        She jumped up and astonished me by kneeling beside me and planting a big, messy kiss on my cheek. Then she was off to get my wallet and her laptop. A minute later, she was back in her chair rattling at the keys on her computer. I lay, with my eyes open, looking over at the breakfast bar and the kitchen and smiling, enjoying the sound of her. 

        “You know how long I have wanted to go to Goa? Years.” She rattled a little longer, then went on, “Say, Stone, the other night, just before you got shot…” 

        “Uh-huh…” 

        “You said you wanted to talk to me about something. Something Shelly had said. What was that?” 

        I didn’t answer for a moment. Then I smiled. “Nothing important. Maybe I’ll tell you in Goa.” 




 BOOK 8 

   


UNNATURAL MURDER






ONE


   

        When you see it on TV, it has drama. But in the real, three-dimensional world, the steady throb of the red and blue lights in the darkness, the way they wash the walls of the house with their dull colors, the way they make the black windows look hollow and empty, like dead eyes—that has no drama. And the pain and the convulsive weeping of the girl who loved the victim, and now sees him lifeless and gaping behind the wheel of his cheap Toyota, the numb, expressionless faces of the uniforms who have seen it all before, the ME and the CSI team, who just want to go home to bed—all of that, all of it, it has no drama. The true horror of that scene, of all the scenes like it, lies in the fact that it is banal, it is horrifically ordinary.  

        We climbed out of Dehan’s Focus and ducked under the yellow tape that hung across Bryant Avenue, segregating two houses from the rest of the world, because here somebody had been killed, murdered. Sergeant Solano met us as we crossed the line. Dehan was frowning at him; at three AM, she’d brought her attitude with her. 

        “You want to explain to me why I’m here, Sergeant?” 

        Solano made a face like sheepish turning to worried and said, “I wasn’t sure what to do, Detective. It’s three AM and the Inspector’s not at the station. It ain’t a cold case exactly, but it might be connected. And I knew you… your mom… So I told dispatch…”  

        He trailed off. The expression on Dehan’s face might have made Godzilla trail off. It made intimidating look like a welcome respite. So I said, “You did the right thing, Sergeant. Walk us through it.” 

        He gave me a grateful smile and pointed at the Toyota. It was parked under a streetlamp. I glanced at what lay beyond it: a rundown terraced house with steps rising to a large veranda behind wrought iron railings, a red brick wall and peeling green paint on a cheap door and a window frame; a girl, Latina, sitting on a wooden chair, in her twenties, barefoot, wearing shorts and a T-shirt, crying; a female cop hunkered down by her side, trying to comfort somebody who can never be comforted. 

        Dehan had moved to the window of the car and was peering in. I said to Solano, “OK, what’s the story?” 

        “Two victims, Detective.” He moved toward the vehicle and I went and stood beside Dehan, looking through the shattered window. There was a young man, maybe mid twenties. He was slumped over on his right side. He looked uncomfortable. There was a lot of blood from two bullet wounds in his head, and at least three more in his arm and chest. 

        Solano was saying, “This is Sebastian Acosta, resident at the Jacobi…” 

        On the other side of the car, crouching by the passenger seat in the open doorway, I could see Frank, the ME, looking back at me. “Good morning, Frank.” 

        “I knew them.” He said it in a dead voice that masked his anger.  

        I turned back to Solano. “Thanks, Sergeant. I’ll give you a shout if I need you. You canvassing the neighbors?” 

        “Yeah, we’re on it.” 

        “OK, I’ll talk to you in a minute.” 

        Dehan had moved around the car. Frank stood and I joined them. There was blood on the sidewalk and on the stairs leading up to the veranda. Frank looked unhappy. 

        “Sebastian Acosta, twenty-six, wanted to be an ME.” He pointed at the blood on the stairs. “His friend, Luis Irizarry, twenty-five, was going to be a plastic surgeon. He said there was more money in it and you didn’t have to watch your patients die.” 

        Dehan voiced the question I was wondering. “Where is he?” 

        “In a coma, in an ambulance on his way to the Jacobi.” 

        She screwed up her face. “They were both residents?” 

        He nodded. “They’d been through med school together and they were doing their residency together.” 

        I asked, “How bad is Luis?” 

        “Pretty bad. We won’t know till he gets there. He took two rounds to the chest. Sebastian took the brunt of the attack. He has two shots to the head and three to the body, point blank. There are powder burns on his face.” He pulled out his cell. “I’ll get Personnel to email you their addresses.” 

        I walked back around to the driver’s side and stood where the shooter must have stood, with my arms outstretched as though I was holding a gun. Dehan came and stood beside me. 

        “I think I remember them.” 

        I glanced at her. “Yeah?” 

        She nodded. “And that girl,” she jerked her head at the veranda. “I think she’s Rosario’s daughter, Angela.” 

        “Rosario?” 

        “My mom’s friend. Rosario Rojas. That’s what Solano was talking about. Rosario was raped and murdered in this house. That’s her daughter. When they were kids, she used to hang out with these two.” 

        “How’d Solano know?” 

        She raised an eyebrow at me. “Stationhouse gossip. We are paid to snoop, Stone.” 

        I made a face. “I guess you’re right. You OK with this?”  

        “Sure. I’m going to talk to Angela.” 

        The female police officer had given up on her attempts to console her, and now just stood by her side. As we approached, Dehan asked the cop, “Has she made a statement?” 

        The officer shook her head. “I’m afraid not, Detective.” 

        Dehan nodded. “OK, we’ve got this.”  

        She hunkered down in front of Angela and I rested my ass on the wrought iron railing. Angela looked away. Her face was wet with tears and her bottom lip was trembling. Dehan said, “Hey Angela, you remember me?” 

        She looked at her sidelong for a moment, then shook her head. 

        Dehan smiled. “My Mom was Marta. She was a real close friend of your mom’s.” 

        “Marta…?” 

        “Yeah” she pointed up toward Garrison Avenue. “We lived up on the corner of Garrison and Faile. We had the café. You remember? My mom was always over here, having coffee with Rosario.” 

        She nodded. “Yeah, I remember.” 

        “Did you make the call?” 

        Angela nodded. 

        “OK, let’s get you dressed and take you down to the station. C’mon, I’ll give you a hand.” 

        She led her inside and a light came on in the window. I sat a moment, looking at the door. About two feet from the bottom there were what looked like two bullet holes. I logged the fact for later consideration, stood, and looked down at the scene in the street. I wondered where the gunman had come from. I caught Solano’s eye and called him up.  

        He was talking as he climbed the steps. “We got two 911 calls within less than a minute of each other. We were already on the way when the second call came through, reporting shots fired. From what we can make out, the victims arrived, the shooter must have been waiting, approached the car and fired through the window. Five of the seven shots hit the driver, two hit the passenger. He got out and tried to make it to the house, but collapsed on the stairs. Then the shooter must have taken off, because we got here very shortly afterwards.” 

        “What do the neighbors say?” 

        He sighed and looked apologetic. “So far a few people heard shots—between five and seven—but nobody saw nothing.” He shrugged. “This kind of neighborhood…” 

        “I know, Sergeant, there is not a lot of trust. Between five and seven, huh? OK, you called Crime Scene?” 

        “They’re on their way.” 

        He left and I went and pushed open the door. It gave onto a hallway with a broad, wooden staircase rising along the right wall and a passage on the left that gave on to a front room, a back room, and a kitchen. I walked back down the steps to the sidewalk. I counted nine of them. Then I turned and faced the door, holding out my arm like I was shooting. The angle was wrong, so I lay down on the road. A couple of the uniforms looked at me and smiled. I ignored them and held out my arm again, like I was shooting from a prone position. After that, I got to my feet again and climbed back to the hall. There I got on my knees and inspected the wall. After a moment I found what I was looking for, a bullet hole. But I only found one. 

        Outside, the crime scene team had arrived and I walked down to meet them. Joe, the team leader, was suiting up at the back of their van. 

        “Stone. I thought you only did cold cases these days.” 

        “Yeah, so did I. Listen, looks like the crime scene is out here, but do me a favor, will you? Have a look at the door. There are two bullet holes at about two feet. Inside, slightly to the left, there is one bullet hole in the wall. To me, none of it looks fresh. I’d like to know how old they are and what caliber we’re looking at.” 

        He nodded. “Sure, no problem. Say…” He smiled. “How’s things with your partner? Still teamed up with Detective Dehan?” 

        I raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, why?” 

        He grinned. “Just making polite conversation, John. I’ll catch you later.” 

        I watched him walk away toward the car, followed by the three members of his team, all in white plastic suits, like B movie aliens. He gestured with his hand and said something, and one of them climbed the stairs as Dehan and Angela came out the old, peeling green door.  

        They joined me and Dehan asked, “We done here?” 

        I looked up and down the road, still trying to work out where the shooter came from. There were plenty of spaces where a car could have parked. I walked away, so I was standing in front of the Toyota, about five yards distant. The streetlamps made an amber glow on the windshield. There was a look of desolation about it.  

        “Solano!” 

        He turned to look at me. 

        I pointed at the car. “Was the engine running?” 

        “No, Detective. It was just like that when we arrived.” 

        I walked to the nearest space behind the car. Then I looked across at the other side of the road, where a steel fence blocked off a stretch of overgrown garden. Every parking space on that side was occupied. I stared at Dehan. She was watching me, with her right hand on Angela’s arm. I said, “OK, let’s go.” 

        Back at the station, we put Angela in interrogation room three and went to get some coffee. At the machine, I leaned against the wall while Dehan filled the polystyrene cups.  

        “Did you notice the holes in the door?” 

        She glanced at me. “No,” 

        “Joe’s having a look at them for me. They’re low down, about mid-shin. Two of them. Aside from that, any initial thoughts?” 

        She frowned and leaned against the wall opposite me. “Yeah. The shooter knew his victims, knew their car, it was kind of an execution, but he was real mad, too.” 

        I nodded. “Knew them why?” 

        “Because I watched you. You were checking if you could see in through the windshield, or the side window. He would not have been able to see their faces from the front because of the glare from the streetlamps, or the back simply because it’s impossible. And from where he stood to shoot, unless he was a dwarf, their faces were hidden by the roof of the car. Plus, he shot through a closed window, which, under the lamp, would have made it doubly hard to see them. Ergo, he knew who they were, and he knew their car. Obviously he was waiting for them, popped them when they arrived, and then made off.” 

        I nodded. “What about Angela?” 

        She shrugged. “I was thinking maybe she’s just a random witness. You know…” She spread her hands. “Med students, access to chemical substances, tempted to help pay their fees with a little private enterprise. Maybe they thought they were meeting a buyer and instead they met with somebody whose toes they were treading on.” 

        I sucked my teeth. “Mm-hm, that crossed my mind too. And they just happened to meet outside her house.” 

        “But your bullet holes in the door suggest the connection might be more than that.” She hesitated a moment. “Especially as they knew each other.” 

        “I agree. Witnesses in the street say they heard between five and seven shots. There were seven shots in the victims. The two in the door would have made it nine. I found a bullet hole in the wall, but no slugs.” 

        “Just one?” 

        I nodded, then shrugged. “Suggests somebody got injured, but there was no blood. I’m pretty sure those two shots were not fired tonight. If I’m right, there ought to be a police report. I’m interested to hear what Angela has to say about it.” 

        We stared at each other for a long moment. Then she gave a small smile and said, “Let’s find out.” 





TWO


   

        She didn’t look at us as we sat down. Dehan placed the cup of coffee in front of her and smiled. 

        “It’s not exactly coffee, but it’s hot and sweet and it will help with the shock.”  

        Angela nodded but still didn’t make eye contact. After a moment, she said, “Will I be able to go home soon?” 

        Dehan didn’t answer for a moment, then she said, “Of course, whenever you like, but we need to get a statement from you. It shouldn’t take long.” 

        Angela went to speak, stopped, then said, “I didn’t really see anything.” 

        I scratched my head. “Did you make the 911 call?” 

        She nodded. 

        I went on, “What made you call?” 

        “I heard shooting.” 

        “How many shots did you hear?” 

        She fiddled with her fingertips, looking at her coffee, like she hoped it would tell her how many shots she’d heard. After a bit, she shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

        I bobbed my head slowly a few times, like I was thinking. “More than one?” 

        “Yeah. More than one.” 

        “Less than twelve?” She nodded again. I went on. “More than three?” 

        “Yes,” 

        “Less than, say, ten?” 

        She gave a small sigh and reached for the coffee. “Probably five or six.” 

        “Good, that’s very helpful, Angela. Now I’d like to ask you something else. Did the shots come all together, kind of bang, bang, bang! Or were they spaced out?” 

        “All together, like, one after another, real quick. Like, one two three, one two three, and then one. So I guess it was seven.” 

        I smiled at her. “That’s very good. That’s excellent. Were you in bed?” 

        “Yes.” 

        “What made you realize that they were shots?” 

        Now she stared at me, real hard, and swallowed a couple of times. “I don’t know what you mean.” 

        I spread my hands. “I’m just trying to get a picture of what happened. You’re in bed and you hear what sounds like seven firecrackers going off in rapid succession, right…?” 

        She gave a very small nod and half-whispered, “Yes…” 

        “And you didn’t go and look to see what it was, you immediately went to the phone…” 

        Dehan added, “Downstairs.” 

        “So you must have known they were gunshots. I was just wondering how you knew they were gunshots.” 

        She looked like she was about to start crying again. She started to speak two or three times but stopped herself, and finally said, “Well, I looked quickly out of the window.” 

        I smiled kindly. “Oh, that’s great. So you did see something, just—not very much.” 

        “Yes.” 

        “So you heard the shots, you got out of bed and peered quickly out of the window. What did you see that made you call 911?” 

        Her bottom lip was trembling and tears spilled from her eyes. She covered her mouth with her hands. I reached into my pocket for a handkerchief and handed it to her. 

        “There is no hurry, Angela. I know this has been very traumatic. We would just really like to get whoever did this to…” I frowned at Dehan, like I couldn’t remember their names.  

        Dehan reached across the table and took Angela’s hand. “Hey, listen, take it easy. In your own time.” She smiled. “What were their names? I remember you guys used to play together, right?” 

        It was like a trigger. She went to pieces, sobbing violently into my handkerchief, making the ugly, convulsive noises of deep grief. Dehan stood and pulled her chair around so she was sitting next to her, and put her arm around her shoulder. The sobbing lasted a good four or five minutes. Eventually, Dehan persuaded her to have some of the coffee and that seemed to settle her a bit. Then, Dehan said, “Hey, we can do this a little later. Maybe we can come ’round in the afternoon and take a statement from you.” She looked at me and I nodded. “But, just before we take you back, can you just give me a rough idea of what you saw when you looked out of the window?” 

        Angela stared at the tabletop, but like she wasn’t seeing it, like she was seeing something else instead, something that made her scared. Her breathing was ragged. Finally, she said, “There was just a man running to his car. Seb was lying on the seat and Luis was on the steps. The man got in his car and drove away.” 

        I said, “Was his car on your right or on your left?” 

        “On the right.” 

        “And once you saw that, you ran downstairs and dialed 911?” 

        She nodded. 

        I looked at Dehan. “I don’t know if you have any more questions, Detective Dehan. I have all I need for now.” 

        Dehan gave Angela a squeeze and said, “We will need a full statement later on, but right now I’ll get somebody to drive you home. You need me to call anyone? A doctor, a friend?” 

        “No. I’m fine.” 

        They got up and moved to the door. As she was about to leave the room, I had a thought. “Angela?” She stopped and looked at me like she was afraid I was going to make her stand in the naughty corner. “Do you think whoever did this saw you at the window?” 

        She stared at me for a long while before she shook her head. After that, Dehan walked her downstairs and I made my way to our desks. There I dropped into my chair and sat gazing at the black window that showed nothing of the creeping dawn, but just the orange wash of the streetlamp on the corner of Storey Avenue. Dehan came in on her long legs, yawning, and fell into the chair opposite me, leaning her elbows on the desk. We stared at each other for a while and eventually, I said, “From her bedroom window, she could not have seen Sebastian lying across the seat. Neither could she have seen Luis on the stairs.” 

        She chewed her lip and gave three ponderous nods. “She was downstairs.” 

        “I think you are right. First order of priority, Carmen, we need to find out what those boys were doing there at three in the morning. I don’t believe it is a coincidence that they were outside her house. They were close friends, you could see that by the way she went to pieces when you mentioned they used to play together.” 

        “I noticed that.” 

        “They were there…” I shrugged. “They were there for her, for some reason. Which begs the question, how did the shooter know they were going to be there?” 

        “I told Angela we’d see her again after she’d had time to sleep and get over the shock. She said she’d take a pill.” She looked at her watch. “It’s just after four. We should go and call on the parents.” 

        I sighed and rubbed my face. “Yes…” 

        “You want me to take Acosta and you…” 

        I interrupted her. “No. I’d like us both to do both. This is going to be a complicated case. My gut tells me there will be subtle emotional nuances all over the damned place. I want you there so we can discuss it. We’ll see Luis’ family first, then Sebastian’s.” 

        “You got it, Sensei.” 

        We took her car because my Jaguar was still at my house. She had picked me up after dispatch called her. I climbed in the passenger seat and slammed the door. She fired up the engine and I looked at her profile against the creeping light of early dawn. She was exquisite, and totally unaware of it.  

        She backed out onto Fteley Avenue and headed for Bruckner Boulevard. The Irizarry family lived not far from me, in Morris Park.  

        “One thing I am still not clear about,” I said, as she pulled onto the freeway, “is how this becomes a cold case.” 

        She grimaced. “I’ve been wondering that myself. I see it and I don’t.” 

        “Explain.” 

        She gave a little sigh and thought for a bit. As we turned onto White Plains Road, she started to talk. 

        “I’m going back a bit. This must be 2004, maybe 2003, so I was thirteen, fourteen. It was about a year before my parents died. My mom had become real close with Rosario, one of the mothers in the barrio.” 

        “Barrio?” 

        She glanced at me. “Yeah. My mom wasn’t an intellectual, but she liked intelligent people. Rosario was smart. She hadn’t had much in the way of opportunities or schooling, but she read a lot and she had opinions. She liked my mom because my mom had broken the rules. You know, defied the church, her family, married a Jewish guy. Anyhow, after a while Rosario starts hanging out with a crowd…” 

        She stopped and made a face like she didn’t really approve of what she was going to say. I prompted her, “A crowd? What kind of crowd?” 

        “My dad described them as ‘fast’. My mom wasn’t crazy about them either. From what I remember,” she glanced at me again, “and I was only about fourteen years old! From what I remember, there were two couples. One of them was mixed race, which attracted a lot of attention. She was a white academic.” She laughed. “She might have been a schoolteacher for all I know! But that was the impression. Radical left wing, making a statement, you know the kind of thing.” 

        I managed to frown and raise an eyebrow at the same time. “Kind of woman who made it possible for you to have your job.” 

        “Absolutely. I’m not criticizing. Shut up and listen. Anyhow, she was married to a black guy, black Puerto Rican, I think. He was also some kind of academic. I remember there was some talk about him being ill, and he may have died. These two were close friends with another couple…” She thought for a moment. “Eddie and Maria. This couple were also Puerto Rican. He was a defense attorney. He was just starting out, but he was doing OK. He was becoming successful. I don’t remember anything about his wife, except that Mom used to say it was a shame he didn’t look out for her rights as much as he did for the crooks he helped set free. That was my mom all over. So those four used to hang out, have barbeques and talk the good talk.” 

        “And these are…?” 

        She seemed to nod with her whole body while she spoke. “These are the parents of our vics. Now, shut up while I tell you. Mom never hung out with them. They invited her to a couple of barbeques but she never went. And after a while, she stopped hanging out so much with Rosario, because, she said, there was too much cuchi cuchi.” 

        “Cuchi cuchi…?” 

        “Hanky panky.” 

        “So what, there was wife-swapping going…?” 

        She raised an eyebrow at me. “Or husband swapping. I don’t know, Mom was never more specific. She was pretty straight-laced and it may have been no more than flirting while drunk. Point is, it only took Rosario to tell her about a couple of these get-togethers, and Mom stopped seeing her so much.” 

        “So what happened?” 

        “Give me a chance and I’ll tell you. Next thing, Mom doesn’t hear from Rosario for a while, it might have been a couple of weeks, I’m not sure, and suddenly she turns up dead. Turns out, according to the cops, she’s been raped and murdered.” 

        “And they never caught who did it.” 

        “Not even a suspect.” 

        “And Angela is Rosario’s daughter. Where’s the dad?” 

        “She was a widow. I don’t remember her husband. He left her a pension or something.” 

        “And she was killed in that house?” 

        She looked at me and nodded. “In that same house.” 

        I looked out at the limpid light and the sleepy storefronts of Morris Avenue. Sunrise was still an hour away and the cars and the streetlamps seemed to be hung with amber dreams, still warm from the beds where people slept behind dark windows. For a moment, I envied those sleeping bodies. And then I pitied the two we were going to wake, to tell them their son was in hospital, shot in the chest.  

        Outside Rosario’s house. 

        “They’re connected. That is a simple fact.” I turned toward Dehan. Her face was momentarily washed with orange light, then went into shadow again. “But the connection doesn’t seem to mean anything. It may well be that the people are connected, but the crimes are not. If they are not, this is not a cold case.” 

        She sighed, then shrugged. “So we inform the families, make some initial inquiries, report to the Inspector later this morning, and see what he says.” 

        I nodded absently. My brain said that made sense. My gut said my brain didn’t know what it was talking about.  





THREE


   

        We pulled into Herring Avenue. I said something about it being a fishy address, but Dehan didn’t laugh. It was a broad, attractive street with large, detached houses and well-tended front lawns. She pulled up outside a double-fronted red brick with two horse chestnuts standing guard by some stone steps that made a path through a slightly over-ornate garden. We looked at each other. Dehan heaved a big sigh and we got out. The doors slammed and echoed in the stillness. We climbed the steps to a white door and I leaned on the bell several times. After a minute, a sash window opened above, and an angry voice shouted down. 

        “Who the hell is it? Get the hell out of here or I’ll call the cops!” 

        I stepped back out into view and looked up at him. I held my badge so he could see it. 

        “Detectives Stone and Dehan, sir. Are you Eduardo Irizarry?” 

        He scowled. He was a thick-set man of about forty, with a balding head, hairy shoulders, and dark, Hispanic features. 

        “I am he,” he said, rather pompously. “What the hell is this about? Can’t it wait to a more civilized hour?” 

        Hell was a word he seemed to like. I thought sourly that it was a place he was soon going to become familiar with.  

        “Mr. Irizarry, we need to talk to you, in private…” I looked with meaning up and down the street. 

        He hesitated. 

        I said, “It’s about your son…” 

        He closed the window and after a moment, a light showed through the glass panels in the front door. Next thing, the door opened to reveal Ed Irizarry wearing a silk dressing gown and a foul expression. 

        “What the hell is this about?” 

        I tried to suppress the anger that was beginning to warm my belly, but failed. I said, brutally, “Your son has been shot. He is in hospital in a critical state, but we can come back at a more civilized hour if it’s inconvenient now.” 

        Dehan’s eyebrows rose high on her forehead and she turned to stare at me. Irizarry went a pasty gray color. “Good God… Shot? By whom…?” 

        “Do you think we can come in, sir? This is probably not something you want to discuss in front of all your neighbors.” 

        He nodded once, then again several times and stepped back. “Yes, yes, of course… Come in.” 

        He led us through a large, middle-class house that was in fancy dress, pretending to be a Rococo palace. Evidently we weren’t the kind of people he would have in any of his drawing rooms, so he led us to the kitchen, which was not so much Rococo as Fresh Prince of Bel Air. He switched on the lights and stood staring at us with his mouth slightly open, like he’d expected us to be somebody else when the lights came on. 

        After a moment, I said, “Mr. Irizarry, perhaps you should get your wife.” 

        He frowned. “Mary?”  

        “Is that your wife’s name?” 

        “Yes, of course it is!” 

        I nodded. “Then that is who you should get. She needs to hear this. Do you mind if we sit down?” 

        “Of course…” 

        He turned and walked away, back into the sleeping shadows of his house. The kitchen was brightly lit. The walls were lemon yellow, a vast refrigerator gleamed silver, and there was a large, round, pine table with four pine chairs in the middle of a floor laid with big, terracotta tiles. In the center of the table, there was a bowl brimming with tropical fruit. We sat and waited. I wondered, bizarrely, if he’d notice if I had a banana. 

        The sound of rushing, unsteady feet on the stairs drove the thought from my mind. We stood as they came back in. Mary was small and dark, perhaps a couple of years younger than her husband. Her hair was in curlers and she had a dressing gown drawn tight around her, as though she hoped it might protect her somehow. She ran across the kitchen, clutching her gown with her left hand, reaching out to me with her right. 

        “What’s happened? Is he all right? Where is he?” 

        Eduardo announced in a voice that was too loud, “I’ll make coffee!” and stared at us each in turn. I ignored him and guided Mary to a chair. We sat and Eduardo left the coffee pot by the sink and came to sit with us. He looked for a moment as though he might start weeping.  

        I put my fists on the table and spoke. “Mrs. Irizarry, Mr. Irizarry, we do not know all the details yet, but in the early hours of this morning, at about three o’clock, Luis and his friend Sebastian were parked in a car in Hunts Point…” 

        Eduardo’s eyes went wide. “Hunts Point? What the hell…?” 

        Maria covered her ears and screwed up her face, “Ed, please!” It was an eloquent gesture that spoke of a hypersensitivity developed over years of enduring his unquenchable outrage at everything he encountered. 

        I ignored them both and went on. “It seems they were approached by an unidentified person and shot point blank. Luis was in the passenger seat and managed to exit the car. He received two bullet wounds to the chest. He is in critical condition at the Jacobi.” 

        Ed’s mouth was sagging open. He kept staring around the room, as though he was following a slow-moving fly on its journey around the kitchen. Mary had both hands over her mouth. Her eyes were huge with horror as she stared at my face, struggling to give some meaning to what I had told her. 

        It was Ed who spoke first. “What was he doing at Hunts Point?” 

        Dehan answered him. “We were hoping you might be able to shed some light on that, Mr. Irizarry.” 

        He glared at her. “I? How the hell would I know?” 

        “Ed, please! These people are here to help us..!” 

        “Cops? Help us? Just shut up, Mary!” He turned back to Dehan. “I have no idea what he was doing there…” 

        Her eyes were hooded when she cut him short. “There were two of them, Mr. Irizarry. He was with his friend, Sebastian. You know Sebastian, don’t you?” 

        Mary said, “They’ve been friends since they were tiny. Is Sebastian badly hurt?” 

        “He received five shots. Two to the head and three to his arm and chest. He is dead.” 

        Her face twisted with grief. “Oh no…” Her voice was the voice of infinite sadness. She said it again. “Oh, no, no… Poor Sue. Poor Sue…” 

        She took a handkerchief from her pocket and began to sob into it. She cried silently with her shoulders shaking in small spasms. I was struck with the impression that crying silently and unnoticed was something she had learned to do over the years. Dehan turned back to Ed, who was staring at the tabletop. 

        “The reason we thought you might be able to shed some light on why they were where they were, Mr. Irizarry, is that they were parked outside Rosario’s house. You remember Rosario, right?” 

        He didn’t do anything. He didn’t react. Only, his eyes stared a little harder, and it was his motionlessness that was so striking. Mary’s sobbing stopped abruptly and she looked up at Dehan. “Rosario…? She’s dead…!” 

        “I know, Mrs. Irizarry. That house now belongs to Angela. Have you any idea why Luis and Sebastian would be parked outside Angela’s house at three in the morning?” 

        Ed’s eyes narrowed. “What are you implying?” 

        I put my elbows on the table and leaned forward. “It’s a simple question, Mr. Irizarry. We are not implying anything. We know that at one time you were both friends with Rosario, and the boys used to play with Angela. So, have you any idea what they might have been doing there?” 

        He didn’t answer. Mary shook her head. “I thought they had lost touch. When we moved out of the neighborhood, we lost touch with Rosario, Sue, Matt…” 

        I asked, “Sue and Matt were Sebastian’s parents?” 

        She nodded. “Matt was ill. He died. Poor Sue, this is going to hit her so hard.” 

        Dehan sighed. “Please forgive me, we have to ask these questions, have you any idea, at all, however remote, who might have wanted to hurt Luis and Sebastian?” 

        Ed snorted. “You can spare us the phony empathy, Detective. The answer is no. And we will not collaborate in your transparent attempts to frame our son as being involved in drugs or prostitution. Whatever that loser Sebastian might have been involved in, I have no idea. But Luis had nothing to do with it!” 

        “Ed!” Mary’s face was crimson and her neck taut and corded. She stared at her husband and before he could answer she half-screamed at him, “Can you not give it a rest for one single minute? Our son is dying in hospital and all you can think of is scoring points off poor Sue! Sebastian is dead, for God’s sake! Is there no trace of humanity in you?” 

        He scowled at the table. The kitchen was strangely still and silent after her outburst. I looked at Dehan. She shook her head. 

        “Thank you, Mrs. Irizarry, you have been very helpful. We are very sorry to have brought you this news.” We stood and Mary stood with us. Ed continued to stare sullenly at the table, like it was the table’s fault he was such an ass. 

        Dehan went on, “We may need to contact you again, but we’ll try to trouble you as little as possible.” 

        Ed snorted and Mary showed us to the door through the dark house where dark blue light was beginning to tint the glass in the windows. We stepped out into the wild chatter of the dawn chorus. The door closed behind us and I went and leaned on the car, gazing at the sleeping street under a sky that was turning from midnight blue to gray. The Irizarry house was the only one with lights in the windows. Unlike the squabbling birds, the people of Herring Avenue had not yet started stirring from sleep.  

        The car bleeped and flashed and I climbed in to the muffled dark. Dehan got in behind the wheel, fired up the engine, and switched on the headlamps. I said, “Evergreen Avenue. It’s past the station, on the right, before the river.” 

        “I know where it is.” She pulled away. “Doesn’t get any easier, huh?” 

        “Nope.” 

        We drove in silence for a while. Then, she asked, “Why do women stay with guys like that?” 

        “I’ve often wondered. If you asked her she’d probably say, when he’s nice he’s great, and he makes her laugh. Maybe she figures the financial security makes it worthwhile. Or maybe it’s some kind of Stockholm syndrome.” Then I added with a sour twist, “Or maybe she wouldn’t know who to be, if he wasn’t there to tell her.” 

        She was quiet for a moment, then said, “Wow.” 

        “Mornings like this, Dehan, I wonder if Captain Jennifer Cuevas wasn’t right when she advised me to take early retirement.” 

        She looked at me like I was crazy. “Seriously?” 

        “If I am married to my job, my job is Ed and I am Mary.” 

        She laughed and we drove on in silence through the dawn, toward Soundview, toward a woman who was probably still sleeping, unaware that her life had, in the last few hours, disintegrated; unaware that her son was dead, unaware that nothing would ever be the same again. 

        Dehan’s voice broke into my thoughts. “What do you think happened?” 

        “Hmm?” 

        “Their group of cuchi cuchi friends. It broke up, they lost touch, stopped having cuchi cuchi parties…” 

        We pulled onto the Bruckner Expressway and started accelerating west. A hint of copper touched  the sky from the east as the sun crept over the horizon. I spoke almost without thinking, expressing a feeling rather than an idea. I said, “Rosario was killed.” I sighed. I felt unaccountably depressed. “That is the starting point. Rosario was killed. That spoiled their swinging scene, the Irizarrys moved, lost touch with their old cuchi cuchi friends. But the boys stayed in touch. Maybe they stayed in touch with Angela, too. And now, fourteen years later, Sebastian has been killed, maybe twenty feet from where Rosario was.” I looked at her face and she glanced at me. I said, “And Ed and Mary know that’s significant for some reason. This is a cold case, Dehan, no doubt about it. A cold case that just started getting hot.” 





FOUR


   

        The information I’d received from the Jacobi had Sebastian Acosta’s mother listed as Susanne Mackenzie. We stood outside her house now, on Evergreen Avenue, and stared up at the door. It was a red brick house on three floors, with a flat roof and a chimney. The bottom floor was a basement and a garage with a ramp leading down to it from the sidewalk. Nine steps led up to a veranda and a front door that had been completely closed in with white wrought iron railings and a white, seven-foot, wrought iron gate. Above that was another floor with three sash windows. The drapes were all closed. 

        We stood for a good ten minutes on the steps, ringing at the outside bell. Eventually, one of the drapes on the upstairs windows opened a few inches, then closed again. I rang some more and after three or four minutes, the door opened and a tall woman in her forties stepped onto the veranda. She was a redhead. Her skin was very white, with a spray of freckles over her nose and cheeks. Her hair and her green eyes said she had only just woken up. She was wearing jeans and a white T-shirt, and nothing on her feet. She had a good, athletic body and an intelligent face, but somehow she wasn’t attractive. You got the feeling she didn’t want to be. 

        She looked at us both through the railings. “Are you cops?” 

        We showed her our badges. “I’m Detective Stone, Ms. Mackenzie. This is my partner, Detective Dehan. Why do you ask if we’re cops? Were you expecting us?” 

        “No…” She sighed. “Maybe. Is it about Sebastian?” 

        I nodded. “May we come in?” 

        She opened the gate and stood back. “Is he OK? Has he done something?” 

        I studied her face a moment. All I saw was anxiety. “We’d better go inside, Ms. Mackenzie.” 

        Her eyes flicked over my face, then looked at Dehan. She led us indoors to an open-plan living room and kitchen. She sat on the sofa. Dehan sat next to her. I glanced around the room. There was one plate in the drying rack by the sink, and one glass. There were three low bookcases with a wide variety of books: fiction and works on psychology and sociology, feminism and civil rights. A bottle of bourbon, a quarter full, stood by a photograph of Sebastian. 

        I sat in the armchair. She was staring at me. I held her eye and told her, “Ms. Mackenzie, I have some very bad news. I’m afraid your son was shot and killed last night.” 

        For a moment, she went rigid. Her face flushed red, then went dead white. She put her hands to her mouth and screamed. It was loud, shrill, and startling. She stood and Dehan stood with her. Then she screamed again, three times, covering her face with her hands, trying to articulate the word ‘No’, but making only a horrific, screeching sound of horror and panic. 

        Dehan tried to take hold of her. Sue turned to face her with huge, staring eyes, pupils reduced to pinpricks. She tottered two steps back, faltered, and collapsed with a horrible, jarring thud on the floor.  

        I picked her up in my arms with some difficulty. She was heavier than she looked. I laid her out on the sofa and Dehan went to the kitchen for a glass of water. I heard her rummaging in a couple of cupboards and she came back with the drink and a spoonful of honey. She touched the honey to her lips and after a moment Sue opened her eyes. Her pupils were dilated. She stared at me a moment, and as the realization of what had happened dawned on her anew, her face screwed up, she curled into the fetal position and started to wail, repeating his name over and over. 

        Eventually, the crying subsided into convulsive sobbing, and after another minute or so, she lay still and quiet. Dehan stayed sitting with her, her hand on her arm, and after a while she asked her, “Do you want us to call your doctor?” Sue shook her head. Dehan went on, “A friend? Somebody who can be with you?” 

        She looked up at Dehan, seeming to see her for the first time. The she stared at me and sat up. She said, “Peggy.” She pointed at the bookcase, by the photograph and the bourbon. “My phone. Tell her to come please, I need her. She’s a homeopath.” 

        Dehan stood, took the phone and walked into the kitchen, scrolling through the address book. Sue curled herself into the corner of the sofa, staring at an empty space in front of her face for a while. Then she moved her head and stared at a different empty space, like she was seeing something different in each empty space she looked at. 

        “Ms. Mackenzie.” She blinked and looked at me now. “It’s important that we get on the trail of whoever did this as quickly as possible. Do you feel up to answering a few questions?” 

        She stared for a moment. “Like what?” 

        The question surprised me. I frowned. “When we arrived, you seemed to know that it was about Sebastian…” 

        “He didn’t come home last night. I was worried.” 

        “You thought he might have done something.” 

        “Luis. Luis was a bad influence on Sebastian. Sebastian worked so hard, he was doing so well. Luis was always taking him to parties to meet girls. It was probably his fault that this happened…” 

        Her lower lip curled in and she started to cry again. I could hear Dehan talking quietly in the kitchen. I pressed on. “Can you think why Sebastian would have been at Hunts Point last night?” 

        She didn’t answer for a long moment. I was about to repeat the question when she shook her head. “No, of course not.” 

        Dehan returned and sat beside Sue. “Peggy is on her way. She’ll be here in about ten minutes.” 

        Sue looked at her but said nothing. 

        I said, “Ms Mackenzie, we are almost done, and we really do appreciate your help. Can you think of anyone, however far-fetched, who might have wanted to hurt your son?” 

        She shook her head. “He was the nicest, sweetest, kindest…” Again she covered her face with her hands and started to cry. I glanced at Dehan. She put her arm around her and stroked her back and shoulders. 

        “What about friends, colleagues at the hospital, is there anyone we can talk to?” 

        Mary had my handkerchief. I stood and went to the kitchen, found a roll of paper and brought it back. I handed it to Sue. She took it and blew her nose, then wiped her eyes. “Elizabeth,” she said. “Elizabeth Kelly. An intern he was seeing at the hospital. They weren’t that serious. I haven’t got a number. What happened? How did it happen? What was he doing in Hunts Point?” 

        “That is something we are trying to find out. They had parked on Bryant Avenue…” I paused to see if she would react. She just stared at me so I went on. “An unknown person approached the car and shot them.” 

        Her face clenched in on itself. Her lip curled in. She curled in, tucking her elbows into her belly, silently swaying from side to side. The howl of pain didn’t come for maybe fifteen or twenty seconds. And then it was an awful sound. The doorbell rang and I rose gratefully to open it.  

        There was a middle-aged woman in sensible clothes, holding a bag and looking at me as though she was ready to blame me for something, anything, most things. I said, “Are you Peggy?” 

        “Yes, I am. Where is she?” 

        I stood back. “On the sofa.” 

        She bustled through, opening her bag as she went.  

        “All right, you can leave now. There will be no questions and no answers today! You have caused quite enough upset as it is, thank you!” 

        I looked at Dehan and sighed. “Peggy, this is a murder inquiry. We will have to come back and ask Ms. Mackenzie some questions. Will you please let us know when she is able to see us?” 

        She looked at me, pointed at the door, and said, “Please close it on your way out, Detective.” 

        I took a card out of my wallet and put it on the coffee table and we left. 

        Outside, it was a bright morning. I looked at my watch. It was thirty minutes after six.  

        “I need a gallon of coffee and some breakfast. What do you say we head over to the hospital, see if Elizabeth Kelly is around and grab some breakfast in the café?” 

        “Sounds like a plan.” She paused, then, “Stone..?” 

        “What?” 

        She opened the car with a bleep and climbed in. I climbed in on the other side and slammed the door. She looked at me. “Why are people such assholes?” 

        “I don’t know, partner. I was hoping you could tell me.” 

        For the fourth time that morning we drove across the Bronx, this time toward the molten orb of the sun. Dehan spoke suddenly. 

        “There is only one way this makes sense. So far, nobody knows what the hell those boys were doing there at three in the morning. If Angela knows, she ain’t telling, Ed, Mary, and Sue all look shocked out of their minds that their boys were there…” 

        “And, did you notice how Ed and Sue both suggested the other boy was a bad influence on their son?” 

        “I got that. So I’m thinking, you have two basically good, hardworking boys who are not quite as saintly as their parents like to believe.” 

        “Agreed.” 

        “And, as I initially suspected, they have been taking certain medical substances from the hospital, probably fiddling the records, and selling the medication to somebody in the ’hood.” 

        “The barrio.” 

        “Exactly. Now, I am thinking also that maybe Angela was involved in some way, perhaps as a contact or a middle man. She was expecting them to arrive. That’s why she was up and not in bed. They pull up in their car, kill the engine, but, before they can get out, somebody gets out of the car ahead of them. He doesn’t need to see their faces, because he is expecting them to be there, and maybe he knows the car…” 

        “Note, we need to establish who the car belongs to.” 

        “Agreed, noted. Stop interrupting. So our shooter is there because they are selling on his turf. He strolls over and executes them, cowboy style, empties his magazine into them and leaves.” 

        “It’s coherent and makes sense. What about the two shots in the door?” 

        “A previous warning.” 

        “Hmmm… OK, it’s an hypothesis. Let’s see what we get from Elizabeth and the hospital. We also need a list of dealers in that area who might have been mad at them for encroaching on their territory. And this afternoon, we’ll grill Angela over exactly what her relationship with Sebastian and Luis was.” 

        We lapsed into silence again, but after fifteen minutes she said to me, “I know why you’re not happy.” 

        “Yeah?” 

        She turned into Seminole Avenue and then headed for the parking lots.  

        “You’re not happy because the drugs-pushing theory does not allow for a connection with Rosario’s murder fifteen years ago.” 

        I nodded. “And they are connected, Little Grasshopper. They are connected.” 

        “Maybe you’re wrong.” 

        I laughed. 

        “What? You can’t be wrong?” 

        “They are connected.” 

        “How?” 

        She pulled into a parking space, killed the engine, and turned to look at me. I stared out at the lawn, at the single plane tree with its silver peeling bark. After a moment, I shook my head and sighed. 

        “I don’t know yet, Carmen. But I’ll tell you this much. It is no coincidence that Rosario and Sebastian were killed within a few yards of each other. The house is significant. And I’ll tell you something else. Luis was not the intended victim.” 

        She frowned. “How can you know that?” 

        I shrugged. “Because he didn’t finish him off.” 

        She shook her head. “Nah! Seven rounds. His magazine was capped. It’s the law.” 

        “Come on, Dehan! Even if his magazine was capped. He went there for the purpose of making the kill. He didn’t bring a spare magazine? All he had to do was put in a new clip, walk around the car, and finish the job. But he didn’t. And he didn’t because he didn’t care that the passenger was getting away. His target was the driver.” 

        She made a face. “OK, if you say so. Let see what Elizabeth says.” 

        “And their other colleagues. And then please let’s have breakfast.” 

        We climbed out and headed for reception. 





FIVE


   

        We were lucky. We inquired in reception and discovered that Elizabeth Kelly was coming off duty at seven thirty that morning. So we went and had scrambled eggs and coffee and waited for her at a plastic table by a plate glass window overlooking the parking lots. She eventually walked in at ten minutes before eight, looking freshly showered but tired, in jeans and a sweatshirt. We stood as she approached, and shook hands with her. She was polite, but didn’t look happy to meet us. 

        “What is this about? I’m at the end of a twelve hour shift and I would really like to get home and sleep.” 

        I produced a smile that looked like an apology. “I understand, can we offer you a coffee?” 

        “No, thank you. As I said, I’d like to get home…” 

        I gestured to a chair and she sat reluctantly. Dehan smiled at her in a way that did not look like an apology and said, “We won’t keep you any longer than is absolutely necessary, Ms. Kelly. We’ve slept three out of the last twenty-six, so we are pretty keen to get moving, too. We just have a couple of questions. How well do you know Sebastian Acosta?” 

        She looked surprised. “Seb? We’re pretty close. First year residency doesn’t allow you much of a personal life, but we see each other when we can. We’ve talked about moving in together, a future some day. Why?” 

        Dehan gave a small grimace. “When was the last time you saw him, Elizabeth?” 

        Now Elizabeth looked worried. Her eyes flicked to me and then back to Dehan. “About twelve hours ago. He was going off duty and I was coming on. Can you please tell me what this is about?” 

        Telling people a loved one has died is one of the worst things you can do in life. Doing it to four people in five hours is exhausting. I drew a deep breath and said, “Elizabeth, I am really sorry to have to tell you this, but Sebastian was killed in the early hours of this morning.” 

        It was as though she’d been slapped in the face. She went rigid and the color drained from her already pale cheeks. Her right hand covered her mouth. At first she looked angry, like we had insulted her. Then the tragedy and the sadness flooded her eyes. She shook her head. “Not Sebastian. No…” 

        Dehan gave a small sigh. “I’m really sorry. There is no doubt about the identity.” 

        “How…? You’re asking me how well I knew him. Why? What’s happened?” 

        “He and Luis were shot at about three o’clock this morning.” 

        She stared at us like we were insane. “Shot? That’s ridiculous! There must be some mistake. Why would anyone…?” 

        I shook my head. “The medical examiner identified them both.” 

        Her head snapped around to look at me. “The ME? Frank…” 

        I nodded. “He seemed to be fond of them.” 

        She was stoic. I guess you learn that as a doctor. But you could see the pain in her face as the inescapable nature of what had happened dawned on her. She wasn’t going to wake up from this. It wasn’t going to turn out to be a bad dream, a misunderstanding, or a mistake. It was real. Her eyes were resentful, turning red as they flooded with tears.  

        “Why?” 

        I repeated the morning’s ongoing refrain. “That’s what we want to find out.” 

        She stared at me, then at Dehan. “You mean it wasn’t a mugging?” 

        Dehan shook her head. “The motive isn’t clear, Elizabeth. We are going to need help. Are you up to answering some questions?” 

        She nodded, staring at her hands in front of her on the table. “Of course. Where are they? Is Luis dead too?” 

        “Luis is in a bad way, but as far as we know, he is still alive. He’s here. So is Sebastian.” 

        “Elizabeth.” I paused a moment, not exactly sure how to frame the question for her. “As far as you know, were Sebastian and Luis involved in anything…” I paused again. She was frowning at me, wondering where I was going with my question. “Anything risky or dangerous? Anything that could have made them enemies, targets for somebody?” 

        “Like what?” 

        I shrugged. “This is a hospital. You tell me…” 

        She shook her head. “No! Nothing. Of course not! He was dedicated, committed, very serious. He wouldn’t have done anything stupid. Neither of them would.” 

        Dehan leaned her elbows on the table. “Think carefully before answering, Elizabeth. It may have been something that to them seemed harmless or unimportant, but to somebody else…” 

        She left the words hanging. Elizabeth sat looking at her for a moment. Then her eyes drifted. Dehan waited, then asked, “What is it?” 

        She shrugged. “It may be nothing and I don’t want to get anyone into trouble…” 

        I smiled, but it must have looked sad and tired, because that was how I felt. I said, “More trouble than they are in already?” 

        She studied my face, then gave a sigh that shuddered. “I guess you’re right. As I say, it may be nothing, but Luis…” She sighed again. “Luis was hanging out a lot with a girl, Lynda, she works at the pharmacy here, in the hospital.” 

        Dehan sat back in her chair, frowning. “OK…” 

        Elizabeth hesitated some more, uncomfortable with what she was doing. “She mentioned a few times to Luis that the pharmacist is not exactly meticulous in how he keeps his records. One night she was joking about getting some Cialis for the boys. Luis pretended to get excited about what else she could get. I didn’t think it was funny. Neither did Sebastian.” She sighed again, shrugged, spread her hands. “It’s nothing! It’s just that Seb and I never really liked her much. She’s a bit wild. Luis is a bit wild, too, and they kind of sparked each other off. We thought she was a bad influence on him. But I’m pretty sure he would never actually do anything. 

        “She’s Australian. She says that back home, she has a degree in chemistry. Maybe she has, I don’t know. But here she can’t practice. I don’t know exactly how legal her position is. Anyway, I guess it’s possible that she and Luis may have been taking stuff from the pharmacy and selling it. I really don’t think so, but it’s objectively possible.”  

        She stopped, covered her face with her hands, and shook her head. “That sounds so awful! And I have no grounds whatever to make such an accusation, other than, I don’t really like her much, and she’s a bit crazy and out there. She’s probably a perfectly decent person.” 

        I nodded that I understood. “If there is nothing in it, they have nothing to worry about. What’s her surname, do you know?” 

        “Graham, Lynda Graham.” 

        “And she is Luis’ girlfriend?” 

        She shrugged. “Kind of, not exactly. They hang out together, go out together sometimes. I know they sleep together. But it seems to be a pretty open relationship. I think there is or was another guy in her life, but I don’t know anything about him.” 

        Dehan grunted, then asked, “What do you know about Angela Rojas?” 

        “Angela?” Again she looked surprised at the question. “Not a lot. I met her a couple of times socially. I know she was like a half-sister to Seb and Luis. Why? What’s she got to do with this?” 

        “Can you think what they would have been doing outside her house at three in the morning?” 

        She stared at Dehan for a long moment, and you could tell she was seeing the scene playing itself out in her mind. “Is that where it happened?” 

        Dehan nodded. “Yes.” 

        She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. After a moment, she said, “No, not really. At least, I don’t know what Seb was doing there. Luis is a real party animal. I don’t know where he finds the energy. He used to drag Seb along all the time, but Seb and I had talked about it, and he’d decided to pull back a bit. He couldn’t afford it, for one thing, and he couldn’t take the pace. The fact is we were both finding Luis and Lynda hard work.” 

        I asked her, “How about Angela? Is she a party animal?” 

        She shrugged. “I don’t know. She didn’t strike me that way, but she might be.” 

        “I’m sorry to have to ask this, Elizabeth, but, to the best of your knowledge, was either of the boys having an intimate relationship with her?” 

        She winced a bit, like I’d hurt her feelings. “No, at least, I know Sebastian wasn’t. I don’t know about Luis. But like I said, I think it was more like brothers and a sister. They’d known each other all their lives. They grew up together. I think their parents were friends or something.” 

        I looked at Dehan. “I think that’s all we need to know for now…” Dehan said, “There is just one more thing. Sebastian was driving a Toyota Corolla…” 

        Elizabeth frowned. “A Toyota?” She shook her head. “Seb’s car is an old VW Beetle. He called it his project. It’s at the mechanic’s right now... I guess that’s one project he’ll never finish…” She stopped, steadied herself, took a deep breath. “Luis drives a second or third hand Ford Probe. I don’t know whose Toyota that was. Maybe they borrowed it from somebody.” She glanced at us each in turn. “It looks like there was a lot about them both that I didn’t know…” 

        She pulled out her cell and called her mother to come and collect her. Two minutes later, we watched her walk out of the café, holding it together until she got home. Then everything would fall apart. Then she would allow the full horror, the full, inescapable reality of it to hit her. Dehan puffed out her cheeks and blew, then rubbed her face with her hands and ran her fingers through her hair. It was an eloquent combination of gestures, and expressed pretty well how I felt myself. 

        “Well, Detective Stone,” she said, and slapped her hand on my shoulder, “it’s looking like the boys were playing fast and loose with the pharmacy, and Lynda, the pharmacist’s assistant. I say we take her downtown and ask her a few tough questions, whaddya say, partner?” 

        “I say it’s looking like one to Detective Dehan and nil to Detective Stone. But it’s early yet. I say we make like cannibals and grill this girl.” 

        She suppressed a laugh and shook her head. “Nice. That’s nice.” 

        As we crossed the café toward the door, in search of the pharmacy, she was still chuckling and repeating under her breath, “Make like cannibals, and grill this girl…” 

        We made our way out to Pelham Parkway and found the pharmacy in Building One. There was a pretty young girl behind the counter. She was in her early twenties, tall and blond, with mischievous eyes which smiled as we stepped in. 

        “Good morning!” She said it with that curious, antipodean sing-song. 

        I smiled back. “Hi, we are NYPD Detectives.” I showed her my badge. “I am Detective Stone, this is my partner, Detective Dehan. Are you Lynda Graham?” 

        Her face became wary. “Ah…yeah… Why?” 

        Dehan gave a small, not unfriendly laugh. “Was that a yes, Lynda?” 

        “Yeah, I guess it was. What’s the problem?” 

        “We need to ask you some questions about Luis Irizarry and Sebastian Acosta. We’d like you to accompany us to the station.” 

        “Oh, shit! Look…” She glanced over her shoulder toward the back of the shop. I figured her boss was in there. Her voice dropped. “Me and Luis? I don’t know what he’s told you but we just hang out? We’re friends?” She had that Australian trick of making statements sound like questions. She looked from me to Dehan and back again. “I don’t know anything, I mean, I don’t know…” 

        She trailed off. We waited a moment while she stared at us. Finally, I said, “Lynda, this is a murder inquiry, and we would like you to come down to the station to answer some questions.” 

        Her jaw literally dropped. She gaped at me. “Murder? Holy shit!”  

        I gave a humorless smile. “What did you think it would be, Lynda?” 

        “Ay? No…! Nothing! I didn’t… I don’t know… Murder?” 





SIX


   

        It was thirty minutes past nine in the morning. We’d been going for six hours after just three hours sleep. I wasn’t sure if my backache had given me a headache or if it was the other way around, but they both ached. We sat opposite Lynda in interrogation room three. I sipped strong black coffee and thought about organizing my thoughts. 

        Dehan got there first. 

        “When was the last time you saw Luis, Lynda?” 

        It occurred to me as she asked it that Lynda was still under the impression that it was Luis who had been murdered. I glanced at Dehan and realized that she was aware of this, too. She held Lynda’s eye while Lynda stared at her and swallowed three times without saying anything. Dehan cocked her head on one side. 

        “Is there a problem, Lynda?” 

        “No… Um… I’m just thinking? Um, last night?” 

        Dehan frowned like she was confused. “Are you telling me or asking me, Lynda? When was the last time you saw Luis?” 

        “Last night.” 

        “At what time?” 

        “Oh, um…like, eight o’clock? Maybe a bit later.” 

        “Where did you see him?” 

        “Him and Seb? Come over to my place for a few beers?” 

        “Where, Lynda? Where is your place?” 

        “Victor Street. It’s like White Planes and Morris Park, where they meet? Just kind of there.” 

        “And who else was there?” 

        “No! I mean, nobody. I mean, you know, a friend might have dropped in…” She began chewing her lip. “But it was just me and the guys…” She grinned at me and then at Dehan.  

        I asked her, “Who dropped in?” 

        “Um, maybe Jack? I’m not sure, you know, we got pretty maggot.” 

        “You got what?” 

        “Maggot, off our faces, wasted…” 

        “Drunk.” 

        “That’s the one.” 

        Dehan put both hands palm down on the table and stared at them like she was wondering what they were doing there. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight, Lynda. Eight or eight thirty, Luis and Sebastian turn up at your place on Victor Street, and the three of you settle down for an evening of drinking. You all got very drunk and maybe your friend Jack paid a visit.” 

        “Uh-huh…” She looked at me with her eyes, then back at Dehan.  

        “How long did they stay?” 

        “Few hours. Like I say, we got pretty mag… pissed, drunk.” 

        I leaned forward on my elbows, grinned. “So you had good fun. It was a good evening.” 

        She liked that and smiled back. “Oh, deadest!” 

        “So how come Jack didn’t stay?” 

        “Um…” Again her eyes swiveled, first to Dehan, then back to me. “He was…um…” 

        I gave a small laugh and raised one hand. “Lynda, stop.” She closed her mouth. “Between us, Detective Dehan and I must have over thirty years experience doing this job, in the Bronx. How many liars do you think we have interviewed in this room over that time? If it were just two a week—and believe me, it is many more than that—that would be over three thousand. And just about every one of them was a better liar than you. You are a really bad liar, Lynda!” I laughed in a kindly, uncle-ish kind of way. “That’s not a bad thing. That’s a good thing, right?” 

        She nodded. 

        “Now, listen to me, you are probably not in trouble. If you are, it’s probably not serious trouble. But keep bullshitting us and you will certainly end up in real bad trouble. So, quit stalling and tell the truth. You understand me?” 

        She looked like she understood me, but wasn’t necessarily convinced. 

        “Well, Jack doesn’t really like Luis much? I mean, I am really sure that he would not do anything. I mean, I know he wouldn’t. But like, when he saw Luis was there, he just chucked a fuckin’ spas and left.” 

        Dehan pinched the bridge of her nose. “Chucked a spas?” 

        “Yuh, fuckin’ wobbly right there! I mean, who fuckin’ needs it, right? I told the fuckin’ dickhead to buzz off and go home.” 

        “He got mad and you told him to leave?” 

        “Too right.” 

        “And he left?” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “What time would that be, Lynda? Please don’t tell me you were maggot and you don’t know. This is a murder enquiry. Make an effort.” 

        She gave me a sheepish smile. I gave her a wink.  

        “Well, I suppose, we’d had a few grogs by then, so it would have been after ten? Maybe half ten, half eleven…?” 

        Dehan’s face was tight. “What does that mean? Half ten, half eleven…” She shook her head. “What does it mean?” 

        I smiled. “It means ten thirty or eleven thirty. Lynda, I’m having trouble with something. See if you can help me. Do you drive?” 

        “Back home, yeah.” 

        “You don’t own a Toyota?” 

        “No.” 

        “So, if Luis and Sebastian are,” I smiled, “off their faces and totally maggot, how did they drive to Hunts Point in a Toyota Corolla?” 

        “I don’t know, honest to God, I don’t.” 

        “OK, Lynda. Let’s talk about something else.” I scratched my chin and realized I needed a shave. “How long have you and Luis been stealing drugs from the pharmacy?” 

        Her eyes went like saucers, the blood drained from her face and she started shaking her head. “No! No! No way! No! Not me! You got the wrong person! I never done that! No way!” 

        I ignored her and pressed on. “How about Jack? Did he buy the stuff from you? Is that why he dropped in, to collect the merchandise?” 

        Her voice had become shrill. “No! Look! This is bollocks! I ain’t stupid! How fuckin’ stupid would I have to be to do that?” 

        I continued to ignore her. “How about Angela? Did she distribute the stuff in Hunts Point?” 

        “Who?” 

        “I told you you’re a terrible liar, Lynda. Cut it out. Tell me the truth. You had a deal going, you and Luis, Jack and Angela. How much were you netting a week?” 

        “Stop it! You are wrong! This is bullshit!” 

        “Was Sebastian involved?” 

        “No! Look—nobody was involved! It just didn’t happen! Check with the fuckin’ pharmacy, for God’s sake! There are no missing supplies! 

        I nodded. “We plan to. Where can we find Jack? Has he got a surname?” 

        “Oh, that’s fuckin’ ace! He’s going to love me, isn’t he? Sending the fuckin’ Jacks round!” 

        Dehan sighed. “Jacks?” 

        I smiled at her. “Jack Law, the cops. Why would he have a problem with the law coming ’round?” 

        She looked at me like I was crazy. “You know anyone who actually welcomes you when you turn up unannounced? ‘Oh, hey, look! Put the kettle on, it’s the fuzz!’” 

        “So where can we find him?” 

        “Look at me! Minding my own fuckin’ business, I have a couple of grogs with some mates, and next thing, you’re trying to frame me for drugs trafficking and fuckin’ murder!” 

        “Take it easy. Nobody is trying to frame you. What’s his surname, and where can we find him?” 

        “Fuckin’ strewth!” 

        Dehan spoke softly, “Lynda…” 

        Lynda stared at her. 

        “Jack…?” 

        “O’Brien. Hunt Avenue, 1719 B.” 

        “Cell phone?” 

        She recited it. Dehan wrote it down and said, “You’d rather we didn’t tell him who gave us his name and address?” 

        She narrowed her eyes and spoke with something like venom, “Oddly enough!” 

        Dehan shrugged. “You cooperate with us, we’ll cooperate with you.” 

        She glanced at me, then back at Dehan. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

        “All we want is to find out who did this killing. We are not interested in anything else. We certainly don’t want to cause unnecessary problems for you …” 

        She looked as though a black mamba had just offered her a cup of tea and a biscuit. 

        Dehan went on, “Jack O’Brien got a job?” 

        Lynda thought about this for a long time before answering. “Not that kind…” She sighed. “No. I don’t know what he does. I’ve bought mull, um… weed, from him sometimes.” 

        Dehan nodded bobbed her head. “So think about this really carefully, Lynda. If we check the stores and the pharmacy, and if we get a warrant to search your house and Jack’s, are we going to find drugs missing at the pharmacy, and those same drugs at your house or at Jack’s?” 

        “No! Fuckin’ do it! Please!” 

        I drummed on the table for a moment. “So, what exactly was the relationship between you and Luis?” 

        She shrugged. “We were mates.” Then she smiled at me. “Mates with privileges.” 

        “How about you and Jack?” 

        “Same kind of thing, only he thinks it’s more. He does this whole fuckin’ jealous macho number on me.”  

        Dehan frowned and gave her head a small shake. “You don’t seem real broken up about what happened.” 

        She seemed genuinely shocked by the comment. “Give me a fuckin’ chance! When you stop fuckin’ harassing me and trying to fuckin’ frame me, when I get home and you’re not fuckin’ jumping down my fuckin’ throat, then I’ll cry my fuckin’ eyes out! I fuckin’ loved Luis!” 

        I studied her a moment and thought that perhaps she was telling the truth. People process grief in different ways. And we had seen plenty of that during the morning. I looked at Dehan. She said, “Please don’t leave town, Lynda. We may need to talk to you again.” 

        She stood up. “Fuckin’ priceless!” 

        I leaned back in my chair. “Lynda, I think there has been a bit of a misunderstanding.” 

        She froze, staring into my face. “What?” 

        “I think you’ve been under the impression that Luis was murdered.” 

        She frowned, then scowled at Dehan. “You said…!” 

        “No, what Detective Dehan said was that this was a murder inquiry. She didn’t say that Luis had been murdered. Luis was badly injured and is in critical condition in hospital. It was Sebastian who was murdered. They were both shot, Sebastian died. Luis may yet die, but as far as we are aware, he is still alive.” 

        “You fuckin’ dipsticks.” 

        She slammed out of the room and left a ringing silence behind her. Dehan stood and stretched, then walked around the room with her hands in her back pockets. She said to the wall, “What’s your impression?” 

        I laughed quietly to myself. “Right now, I’d like to get maggot and then get some shut eye.” 

        She turned and smiled at me. “Two nations divided by a common language.” 

        I nodded. “Shaw, but he was talking about us and the English. I don’t know, Dehan. I don’t believe she is a model, law-abiding citizen. She likes her dope and her booze. She has a house, albeit a small one, on a shop assistant’s salary. So she is getting money from somewhere other than her job.” 

        She nodded. “On the other hand, I don’t get the impression she’s making a stash. If she was supplying Jack and Angela, I’d expect her to be making more money than she seems to be.” 

        I drummed the table with my palms. “This may not even be our case, Dehan. Let’s go talk to the Inspector, tell him what we have and see what he thinks.” 

        She nodded. “OK, Sensei. Let’s go.” 

        Inspector John Newman was in his office. We knocked and he told us to enter. When we did, he was by the window, watering a small fern on the sill. He smiled at us with what looked like genuine pleasure. 

        “Come in, come in. Please sit.” He made his way back to his desk and lowered himself carefully into his large, black leather chair. He had tightly curled black hair going gray at the temples. That and his olive skin made him look like a villain from a Zorro movie. 

        “I imagine you are here about the Irizarry murder.” 

        It was Dehan who answered. “Yes, sir. We are unclear how to proceed and we would appreciate your guidance.” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her, but remained silent, contemplating the possibility that Inspector John Newman might be the only man in the world whom Carmen Dehan had ever asked for guidance. 

        He nodded slowly. “You are unclear whether it is a cold case or not.” 

        I said, “That’s right, sir. Angela Rojas is clearly connected to the case—and the murder—in that she was like a sister to the two victims. Her mother, who was a close friend of the victims’ parents, was murdered, fifteen years ago, in the same house outside which the boys were shot. As far as it goes, that is quite compelling. However, the details of the shooting so far do not suggest any link between the two crimes.” 

        Inspector Newman frowned and thrust out his lower lip. Before he could say anything, Dehan spoke, “However, sir, Detective Stone has a strong hunch, or intuitive feeling…” 

        “I know what a hunch is, Detective. At one time, I also used to have them.” He smiled. “I am a cop.” 

        “Yes, sir. Detective Stone has a strong hunch that the two cases are, in fact, connected. And in my experience, his hunches tend to be accurate.” 

        I added, “Or ace.” 

        He frowned at me, “Excuse me?” 

        “Ace, accurate, spot on.” 

        “Well, you have the case, I have no doubt you will tackle it with the same genius you bring to the cold cases, and if you can find a link to Mrs. Rojas’ murder and solve that, too, then so much the better. Does that resolve your dilemma?” 

        Dehan smiled. “Yes, sir. Thank you.” 

        “Glad I could help! If only all problems were that simple, hey?” 

        “That would be ripper, sir.” 

        We stood, I opened the door for Dehan, and we left, all of us smiling at each other.  

        On the stairs, I asked her, “What was that?” 

        “What was what?” 

        “Detective Stone’s hunches are always dinky-di.” 

        “Enough already with the Australian slang!” 

        “You want this case, Dehan.” 

        “So what if I do?” 

        We had arrived at the door to the detectives’ room. I looked at my watch. “Here’s the plan. We go and talk to Jack O’Brien, then we go and check on Luis, see how he’s doing, and after that we grab some lunch and a grog.” 

        “Again?” 

        “I tell you, Sheila, I am as dry as a dingo’s donger!” 

        She sighed, shook her head and made for her car, muttering, “Dios!” 





SEVEN


   

        We parked a few doors down from his house. Dehan looked at me and I thought she smiled, but it wasn’t clear. She said, “I got this.” 

        I allowed my eyebrows to visit my hairline in an expression of surprise and said, “OK…” 

        She loosened her hair, ruffled it up a bit in the mirror, undid her top two buttons, and leered at me. Then she did a fair imitation of Sylvester the cat. “Do I look thexy, Detective Thtone?” 

        “Irresistible.” 

        She got out and slouched down the road with her hands in her pockets. When she got to 1719 B she stopped, looked up and down the road a couple of times, and knocked on the door. Then she stood staring down at her feet with her shoulders hunched. After a moment she looked up. I couldn’t see the door, though I guessed it had opened. She spoke, but wouldn’t make eye-contact, looked up the road, at her feet, laughed like a shy girl, then went quiet, listening, staring down at the sidewalk. She nodded a couple of times and now she made eye-contact. Said something and turned to beckon me. I climbed out of the car and headed toward the house. 

        Next thing, there was a rush of movement. Dehan staggered back. A big guy, maybe six-three, in jeans and a black T-shirt was shoving her. She stumbled against a fire hydrant and fell. Then he was running, sprinting. I shouted, “NYPD! Freeze!” But he was too hot to freeze. 

        Dehan was scrambling to her feet even before she’d hit the ground. I started to run, but she made off like an Olympic sprinter. Before I’d run four paces, she’d taken eight and she was on his heels. Next thing, she was flying in mid air. She wrapped her arms around his knees, held tight, and he went down like a sack of wet sand. 

        By the time I got to them, she was sitting astride his back, cuffing his wrists. He was wheezing badly. She stood, grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, and dragged him to his feet. 

        “Sap! Detective Stone, this man offered to sell me an ounce of marijuana. When I informed him that I was a police officer, he attempted to flee.” 

        “I saw the whole thing, Detective Dehan.” 

        He turned to look at us. He was almost bald and had pale blue eyes and a jaw like a slab of concrete. He looked mad, too. “Nah,” he said, and shook his head, “you got it all wrong, incha? I weren’t running. Thought I saw me mate, and went after him!” 

        I raised an eyebrow. “You’re British.” 

        “English, mate. It’s different.” 

        “Right, you can tell us all about it inside. Get going.” 

        Dehan led him back to the house, a small, gray, clapboard affair with a sharp, gabled roof and a wrought iron gate over the door. She shoved him inside and we followed after him through a hallway and into a small, open-plan living room and kitchen, where I noticed a cellar door. There were two beaten up sofas, a threadbare IKEA chair, and a TV, plus the obligatory pizza boxes and empty cans of beer. I guess you’re not a real guy if you haven’t got the take out pizza boxes and the cans. He turned to face us. 

        “Am I under arrest?” 

        I made a face and danced my head around in a ‘maybe you are and maybe you’re not’ kind of way. “That depends on you. Is your name Jack O’Brien?” 

        “Not much point denying that, is there?” 

        “Not really, Jack, no.” 

        “So how is it up to me?” 

        I pointed at the sofa and said, “Sit down, Jack. Let’s talk.” 

        His jaw set and his face took on a kind of obstinate, blank look. “If you ain’t arresting me, Detective, I’d like you to remove my handcuffs. Then we can talk.” 

        I glanced at Dehan, she shrugged and moved toward him. He grinned at her with what looked like genuine appreciation. “Where’d you learn to rugby tackle, then? You done all right.” 

        She almost smiled and unlocked his cuffs. “At bad-ass school, when I was four.” 

        He chuckled and sat. I sat on the other sofa and Dehan put her ass on the windowsill, by the door, with her arms crossed. I offered him an expression of wry amusement among guys.  

        “Here’s the thing, Jack. We’re not from vice.” 

        He frowned, trying to work out where I was going. 

        I looked over at where the door to the basement stood in the open plan kitchen. “Obviously, we have probable cause, Jack. So, what do you think I am going to find if I go down into your basement? How many plants am I going to find?” He opened his mouth to speak, but I tapped my nose. “I can smell it.” 

        He closed his mouth and sighed. Dehan shook her head. “You should have gone to Colorado or Cali. New York has strict laws on dope.” 

        He nodded at her. “But you can’t get the price, can you? Everyone’s fuckin’ at it out there, growing their own. Make it legal and the bleedin’ price goes through the floor.” He looked back at me. “What do you want, then, if you’re not vice?” 

        “What can you tell me about Luis Irizarry?” 

        He frowned a moment, then his face cleared. “Oh, that wanker! Luis.” He shrugged. “Not a lot. Thinks he’s a fuckin’ cut above everybody else just ’cause he’s a doctor. That, and he’s got his fuckin’ sights on my girl…” 

        Dehan said, “Your girl?” 

        “Yeah, my girlfriend, you know…” 

        “Yeah, I know what a girl is, Jack. Who is she? What’s her name?” 

        He narrowed his pale blue eyes. “Why d’you wanna know that? What’s she got to do with anything?” 

        I raised my eyebrows at him and tilted my head on one side. “Just answer the question, Jack. Alternatively, we can do this by the book down at the station, record the interview, get a warrant…” 

        “All right, all right. Lynda, Lynda Graham. But she ain’t involved in nothing dodgy. She’s a nice girl, got a proper job, nice house. I help her out with the rent a bit…” 

        I nodded. “That’s good of you, Jack. So, what I hear you saying is that you are making a commitment to Lynda.” 

        He got a far away look in his eyes and smiled. “I suppose I am. She’s the kind of girl what might make you take a look at your life, know what I mean? Think twice about the direction you’re taking an’ that.” 

        “I’m glad to hear it because, my friend, let me tell you, where you are headed right now is not anywhere you want to be, especially if you are thinking of getting serious about a woman. If you have, in that basement, what I think you have in that basement, you are looking at a long sentence. By the time you get out, Lynda could be married and with kids.” 

        He became serious. “I know. I was never doing it in a big way. It’s just…” 

        “Relax, I can see you’re cooperating.” I gave him a man-to-man, lopsided grin. “Must have made you mad to see Luis coming on to your girl, am I right?” 

        He sagged back into the sofa. “He’s not fuckin’ serious, is he? To him it’s all a big fuckin’ larf. Life’s one big bleedin’ party. And Lynda loves a party, don’t she? So she’s well up for it! And I don’t mind that. I ain’t the bleedin’ jealous type. But she don’t realize he only wants her for one thing. Me, I’m in for the long haul, ain’t I? I want a commitment.” 

        “When was the last time you saw Luis, Jack?” 

        “Last night. Why?” 

        “Where was that?” 

        “It’s what I’m tellin’ you. I went ’round to Lynda’s place. She only lives ’round the corner, I knocks on the door, and I can hear fuckin’ music and laughing inside. I go in and there’s fuckin’ Luis and a mate of his, sitting there drinking beer with my girl, in the house what I’m paying the rent for…” 

        “Must have made you pretty crazy.” 

        He shrugged. “Well, you know, there’s a fuckin’ limit, ain’t there?” 

        “So what did you do?” 

        “I told her, her and me needed to have a serious talk, ’cause I ain’t payin’ the rent on her bleedin’ house so she can entertain gentlemen there. I mean, I ain’t fuckin’ stupid. So she has to decide whether she is serious or not.” He frowned. “Here, what’s this about? You didn’t come here to play fuckin’ agony aunt to me, did you?” 

        I smiled. “Not really, Jack. We’re almost done. Just tell me where you went and what you did after you left Lynda’s house.” 

        “I come home, got a take away pizza, and watched a movie.” His frown deepened. “Why? I’ve played straight with you guys, I have a right to know what you’re questioning me about.” 

        Dehan said, “Where were you between two and three AM last night?” 

        Now he looked alarmed. “I was here, on my couch, asleep. And I ain’t sayin’ another word till you tell me what this is about.” 

        “So you have no one who can vouch for you…” 

        “I ain’t got a fuckin’ alibi, if that’s what you’re askin’. But I didn’t fuckin’ know I’d need one. I played fair and square with you an’ you led me into a fuckin’ trap! That ain’t right!” 

        “Luis was shot last night.” 

        “Oh, fuckin ’ell!” 

        I said, “Do you own a gun, Jack?” 

        He turned on me. “No, of course I don’t own a fuckin’ gun! I ain’t a fuckin’ Yank, am I?” He stopped himself, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. It’s just I’m… You’re scaring the livin’ fuckin’ daylights out of me. You know, we just don’t go around shootin’ everybody the way you do!” 

        I heard Dehan snort and looked at her. She was suppressing a smile. Jack shrugged. “Well, you do a bit, don’t you?” 

        “So your defense is, ‘I didn’t shoot him because I am British, and we don’t do that kind of thing’?” 

        “English. And no, that isn’t my defense. Am I under arrest? Do I need a defense? So far, your case against me seems to be that I’m in love with a girl and Luis was flirting with her. You wanna do me for sellin’ weed, that’s a fair cop. But if you want to stitch me up for a murder…” He shook his head. “No way, mate.” 

        I studied his face a moment. “Who said it was a murder?” 

        He laughed. “Come off it! You did. You said he was shot.” 

        I sighed. “He was shot, he wasn’t killed. He’s in hospital.” 

        He shrugged again. “Well, how the fuck was I supposed to know that?” 

        I stood and stared down at him for a moment, trying to make up my mind what I thought about him. Finally, I said, “What else do you sell, Jack?” 

        He frowned. “What do you mean, crack? That kind of shit?” I nodded and he shook his head. There was fear in his eyes, more fear than I would have expected. “Oh, no, mate. No way. Not me. I sell a bit of weed to cover expenses. I don’t want nuffink to do with that hard shit. Never mind what you’d do to me if you caught me, it’s what the hard nuts ’round here would do to me. I been warned. I don’t wanna know, mate. I ain’t treadin’ on nobody’s toes. Not no way.” He stood up and laughed like I was crazy. “I’m not a fuckin’ criminal, mate! It’s New York, you’re twenty years behind the times! Anywhere else in the world, what I do would be legal! Almost.” 

        Dehan stepped over to him and stared up into his big face. “Here it’s illegal. That makes you a criminal. Get this clear, O’Brien, if vice come knocking on your door, make damn sure they find a clean house. Those boys don’t mess around. You got me?” Then she hesitated and frowned. “And, Jack, if you think the gangs here are cool with you growing and selling dope, you’re wrong, very wrong.” 

        He nodded. As I reached for the door, he said, “Thanks…” 

        I said, “Don’t go anywhere. We may need to talk to you again.” 

        We stepped into the early June sun and closed the iron gate behind us. The car bleeped and flashed and Dehan went and opened the door. I strolled after her slowly, with my hands in my pockets, chewing my lip and kicking small stones out of my path. She watched me a moment, then climbed in and I got in beside her. She fired up the engine and as she pulled away, she said, “He’s not as ‘straight up’ and innocent as he makes out. Or as stupid.” 

        “I know.” 

        “He’s clever and manipulative.” 

        “I know…” 

        “And his version of events does not square up with Lynda’s.” 

        “I know.” 

        “Stop saying ‘I know.’” 

        “OK.” 

        “OK, so shoot my theory down in flames.” 

        I shook my head and played the drum solo from In-A-Gada-Da-Vida on my knees. “Nope.” 

        She frowned as she turned onto Morris Park Avenue. “Why?” 

        I shook my head. “It is far too complicated for that. Something is wrong, and I just can’t see what it is. There is something…” I paused and stared out the window as the houses and the shops and the trees flowed steadily past. “There is something,” I said again, “unnatural about this murder.” 

        “Unnatural?” 

        “I know,” I said to the window. “That’s what I thought.” 





EIGHT


   

        We stopped first at the Van Etten Building on the hospital campus to have a talk with Frank, the ME. We found him in the morgue with Sebastian Acosta. He looked up as we came in, then nodded a few times as though we’d said something he agreed with.  

        “Hello, Frank.” 

        “No surprises,” he said. “He died of the head wounds. He bled profusely from the first three shots to his arm and chest. The panic would have caused an accelerated heart rate, which in turn would have increased the loss of blood. The last two shots were to his head and those were the ones that killed him.” 

        We approached the table and looked down at Sebastian. He looked peaceful. His panic was over. Without thinking, I muttered, “Fear no more the lightning flash, nor the all dreaded thunder-stone.” 

        Frank considered me a moment, then said, a little sourly, “Very appropriate. I’ve sent the slugs to ballistics and asked them as a personal favor to fast-track them. We’re not supposed to do that, but we do. Off the record, I can tell you that in Mort’s opinion…” 

        Dehan frowned, “Mort?” 

        “In ballistics. The holes in the door were made by a forty-five. These were a thirty-eight.” He sighed. “There’s something else. The first impression, when you see the car—it looks like a gangland shooting, a hit, what they used to call a cowboy.” 

        Dehan nodded. “That was my impression.” 

        He shook his head. “But I am pretty sure it was not. In a hit of that sort, at point blank range, you tend to have a grouping of shots around the vital areas, head and heart. Even without thinking about it, somebody who is used to using a gun points it where they want the bullet to go. But here…” He shook his head again. “Especially if you factor in the two shots that hit Luis, those rounds were flying all over the place. You have one in the upper arm, one through the sternum, and one in the lower, left lung, then one in the temple and the other through the back of the cranium. Meanwhile, two have missed Sebastian completely and hit Luis, one in the lower left lung, and the other in the left shoulder. The shots were erratic, and that means something…” 

        Dehan said what it meant: “He wasn’t used to using a gun. The recoil was making it jump. And it’s only a .38…” 

        Frank nodded at her. “Exactly. Whoever shot these boys was not used to using a gun.” 

        Dehan gave me her ‘told you so’ face. I ignored it and asked Frank, “Any news on Luis?” 

        His answer was dry, carefully unemotional. “He’s in a coma. He lost a lot of blood.” He hesitated a moment, frowning down at Sebastian. “I have taken this very personally, John. I liked these boys, they were friends. I had high hopes for both of them, but especially Sebastian. He was a very committed young man, he should have a had a full and rewarding life. Instead, this…” He gestured at the corpse on the table. “This senseless act has robbed him of everything, and robbed the world of a fine human being. And there aren’t many of those.” 

        “I hear you.” 

        “Anything you need on this one, I’ll put in the extra hours on my own time if need be.” 

        I thought for a moment. “How well did you know them, Frank?” 

        He shrugged. “We didn’t hang out together, obviously. I am twice their age, but they sometimes joined me for lunch. We talked a lot. Sebastian asked my advice on his career choice. We had a good rapport. I think I knew them quite well. Why?” 

        I put it to him straight. “You think Luis was the type to steal drugs from the hospital and sell them?” 

        He frowned hard at me, then sat slowly on one of his bench stools. “You think they might have been there selling? They strayed into somebody’s territory and got punished?” 

        Dehan shrugged. “It’s all we’ve got at the moment.” 

        He thought about it a long time, then shook his head. “No.” Then he shrugged. “Obviously, you have to go with the evidence, but off the record, my personal opinion is that Luis would not do that. He is a very ethical, moral young man. A lady’s man, a flirt, a party-animal, certainly all that, but fundamentally a very moral, ethical young man. And Sebastian even more so. I would be truly astonished if that turns out to be the cause of this killing.” 

        I stared at Dehan a moment and she stared back at me. Finally, I said, “OK, thanks, Frank. We’ll keep you posted.” 

        “Please do.” 

        We stepped out into the sunshine and walked slowly through the gardens toward the main hospital complex. Dehan watched her feet, with her hands in her pockets, and I stared at the trees, without seeing them. Eventually, she stopped and spoke without looking at me. 

        “If we are wrong about the motive, and it seems we might be, what possible reason could anybody have to ambush these two boys and kill them?” 

        I turned to face her and sighed. I held up two fingers. “Two more important points: how did the killer know they were going to be there? And, increasingly, it is looking as though Sebastian was the intended victim.” 

        She nodded for a bit, gazing at the grass, like the grass was slowly beginning to make sense. “We really need to find out who owns that Toyota.” She started to walk again and I fell in beside her. “One minute, Stone, they are having a party with Lynda, next minute, they are parked outside Angela’s house, in somebody else’s car, and they are ambushed.” 

        “I agree. Whose car is it? What made them use that car? And what was their purpose in being outside Angela’s house at three AM?” 

        We entered the hospital and at the reception desk, I showed the receptionist my badge and asked where Luis Irizarry was. She checked her computer and gave me the directions to his room. 

        When we found it, I peered through the glass panel in the door and saw Ed standing with his back to me, talking to a large man in a white coat. Between them, I could see Mary’s small, worried face. Luis was in the bed, intubated and motionless, connected to a heart monitor. I knocked and we pushed in. Ed and the doctor turned to look at us. 

        The doctor frowned. “Who are you?” 

        Simultaneously, Ed said, “What do you want?” 

        I ignored him and nodded to Mary. “Mrs. Irizarry.” I showed the doctor my badge. “Doctor, I’m Detective Stone and this is my partner, Detective Dehan. We are investigating this shooting. We were at the ME’s office and thought we’d check on Luis and see how he was. Do you mind if I ask what his prognosis is?” 

        Ed spoke before the doctor could draw breath. “Dr. Delgado, you will answer no questions from these detectives! My son’s records are covered by…” 

        Dr. Delgado had a big voice to go with his big body, and he used it now to good effect. “Mr. Irizarry, I am well aware of my obligations to my patients.” 

        Ed’s mouth snapped shut. 

        Delgado turned to me and added, “And to the police. Luis is scheduled for surgery this afternoon. He is in a coma at the moment. It is very hard to make a prognosis until we have removed the bullets and patched him up.” He smiled comfortably at his own reassuringly colloquial usage. “If you would like to give me a contact number, I’ll have somebody call you as soon as there is any kind of development.” 

        I gave him my card and he excused himself and left. As soon as the door closed behind him, Ed was snarling again. “What are you doing here, Detective? Why aren’t you out there looking for whoever did this to my son?” 

        I raised an eyebrow at him. “Well, if you would like to tell me exactly where ‘out there’ is, I will gladly go there and look for him.” 

        He screwed up his forehead and said, “Eh?” 

        I sighed. “We are ‘out there’ looking for the man who did this to your son, Mr. Irizarry. ‘Out there’ happens to be in here right now.” I pointed in the general direction of Frank’s office and said, “The Medical Examiner, and here, to know whether we are dealing with a double homicide or, if not, what Luis can tell us about what happened that night.” 

        His lips clenched into a tight line. “No. Oh, no. No way.” 

        Dehan gave a small, incredulous laugh. “Excuse me?” 

        “I know cops, and there is no way you are talking to my son. No way. You talk to me, I am his attorney.” 

        I frowned. “Does he need an attorney, Mr. Irizarry?” 

        He glared at me. “Anyone who talks to the cops needs an attorney! You talk to my son and before you know it, you’ll have him framed for that little skunk’s murder!” 

        Dehan crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. “Skunk, Mr. Irizarry?” 

        He advanced a step toward her, stabbing at her with a fat, hairy finger. “I know you, Detective Dehan, clawed your way out of the gutter, stepping on friends and family along the way, watching them get abused, framed, and exploited by your new friends and colleagues, the pigs you call police officers. I know you, I know all of you, and you will not get your claws into my son!” 

        She didn’t move, but I saw her cheeks flush. When she spoke, her voice was quiet and steady. “You’d better watch that finger, counselor, if it gets any closer to my chest, we’re going to have a problem.” 

        He scowled at her and withdrew his hand. 

        I said, “That’s the second time you have made reference to Sebastian in that way. What makes you call him a skunk?” 

        He laughed out loud. It was an ugly noise. “Oh! So now you’re going to slander the dead boy? Of course! A white med student gets shot in the Bronx and it’s the filthy Puerto Rican gangs, the lawless Latinos! But a Puerto Rican med student gets shot and it’s his own damned fault!” 

        For a moment, I had brain-ache. I frowned and shook my head. “Mr. Irizarry, it was you who called him a skunk. I asked you why you called him a skunk.” 

        He wagged his finger at me in the negative. I looked at Mary. 

        She sighed. “My husband believes that Sebastian was leading Luis astray…” 

        Ed turned on her. “Don’t you dare feed them ammunition! Do you know what these people are capable of doing with a statement like that?” He turned and pointed his finger at me. “That was hearsay! It is not admissible and what is more, I deny it!” 

        Dehan sighed heavily. “Mr. Irizarry. You cannot have it all ways. We want to catch the person who shot Luis, but if you obstruct us at every turn, you are going to make that very difficult to do.” 

        He curled his lip. “That’s right, blame your own inadequacies on us!” 

        I shook my head. “Don’t use the plural, Mr. Irizarry. Your wife wants to help find the man who murdered Sebastian and attempted to murder your son. It is only you who seem hell-bent on stopping us, and frankly, I am beginning to wonder why.” 

        His face went crimson. “Take your threats and get the hell out of here! Get out!” 

        I took a step closer to him, so we were barely inches apart, and looked at Mary. “Mrs. Irizarry, Mary, I hope your son makes a full recovery. When he does, I trust that you will prevail upon him to talk to us and tell us everything he knows.” I looked down at Ed’s scarlet, trembling face, and added, “It is possible that whoever tried to kill him may try again.” I looked back at Mary. “It is important that we get every bit of help we can to catch this killer. Thank you, Mrs. Irizarry.” 

        I moved to the door and pulled it open and Dehan stepped out, but before I did, I turned to Ed. “I hope, Ed, that you will change your mind and decide to tell me exactly what it was that you had against Sebastian.” 

        I waited a moment, but he just stared and trembled. So I shrugged and stepped out after Dehan. 

        We rode down in the elevator in silence, crossed the big, echoing, tiled lobby and stepped into the bright, midday sun. Then we walked in silence back toward the Van Etten Building and her car. As we climbed in, I asked her, “You about ready for lunch?” 

        She nodded. “Yeah. You want to grab some beef sandwiches while I trace the Toyota?” 

        I was a little surprised but didn’t show it. It had become almost a habit for us to grab a pizza or a burger at lunch time, with a quick beer and a review of the case. I said, “Sounds like a plan,” and she pulled away without answering. 





NINE


   

        She dropped me at the corner and I stepped into the deli to get two beef sandwiches. The bell clanked un-sonorously overhead, the door clunked closed, and my senses were invaded by the aroma of freshly baked bread, smoked ham, and spices. Larry was leaning on the counter with his huge forearms and an amused glint in his eye. 

        “What can I do for you, Mr. Stone?” 

        “Hi, Larry. Give me two beef sandwiches, will you?” 

        “With extra mustard for the lady, huh?” 

        “Yup.” 

        He started slicing meet on a lethal-looking machine. “So…” He winked at me. “How was the holiday?” 

        I feigned innocent ignorance. “Huh?” 

        He stepped back in incredulity, shrugged, and spread his arms the way only Italians know how. “What? You ain’t been on holiday in seven years! You been back three days and you don’t remember the holiday?” 

        “Oh, you mean Goa.” 

        “Of course I mean Goa! You been anywhere else? Goa! Course I mean Goa!” He started cutting again. “So, come on, spill, how was it?” He nodded and winked. “Good? Huh? Everything good?” 

        “Yeah. It was good, great. Nice to get away.” 

        He stared at me, winced, and shook his head. “Ahhh, porca miseria! You struck out, huh?” 

        I gave him a ‘seriously?’ look. “Don’t you get enough excitement on TV, Larry?“ 

        “Hey, we care about you, man! We rootin’ for you! You make a handsome couple!” 

        “She’s my partner. We’re good friends. Now cut it out, will you!” 

        He shook his head, said something in Italian that sounded vaguely offensive, and handed me the two sandwiches. I carried them up Fteley Street toward the station house, trying to focus my mind on Luis and Sebastian, and wondering how significant Ed’s behavior was. As I stepped through the door, Maria was on the desk. She jerked her head at me. 

        “Hey, handsome.” 

        “Hello, beautiful.” 

        She glanced up and down. The place was almost empty. She said, “C’mere.” 

        I stepped over. She leaned forward on the desk and half-whispered, “I been meanin’ to ask you since you got back, how’d it go?” 

        I frowned. “How did what go, Maria?” 

        She grinned. “How’d it go in Goa? You know… ‘go in Goa?’” She waggled her eyebrows.  

        I sighed. “Really?” 

        “C’mon! You can tell me! Did you…? You know!” She leered. 

        “Mind your own business! And also no, of course not!” I pointed at her. “And don’t you start spreading gossip or I will have your hide!” 

        She gave me a look that could only be described as compassionate. “You struck out. What happened?” She glanced around again, then leaned forward and whispered again, “Well you’re doing something wrong, John! Because that girl likes you! And I do mean like!” 

        I pointed at her and made a warning face. She sighed and I went into the detectives’ room, pretending I was not aware of all the surreptitious glances I was receiving. I dropped Dehan’s sandwich on the desk and lowered myself into my chair. She stared at me, eyes slightly narrowed, as I unwrapped my sandwich. 

        “Get this. The Toyota—just hazard a guess who it’s registered to…” 

        I shrugged and bit into the sandwich. As I chewed, I spoke with my mouth full. “I always assumed it was Angela’s.” 

        The smile faded from her face. “Son of a bitch! How could you assume that?” 

        I shrugged again and swallowed. “It didn’t make much sense that they were arriving at that time. It made more sense that they were leaving. I figured maybe they went there from Lynda’s. So the odds were good that they were borrowing her car to go home.” 

        She nodded a few times, then smiled and shook her head. “You’re right.” 

        “Still doesn’t get us very far.” 

        “But it will give us a little more leverage when we talk to her this afternoon.” 

        “That it will.” 

        She grabbed her sandwich and started to unwrap it. She took a big bite and leaned back in her chair to chew. We both sat like that, chewing and staring at each other. After a moment, Mo, at the desk across the aisle from ours, looked over.  

        “Do you know how weird that is? It’s… unsettling!” 

        Dehan grinned at me and I chuckled. She looked over at Mo, who had turned back to whatever it was he was doing. “It’s a Zen technique. It helps to focus the mind, right, Stone?” 

        I nodded. “Mm-hm…” 

        “It’s from the Sacha Naso school of meditation. You should try it with Gus.” 

        He stared at her with his mouth slightly open for a moment, then sighed and returned to his work. 

        I stuffed the last piece of sandwich in my mouth, screwed up the paper, and threw it in my trash can. “I want to talk to Sue again. I want to know what goes on between her and the Irizarrys. She made some quip about Luis holding Sebastian back, remember? And Ed has an obvious problem with Luis. We need to know what goes on there. After that, I want to talk to Angela, if she’s up to seeing us. She lied about why the boys were there, and failed to mention she lent them her car. I want to know why.”  

        Dehan looked at her watch. “If she took a pill, she’s probably still out for the count.” 

         “OK, let’s go talk to Sue again. And if Peggy the Dragon is there, you have my permission to perform a rugby tackle on her.” 

        She stood and smiled. “That will be my pleasure, Sensei.” 

        Mo looked at me like I was a six-month old lettuce he’d just found in his fridge. “Sensei…?” 

        I put my hand on his shoulder and smiled with real humanity and compassion. “If you feel lost, you too can come to me, Mo, and I will show you the way of the inner axolotl, the path of Sacha Naso.” 

        “Take a hike, Stone!” 

        “Be at peace, Mo.” I patted his shoulder and left. 

        In the car, as I climbed in, I said, “Sacha Naso?” 

        She suppressed a smile, backed out of the lot, and pulled away. Then, with the worst kind of Hollywood Chinese accent, she said, “Detective Mo, he such an asshole!” 

   


* * *


   

        At three PM, we stood on the steps outside Sue Mackenzie’s house, ringing her bell again. She eventually came to the door after about five minutes, looking groggy. Her clothes were rumpled and slightly askew, like she’d been sleeping dressed. She saw who we were and opened the iron gate to us without saying anything, then led the way indoors. I saw there was a blanket on the sofa. She moved toward it, then stopped and ran her fingers through her hair. 

        “You want tea, coffee?” 

        I was about to say we didn’t, but Dehan said, “You want me to make it?” 

        Sue nodded. “Yeah, tea.” She pointed vaguely. “It’s in the cupboard.” 

        Dehan went to the kitchen and we sat. Sue curled up in the corner of the sofa and pulled the blanket up around her.  

        “You feel up to talking, Sue?” 

        She nodded. 

        I thought for a moment, then asked, “What’s the deal with you and Ed?” 

        She didn’t answer for a bit, then said, “What do you mean, ‘the deal?’” 

        “When we spoke to you this morning, you said Luis was a bad influence on Sebastian. When we spoke to Ed and Mary Irizarry, Ed said that Sebastian was a bad influence on Luis.” I spread my hands. “You were all real close. Then when they moved to Morris Park, you lost touch. Mary speaks kindly of you. He doesn’t. It doesn’t take a genius to see that you two have some kind of issue.” 

        She spent a while picking absently at the threads in the blanket. Then she took a deep, shuddering breath. “Luis is a nice kid. He’s just a bit wild. When they were younger, he was lovely to have around.” She gave a wet smile. “He was always joking, always laughing. His humor was irrepressible. Sebastian loved him like a brother. Maybe if he’d had a brother… But Matt died… 

        “As they got older, they both proved to be very bright. But Sebastian was more than bright. He was highly intelligent, like his father. He had Matt’s temperament, too: dedicated, serious, kind. Luis was out to enjoy life. I always felt he was a distraction for Sebastian. Sebastian told me I was wrong. He welcomed the distraction…” 

        Dehan came and placed two mugs of tea on the table, and handed one to Sue. She sat and noted, “From what Frank, the ME, says, Sebastian was doing very well.” 

        “He was.” 

        I smiled. “So Luis wasn’t having that much of a negative effect.” 

        “I guess not.” She shrugged. “Mothers…” 

        I waited a moment, but she wasn’t going to say any more, so I pressed the point. “Your explanation only tells half the story, Sue. It doesn’t explain why Ed is so hostile.” 

        She gave another small shrug. “Ed is hostile to everybody and everything.” 

        “He wasn’t always, though, was he? There was a time when you were all close friends.” 

        She held the mug in both hands, staring into it as though she was trying to draw strength from the hot brew. After a moment, she said, “Do we have to do this?” 

        “We won’t know until you tell us what it’s about. For my part, Sue, I don’t intend to leave a single stone unturned in my search for whoever did this.” 

        She closed her eyes for a long moment, then opened them again. They were swollen. She looked doped, but doped with pain. 

        “Matt and Ed had met at college. They were both law majors, both left-wing liberals, both deeply concerned about social justice and civil rights. But Matt lacked that aggression, that killer instinct you needed to be a good defense attorney. Besides, he was always more concerned about educating people to understand and embrace equality and diversity, rather than dividing society into stereotypical good guys and bad guys, and then punishing the bad guys.” She gave a small, sad laugh. “I used to tease him that he only married me as a political statement, but that wasn’t true. He was the most honest, noble man I ever knew.” 

        She paused. After a moment, Dehan asked her. “How did Ed feel about your marriage?” 

        Sue made a face. “To begin with, we all got on well. We all shared the same beliefs and ideals. I guess, while we were students, and just after we started work, we all felt we were making a statement with our friendship. But when Matt got ill, and we learned that there was nothing the doctors could do about it, things began to change.” 

        “In what way?” 

        “The real bond of friendship had always been between Ed and Matt. Mary and I were fond of each other, but I guess the driving force of the group had always been Ed. He was very virile and strong. And he had chosen Matt for his friend. When he learned that Matt was dying, I think it hit him harder than he was willing to admit. He became increasingly aggressive, bitter, patronizing…” 

        I frowned. “Toward whom, Sue? Aggressive and patronizing toward whom?” 

        She was quiet for a long moment. “Toward everybody. Toward Mary, toward me… Then, he suddenly announced that they were moving. He was doing very well in his practice. He was popular with the Latino community, he was an active campaigner for civil rights, he was very vocal, and all of that added up to a thriving practice. So he announced to us that he was buying a house in Morris Park. Shortly after that, Matt died and they moved.” 

        Dehan was watching her with a furrowed brow, aware, as I was, that she was talking around something. She sipped her tea, waited a moment, but Sue seemed to have come to a stop. So Dehan asked the question I had been thinking. 

        “Sue, none of this explains Ed’s hostility toward you and Sebastian.” 

        She started to talk two or three times, but each time ended with a deep sigh. Finally, she said, “You have to understand that I was very fond of Ed, in spite of his brash character. But Ed hates me, and he hated Sebastian, because he made a pass at me and I rejected him… and he raped me.” 





TEN


   

        The room was very quiet. Sue was staring into her mug of tea and Dehan and I were watching her closely. My mind was racing, trying to fit this new fact into the incomplete picture I had. Dehan leaned forward and placed her mug on the table and her elbows on her knees.  

        “Eduardo Irizarry raped you?” 

        “Right here, in this room. The day after my husband’s funeral.” 

        “The day after…?” 

        “He’d taken to coming around during Matt’s illness, ostensibly to see how I was, how I was coping. I suppose I should have said something, but to be honest, I had enough on my plate with Matt’s illness, knowing I was losing him, without the added anxiety of falling out with Ed and Mary.” She sighed. “Besides, he never did anything. He was always kind and thoughtful. I suppose in some way I was grateful to him for the attention. I did say a few times that it would be nice if Mary came with him, but he always made some excuse.” 

        She went quiet, picking at the minute hairs on the blanket with her left hand. She drained her mug and set it down on the floor beside her, then spoke almost like an automaton. 

        “You can imagine the state I was in the day after the funeral. My doctor had given me tablets to help me sleep, and I am pretty sure I overdosed on them that night. I slept right through the morning and finally woke up when Ed rang on the bell. I came down, I must have looked a wreck. He made me some tea and, I don’t remember how it went exactly, but he started talking about how I was going to need help. Now, without Matt, without his income, alone with a small boy, how was I going to cope?” She gave a small, humorless laugh. “I could hardly believe my ears. I told him I had just buried my husband, I was doped out of my head and I had only just got up…!” She spread her hands and shook her head, made eye contact with Dehan for the first time. “Couldn’t it wait? But he insisted.” 

        “He was setting the ground.” 

        Sue nodded. “Exactly, but I was too doped up to see it. Finally, he came straight out with it. We could reach an arrangement. He could help me. They were moving, but his office is right near here, in Colgate Avenue. I could work part-time, cook him lunch, sometimes he could stay the night. His wife need never know. He had it all worked out, the way men do.” She looked at me and sighed. “Sorry. No offense.” She turned back to Dehan, shook her head, and started to cry, picking at the threads of her blanket again. 

        “It was like he’d kicked me in the stomach, slapped me in the face. I couldn’t believe it. I screamed at him to get out. It was the worst thing I could have done. He went crazy, called me a filthy whore, slapped me, then threw me on the sofa and raped me.”  

        She gripped her mouth with her hand, trying to stifle the sobs. She spoke with her eyes closed and her voice muffled. “I was so scared. He gripped my throat with both hands and squeezed. I thought he was going to choke me. He was like an animal. I really thought I was going to die.” She stopped, was quiet for a while, then went on, “When he left, he called me a puta, said that if I reported him he would destroy me.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “Why didn’t you report him, Sue?” 

        She spread her hands again, shook her head. It was a pathetic gesture. “I was broken. I loved my husband so much. I had lost him. I didn’t know how I was going to cope with life. I was worried sick about Sebastian, about what would become of him. Can you imagine what he would have done to me in court? I was so weak, so exhausted, so tired…” Again she shook her head. “I just couldn’t face it. It was easier to pretend it had never happened.” 

        I said, “It must have been hard to see Mary after that.” 

        “I didn’t. I never saw her again. They moved a couple of months later.” 

        She fell silent. I said absently, “But the boys stayed in touch…” 

        She nodded at the blanket. “Social media at first. Then when Luis got older, he used to come and visit… Always against his father’s wishes. I believe most of the time, he didn’t know where his son was. Later, they deliberately chose to study medicine together.” 

        There were a couple of questions burning in my mind, but something told me to wait. I glanced at Dehan, wondering if she was thinking the same. My gut told me she was. She looked at me. I gave a small nod and she said, “I think we’re done for today, Sue. You want me to call Peggy for you, tell her you’re awake?” 

        She shook her head. “I’ll call her. Thanks.” Then she looked up at Dehan. “Detective… Carmen. May I call you Carmen? I remember you. You were older than the other kids, but I remember you.” She frowned and for a moment I thought she was going to start crying again. “I’ve never told anybody what happened that day. It has been a real relief to get it out. Thank you.” 

        She reached up and took Dehan’s hand. Dehan gave it a squeeze. “Sure. If you need anything, you know where to find us. Just give us a call.” 

        We let ourselves out. The sky was still bright, but you could feel the summer evening creeping in at the edges. I felt suddenly weary and leaned on the roof of the car. 

        Dehan leaned opposite, with the key in her hand. “Quite a day, huh?” 

        I nodded and glanced at my watch. “It’s almost six o’clock. We’ve been on the go since before three. What do you say we let Angela sleep, head back to my place, and have an early supper?” 

        She opened the car door. “I’ll drive you back, but I won’t stay.” She climbed in and I climbed in after her. She fired up the engine and pulled away. “It’s been a real long day, I could use some sleep.” 

        “Sure. Me, too.” 

        We drove in a silence that started to become awkward. Eventually, I said, “So did you notice anything absent from Sue’s narrative?” 

        She frowned. “Like what?” 

        “Same thing that was absent from Ed’s narrative.” I looked at her. 

        She glanced back and gave her head a quick shake. “What?” 

        I gave a small shrug. “Rosario.” 

        Her frown deepened. After a moment, she said, “Huh!” and then, “I guess you’re right.” 

        “She was part of the gang. So much so that your mother stopped hanging out with her. Yet nobody talks about her. The only person who mentioned her was Mary, and that was to say that she was dead, after we had mentioned her. If you didn’t know already that Rosario was part of that crowd, to hear them talk, you would never guess.” I shrugged again. “It makes you wonder, what is it about Rosario that makes people not talk about her?” 

        She glanced at me. “Rape?” 

        I raised my eyebrows and sucked my teeth. “We now have two rapes in one small group of friends. To be more precise, we have three women and two rapes. And the boy who was murdered is the son of one of the rape victims.” 

        “Yeah, that had struck me. It doesn’t give us a motive, but it sure as hell suggests there might be one in there somewhere.” She wagged a finger in my direction without looking at me. “I’ll tell you something else. Ed is very reluctant to cooperate with the investigation. Why would a father be reluctant to cooperate with the police in investigating his own son’s attempted murder?” 

        I stared out the window and said, absently, half to myself, “What would make him reluctant…?” 

        “Yeah, OK, that.” 

        “You think Ed shot his own son?” 

        “We already agreed visibility was terrible. He may not have known the passenger was Luis. Like you said, he didn’t go and finish him off. His intended victim was the driver.” 

        “Mm-hm… You have a point. But we are still left with the question, what is his motive? After all these years.” 

        She thought for a moment. “What if Sebastian had found out about his mother’s rape? Maybe he was threatening to report him.” 

        I made an ‘am not convinced’ face. “Rape is almost impossible to prove if you don’t got forensic evidence almost immediately. There is practically nothing Sebastian could have done. Also…” I shook my head. “We still have that billion dollar question—how did the killer know that they were going to be there at that time?” 

        She screwed up her brow. “Yeah, especially when you consider it was Angela’s car, not theirs.” 

        I closed my eyes. “They go from work to Lynda’s house. They get maggot. Somehow, in the early hours of the morning, they go to Angela’s. What happens there, we don’t know, but they end up borrowing her car. And somehow, between their leaving Lynda and getting into Angela’s car, the killer discovers where they are and decides to strike.” I puffed out my cheeks and blew. “That’s not a statement of fact, just an hypothesis.” 

        “An hypothesis?” 

        “Yes. And not a very persuasive one.” 

        “OK. I don’t see how it can be any other way.” I didn’t answer and she looked at me. “Do you?” 

        “I’m not sure. I’m going to eat a bison steak and drink my half of a bottle of wine and think about it.” 

        She went quiet. After a moment, she said, “You have bison steak? How?” 

        I smiled. “You can order it online. I thought I’d surprise you.” 

        “That’s sweet.” 

        “I have my sweet side.” 

        She smiled, but didn’t say anything and we drove on in silence. When we pulled in to Haight Avenue and she stopped in front of my house, she said suddenly, “You have. A surprisingly sweet side. Sweeter than I expected.” 

        Somehow, she made it sound like that wasn’t a good thing. I stared at her for a long moment, then asked, “Dehan, did I do anything while we were in Goa? Anything to…” I shrugged. “To upset you?” 

        She stared back at me. Her expression was hard to fathom. There was a thin smile, but that was only on her lips. Her eyes were hard and lingered somewhere between amusement and anger. 

        “As far as I remember, Stone, you didn’t do anything in Goa.” 

        I frowned. 

        She looked at her watch. “I’d better get going. I’m wrecked. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

        I opened the door, hesitated, and said, “I’ll pick you up in the morning.” 

        “Enjoy your steak and your wine.” 

        I climbed out of the car and watched her drive away into the gathering dusk with a strange feeling of unhappiness, made worse by the lack of sleep. All in all, it had been a bad day. One of those really bad days. 

        I went inside, slung a pizza in the oven and cracked a cold beer. 





ELEVEN


   

        I was woken up by my doorbell ringing. It was already light outside. I fumbled for my watch and saw it was seven AM. I had slept little and badly. I opened the window and leaned out. First I saw Dehan’s car. Then I saw her looking up at me. She gave me that inscrutable smile and said, “Put some clothes on, you’ll scare the neighbors.” 

        I said, “You have a key. Use it.” 

        “I left it at home.” 

        “Why?” 

        She shrugged. “You want to come down and open the door?” 

        I pulled my pants on, and a shirt, and went down to let her in. As she stepped over the threshold, she said, “I thought you’d be up.” 

        “Yeah. I didn’t sleep so well. I’m going to jump in the shower. You know where the kitchen is.” 

        I stood for ten minutes, letting the alternating piping hot and excruciatingly cold water batter some sense into me, toweled myself dry, dressed, and went down. I stopped at the bottom of the stairs. She was standing, watching me. She still had her jacket on and her hands in her jacket pockets. There was no coffee, no bacon, no eggs. I frowned. 

        “What’s going on?” 

        She did her inscrutable thing. “You ready?” 

        “Do you mind if I have breakfast?” 

        “Sure.” 

        I went into the kitchen feeling mad and not sure why. I grabbed the percolator.  

        “You want coffee?” 

        “No thanks. I had some already.” 

        I dropped the percolator by the sink, muttered, “Ah, forget it,” and went to grab my jacket. “Let’s go.” 

        At the door, I turned back and grabbed my car keys from the dish on the breakfast bar. As I closed the door, she looked at me like she was questioning my IQ. “What’re you doing?” 

        “Today I’m using my car. You’re welcome to ride along. If you prefer to use your car, that’s fine. We can communicate by radio, or cell phone.” 

        My car is a burgundy, 1964 Mark II Jaguar, and one of the few possessions I have that I am genuinely attached to. I like driving it, and it helps me to think. I climbed in and pulled the door closed. I inserted the key in the ignition and counted slowly to three. I hadn’t heard the bleep of Dehan’s Focus, so I figured she was going to ride with me. I turned the key as she opened the door. The engine growled, she climbed in, and I pulled away. 

        “Guess you should have had that coffee, huh, Stone?” 

        “You seemed to be in a hurry.” 

        “Yeah. I was thinking last night about what Sue told us. It looks like the link between the two cases is rape, right?” 

        I nodded. 

        “We know from Sue that Ed raped her. There is an at least even chance that he raped and killed Rosario.” 

        She paused, watching me, waiting for me to agree. I was feeling uncooperative and didn’t say anything. So she shrugged and went on. 

        “I was thinking, I know you want to talk to Angela again today, but it might be an idea if we go and talk to Rosario’s sister first.” 

        I glanced at her. “Her sister?” 

        “Paulina, Pauli. They were really close. They were always in and out of each other’s houses. If Rosario was working some afternoon, Angela would go to Pauli’s after school, they would eat at each other’s homes, spend the weekend together… you know the kind of thing. Real close. So if Rosario was seeing somebody, or involved with a guy in any way, Pauli would know the details. I figured it might be helpful to talk to her.” 

        I nodded. “Good call. You spoken to her?” 

        “Yeah, I called her last night. She’s expecting us. If you’re with me, she’ll treat you like we’re family. Just ignore her.” 

        I frowned at her. “Thanks.” 

        She looked embarrassed. “I didn’t mean… I mean…” 

        “Don’t worry about it, Dehan.” I said sourly. “I get it. What’s the address?” 

        “She lives on Faile Street, at the back of the gardens.” 

        “That’s the next street to Angela. They’re all in walking distance, huh?” 

        “Yeah, family.” 

        We got there a little after eight. It was a big, gray, clapboard house with a big bow window and an ugly, white, steel-tubing fence, faced in what looked like chicken wire. The rest of the street had all the signs of gentrification that were appearing all over the Bronx, but they hadn’t reached this house yet. Dehan spoke half to herself. 

        “She’s not rich. Her parents bought it. It was cheap back then. Even so, they struggled. Her son has the upstairs, with his wife and kids.” 

        We got out and climbed the stairs. The door opened before we rang the bell. Pauli was cute. She was barely five feet, comfortably rotund, noisy, and loving. She squealed at Dehan and smothered her in kisses. I speak a little Spanish, but all I could get was “Ay!” The rest of it was too fast. After they had disengaged and exchanged ‘ays,’ she turned her attention on me, grabbed my cheeks, and planted two big kisses on my face, telling me I was very ‘guapo’. 

        She led us inside to a big living room and I saw she had coffee and cakes that looked like French brioche laid out for us. I was grateful. 

        “I hope you didn’t eat!” She said, “I made caw-fee and I made Mallorca! When you called last night, I thought, ‘I gotta make Mallorca for Marta’s little girl! Ay!” She grabbed her cheeks and squealed again. “Sit down! Sit down! How you been?” 

        We sat. Dehan was smiling. It was a nice smile, free from the sardonic twist it so often carried. “I’m good, Pauli.” 

        She started pouring coffee. “You see your father’s family much?” 

        “Yeah, sometimes. We stay in touch.” 

        “Good.” She said it without much conviction. Then she changed the subject. “You made detective!” 

        “I did.” 

        Pauli turned to me, oozing pride like it was her own daughter. “Ain’t she the best? Ain’t she something special?” 

        It was impossible not to smile back. It was contagious. “She is that, Pauli. She is definitely special.” 

        The coffee was good. The Mallorca was better than good. I ate and drank in silence while Pauli launched a barrage of talk at Dehan, and Dehan responded monosyllabically. I looked up when she asked her, “So when you gonna get married, Carmen? A beautiful, smart girl like you should be married! You ain’t so young anymore, chiquilla!” 

        Dehan shrugged. “Nobody wants me, Pauli. Who wants a half-Jewish, half Mexican girl with too much attitude? Huh? Nobody, that’s who.” 

        “Hoy! Chiquilla!” 

        “Listen, changing the subject, I wanted to ask you about Rosario.” 

        Pauli looked sad for a moment and sat back in her chair. “Yeah, you said on the phone, but I don’t know what I can tell you, Carmen.” 

        “Detective Stone,” she gestured at me, like Pauli might not know who I was, “heads up a cold cases team.” 

        I smiled at her with my mouth full of Mallorca and said, “You cam caw me Johng!” She smiled and I swallowed. “Anyone who makes cake this good can call me John.” I winked for good measure and she blushed prettily. Dehan was giving me her inscrutable look, but I ignored her. 

        “So, we are reviewing Rosario’s case in the light of some new evidence, and I was wondering if you could tell us anything about her friends at that time, who she was hanging out with, if she had a boyfriend…” 

        Pauli became abstracted for a moment, staring out of the window. She shook her head. “I don’t like to remember it. Sometimes it seems such a long time ago, and other times it’s like yesterday. She went a bit…” She waved her hand in circles in the air. “She went a bit crazy around that time.” She looked at me and shrugged. “She was smart, and sometimes smart people go crazy, you know? She started hanging around with this communist crowd. I don’t know about politics.” She waved her hand again, dismissing politics. “But I know that some people who say they are communists…” She waggled her head, waggled her hips, and started laughing. “Really, it’s not politics what they are doing! They are making parties, taking drugs…” 

        I smiled. “Cuchi cuchi.” 

        She laughed and pointed at me. “That’s what they are doing!” She sighed, stopped laughing, and dropped her hands onto her lap. “My poor Rosario, she wanted to live a little. She thought she had met people who were smart like her, you know? But they weren’t like her. They were not good people.” She gestured at Dehan. “Even your mom, God rest her! You know your mom was open-minded and tolerant, but even she stopped seeing her, because she said to me, ‘Pauli, your sister’s friends are a bit crazy!’ She was worried about her.” 

        I scratched my chin. “What exactly was worrying her, Pauli?” I shrugged and gave her a meaningful look. “Or who?” 

        She nodded a lot and pointed at me. She said to Dehan, “El no es tonto! El sabe!” Which I understood as, ‘He’s not stupid, he knows.’ Dehan gave a noncommittal shrug, but before she could say anything, Pauli was talking again.  

        “There was one guy. She was crazy about him. And she told me he was crazy about her, too.” She started waving her hands around in the air. “Oh! He is wonderful! He is so handsome! He is so smart! He is good, and passionate, and committed to his cause, and one day, he is going to be president!” 

        Dehan frowned. “President?” 

        “That’s what she said. You know what I told her? I told her, ‘Wake up! Wake up, Rosi! He just wants to get you in bed!’ ‘No! No! No! We gonna get married! He’s in love with me! He’s gonna leave his wife! He don’t love her anymore!’” 

        Dehan was nodding. “This guy was married? So, were he and Rosario sleeping together?” 

        “She told me no! An’ I believe her. She always told me everything, and I asked her, ‘Rosi! You been sleeping with a married man? Tell me!’” She raised her hands again and made a horrified face, mimicking her sister, “‘Nonononooo! Pauli! I never do that! I told him, you want this body?’” She made a coquettish move that made me smile. “‘You put a ring on it, boy!’” 

        She laughed out loud and we laughed with her. I asked her, “Can you remember his name?” 

        She puffed out her cheeks and stared at the ceiling, blowing. “It was fourteen, fifteen years ago, but there was only five of them in that group. There was Rosario, Mateo…” She nodded. “He was a nice man. I liked him. He was married to that Irish girl, or Scottish…” She made a kind of beckoning sign at Dehan with her fingers, “You know her. What was her name? Susanna! They were nice people. I don’t know why they hang out with that gang.” 

        I raised an eyebrow. “They were half of that gang. The other half were Mary and…” 

        She cut me short, pointing at me. “Maria and Eduardo! I remember now. No, you are right! You are right!” She turned to Dehan again. “I told you, no es tonto!” She turned back to me. “Eduardo! He was like the devil. He was a bad influence on people. Everybody follows him and do what he tells them. He was a big success, made lots of money, telling everybody he is a community leader, he is gonna help the Puerto Ricans and the Latinos... I think he was selling his soul to the devil!” 

        “And this was the man she thought was going to marry her?” 

        “Yes, Eduardo Irizarry.” 

        I scratched my head and Dehan voiced the question I was about to ask. “So when she was raped and strangled, why didn’t the cops investigate Irizarry?” 

        She made a huge shrug, “Don’t ask me! How should I know?” 

        “Did you tell them about him?” 

        “Of course! Me and your mom, we told the detective, ‘This is the man who done it, for sure! For sure! Because she didn’t want to go to bed with him!’ But nothing happened.” She looked embarrassed and put her head on one side. It was a kind of apologetic gesture. “It was different back then. There was a lot of corruption in the cops. People said Eduardo had friends in the precinct.” She hesitated. “Look, I show you something.” 

        She got up and went to the sideboard. She opened the cupboard and, crouching down, she pulled out a photo album, which she brought back to her chair. She leafed through it until she came to a particular page. There she stopped and peeled back the cellophane to extract one particular photo. She handed it to Dehan. 

        “This was one of the last parties they had. It was a barbeque at Eduardo’s house. She was excited because there was a police detective there as a guest. She was saying that Eduardo was real well connected. I told her, ‘Rosi, that is not a good connection. He is a defense counsel, what’s he doing making a barbeque with detectives?’ Anyhow, I knew this detective, we all did. He was not a good man…” 

        Dehan stared at me and handed me the picture. They were all about fifteen years younger. There was Sue Mackenzie with a man I guessed was Matt. Mary Irizarry was standing next to a pretty Latino girl whom I assumed was Rosario. Next to her, with his big arm around her, was Ed, holding a beer, and next to him was a big, broad-shouldered hulk of a man in shorts and a floral shirt. Pauli knew him, Dehan knew him, and I knew him. Everybody knew him. It was Mick Harragan, the bent cop who had killed Dehan’s parents. 





TWELVE


   

        It was a three hundred yard walk to Angela’s house, what used to be Rosario’s house. It was a walk that Rosario and Pauli must have done a thousand times, and Angela with them; until Rosario had been murdered, murdered for being pretty and fun and attractive and curious.  

        We walked slowly, Dehan with her hands thrust deep into her pockets, frowning at her feet as she went. “It’s not unexpected,” she said after a moment. “This was Harragan’s beat. He had it sewn up. If Ed was up and coming in the barrio as a defense attorney, he would have sought a connection with Mick Harragan, to keep him sweet. And if Harragan saw a young Puerto Rican making a career for himself as a defense attorney, he would have sought that connection, too. For the same reason.” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, they were natural bedfellows. The question is, did Mick rape her, or was it Ed?” I shrugged. “Or somebody completely different. So far we have little more than hearsay.” 

        It was getting warm and she reached behind her neck and tied her hair into a knot. “Logically,” she said, “I doubt Mick did it. He knew the Latino culture pretty well by then, and he knew it was very territorial. He may have been an arrogant son of a bitch, but he was also cunning, and he knew how to manage his patch. Rosario was Ed’s. Ed was making a claim in that photograph. Mick was on the outside, so was Ed’s wife. Ed was holding Rosario. She was his.” 

        “So Mick would not have intruded on that.” 

        She shook her head. “The fact that he even went along to Ed’s barbeque was a gesture of respect. He was acknowledging that Ed carried weight in the ’hood. He wouldn’t have messed with his girl.” 

        I nodded again. “OK, that makes sense.” 

        She shrugged. “I guess he just got sick of waiting.” 

        I glanced at her. “Sick of waiting?” 

        “Yeah, he kept promising her marriage, he was going to leave his wife, all that BS, and she just kept telling him, ‘Sure, when you do that, we’ll share a bed.’ He got tired of waiting.” 

        “Yes, I guess so.” 

        “After that, Mick Harragan saw to it that the case went cold. He looked out for his pal.” 

        We turned into Bryant Avenue and started in the direction of Angela’s house. There was a dark blue BMW parked outside. There was no reason why there shouldn’t be, but it caught my eye and my gut told me there was something wrong. I noticed Dehan had gone quiet. Next thing, she was loping across the road toward the car, and I was running after her. We were maybe a hundred yards away. For a moment, there was the sound of a woman screaming. I was pulling my piece, accelerating. Dehan had her weapon in her hand and had broken into a sprint. Then there was a figure, big, dressed in black, barreling down the steps.  

        I shouted, “Stop! Police! Stop!” He had the passenger door open and he was about to climb in. He stopped and turned to look. I saw he had a ski mask over his face. He thrust out both hands in front of him, leaning on the roof of the car. He had an automatic and he was taking his time to take aim.  

        To take aim at Dehan.  

        She stopped dead, raised her weapon. There was a double crack, almost simultaneous. I powered into Dehan and hurled her to the ground, sprawling on top of her. I didn’t stop. I kept sprawling and scrambling to my feet. But I heard the squeal of rubber and the car was away, turning left onto Garrison Avenue. 

        I turned toward Dehan. “You OK?” 

        She was getting to her feet, wincing. “Yes.” 

        I ran for the house.  

        The door was open and I took the nine steps in two bounds, shouting, “Police! NYPD! Angela, are you OK?” 

        I froze in the hallway, listening. The bright sunshine lay in a twisted oblong at my feet, framing my shadow. I could hear crying. It was coming from upstairs. Another shadow rose up next to mine. Dehan. She came and stood by my side. I gestured at the living room. She covered me and I went in. It was empty. The back room was the same. Dehan checked the kitchen and we made our way up the stairs, weapons drawn and held out in front of us. 

        The sobbing grew louder. I shouted again, “Angela! This is Detectives Stone and Dehan! Are you alone? Are you hurt?” 

        We were on a broad landing. There was a restroom on the right, and three bedrooms making a right angle, two in front of us and one on the left. Only one of the doors was open, and that was were the crying was coming from. It was an ugly, guttural noise, like a young child crying convulsively with an adult’s voice.  

        A shadow moved in the doorway, and then Angela stepped out, her mouth twisted with grief, her hair disheveled, her nightgown awry and ripped open, drenched in blood that streamed from a gash in her forehead. 

        I moved past her and into the room while Dehan holstered her weapon and went to her. The sheet and the pillow were stained with blood. The duvet was twisted and half on the floor. It also had blood on it. I pulled my cell from my pocket and stepped back onto the landing. As I dialed, I said to Dehan, “Get her downstairs, to the living room. Don’t touch the blood for now.”  

        Into the phone, I said, “This is Detective Stone. We need a crime scene team at 899 Bryant Avenue, we also need an ambulance.” 

        I followed them downstairs. Angela was leaning on Dehan’s shoulder, still sobbing. Dehan settled her on the sofa and knelt in front of her, examining her forehead. I hunkered down beside her to have a look, too. There was a two-inch gash above her right eye, and her left cheek was beginning to swell, On closer inspection, I could see she had bruising all over her face and on her upper arms. 

        Dehan held her hand in both of her own and asked her, “Angela, what happened?” 

        Angela shook her head, wiping her eyes on the back of her free hand. “I don’t know. I was asleep. I took a pill. Then in my dream…” She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. She wasn’t breathing. When her voice finally came, it was twisted with fear and grief. “I didn’t know if it was a dream or what was happening. I couldn’t move…! And it hurt so much!” 

        Dehan got up and sat next to her, with her arm around her shoulders. She glanced at me. “You want to make a cup of tea?” 

        I nodded and went to the kitchen. While the kettle boiled, I ran over in my mind what I had seen. It wasn’t much. The dark blue BMW. I hadn’t seen the plate. Then the guy. He came down the nine steps fast, maybe in a single bound. He was big, real big. Not just tall, but powerfully built. I figured at least six-three, maybe more. Big shoulders, big arms and legs. Agile. Black jeans, black sweatshirt, black ski mask. I tried to focus more, on his hands, on his eyes, but I couldn’t be sure. Dehan had been ahead of me, and by the time I was close enough to make out details, I was concentrating on her, and getting her out of his line of fire. 

        The kettle clicked and I poured the boiling water into a mug with a tea bag in it, added two spoons of sugar and a dash of milk. She needed it strong and sweet.  

        By the time I got back and handed her her tea, she had calmed down a bit. She took it in both hands and I sat in one of the armchairs. 

        “It’s been a pretty rough couple of days for you, Angela, hasn’t it?”  

        She nodded and shivered, holding the hot mug close. Dehan rubbed her back a couple of times and said, “I’ll go and get you a blanket.” 

        She rose and left the room. Angela watched her go. Then she looked back at her mug, avoiding my eyes. 

        “Do you know who that man was, Angela?” 

        She shook her head. 

        “Did you get a look at his face?” 

        “No, he had the mask on.” 

        “How about the color of his eyes?” 

        “Black. His eyes, his hands.” 

        “Did he say anything to you?” 

        Somewhere outside, I heard a siren. It seemed very far away, but I knew it would be there soon. She hesitated, like she was going to tell me something he’d said, but closed her moth and stared at me for a moment. Then she shook her head. 

        “No. He didn’t say anything.” 

        I sat forward, put my elbows on my knees. “Angela, is this the same man who killed Sebastian?” 

        Again, the long pause while she looked at me. “I don’t know.” 

        “You understand that if it is, you are at risk. You are seriously at risk.” I shook my head. “I can’t protect you unless you help me.” 

        Dehan came in and sat by her side again. She placed a blanket around her shoulder and held her. Outside, the sirens were getting louder. Dehan spoke gently to her. 

        “What he’s saying is true, Angela.” 

        A twist of bitterness contorted Angela’s face and she turned to Dehan. “The cops didn’t protect my mom, did they? Or yours!” 

        Dehan didn’t flinch. She came right back, “That’s why I became a cop.” She shifted her ass so that she was facing her, and took hold of her left hand in both of hers. “Let me tell you something. A year ago, Detective Stone and I met. He had just formed the cold cases unit.” I raised an eyebrow at the slight inaccuracy, but she ignored me and went right on. “The very first case we worked together, we hunted for the cop who killed my mom, the same cop who allowed your mother’s killer to go free.” She flicked her eyes at me and there may have been a smile in there, somewhere. “It didn’t work out how we expected, but I learned something about my partner, and about myself. He’s a good man that I can trust with my life, and I know that we will both do the right thing, whatever the cost. We will protect you, Angela, if you’ll let us. If you trust us, we will not let you down. You have my word.” 

        She stared at Dehan for a long moment. Then she looked at me. I tried to look like the kind of man Dehan had described. Outside, the sirens swelled and an ambulance drew up, and just behind it the CSI team. Dehan rose and went out to meet them. 

        I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees again. “Angela, I want to help you. We’d both like to help you. But the bottom line is, you have no choice. If you don’t let us help you, that man is going to keep coming back. We can’t let that happen. So if you refuse to help us, I will charge you with obstructing justice, and that can carry serious prison time.” 

        She went pale, and I felt bad. But I told myself I’d feel worse if I had to come back to this house and investigate her murder. 

        She said, “You wouldn’t do that…” 

        “You heard what my partner said, Angela. I will do whatever it takes to catch the person who did this to you, and to Luis and Sebastian. I don’t want to investigate your murder. I want to put him away before that happens. I want to help you. That’s why I am giving you a choice.” 

        She nodded.  

        Suddenly the room was full of paramedics bustling and pushing, and Joe was at the door with Dehan, calling me. I stood and spoke to the paramedic who was inspecting Angela’s wound. “If you’re taking her to hospital, I have to talk to her before she goes.” I turned to Joe. “You need to take samples of the blood, it may not all be hers. You also need to print her neck and face. I can’t remember if he was wearing gloves. I don’t think he was.” 

        One of the CSI guys came in and hunkered down next to the paramedic. I stepped over to Joe. “She was attacked while she was sleeping in the bedroom upstairs. There’s quite a bit of blood. Either she has another wound or he has. I don’t see it all coming from that gash on her head. Check her fingernails, too.” 

        Dehan nodded. “He bolted like he had a jalapeño pepper up his ass. I think he got more than he expected.” 

        I smiled at her. “Graphic.” 

        She grinned. “That’s Latinas, Stone, but what would you know?” 

        She stepped away, back to Angela. I frowned, aware I had been told something but not quite sure what it was. Joe raised an eyebrow at me. “What would you know? I am going to have a look at the crime scene. Catch you later.” 

        I went back to Angela. The chief paramedic was talking to Dehan. He looked at me as I approached. “Detective, I was just explaining to your partner. Angela needs to be seen by a doctor at the hospital. She is in shock and she may have other injuries that we can’t detect here. If you want to take a statement from her, you’ll have to do that at the hospital.” 

        I nodded. “OK. We’ll be right behind you.” 

        They took Angela out and we left the house to Joe and his team. Outside, under the early June sun, I climbed behind the wheel of my old Jaguar, while Dehan got in the other side and we watched the ambulance pull away. For some reason, I kept hearing Dehan’s words repeated in my head. “It didn’t work out how we expected, but I learned something about my partner, and about myself. He’s a good man that I can trust with my life…” 

        For some reason I couldn’t explain, those made me feel a vague sense of loss. I frowned at her and opened my mouth to ask her. But she was on the phone. 

        “This is Detective Dehan, I need you to trace a license plate and put out an APB…” 

        I closed my mouth again, pulled away after the ambulance, and told myself to get a grip and focus on the job in hand. 

        On what was important. 





THIRTEEN


   

        She was sitting in bed. A large square of sunlight lay warped across the blanket. She had a large sticking plaster on her forehead, over her right eye, and the bruising on her face and her neck was beginning to come out. She was a pretty girl, but right then she looked a mess. However, she looked calm, and she was able to talk to us.  

        Dehan sat on the far side of the bed, with the sunlight making a halo around her black hair. I sat on the near side, with my back to the door, watching Angela while she spoke. 

        “I share the house with my boyfriend, Moses. Moses Johnson. We live together, like we were married. We are married, we just don’t believe in the church, or the state.” She looked at us both in turn, like we might disapprove. “We believe in each other. He’s a good man, brave and strong. We want to have kids, raise a family, do what we can to improve the barrio. But it’s hard here.” 

        Dehan nodded her agreement. “Where is Moses now?” 

        Angela bit her lip, stared down at her hands. 

        “Angela?” 

        “He’s away.” 

        I scratched my chin, then smiled. “That’s telling us where he’s not. But we need to know where he is. And also, what made him go there.” 

        “He got into some trouble with some people in the neighborhood.” 

        Dehan frowned. “What kind of trouble, Angela?” 

        “I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me. He said it was best if I didn’t know.” 

        “You think he might have borrowed money, or got involved in trafficking? Is he moving drugs right now?” 

        Angela was shaking her head, staring at Dehan. “No! No! Absolutely not! Never! He would never do that! He would rather die than get involved in drugs. He is passionate about that. You don’t know him.” 

        I said, “We’d like to. Hunts Point needs people like Moses. Like both of you. Where is he?” 

        Again the silence, and a big sigh. This was hard for her. “He won’t tell me where he is. He said it’s for my own good. He’s looking for a way so we can both leave.” 

        Dehan nodded like she understood. “But you must be in touch. You must have some way to communicate.” 

        “We call each other, on the phone.” 

        “You have to call him, Angela, and tell him that for your safety, and his, we need to see him. We need to meet with him, very soon.” 

        “I will, I’ll call him. I’ll let you know what he says.” 

        Dehan sat forward, with her elbows on her knees. “So you think this guy who attacked you was after Moses?” 

        “I know he was.” She looked Dehan in the eye. “He was trying to make me tell him where he was. He said he’d kill me if I didn’t.” 

        “OK, I’ve asked you this before, but I am going to ask you again, and it is absolutely imperative, Angela, that you tell me the truth. You understand?” 

        “Yes, of course. I will.” 

        “Do you have any idea who your attacker was?” 

        She shook her head. “I honestly don’t. He was very big, like a giant. He was so heavy, and strong.” She paused, breathing slowly to steady her nerves. “He was black, he had an accent. He wasn’t Bronx. He sounded maybe…” She made a face and shrugged. “Maybe French or Nigerian, something foreign.” She stopped again to think. “Like he didn’t pronounce his ‘rs’. He kept saying, ‘Where is Moses?’, but instead of ‘where’ he said it like, ‘whe-ah’. Does that help?” 

        I glanced at Dehan. She glanced at me. I said, “Yeah. It helps a lot. Angela, my next question is really important, more than you maybe realize. What were Sebastian and Luis doing at your house that night?” 

        Her head tilted on one side. She bit her lip. Tears spilled from her eyes and rolled down her cheek. It was an expression of almost intolerable sadness. She shrugged. “They wanted to party. I didn’t want to, but they were happy, joking. They had the next day off. They said they’d been somewhere and they had to leave. That made them laugh. They arrived in a taxi…” 

        I interrupted her. “What time was this?” 

        “I guess it was maybe thirty minutes after one. I let them in, and told them I had no drink. I don’t really drink. Neither does Moses. We don’t keep drink in the house. They said to let them borrow the car, they’d go to the all night store. I said no way, but Luis, you know, he always gets his way. He took the keys from the hook in the kitchen. They were laughing and I couldn’t make them be serious…” 

        She trailed off. Wiped her eyes with her fingers. I said, “What happened next, Angela?” 

        “I told them to phone their parents, tell them they were with me and they were going to stay the night. Sleep it off. I would not let them drive while they were drunk. Sebastian agreed. While they called, I made coffee and some eggs. They had some and after that, Sebastian said he was OK. He wasn’t as drunk as Luis. They said they just wanted a few beers and then they’d go to bed. In the end, I agreed.” 

        I thought for a moment. “So at what time did they go out?” 

        “Maybe two o’clock. Maybe a bit later. They had to go to an ATM to get some money. Then the store…” 

        “So they were gone, what? Forty-five minutes?” 

        “I guess about that.” 

        “Then what happened?” 

        “I heard the car pull up outside. I went to the window to see if it was them. It was. But there was another car, over on the right. It had its headlamps on. A guy got out. He was big, tall, he was dressed in black, with a ski mask. He walked up, real quick. Then he had the gun in his hand and he just started shooting through the driver’s window. I saw Luis fall out of the passenger side. He staggered a couple of paces, then fell on his knees and tried to crawl up the steps. The guy just walked back to his car and drove away.” 

        Dehan asked her, “Was it the same car as your attacker used today?” 

        She shook her head. “I didn’t see what car he used today.” 

        “Do you think it could have been the same man?” 

        She thought for a long time before answering. “It’s possible. When he attacked me, I was sleeping. Everything is a kind of blur. The night of the shooting, he was outside… under the streetlamp, and in the headlamps, he looked big. He was tall. He was dressed in dark clothes. That’s all I could make out.” 

        We were quiet for a while. I was trying to fit all the pieces together in my head. The problem was they didn’t all fit. I thought of the old cliché about a case fitting together like the pieces of a jigsaw. The problem here was that there seemed to be at least three jigsaws. 

        I sighed. “We’re nearly done, Angela. This is all really helpful. But there is one more thing I need you to clear up for me. The bullet holes in your door. They’re not from the same night, they are earlier. What happened there?” 

        She turned and gazed out the window. After a moment, she wiped a tear from her cheek. Then she reached for a box of tissues on her bedside table, blew her nose, and wiped her eyes again. She gave a small laugh and apologized. “I’m sorry. It’s just all so much. I feel kind of overwhelmed.” 

        Dehan smiled. “Take your time. We’ll leave you in peace in a minute. I promise.” 

        Angela smiled at her, like she didn’t really want her to leave her in peace. 

        “It was a couple of weeks ago. It was what made Moses decide to move out. We were watching TV. I guess it was about six in the evening. There was a ring at the doorbell and Moses went to open the door. I heard some voices, like Moses was talking to a man. Then all of a sudden there was this shout. It was Moses yelling, ‘You get out of my house!’ really mad, really angry. I heard a crash, like somebody falling down the stairs. The door slammed. And then, like firecrackers going off. Two of them, and I heard Moses curse in the hallway. When I went out to see what was going on, he was holding his leg and he was bleeding badly.” 

        Dehan spread her hands. It was an eloquent gesture of frustration. “Why didn’t you call the cops?” 

        Angela held her eye for a long moment. “You know why, Carmen.” 

        Dehan looked at me and heaved a big sigh. “Mick.” 

        I nodded. “Angela, I’ve had a police guard put on your door. When they discharge you, we are going to move you to a safe house until the trial. I want you to call Moses. He can be with you if you want. When we catch whoever did this, I need you both to testify at the trial. Have we got a deal?” 

        She nodded. “For my part, yes. I’ll talk to Moses and convince him to see you and talk to you.” 

        “Good girl.” I stood. “Call me as soon as you get an answer. Now get some rest.” 

        We stepped out of the room and I walked toward the elevator, stretching and cracking my vertebrae. Dehan was close behind me, rubbing her eyes. The doors hissed open and we stepped inside. As it began to move down, she shook her head at the floor and said, “What the hell, Stone? What’s going on?” 

        I stared at the ceiling of the elevator. “What’s going on? What’s going on is that we are going to Emilio’s Pizza Gourmet, down the road, for a couple of gourmet pizzas and a couple of beers while we try and untangle this mess.” 

        She stared at her boots like she was disappointed in them. I raised an eyebrow and added, “If you for some reason do not want to join me, and would rather have a beef sandwich at your desk, I’ll join you later.” 

        She shook her head. “No. Pizza and beer sounds good.” 

        “You bet your sweet ass it does.” 

        She looked a little startled. I felt a little startled myself, though I didn’t show it. The doors opened and we made our way out to the Jag. 

        As we pulled onto Morris Park Avenue, headed west, I sighed and gently thumped the wheel with my fist. “The more we find out, the more complicated it gets. It’s like two cases. It’s like two separate cases, but the separation is in the wrong place.” 

        She frowned. “What do you mean?” 

        I drummed on the wheel with my fingers as we cruised slowly toward Emilio’s. “If we were wrong, and there was no connection between Sebastian’s killing and Rosario’s, then there should be a degree of coherence in the evidence relating to Sebastian’s killing, and then there should be coherence in the evidence relating to Rosario’s killing. Right?” 

        She nodded. “Mm-hm…” 

        “But the incoherence all relates to Sebastian and Angela. Who the hell is this guy who attacked her? Why the hell is he after Moses? Did he kill Sebastian because he thought he was Moses? Why’d he do it at three AM? Who waits for somebody who leads a quiet life and doesn’t drink, outside their house at three AM? It doesn’t make sense. The chances of their turning up are nonexistent, because at that time of the morning they are going to be inside, in bed!” 

        “I know.” 

        I pulled up outside Emilio’s and we went inside. We sat at a table by the window and I stared out at the Jag while Dehan gave our order. When she was done, I said, absently, still staring at my car, but seeing the Toyota with Sebastian’s riddled body stretched across the seat, and Luis struggling up the steps toward the door, “All of which means that either the shooter knew they were going to be out in the car, or the shooter planned to go inside, and the killing was opportunistic.” 





FOURTEEN


   

        She leaned back in her chair and watched me for a moment till I met her eye. 

        “Maybe,” she said, “Maybe it’s simpler than that.” 

        “What do you mean?” 

        “Maybe we are complicating things unnecessarily. Sometimes you can do that. Not you, necessarily, but one. One can do that. Unnecessarily.” 

        “Complicate things.” I smiled. 

        “Yeah.” 

        “OK, so how do we uncomplicate them?” 

        Emilio came over with our beers. When he’d left, Dehan took a pull, settled the glass carefully on the table, and licked the foam from her top lip.  

        “Sebastian and Luis finish work and go back to Lynda Graham’s house. They start partying, they get drunk, yadda yadda. At some point Jack turns up. Maybe he spoils the vibe, maybe he doesn’t, whatever, come one o’clock the boys leave. They still feel like partying so they decide to go to Angela’s place. Maybe they know she’s alone. Either way, they get a taxi and get there in the small hours. Nobody is stealing from the hospital, nobody is encroaching on anybody’s turf. Just two nice med students letting off steam with an old friend.” 

        I nodded. “OK, so far I like it.” 

        She nodded back at me. “I like Angela as a mother hen to her almost-brothers. I can believe that. It sounds right and it fits with what I know of her, her mom and, hey! her culture. That’s what a lot of nice Latina girls are like: mother hen.” 

        “I believe you, stay on task.” 

        “I am. So she fusses over them, gives them coffee, et cetera. Just like she told it. Cut. Meanwhile, down at the ranch, two weeks earlier, Moses, somehow, in some way we do not yet know, has upset Mr. X.” She leaned forward, spread her hands like she was doing a magic trick. “We don’t know yet who Mr. X is.” 

        “That’s why you called him Mr. X.” 

        “Right. But he is big, he is bad, and he is dangerous to know. Moses knows him and somehow he has fallen foul of him. He turns up two weeks ago to settle whatever score it is they have. Moses throws him down the stairs. He shoots through the door, hits Moses in the leg. Moses leaves town. Mr. X doesn’t know that. And what happens that night is pure, simple, bad luck. The boys turn up. She makes them coffee. They persuade her to let them use the car. Meanwhile, Mr. X turns up outside. He arrives maybe seconds before they come back from the store. He is planning to break in and kill Moses, but to his surprise he sees the Toyota arrive and park. As you demonstrated yourself that morning, the visibility was shit. He can’t see through the windshield, but he has no reason to believe that there is anybody else but Moses and Angela in the car. He has no beef with Angela. So he gets out of his vehicle, he walks over, empties his magazine through the window. Exactly as you said, he does not go and finish Angela because he does not care about her. As far as he is concerned, he has killed Moses. He goes back to his car and leaves.” 

        “So, how…” 

        She raised a hand. “Wait! I’m on a roll. He hears through the Bronx grapevine that the two people shot that morning on Bryant Avenue were two medical students, and not Moses and Angela. Maybe he hears also that Moses has vamoosed.” 

        “Vamoosed.” 

        “Yeah. So he goes back, mad, crazy, and assaults her, asking her where Moses is. She screams the house down. He runs. We arrive. QED. I rest my case.” 

        I took a deep breath, pulled off half my beer, and set the glass down carefully on the ring it had left on the table. Dehan flopped back in her chair and spread her hands.  

        “Come on, Stone, it covers everything!” 

        The pizzas arrived. Emilio wished us buon appetito and left us to it. I folded a slice of pizza, bit it, and chewed, thinking carefully. After a bit, I nodded. 

        “You’re right. It covers everything, it is simple and it is elegant.” 

        She narrowed her eyes at me. “You just know, you just know there is a ‘but’ coming.” 

        I smiled. “It is your own but, so to speak.” 

        “The sweet one you mentioned in the elevator?” 

        I smiled. “The very same.” I stuffed the crust in my mouth and spoke. “Whamph abou Wosawio?” I swallowed and drank beer while she watched me, then repeated, “What about Rosario?” 

        She looked out the window and shook her head. “Mother….” 

        I spread my hands. “There is something missing, Dehan. I think you’re right. I think you are right in practically everything you said. But there is one, small detail, one small thing where it is different. I don’t know what it is. Not yet. But….” I paused, stared out at the Jag, watched the traffic pass, the people on the sidewalk, tried to think what that ‘but’ led to. 

        “What? But what?” 

        I looked her in the eye. “Whoever killed Sebastian, also killed Rosario. And Mr. X did not kill Rosario.” 

        She stared at me a long time. “I am ninety-nine percent certain that Ed Irizarry killed Rosario.” 

        I thought about it, then shrugged and folded another piece of pizza. “Then, if you’re right, Ed Irizarry killed Sebastian.” 

        “The boy he thought was leading his own son astray.” 

        I bit, chewed, shrugged and nodded. 

        She went on, “The son of the woman he raped and murdered. The connection is there.” 

        I smiled. “Yeah, the connection is there. All that’s missing are the facts and the evidence. And, while we’re at it, a motive.” 

        We ate in silence for a while, thinking. Then Dehan’s phone rang. She pulled it from her pocket, stuck it to her ear and said, “Yumph?” She listened for a bit, then swallowed and said, “Wait!” She laid out a paper napkin and made hand gestures at me to give her my pen. I did and she made a note on the napkin. Then she said, “How do you spell that? A-K-A-C-H-U-K-W-U, Akachukwu. OK. Put out an APB on him, will you? Thanks.” She hung up, looked at me. “The bimmer, registered to one Akachukwu Oni, a Nigerian national living in New York with a rap sheet as long as…” 

        “An elephant’s trunk?” 

        “That is probably racist.” 

        “Probably. What kind of rap sheet?” 

        “Trafficking mainly, drugs, guns, prostitution, but also assault and assault with a deadly weapon. Many of the charges are from Nigeria, where it seems he was let off for no discernible reason. Here he’s been charged several times but always got off when witnesses failed to show, or changed their testimony before the trial.” 

        I nodded. “Good. We are getting somewhere. Let’s go talk to this Akachukwu.” 

        Dehan stuffed a piece of pizza in her mouth and said, “Apparently it means Hand of God.” 

        I drained my beer. “Do you know what Carmen means?” 

        She made a face and shook her head. 

        “It means ‘Vineyard of the Gods.’ It might also mean ‘Poem,’ and is the origin of the English word, charm.” 

        She raised her eyebrows, said, “Huh,” then frowned at me. “You know this why?” 

        I stood. “I looked it up. You got an address for the Hand of God?” 

        “Yeah. It’s an apartment over the Lotus Garden, a Chinese restaurant on the corner of Randall Avenue and Bryant. Two gets you twenty he isn’t there and never has been.” 

        “You’re probably right, but it’s a place to start. Let’s go.” 

        We stepped out into the street. I stopped, with my car keys in my hand, and looked up at the vast, blue sky. “There is,” I said, “No apparent connection between Akachukwu, and Ed Irizarry.” I looked at Dehan, who was leaning against my car, waiting. “And there should be, Little Grasshopper. There should be.” 

        We went to his apartment. The street door to the stairs was locked up and the windows showed no signs of life. We asked in the Chinese restaurant under the apartment and the owner told us nobody lived up there, she used it as a storeroom. I had been wrong. It wasn’t a place to start. It was a dead end, and all we could do was wait: wait for a patrol car to spot either the BMW or Akachukwu, wait for the lab to work through the forensic evidence, wait and hope that Luis would regain consciousness. 

        Not for the first time, Dehan spoke my thoughts as we climbed back into the Jag.  

        “Let’s get back to the station house, Stone. I want to review Rosario’s case file and see if I can find any link with this case.” 

        “There is something we are not seeing, Dehan. It’s there, right in front of our noses, but we are not seeing it.” 

   


* * *


   

        Back at the station, we didn’t get very far with Rosario’s case file. We had just pulled it and started reading when the desk sergeant buzzed me. 

        “Yeah, Maria, what’s up?” 

        “You ain’t going to believe it, Detective, but Akachukwu Oni is here. He says he thinks you might be looking for him.” 

        “OK, don’t let him leave.” I hung up and stood. “Akachukwu. He’s here.” 

        Dehan’s eyebrows rose up to her hairline. “What?” 

        “Let’s go get him!” 

        We pushed out to the front desk. The sergeant indicated Akachukwu with her head, but she needn’t have bothered. He was unmistakable. He was leaning against the wall, watching us with dead eyes. He was six-six if he was an inch, and built like a barn. But there was no fat on him. It was all solid muscle. I am not easily scared, but this man was terrifying. I tried not to let him see I thought so, stepped over, and said, “Are you Akachukwu Oni?” 

        He didn’t move, just watched me with his expressionless eyes. His voice was exceptionally deep. He said, “Yes.” 

        Dehan covered him and I turned him to face the wall. 

        “Akachukwu Oni, I am placing you under arrest for aggravated assault on Angela Rojas and the attempted murder of Detective Carmen Dehan. You don’t have to say anything, but whatever you do say will be taken down in evidence and used against you in a court of law.” 

        He placed his hands behind his back and as I cuffed him, he said, “I am here to cooperate.” 

        We frisked him. He was unarmed and we took him up the stairs to interrogation room one. There we sat him down on a chair and manacled him to the table. He dwarfed everything around him, made the furniture look like nursery toys. We sat opposite and I studied his face for a moment, trying to fit this new piece into an already incomprehensible puzzle.  

        I said, “You are entitled to have an attorney present…” 

        “I know my rights, Detective. I am not ignorant. I have already told you I want to cooperate. I do not need a lawyer.”  

        “OK. What do you want to find Moses Johnson for?” 

        He blinked. It was the slow blink of a giant iguana. “I am not looking for Moses Johnson.” 

        I frowned. “That’s not what Angela Rojas says. She says that when you beat her up, you asked where Moses was. What do you want with Moses, Akachukwu?” 

        “She is mistaken. I did not attack her, and I did not ask her about Moses.” 

        Dehan leaned her elbows on the table. She was frowning. She looked like she was having trouble believing what was happening. I knew how she felt. It was hard to escape the feeling we were being played somehow. 

        “Are you denying that you were at Angela’s house? Because we saw you, and you shot at us.” 

        He stared at her a long moment before answering. He managed to make expressionless look insolent as his eyes traveled over her face and her body. 

        “No. I was there. I went to visit and see if she was OK. Neighbors must look out for each other. She did not open the door, so I left.” 

        “You shot at us, Akachukwu!” 

        He gave a small shrug. “I have enemies. You came running at me, with your guns. I shot in self defense. I did not know you were police. If I had known you were police, I would have stopped.” He spread his hands. “You see, I am here. When I heard you were looking for me, I came of my own free will. I have nothing to hide.” 

        “Why were you wearing a ski mask?” 

        “I was not.” He smiled. It was not a nice thing to see. “You mistake my black face for a ski mask.” 

        I gave a small laugh and smiled on the wrong side of my face, where it looks sarcastic instead of ironic. “Akachukwu, you left traces of DNA at the scene. It’s being analyzed as we speak. It would go a lot easier for you if you confess.” 

        He gave me that direct, lifeless stare and I knew I was looking at a killer, a man who had no empathy and no compassion at all. “I cannot confess,” he said, “I have nothing to confess. You will not find my DNA at the scene of your crime, because I was not there.” 

        I was momentarily disarmed. I didn’t know how to tackle this guy. He was as cool as four rocks in a dry martini. With an olive. I shook my head at him and narrowed my eyes. 

        “You cannot be serious. There is no way you can walk away from this. You are going down for the attempted murder of a cop, Akachukwu. You need to cooperate.” 

        “You are mistaken, Detective. There will be no trial, because you have no evidence. You have no case against me. I will walk free.” 





FIFTEEN


   

        I was surprised to see Dehan smiling.  

        “OK, we’ll see how that plays out. Let’s talk about something else.” 

        He regarded her with the same dead expression he’d given me, and spoke in his slow, deep, deliberate voice. “What do you want to talk about? I want to cooperate.” 

        “Why did you kill Sebastian Acosta?” 

        “I don’t know who Sebastian Acosta is. I don’t know if I killed him or not. If I did, I do not know why, because I do not know who he is.” 

        Dehan now combined her smile with a frown. “You sweet on Angela? Is that it? You like Angela and you want her for yourself? That’s why you’ve been giving Moses a hard time? Maybe…” She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Maybe you thought that Sebastian was getting it on with Angela while Moses was away.” 

        “I don’t know who Sebastian Acosta is.” 

        “He’s the guy you shot five times in Angela’s car the night before last. Shortly before three in the morning, you walked up to the car outside her house and you shot him through the window, twice in the head, three times in the chest.” 

        He took a moment to study her face. His expression would have been one of curiosity if he hadn’t looked so detached. Eventually, he said, “At three o’clock in the morning, the night before last, I was in bed, at my house.” 

        I said, “In the apartment over the Lotus Garden, on Randall Avenue and Bryant?” 

        “I don’t live there. I have a house on Crotona Park. That is where I live.” 

        “Why is your car registered there?” 

        “I have not got around to changing it.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow at him. “Is there anyone who can confirm you were at home in bed at that time?” 

        His eyes were hooded, half closed. His smile was one of the most unpleasant things I had ever seen, and he held it on her for a long time. “Of course,” he said. “Three of my girlfriends can confirm that they were with me.” 

        “What are their names?” 

        His eyes glazed, like she’d made an unreasonable request. “I cannot remember every name… July, Zoe…” He did what should have been a leer, but lacked the necessary humanity. “Maybe Carmen?” He shrugged. “They are at my house now. You can go there and get them to make a statement.” 

        I looked at her and nodded. “Send a car over. Get them to take detailed statements, twelve hours between seven PM and seven AM.” 

        She nodded and left the room. The door closed and we were left in silence. He watched me with a complete absence of any kind of emotion or expression. I decided on a different tack. 

        “You have any family in New York, Akachukwu?” 

        “I have no family. They are all dead.” 

        “Friends…?” 

        “I am not a refugee, Detective. I am not looking for a green card. I am a business man. I live here because it is good for my business. I bring a lot of money into the U.S., and I pay my taxes.” 

        “What kind of business?” 

        He leaned forward, focused hard on my face, and there was death and pleasure in his eyes. “I buy and I sell, Detective Stone. That is what all business is. Buy and sell.” 

        “What do you buy and sell?” 

        “Whatever will give me a profit.” He sat back, and now his smile became a huge grin. “If it is legal.” 

        “You have a long record of arrests, Akachukwu.” 

        “But no convictions. A businessman like me, in Africa, has many opportunities to make a lot of money. But he must tread a very fine line between what is legal and what is not legal. Tell me something, Detective Stone. Why do you call me Akachukwu?” 

        I frowned. “Because that’s your name.” 

        His face went dead again, but there was an indefinable danger in his expression, and I found myself glancing at his cuffs to make sure they were still on. “My name,” he said, “to you, is Mr. Oni. I do not call you John and Carmen, so why do you call me Akachukwu? For the same reason you assume I am a refugee, an immigrant looking for one of your green cards. But I am a very rich, successful man, Detective Stone, and I pay my taxes like I told you, so you should show me some respect and call me Mr. Oni.” 

        “Do you trade in drugs and weapons, Mr. Oni?” 

        “Only if it is legal.” 

        “Were you ever in the army… Mr. Oni?” 

        “I was in the Nigerian army, and after that I was a mercenary for six years. I made a lot of money, killing people legally, Detective. And then I started my business, buying and selling all kinds of marketable goods, all over the world, as long as they were legal.” 

        “Do you sell services as well?” 

        He shook his head slowly. “No. No services.” 

        “Mr. Oni, somebody fitting your description was seen by a witness approaching Angela’s car the night before last, at shortly before three, and opening fire into that car, killing Sebastian Acosta.” 

        “A lot of black men are big, tall, and strongly built. Tell me something, Detective, this man who was seen, was he wearing a ski mask?” I didn’t answer. He smiled again. “If he was, that would make him very hard to identify, and you saying he fit my description, just makes you sound racist.” 

        “How did you know he was wearing a ski mask?” 

        He shrugged. “I didn’t. But I have seen my fair share of violence in life, Detective. The killing you described sounds like a professional hit to me, and most people doing a professional hit in a populated area, even late at night, will wear a ski mask. Wouldn’t you agree? So, it was a fair guess.” 

        I had a couple of uniforms take him down to the cells and went to look for Dehan. I found her halfway up the stairs, leaning against the wall and talking on the phone. She gestured me to keep going and fell into step beside me. “…and this was the night before last? At what time…?” She glanced at me. “Around two AM. Thank you, ma’am. If you don’t mind, we’ll send somebody over to take a statement… Thank you.” 

        We’d arrived at our desks. She sat, screwed up her face, and rubbed it furiously with her hands. I waited till she’d opened her eyes again and said, “What?” 

        “That was Lynda Graham’s next door neighbor.” 

        I made a face of curiosity and surprise and dropped into my chair. “Really?” 

        “Night before last, she complained to Lynda about the party going on till the early hours. Lynda told her to take a hike. She says she called the cops and a car came around. By that time the boys had gone, but she said there was another man who turned up, there was a violent row, she’s pretty sure the guy was beating up on Lynda, though she can’t be certain. When the cops arrived, Lynda told them there was no problem and they would keep it down. Shortly after that, the guy left in a dark sedan.” 

        “And around and around we go... I seem to remember once before we had too many suspects. And that time the answer was staring us in the face, too. OK, we’ll leave Akachukwu, Mr. Oni, to meditate on his future for a while, and go and have another talk with Lynda and maybe Jack.” 

        I went to stand but she was giving me a funny look. “You mind taking this one on your own, Stone?” 

        I frowned at her. “Why?” 

        “You said before that you wanted to review Rosario’s case file. You keep saying we’re missing something that is staring us in the face. I think you’re right, and I think it has to do with Rosario. If you don’t need me, then I’d like to review her case, in detail. Maybe the thing we are missing is in that file.” 

        I stared at her for a long moment, then said, “I need you.” 

        She looked momentarily startled. 

        I smiled. “But I agree you should review her case. Call me if you find anything.” 

        She watched me stand and leave, without answering. 

        In the car, on the way to Lynda’s house, I kept going over in my mind how she had seemed when we spoke to her. She hadn’t looked like a woman who had been beaten up in the last few hours. The absence of bruising didn’t say much. Men who are in the habit of hitting women soon learn to strike where it doesn’t show. But it was a different kind of bruising that was missing with Lynda: a bruising of the mind and soul, a latent fear that you can see in the eyes, that tells you she has grown accustomed to wincing and cowering. It was a bruising I had seen in Mary Irizarry, but not in Lynda Graham. 

        When I got there and rang on the bell, she opened the door almost immediately. She looked surprised to see me. She also looked up and down the road to see where Dehan was. 

        I smiled. “I’m on my own, may I come in?” 

        “Course! You want a grog? Or are you on duty?” 

        “I’m on duty. I don’t want anything, thank you. Can we sit down, please, Lynda?” 

        She gave a little frown. “Sure. Go ahead.” She gestured at a chair and we both sat. 

        “Lynda, if I take you down to the station, and have a female police officer, or a doctor, examine your body, will they find bruises?” 

        She sighed and made a face like I was being a pain in the ass. “No. Has Mrs. Paglieri been on at you? Look, the party went on a little too long, things got a little wild…” 

        “I thought you didn’t remember…” 

        She closed her eyes. “All right, you caught me. I’m sorry. My delightful neighbor complained. Two very polite coppers came around, asked us to keep it down. By that time, the boys had already left.” 

        “And?” 

        “And that’s it.” 

        I felt a wave of irritation and fought to control it. “Come on, Lynda! Do I look stupid? What car does Jack drive?” 

        She closed her eyes again and sighed. “This is so fucked up. He drives a clapped out old BMW…” 

        “What color?” 

        “Black. He phoned me. It was late, I don’t know, around one I guess. It was at the same time as that bitch next door complained. He wanted to know if the guys had left. He could hear the music and Luis and Sebastian laughing. He got mad and said he was coming ’round. I told him not to. Then the bionic bitch said she’d called the police. So that was all kind of a downer? And Seb and Luis left. Two minutes later Jack turns up, like a fucking, raving lunatic, and starts shouting at the door. I knew the cops were coming, so I dragged him inside. He was still shouting his fucking head off when they arrived. I mean, where does he fucking get off? He’s not even my boyfriend.” 

        “So what happened?” 

        “They told us to keep it down. I told them we would. They left, and after a while Jack left.” 

        “How much of a while?” 

        She shrugged and sagged. “I’m just shit with time, you know? I guess it might have been about two? Half two?” 

        “Two or two thirty. He didn’t hit you?” 

        “He wouldn’t fucking dare!” 

        “You should have told us this when we first spoke to you, Lynda. It is not smart lying to the cops. Have you seen Jack since?” 

        She shook her head. “No. I think he’s kind of ashamed?” 

        I stood. “How old are you, Lynda?” 

        She looked surprised at the question. “Twenty-seven, why?” 

        I reached for the door. “Because it’s about time you started growing up?” 

        Her cheeks went pink and I stepped out into the sunshine, feeling unreasonably mad. 

        It was a short walk to Jack’s house. All the way, I tried to imagine him holding a gun and shooting Sebastian through the window of the Toyota that night. Sexual passion of one sort or another is the prime motivation for murder—it always has been and always will be. Sex and murder go together like oysters and champagne. And in some ways Jack fit the bill better than Akachukwu—at least for my money. But, I thought sourly as I turned into his street, the fact was that nobody really fit the bill in this case. It was all wrong. The whole damn thing was wrong. 

        There was a beaten-up old black BMW parked outside his house. I rang the bell and for good measure rang two more times. There was no reply. I peered through the window, but it was hard to see anything clearly. It was when I went back to ring again that I noticed that the wrought iron outer door was not locked. I opened it using my pen and hammered on the inner door with my knuckles. I had a look around. There was no one to see me, so I took out my Swiss Army knife, selected the screwdriver and, with a firm thump, inserted it into the lock and turned. The lock gave and I opened the door. I stood a moment in the small hallway. It was very still and very quiet. 

        “Mr. O’Brien?” There was no reply so I called louder, “Mr. O’Brien?” 

        There was still no reply, not a sound in the whole house. The door to the living room was on the left. It was ajar and I eased it open all the way with my foot. My stomach lurched and I turned away, struggling not to vomit. The stench was overpowering, but worse than the smell was what was lying on the carpet in the middle of the floor. I went outside and steadied myself, taking deep breaths. After a moment, I pulled out my cell and called Dehan. 

        “Yeah.” 

        “I need you here, at Jack O’Brien’s house. We need a crime scene team, the ME, and a meat wagon.” 

        “O’Brien’s dead?” 

        “If he’s not, he’s got real problems. He’s been disemboweled. It’s the ugliest thing I ever saw, Dehan. It’s bad, real bad.” 

        “OK, I’m on my way.” 





SIXTEEN


   

        I stepped inside again and forced myself to look at the grotesque mess on the floor. His body was bent back at an impossible angle, achievable only because all of his abdominal muscles had been severed. Everything that should have been on the inside, was lying on the carpet: a ghastly gray-pink mess, covered in dry, black, clotted blood, and crawling with bluebottles. I tried to ignore the surreal madness of what I was seeing. Tried to read the crime scene instead. What had happened here? What had been the sequence of events?  

        The iron gate was unlocked. It had not been relocked. That suggested something that had happened at speed. Somebody had rung at the door. He had come and opened it and whoever it was had entered quickly, forcefully, without bothering to close the gate. Jack would have backed into the house. His attacker would have followed him. What next? 

        The front door would have swung closed. They are in the entrance hall. Jack is backing away, into the living room. His attacker follows. Jack is big, and tough, a rugby player. For him to be backing away, that means his assailant is either bigger, or armed. Hard to be much bigger, so I go with armed. If he has a gun, he now swaps for a blade. A very sharp blade. 

        I stopped, analysing the scene, ignoring the nausea I was feeling, scanning the room. The chairs and lamps were not overturned. The TV was not disturbed. Nothing – nothing – was disturbed. The attack was swift, brutal, and utterly deadly. There was no fight. This big, tough, British rugby player just stood there and got killed. 

        So if the attacker had a gun, he put it away, pulled a blade—what blade? Considering the distance, considering Jack’s size and strength, considering that he didn’t even get to try and defend himself, it’s either a samurai sword or… 

        Or a machete. 

        A machete, up the sleeve of a jacket or a coat, dropped into the hand, one step, one swipe, and Jack was disemboweled. And then beaten brutally—and unnecessarily, because he was already dead—to end up in that horrific position, broken, practically bisected. 

        His voice came back to me. One of the last things he’d said to us when we’d come to see him: “…Never mind what you’d do to me… it’s what the hard nuts ’round here would do to me. I been warned…” 

        The hard nuts ’round here. 

        I looked at the door that led down to the cellar. It was open. I went and hunkered down and, as I looked closer, I saw traces of dirt on the carpet. Using my pen, I eased the door open. The light was on and the smell of cannabis was strong and unmistakable. But I knew we wouldn’t find any down there. Whoever had cut Jack down, had also taken his plants. I wondered how many he’d had. Twelve? Fifteen? Twenty? Anything between twenty and fifty grand’s worth on the street. And he thought the hard nuts would not object to that. He didn’t realize, they weren’t hard. They were just greedy, and placed no value on human life. They’d have killed him for a hundred bucks, let alone fifty grand. 

        The distant wail of sirens reached me. I peered at the bare wooden steps. There was dirt that had been spilled from the plants, but there was also a layer of dust, and in it the prints left behind by heavy boots. At a guess, a size twelve or thirteen. A tall man. A big man. 

        I stood and stepped away from the cellar door, staring hard at the dirty, old carpet, visualizing the track to the door, and a guy carrying marijuana plants back and forth. Outside, cop cars started arriving. Through the living room window, I saw the urgent pulse of the red and blue lights. I went to open the door.  

        Dehan was there, walking toward me. Uniforms were spilling from the vehicles, a sergeant was telling them to seal the area around the house, the gurney was being unloaded from the wagon. Frank was suiting up, so were Joe and his team. Dehan said, “What?” 

        I shook my head. “Brace yourself. It’s ugly. He’s been practically cut in half.” 

        She suppressed a wince. “He didn’t deserve that.” 

        “No. Don’t go in just yet, I want to talk to Joe.” Joe was moving toward us with his guys. I beckoned him to follow me through the front door and called to the sergeant, too. Dehan was close behind, listening. I talked as I went, pointing at the floor. “I think the killer took a number of marijuana plants from the basement out to a vehicle. At a guess, he must have done the trip at least six times, probably more. He’s spilled dirt on the stairs and then trodden in it. So he has left boot prints all the way along. I need to know his shoe size, the make of his boots, and if he was alone or there was somebody helping him. Sergeant, start knocking on doors. Somebody saw him loading up a vehicle with cannabis plants.” 

        “I’m on it, Detective.” 

        The team went to work on the basement steps and the carpet. Frank came in as we moved out of the doorway. He stood in the entrance to the living room, staring down at the horrible, inhuman mess on the floor. 

        “I can honestly say I have never seen anything quite like this. In all my years…” 

        Dehan looked and turned away. Her skin had turned a pasty gray color. I said, “You need to step outside?” 

        She shook her head. 

        “Come, I want to have a look upstairs.” 

        We climbed the steps to the upper floor. There was a small landing, a john, and two bedrooms. The back bedroom was jumbled with everything from boxes to bicycle parts. It seemed to be an improvised storeroom which didn’t yield much in the way of information. The front bedroom was also chaotic, but was clearly where he slept. The bed was rumpled and unmade. The sheets looked overdue for a wash. There was a TV on a bookcase at the foot of the bed, several dirty plates on the bedside table by the door, a couple of empty beer bottles, and a couple of dirty glasses. All, plates, bottles, and glasses contained butt-ends of what looked like joints. We moved into the room and Dehan stood looking around. “Where the hell do you begin? What a slob!” 

        On the far bedside table I saw what I had not seen downstairs. A telephone. It was a hunch, not even that, a vague feeling: I saw them, him and Lynda, shouting at each other, both drunk, both mad, both caught up in their toxic, dependent, over-emotional relationship. I stood staring at the phone but seeing the scene play itself out, and spoke aloud. 

        “He didn’t hit her. To be honest, Dehan, my gut tells me she’d be more likely to hit him. When he left her house the night before last, he did one of two things. Either he went to Angela’s house and killed Sebastian…” 

        She interrupted me. “Which would mean he had a gun, and knew they were going there…” 

        I nodded. “Or, he came home. They are both drunk, both hooked on each other, both making each other unhappy, but needing each other…” 

        I sat on the bed and pressed the messages button. There were six new, and three saved. The new ones were all people asking for dope. He must have been doing a good trade. The first of the saved messages was from Friday night, more precisely, two fifty on Saturday morning. It was Lynda, crying, speaking with that wet, swollen voice of alcohol-induced tears. 

        “Jack baby, are you there…? Please pick up, lover boy… don’t be mean. Look, I’m sorry… just…” 

        The message was cut short. I looked at Dehan. We had both heard it. Just before it was cut short, Jack’s voice, with that same wet, sobbing sound, saying, “Lynda, I’m here, darlin’…” 

        Dehan sighed. It was a big, depressed sigh, and she followed it up with a heartfelt, “Fuck…” 

        “He was here talking to Lynda while Sebastian and Luis were getting shot.” 

        She shook her head. “I never really believed… What a waste, Stone.” 

        I nodded. “A stupid waste. He was a nice guy.” We stared at each other for a long time. Neither of us said anything, but we were both thinking it, and we both knew we were thinking it. 

        She turned and made for the bedroom door. I stood and followed. At the bottom of the stairs, I paused to look one more time at what was left of Jack O’Brien. They were preparing to load him onto the gurney, and that was something I couldn’t watch. Dehan was standing in the open doorway, breathing deeply. I was about to join her when Joe came up beside me. 

        “John, I can’t be sure till we get this all back to the lab, but we may have something here.” He hesitated. “Is this related to Sebastian and Luis’ case?” 

        I nodded. “I think so.” 

        “I know Frank was kind of mentoring Sebastian, so we’re giving this…” He shrugged. “An unofficial priority.” 

        “I appreciate that, and I know he will, too. What have you got?” 

        “By the looks of it, he had over a dozen plants down there, and there are two sets of footprints, his and somebody who appears to have removed the plants.” 

        “Good.” 

        “Whoever that was seems to have been a very large man, and there is something distinctive about his boot print. I am pretty sure I can trace the manufacturer, but more important than that, John, is that because of the way he walks, he has worn down the heel in a distinctive way. In addition to that, at some point he has trodden on a nail or a piece of glass, or something sharp, and it has etched a unique mark into his heel. This kind of wear and tear can make a shoeprint as unique as a fingerprint.” 

        Dehan had approached us from the door. She frowned. “You can tell all that from the prints in the dust?” 

        He smiled. “No, but you should have a look down there. A lot of dirt was spilled around the area where he had the plants under the lamps. He left some very clear prints, and we can work them up at the lab. I’ll send you the pictures ASAP.” As an afterthought, he added, “The guy you have in custody, send me his boots and I’ll run a comparison on my own time.” 

        “I’ll have them sent over to you now. Thanks, Joe. I appreciate that.” 

        I went outside, sat on the hood of one of the patrol cars, and made the call. When I was done, I crossed my arms and stared at Dehan. She had her hands in her front pockets, she was chewing her lip and kept standing on tip-toes. 

        I said, “He told us he’d been warned. You remember that?” 

        She nodded. 

        I jerked my head at the house. “Somebody is trying to make a reputation for himself. I’ve never seen that before, disemboweling somebody like that for growing weed. That’s new.” 

        “I agree. It also makes clear that our initial theory is a total washout, which narrows our suspects down to Akachukwu and Ed Irizarry.” She sighed and gave her head a little sideways twist, like I’d asked her a question and she didn’t know how to answer. “We have a lot of reasons to be thinking about Akachukwu right now, and his alibi, as far as I am concerned, isn’t worth a drunken promise…” 

        “A drunken promise, Dehan? That’s very poetic.” 

        She ignored me. “But then again, as for Ed, that has one big plus for me.” 

        “It ties in to Rosario’s murder. Somehow. We don’t know how.” 

        She was nodding as I spoke. “Plus, Stone, the only motive Akachukwu has for killing the boys is if he’s sweet on Angela, and frankly we have zero evidence to support that notion. All we know is that he was looking for Moses because he has some kind of grudge. But there is zilch connecting him to Sebastian or Luis.” 

        I thought about that for a while, then shrugged. “I agree with you, but the case against Ed Irizarry, if it can be dignified with that name, is almost as weak. We have no motive for him at all. All we have is a series of bizarre coincidences.” 

        She made a face. “But he has made it clear that he had some kind of grudge against Sebastian.” 

        I had to admit that was true. “Did you manage to look into Rosario’s case, by the way?” 

        “Yeah.” She started to pace slowly up and down the sidewalk, three steps one way, then three the other and back again, examining each step as she went. “Forensic evidence was collected, obviously by the CSI team. She was raped and they found semen. A DNA profile of the rapist was produced, but they got no matches on the database. Also, she was bludgeoned with a heavy, blunt object and then strangled. So they used RTX to get prints from her neck and throat. But the prints were poor quality.” 

        She stopped pacing and turned to face me.  

        “Aside from running the DNA profile, Harragan made no attempt to match the sample with anybody else. He didn’t take any swabs from anybody, and claimed he had no suspects. He said it was a random home invasion.” 

        “OK, that’s good. I think with Sue’s testimony and Pauli’s corroboration we have enough to get a DNA sample from Ed. We’ll ask nicely, but if he says no, we can get a warrant. That will at least tie him to Rosario’s murder. But what we are still lacking is a concrete connection with Sebastian.” I shook my head. “It just isn’t enough that he feels he is holding Luis back.” I spread my hands. “We know, from Frank, that Luis was doing well. His career was not in jeopardy, Sebastian was not a risk to Luis. Ed had no reason to kill him. At least, no reason that we are aware of as yet.” 

        She gave it some thought, then made a face. “OK, so let’s pull him in, scare the bejaysus out of him with the DNA sample, and see if he’ll tell us what that connection with Sebastian is.” 

        “Yeah, let’s do that. But Dehan, we are still missing something: something key and something obvious.” 

        She smiled. “Come on, Sensei, let’s go scare Ed.” 

        I stood and we started to walk back toward my car in the next street. “What’s the word on Akachukwu’s alibi, by the way?” 

        She rolled her eyes. “He has about five women living there. They all confirm he was at home that night, and three of them say they shared his bed.” 

        I snorted. “What a dawg.” 

        “Yeah, that’s what I call a real man. Not afraid to commit.” 

        I raised an eyebrow she did not see because she was looking away. “Why, Dehan, is that bitterness I hear?” 

        “Me? What have I got to be bitter about?” 





SEVENTEEN


   

        Eduardo Irizarry was not a happy man. He threatened us with everything from phone calls to the mayor, who, he implied, was a good friend of his golfing buddy’s brother’s cousin, to law suits against the city and us, individually; as well as appeals to friends who were, he suggested, in a position to make our lives very uncomfortable. And he really did mean, uncomfortable. He assured us of that. 

        We sat opposite him in interview room number three and waited for his tirade to subside. 

        “I am an influential man, not without connections in this city!” 

        I tried to look chastened and asked, “What is it, exactly, Mr. Irizarry, that you object to in our conduct of this case?” 

        “You are harassing and persecuting us, implying that my son was involved in theft and drugs, insinuating God knows what…!” 

        I sighed heavily. “I apologize, without reservation.” He looked suspicious, but I spread my hands and said, “Sometimes our job is very difficult and we are required to do things that can be very upsetting for the families of victims. However, that is no excuse for having upset you and your wife at this extremely difficult time. On my own behalf, my partner’s, and the department’s, Mr. Irizarry, I am very sorry if we have upset or inconvenienced you.” 

        He stared at me, grunted, and asked, “Well, what do you want?” 

        I sighed. “This is turning out to be a very complicated case, sir—very complicated indeed—and we would be genuinely grateful for some guidance.” I stopped and gestured at him with my open hand. “Would you care for some coffee?” I smiled. “I know you appreciate a good coffee, Mr. Irizarry. I do myself. I can get you a cup of freshly ground Colombian instead of the stuff from the machine…” 

        He shrugged and straightened his jacket. “Well, if you have some decent coffee…” 

        I looked at Dehan. “Would you mind, Carmen? The good stuff…” 

        She smiled at Ed, said, “Sure,” and got up and left. When she’d left, I leaned back in my chair and frowned. 

        “How well did you know Mick Harragan?” 

        The question caught him off guard and he studied my face a long time before deciding how to answer. 

        “I knew him.” 

        “Oh, I know that, Mr. Irizarry. I was just wondering how well you knew him. Was he a part of your social circle, for example?” 

        He gave an astonished laugh. “Hardly! I was building myself a career as a champion of the oppressed Puerto Rican and Latino section of the community in the Bronx. It would hardly have been wise to befriend an Irish cop like Mick Harragan!” 

        I nodded vigorously, like I agreed with him one hundred percent. “Exactly!” I said, “That is precisely what I thought you would say, and it makes perfect sense. Detective Dehan and I were the team who exposed Mick Harragan’s corruption.” 

        The door opened and Dehan came in with a china mug of aromatic coffee. She smiled as she set it down in front of him. “Forgive the inelegant mug. I’m sure it’s not what you are used to!” 

        She laughed and he dismissed her with a curt nod. 

        I said, “You were, then, aware of his reputation at the time, as a bent cop.” 

        He snorted, smelled the coffee, and sipped. “Reputation!” he said, setting down the mug again. “It was a given. We all knew it and took it for granted. You couldn’t get anything done in that neighborhood without going through Harragan. He ruled the roost.” 

        “Did you have to go through him to get your practice established?” 

        “No! Certainly not. He knew better than to try anything with me.” 

        I nodded. “Again, that is what I thought you would say. You have, as you say, a reputation in the neighborhood as a champion of the people, and in particular the people of the Latin-American community.” 

        He sipped his coffee again and seemed to enjoy it. “Naturally.” 

        I scratched my chin. “Which is why I was surprised when I came across this photograph.” I took it from the folder in front of me and slipped it across the table. It was the picture that Pauli had shown us, where Ed had his arm around Rosario, and Harragan was there in his barbeque clothes. 

        He stared at it for a long while. He started to speak several times, but each time seemed to swallow the words before he spoke them. Finally, I said, “This was before you moved, right? That is your house.” 

        He nodded and finally said, “I had no recollection. I don’t know why he’s there. Perhaps somebody else…” 

        I allowed my eyebrows to float up on my skepticism. “Matt…? Sue…?” I gave him a moment. When he looked up at me, I smiled and added, “Rosario…?” 

        He reached for his coffee and took a long pull. After he’d set the mug down, he said, “I don’t recall.” 

        Dehan gave a little cough. “Were you aware, Mr. Irizarry, that Mick Harragan was the detective in charge of investigating Rosario’s rape and murder?” 

        “I may have been, I don’t remember. It was a long time ago. I know that neighborhood was on his beat.” 

        She reached out and took his mug. She peered inside it. “You’ve practically finished. I’ll get you another one.” 

        He watched her leave the room with hunted, haunted eyes, aware something was wrong but not sure what. I enlightened him. 

        “Were you aware, Mr. Irizarry, that semen was recovered from Rosario’s body, and the lab ran a DNA test on that semen?” He went ashen. I went on. “No match was found on the database, but Harragan never took swabs from any of the people in her social circle, any of the men close to her. What do you think we will find, Mr. Irizarry, when we compare that profile with the DNA in the saliva on that mug?” 

        His hands were trembling and his breathing had become erratic. “You can’t. It doesn’t prove anything…” 

        “Why don’t you tell me, counselor, about your relationship with Rosario Rojas?” 

        Again he seemed unable to speak. Finally, he shook his head. “This interview is over. You have framed and manipulated me. You have acted in bad faith and cornered me when I was trying to cooperate. You have stolen my DNA. It will be declared inadmissible.” 

        He went to stand but his legs were trembling so bad he had to support himself on the table with his hands.  

        “You know that’s not true, Eduardo. You know that DNA is going to tie you to Rosario’s murder, and the best thing you can do is start cooperating with us right now. Tell me what happened.” 

        He scowled at me and for a moment he looked like his old, cantankerous self. “If you are not going to charge me, this interview is over! Any further communication with me or my family will be through my attorney!” 

        The door opened and Dehan came in. He barreled toward her on unsteady legs and she held the door open for him to leave. She let it swing closed after him and looked at me. I pointed. 

        “That is what a guilty man looks like.” 

        She came and rested her ass on the table, looking down at me in the chair. “But guilty of what?” 

        I nodded. “That is the big question.” 

        “The mug is on its way to the lab. The boots should be there by now…” 

        I raised my thumb. “Jack is eliminated as a suspect. In any case, he had no motive. Akachukwu has an alibi, but in any case had no motive. Ed looks as guilty as hell, is probably guilty of raping and murdering Rosario, but has no motive for killing Sebastian!” I stood and paced the room. “Dehan, we are looking at this the wrong way. We are looking at it the wrong way and that is why we cannot see the motive.” 

        “So what is the right way, Stone?” 

        As she said it, her cell began to ring and the first glimmering of light began to filter into my brain. 

        Then she said, “Angela! Hi…! He is? That is good news. Where…? We’ll be there in half an hour.” She hung up. “Moses. Edgewater Park. Prentiss Avenue. She’s there with him now.” 

        “Let’s go.” 

        It wasn’t a long drive. We took the Bruckner Expressway and merged onto the Cross Bronx, came off onto 177th St, then crossed the Pennyfield Avenue Bridge into Edgewater Park. It was late afternoon, edging toward evening by the time we got there, and the shadows of the old, gabled houses were stretched long across the warm blacktop. Prentiss Avenue was a short road by New York standards, and was populated by an odd assortment of ancient pine trees and ramshackle houses, and some new red brick constructions. Others, like the one Angela had called us to, were older, faded, with paint peeling off the clapboard facades.  

        I parked and we climbed out into the gathering dusk. An outside staircase climbed the side of the cream and gray building up to a faded, weather-beaten door. Dehan climbed the stairs ahead of me and rang the bell. We saw a figure indistinctly in the window for a moment, and a couple of seconds later, the door opened and Angela stood looking at us. She didn’t say anything, but stepped back to let us in. 

        The place had all the feel of a fisherman’s cottage. The ceiling was low and wooden, the furniture ancient and threadbare. There was an iron wood-burner in the corner, and a small, propane cooker. Moses was standing in the middle of the floor, watching us. He was big, strongly built, with big hands and big feet, and a big head on a powerful neck and shoulders. 

        Angela stepped nervously ahead of us and gestured at him. “Detectives, this is my husband, Moses. Mo, honey, these are Detectives Stone and Dehan. They’re going to help us.” He studied us a moment longer, then stepped forward and held out his hand to Dehan. 

        “Ma’am.” They shook. Then he shook my hand, too. “Sir, won’t you please sit down? We can’t offer you much in the way of refreshment, but we have coffee.” 

        I shook my head. “We’d be very grateful to get started on this interview, Moses.” We all sat. Before I could ask him anything, he said, “I have to tell you that I am skeptical about what you say you’re going to do. I am not inclined to trust the police.” 

        Dehan answered. “I understand that, Moses. I’m sure Angela has told you that I might well have had the same feelings at one time. I hope we can change your mind. You want to tell us what’s going down between you and Akachukwu Oni?” 

        He took a moment to think. “Ours is not such a bad neighborhood, detectives. There are others that are much worse. It was bad at one time, but over the years it has improved. There are good people and good families living there. All over the Bronx you can see this change coming.” He shook his head. “People don’t want crime anymore. People are tired of living in fear.” 

        Angela reached out and took his hand. He went on. 

        “It was maybe two weeks ago, nearly three. I was coming home from work. Me and Angela have been talking about having children, making a family. I know all the families in my neighborhood, and all the kids. And I see this man, a big man, dangerous looking. He is with a couple of his friends, sitting on his car. It was a black BMW. New. And he is selling dope to some stupid young kids who are coming up to buy it from him.”  

        He stopped and looked at me a long while, then turned to Dehan. “Why are the cops allowing this man to do this, in broad daylight, in the middle of the street? I approached him, and I heard him telling these kids, maybe sixteen or seventeen years old, that if they wanted crack, or anything else, he could get it for them. So I told the kids to get out of there, to go home, and that I was going to tell their parents about what they were doing. And him, I told him to get the hell out of my neighborhood, or I would put him and his friends in hospital.” 

        Dehan made a face. “That was a very dangerous thing to do.” 

        “If there had been cops walking a beat there, I would not have needed to take that risk. Anyway, he told me to get lost and stay out of his way. I told him it was he and his friends who were in my way. It was they who should get lost. He took a swing at me. I was in the Marines, detectives, and I still train regularly at the dojo. He is a big man, very tough, but the Good Lord was with me and I laid him out on his back, so he couldn’t get to his feet again. His friends didn’t fancy their chances with me. They just picked him up and put him in their car. But before they drove away, he pointed at me and said, ‘I am going to come back and I am going to kill you.’ Just like that.” 

        I took Akachukwu’s mug shot from my wallet and showed it to him. “Is this the man?” 

        He nodded. “That’s him.” 

        “Did he say anything else to you?” 

        “Yes, sir. He said plenty. He said if I didn’t like what he was doing then I should take my family and leave, because he was making a claim on that territory, and in time he was going to control Hunts Point and all the territory east of the river. I told him he could do as he pleased, but not in my neighborhood.” 

        I glanced at Dehan. “The territory east of the river, that could include Jack’s neighborhood.” 

        “It could. It’s feasible.” 

        I turned back to Moses. “Please go on.”  

        “So about a few days later, we are sitting having our dinner, and there is a ring at the doorbell. I go to answer it and it is this man, and he has a gun stuck in my face. And it just flashed into my mind that it could have been Angela who opened the door. Or if God blessed us with a child, there could be a baby in that house right then. And I felt a terrible, righteous anger in that moment. I pushed the gun to one side and I hit him very hard in the face. He staggered back and fell down the stairs. May God forgive me, I prayed in that moment that the Lord should see fit to take that man’s life. But he did not. I slammed the door shut, to protect Angela. But from where he was lying there on the sidewalk, he fired twice through the door. One of the shots missed and hit the wall, the other struck my leg. 

        “That was when I decided I must find somewhere else to live, until such time as I can afford to get Angela out of there. It never occurred to me that he would go after her, too. But it seems he did. It is hard, sometimes, Detectives, to know what is the right thing to do.” 

        Dehan sighed. “However skeptical you are of the police, Moses, once shots were fired, he attempted to murder you, you should have reported that.” 

        He smiled at her. It was a sad smile. “I did, Detective. But no action was taken.” 

        I glanced at Dehan. “Those slugs must be on file. Call Joe, get him to run a comparison with the slugs taken from Sebastian and Luis.” 

        She stood, grabbed her cell, and stepped outside. Moses was watching me with humor in his eyes. When he spoke, it was without reproach, but with irony. “If I had been a young doctor, or the son of an attorney, do you think maybe the cops would have listened to me?” 

        I smiled back. “We are doing our best, Moses. I promise.” I frowned. “Besides, I am having some trouble here, because I can’t see any reason why Akachukwu Oni should go after Sebastian and Luis.” 

        Moses spread his hands, like the answer was obvious. “The visibility was bad. He thought it was me and Angela in the car.” 

        I nodded, then shook my head. “That’s what I thought at first, but there are a couple of problems with that. First, that might make sense at six in the evening, maybe even ten at night. But who goes at three in the morning to sit outside somebody’s house waiting for them to come home? Especially a couple like yourselves, who are not exactly party animals.” 

        He made a face and nodded. 

        I went on. “The other thing is, he knew you’d gone. He told Angela. That’s why he went to beat her up. He knew you weren’t there. So what was he doing there that night at three AM?” 





EIGHTEEN


   

        Dehan came back in, slipping her phone back in her jacket pocket. “He’s on it.” 

        I nodded and looked back at Moses and Angela, holding hands and watching us, waiting for us to give them a solution.  

        “Can you stay here?” 

        “This belongs to my uncle. It is not comfortable. It is not a home. But we can stay here as long as we need to.” 

        “Then stay. You have been very lucky, Moses. Both of you have. You may not think so, but I have seen what Akachukwu is capable of, with my own eyes. So has Detective Dehan. And believe me when I tell you, you have been lucky. Stay here. Do not go back to your house until this man is convicted and in prison.” 

        “OK, we agree.” 

        “Will you testify against this man at trial?” 

        They both nodded. “Yes, we will.” 

        I stood. “You have both been more helpful than you can realize. We’ll be in touch very soon.” 

        Moses stood. “Detective, I have heard from friends that you have already arrested this man, and he is in prison.” 

        “Pending trial, Moses. Don’t risk it. A smart lawyer could get him bail. Stay away. Stay out of sight.” 

        He heaved a big, reluctant sigh. “Very well.” 

        They saw us to the door. Dusk had faded and it was now turning to evening. Streetlamps were coming on and, along the street, the warm glow of lighted windows touched the shadows of the trees and the lawns with warmth. Angela waved and closed the door, and we climbed into the Jaguar and sat staring through the windshield at the gathering darkness. 

        Dehan gazed at me. After a while, it dawned on me that I was gazing back and it struck me suddenly how absurd and intimate it was that we were sitting in a dark car in a dark street, just gazing at each other without talking. I blinked and sighed. 

        “So now, what I want to do, Dehan, is eliminate Akachukwu Oni from Sebastian’s murder inquiry.” 

        “What?” 

        “I want to send him down for Jack’s murder and for the attempts on Moses and Angela…” 

        “You think he killed Jack?” 

        “I’m certain of it.” 

        “But you don’t think he killed Sebastian…” 

        “No. But we need to prove that.” 

        “You are going to have two problems there, Stone. One, you’re trying to prove a negative, and two, I think he did kill him.” 

        I shook my head. “I don’t see either of those as a problem, but tell me what his motive is for killing Sebastian.” 

        “He hasn’t got one.” 

        I smiled. “OK…” 

        “He wasn’t there waiting for the car. He arrived with the intention of breaking in and finding out from Angela where Moses was. But when he arrived, he saw the car wasn’t there. So he waited. Maybe he thought he’d wait for her to return, or maybe he was just wondering what to do. Either way, he didn’t have to wait long, because the car turned up. In the poor visibility, he saw two people, but couldn’t make out exactly who they were. Naturally, he assumed it was Moses and Angela. Being how he is, he didn’t hesitate. He got out, walked up, and emptied his magazine. Then drove away.” 

        I drummed on the wheel with my fingers for a moment. “It’s possible.” 

        “But you don’t buy it.” 

        I sighed. “I am hungry, tired, and thirsty. Let’s call it a day and see how it looks in the morning. Forensics will make things a bit clearer.” 

        I followed Ellsworth Avenue and, at the bridge, without thinking, I turned onto East Tremont, headed north. We didn’t talk. I’d noticed she’d been odd for the last couple of days. I had half-assumed it was her time of the month, or something equally incomprehensible to men, and guessed it would pass in time. I didn’t give it a lot of thought. I’d had a crazy idea. I had no evidence as yet, but hard as I tried to pick holes in it, I couldn’t. It worked, and that’s probably why, when we came to Westchester I continued north on the Williamsbridge Road, instead of turning west onto East Tremont; probably why I didn’t take the Bruckner Expressway in the first place; probably why it never even crossed my mind to ask her what she wanted to do. 

        Now she looked at me with that same expressionless face she’d had for the past couple of days and said, “What are you doing, Stone?”  

        I gave her a blank look back. “What?” 

        “Where are you going?” 

        “Home.” 

        She blinked a couple of times. “I have to get a cab?” 

        I smiled, then laughed. “Sorry, Dehan! I should have asked. I thought we could have those bison steaks and a bottle of wine. It might stimulate the little gray cells. What do you say?” 

        She didn’t smile or laugh. She looked away from me, out of the window, and after a moment, she said, “Just drop me on Morris Park Avenue. I’ll get a cab. Thanks all the same.” 

        I felt a flush of anger start in my belly and rise up to my head. I stayed quiet until it passed. I didn’t drop her at Morris Park Avenue. She turned and looked at me as I crossed over it and kept watching me as I turned into Rhinelander and eventually Haight Avenue, and parked in front of my house. There, I killed the engine and turned in my seat to face her. 

        “Dehan, I can cook you a bison steak on the barbeque, I can help you cook a bison steak on the barbeque, or I can drive you home. I am not, after a year of considering you more than a partner, more than a friend…” I was momentarily lost for words. “…considering you family! I am not going to drop you on Morris Park Avenue to get a cab. And frankly, I feel insulted that you would expect me to.” 

        She looked down at her hands in her lap. I waited, but she didn’t say anything, so I asked her, “Dehan, ever since we got back from Goa you’ve been…” Again I was lost for words. Now she raised her eyes and watched me. 

        She said, “What?” 

        I gestured at her. “Like this! Talk to me! Tell me what’s going on!” 

        She looked strangely sad. “Nothing’s going on, Stone.” 

        I shook my head. “That’s not true. Something happened in Goa. As I recall, we had a great time. Then, on the last day, you started to…” I searched for the word. I noticed her smile, but it was a smile of sad irony. I frowned, said again, “You started to go like this. What happened in Goa, Dehan?” 

        She reached over and took my hand, gave it a small squeeze. “Nothing.” She gave the word an odd emphasis. “Nothing happened in Goa.” She gave a small laugh and patted my hand. “You’re a great detective, Mr. Stone, but I guess there are some things you just can’t work out. Enjoy your steak. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

        She climbed out of the car and I sat confused, watching her tall, elegant form, on those long, extraordinary legs, walk away from me. As she passed through the dappled glow of a street lamp, under a plane tree, she reached behind her head and tied her long, black hair into a knot. I felt a sharp pang of loss. I got out of the car and drew breath to shout after her. But she passed out of the glow, into the shadows, and soon after that, she turned onto Rhinelander Avenue and I saw her raise her hand to hail a cab. I had been too slow, and now it was too late. 

        I sat on the hood of my Jag, staring at the empty glow of the avenue at the end of the gloomy tunnel which was my street. My mind was still and quiet. It seemed to be empty of thought, but I heard myself mutter, “What happened in Goa…?” 

        Nothing happened in Goa.


        I climbed the stairs to my house, let myself in and poured myself a whiskey. 





NINETEEN


   

        The call came a little after two AM. I was still up, sitting in my chair with a third glass of whiskey in my hand, staring at the cold, empty fireplace. The ringing roused me from dark thoughts and memories. I reached for my phone and saw it was Frank. 

        “Yeah! Hi…” 

        “Sorry to wake you, John, I thought you’d want to know. I’m here with Joe, all the results are in…” 

        “No. I was up. I’ll come right over.” 

        “You were up?” He sounded curious. 

        “Yeah, long story. See you in ten minutes.” 

        It was just half a mile from my house to the Van Etten building, and at that time there was no traffic, so I made it in less than ten minutes. I found them both in Frank’s small office, drinking coffee laced with whiskey out of paper cups. I’d had an idea that’s what they’d be doing, so I put my contribution of half a bottle of Irish on the table and pulled up a chair. 

        “What have you got?” 

        Joe poured me some coffee, laced it, and handed it to me. 

        “First of all, the boot prints at the scene of Jack O’Brien’s murder: they were made by the boots you had sent in, which places your man Akachukwu at the scene of the murder, removing the cannabis plants.” 

        I nodded. “That’s good.” 

        “Yeah, but there is more. What we hadn’t spotted on the first, cursory glance, was that there was blood on the boots, on the soles and on the uppers. The blood is in the prints he left behind, in the dust, and still in the stitching and the overlaps of the boots. Naturally, the blood is a match for O’Brien. Those boots were not only at the scene of the murder, removing the cannabis, they were there at the time of the murder, removing the cannabis.” 

        “That is damn good work, Joe.” 

        Frank sipped and said, “I can confirm what we already assumed, that he was killed by a single slash of an extremely sharp blade. Something like a samurai sword or a razor sharp machete. He was then beaten, probably kicked, and his spine broken, but that occurred postmortem.” 

        I took a swig. “Poor bastard.” 

        Frank nodded. “Not the nicest way to go. Now, to make your life a little more complicated, the DNA you sent in on the mug, it was a match for the DNA found in Rosario Rojas. Whoever drank from that cup, also raped Rosario.” 

        I gave an unhappy laugh. “So both are almost certainly guilty of a crime which is not killing Sebastian Acosta.” 

        They both grunted and we all drank. 

        “Logic dictates that one of the two was there that night.” 

        Joe leaned down into his bag and extracted a folder. He dropped it in front of me. “There are all your results. I don’t know if it helps, but the slugs that were removed from Sebastian, Luis, and the car are not a match for the slugs that were removed from Angela’s hall and Moses’ leg. Those two were .45s. Moses was lucky that slug had traveled through a door before it hit him. It might have done a hell of a lot more damage otherwise. 

        “The slugs that killed Sebastian and injured Luis were .38s.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t mean they weren’t fired by the same man, it just means they came out of a different gun.” 

        I sat tipping my coffee one way and another. “If you wanted to kill somebody, as a punishment, not for expediency, but to bolster your reputation as a badass, and you owned a .45, would you use your .38 for the job?” 

        Joe shook his head. “I’d take the biggest, baddest gun I had.” 

        Frank nodded. “And I have to tell you, what whoever it was did to Sebastian is what they used to call a cowboy. That was back in the days of Dutch Schultz and Bumpy Johnson. If you did a cowboy on somebody, you shot them dead and you just kept shooting until you’d emptied the magazine. You weren’t just killing them, you were destroying them, and their reputation.” 

        I nodded several times. Joe topped up my cup, so it was now whiskey stained with coffee. “At least you’ll have enough for a search warrant. You may find the cannabis plants. You’ll have trouble making anything stick with Irizarry, though. He’ll claim they had consensual sex, and proving he strangled her is going to be hard. The prints they lifted back then were no good. It’ll be down to the DA persuading the jury.” 

        I frowned. “How about the prints on Angela’s neck? You get anything there?” 

        He shook his head. “He was wearing gloves.” 

        I shrugged. “That’s not a problem. When the jury hears about Jack, they hear Moses’ and Angela’s testimony, and me and Dehan swear we saw him there moments after she was attacked, they’ll know what conclusion to come to.” 

        They both nodded, then they both frowned. It was Frank who voiced it, though. 

        “Say, what gives with you and Dehan?” 

        I raised an eyebrow. “This again?” 

        “Come on, John. How many years have we known each other? This isn’t idle gossip, we are concerned about you. You don’t seem yourself.” 

        I didn’t know what to say, so I took another swig of whiskey. Joe was studying me. He glanced at Frank. “To be honest, John, when you went to Goa, we thought you were going to come back…” He shrugged. “At the very least happy! We expected, well…” 

        I sighed. “You’re not alone, the whole damned precinct seems to have been thinking the same thing. What’s the big deal?” 

        Frank shook his head. “Don’t misread it, John. You may not realize it, but you are well liked and well respected, people wish you well. Dehan also. She had a lot of attitude when she arrived, but she’s mellowed a lot since you two were partnered. She’s a damned fine cop and…” He stopped and glanced at Joe, who shrugged. 

        I said, “What?” 

        It was Joe who answered. “Well, John, everybody except you seems to have noticed that she…” He sighed, then laughed. “God knows why, but she is serious about you.” He glanced at Frank. “And we think she’s good for you.” 

        I stared at them both. “Who is ‘we’?” 

        They both spoke in unison, like some surreal sitcom. “Everybody.” 

        We drank some more, had a bit more ‘guys’ talk—I do not recall what I said or what I admitted to—but at almost four AM, I walked out of the Van Etten building with my hands in my pockets, thinking deeply and humming Sinatra’s ‘One for my Baby (and One More for the Road)’.  

        I climbed into my car and sat for five minutes staring out the windshield at the empty, lamp-lit streets. I pulled out my phone, opened Whatsapp, and stared at her name for another five minutes. Then I opened our conversation. We were cops. We had no fixed sleeping hours. We sent each other important information at any time. That was how it was. That was what I told myself. 

        I looked at my watch. It was gone four. I wondered if I was drunk and decided I was, a little. 

        I typed: “Boot-print confirmed. DNA Ed Irizarry. Bullets not a match. Crime scene .38, door .45” 

        I pressed ‘send’, put the phone away, and fired up the engine. There was an immediate ping. I left the car in neutral and looked at my phone. It was Dehan. I opened the message. 

        “Shit. No closer to an answer then.” 

        I stared at it for a long moment. Then wrote, “I am not sure. I think so.” Then, “You’re awake?” 

        I sent it and waited. There was no reply. I put the car in gear and moved to the gate. As I was about to pull onto Morris Park and head home, there was another ping. I stopped, selected neutral again, and pulled out my phone. It was a reply from Dehan. 

        “You feel like an early breakfast? I can scramble some eggs.” 

        I sat motionless for a long moment. There was another ping. “You there?” 

        I typed: “Yes. Your place?” 

        “That’d be a first.” 

        “We could try something new.” 

        Silence. 

        I put the car in gear, ready to go home. Another ping. I put it back in neutral, read the message. 

        “We could do that.” 

        I typed, “I’m on my way.” 

        Fifteen minutes later, I parked outside her block. I sat for a couple of minutes, conscious that my breath probably smelled of booze. I told myself not to be an ass, then climbed out, crossed the road, and rang on her bell. She let me in almost immediately, and when I reached her floor she was standing there, with the door open, dressed in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. 

        I smiled. “You couldn’t sleep either, huh?” 

        She shook her head. “You came empty-handed.” 

        “Good job you have tequila.” 

        She smiled. “You been drinking, Sensei?” 

        “It’s what guys do.” 

        She gave a small laugh. “Does that make me a guy?” 

        I waited a moment, then said, “I hope not.” 

        She turned and went inside. “You’ve only been here once.” 

        “I remember. I won’t forget in a hurry.” 

        “Neither will I.” 

        She closed the door. I was in the living room. She had a bottle of tequila on her coffee table, and a shot glass beside it. The bottle was half empty. She had Stan Getz playing. 

        I turned to look at her. “You like Stan Getz?” 

        “Yeah. He’s very cool. You mentioned him once, so I decided to explore. Miles, too, when he’s not drilling teeth. You want some scrambled eggs and bacon?” 

        “Yes.” 

        She went into the kitchen. “So, how’d it go?” 

        I leaned on the doorjamb and watched her break and beat eggs. “Frank and Joe had a bottle and some coffee on the go. They called me at just after two.” 

        “Were you in bed?” 

        “No. So I drove over. I told you the results in the Whatsapp. I think…” 

        She turned and came over to me. She put her right hand on my chest and looked up at me with large, black eyes.  

        “Let’s try something different.” 

        I shut my mouth and frowned. “OK.” 

        “We eat, we drink tequila, and we talk about anything—anything—ancient Egypt, reincarnation, Donald Trump, baseball, Elon Musk; you name it, anything but work.” 

        I nodded. “OK.” 

        She shrugged and made a Latin face. “And then we see what happens.” 

        What happened was that we talked and we got drunk, and then we talked some more and we got drunk some more, and it was one of the most enjoyable evenings I had had in years; maybe ever. I told her about my parents, about my wife, about life as a bachelor cop. She told me more about her parents, about her dad’s family and her mother’s, and about life as a single, female cop. We talked about movies we liked and music we loved, books, poems, peculiar memories…  

        And we laughed a lot. And a couple of times, while she laughed, she leaned on my shoulder. It was astonishing to discover, after a year of working so closely together, how many things we did not know about each other, and how much we shared in common. It was good. 

        At six AM, she looked at her watch and said, “Hooooly shshshsh…” Then she gave me a long, steady look. It was a drunk look, but it was a steady look, too. “I was going to ask you if you wanted the couch… or not… But it is time for a cold shower, Mr. Stone, and a gallon of coffee. We have work to do. Make coffee! I am going to shower.” 

        She walked unsteadily into the bedroom. I shook my head, took a few deep breaths and went into the kitchen wondering if I had heard right, and if so, what the hell I was going to do about it. 





TWENTY


   

        At 9 AM, Akachukwu was brought into interrogation room three and manacled to the table again.  

        I asked him, “Do you wish to have an attorney present?” 

        He shook his head. “Not right now, no. If I change my mind, I will let you know.” 

        “Mr. Oni, I have to inform you that we are charging you with the murder of Mr. Jack O’Brien, as well as the assault on Angela Rojas, the attempted murder of Moses Johnson and Luis Irizarry, and the murder of Sebastian Acosta. Do you still say you do not want to have an attorney present?” 

        He smiled. “It seems I have been a busy man. I will hear what you have to say, and then I will decide whether I want an attorney or not.” 

        I shrugged. I was about to speak but Dehan interrupted me. “Excuse me, Detective Stone, just a quick question. Mr. Oni, have you lent any of your clothing to anybody in the last few days?” 

        He laughed and shook his head. “No, Detective, I have not. But let me assure you that it is not difficult to find a black sweater and a ski mask in New York!” 

        She smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Oni, that’s good to know.” 

        I smiled, too. “How about size thirteen boots?” 

        “They are also readily available, Detective, if you are that well endowed.” 

        Dehan smiled. “You don’t know anybody that well endowed?” 

        “I do not. Do you?” 

        “So you haven’t lent your boots to anyone.” 

        He laughed. “I don’t know anybody whose… feet are that big.” 

        I gave him a moment, then said, “Mr. Oni, we have given you three opportunities to deny it, but it is clear that you have not lent your boots to anybody in the last few days.” Now he frowned, but I went on. “Your boots were used yesterday in the murder of Jack O’Brien at his home in Hunt Avenue, and also in the theft of at least twelve cannabis plants from the same address. The unique tread of those boots was found at his home, and his blood was also found in those prints and in the boots themselves. What have you to say to that, Mr. Oni?” 

        His eyes remained dead and unexpressive. “I have no comment to make at this time.” 

        I nodded. “We also have testimony from Moses Johnson that you threatened to kill him because he struck you in self defense when he found you selling drugs in his neighborhood. You were at the time being driven by two associates in a black BMW. What do you say to that, Mr. Oni?” 

        He shook his head. “I have no comment to make at this time.” 

        “Very well. Mr. Johnson also states that a few days later you came to his house and threatened him with a gun. He knocked you down the stairs and you fired two .45 caliber bullets through his door. One struck the wall and the other struck him in the leg. Both of these bullets have been recovered. Have you any comment to make about that?” 

        “Like I said, I have no comment to make at this time.” 

        “It is our belief, that you later returned to Angela Rojas’ house and assaulted her in an attempt to find out where Moses Johnson was, because you intended to kill him. Have you any comment to make about that?” 

        He shook his head. “No comment.” 

        Dehan slammed her open hand down on the table. It made a loud noise that echoed in the small room. “Seriously? Is that all you’ve got? No comment? How about this, Akachukwu? Moses, who is a real man, who incidentally also has big feet, humiliated you in front of your goons and in front of the whole damn street! Your little ego is so fragile that you could not take that humiliation, and all you could think to do, in your ignorant little mind, was to kill him! Because anybody who stands up to pathetic, little Ak Oni must be destroyed! In case they reveal sad, pathetic, little Ak Oni for what he really is: an ignorant, stupid, impotent little coward!” 

        She stood up and leaned across the table at him. His eyes were hooded and you could see death in them. Dehan didn’t seem to notice. Or if she did, she didn’t care. 

        “So you went after him, not with your hands, not in an equal, man to man fight. Because you’re not a man! Because you are too damn chicken-shit to face him man to man! You went after him with a gun. And even with a gun in your hand, he still knocked you down!” 

        She walked around the table and stood behind him. His face was impassive, but I could see his breathing had got faster and shallower. She kept on, relentless and mocking. 

        “So what did the big, dangerous, scary, terrifying, Ak Oni do then? Because he was too damned chicken-shit to go after Moses, he went after his girlfriend.” She laughed out loud. “But even she made you run!” He opened his mouth, but then shut it again. “You weren’t even man enough to make her talk. She screamed and fought back like a wildcat, and you ran.” 

        She came around the table and stood looking down at his face. It was expressionless, but it radiated contempt. He watched her with half-closed eyes. She pushed some more. 

        “I guess you lost a lot of sleep over how small, how weak and pathetic they both made you look, huh, Akachukwu? Till one night you couldn’t handle it anymore and you went over there. You told your girlfriends to start without you. Got them to lie for you. I guess you get that a lot, huh? Girls lying for you, so you can save face. ‘Oh, you’re amazing, Ak. Oh you’re a real man, Ak! Oh, Ak, you’re such an animal!’” She snorted. “You waited outside Angela’s house, trying to build up enough courage to go in and face her again. Then the car pulled up, and like the coward that you are, you got out, went over, and shot through the window, without even checking to see who it was inside.” 

        There was a long moment of heavy silence while he gazed at his manacles. Finally, he shook his head and smiled. It was a thin, sickly smile, with something oddly terrifying about it. “That is a fascinating story, Detective Dehan.” He raised his eyes to look at her. “Carmen, in spite of all the insults and the abuse, and the attempts to intimidate me and force a false confession out of me. But I can tell you that it is all a fabrication, an intellectual construct of your own, and none of it is true. On that night that you are alluding to, I was in bed with my three favorite girlfriends, and they will corroborate that in court, as you well know.” 

        He turned his eyes on me. “I may have been at the house on Hunt Avenue, I do not remember very clearly, and I may have gone to visit Angela, in the spirit of a good neighbor, to see if she was OK, but I did not kill Jack O’Brien. I cannot explain how that blood got on my boots. And I was not at Angela’s house on the night that those boys were so tragically killed.” He shrugged again and smiled. “My house was full of people. I am a very generous friend and neighbor, I can produce many witnesses if necessary, to vouch for my whereabouts on that night.” 

        I nodded. “No doubt, Mr. Oni, but your boots place you firmly at Jack O’Brien’s house, killing him and stealing his cannabis. Tell me something, did you use a samurai sword or a machete?” 

        “I have no comment to make on that score at the present time.” 

        I studied his face carefully. “I have acquired a search warrant for your house and there is a CSI team on their way there now. What do you think they’ll find?” 

        His eyes glazed and his lids lowered. 

        I went on. “Will they find the cannabis plants, with Jack O’Brien’s prints on the pots? Will they find a machete?” I gave a small laugh. “You didn’t reckon on the boot prints, did you? You didn’t realize they could be as distinctive as fingerprints.” 

        “I have cooperated with you, Detectives, and all I have got in return is abuse and insults, and your latent racial denigration. I will cooperate no more. I think it is time for me to have my attorney now.” 

        I nodded and stood. “I think you are probably right, Mr. Oni. You’d better give him a call.” 

        Dehan stood, too, and leaned across the table at him again. “And my advice, Ak, start thinking about really cooperating, for real, because the jury is not going to like you. I can guarantee that.” 

        We stepped out of the room and told the uniforms outside to take him back to his cell. As we watched him led away, Dehan cussed under her breath. “He’s as cool as he is stupid.” 

        I smiled and nodded. “Fortunately for us, Little Grasshopper, he is one of those people who thinks the more elaborately they talk, the more their IQ score goes up. He really believes he’s smart.” I glanced at her. She looked the way I felt, a little pasty and green around the edges. “How are you holding up?” 

        “OK. I could use some more coffee.” 

        I nodded. Coffee sounded good, but before I could suggest it, my phone rang. I pulled it from my pocket. 

        “Yeah, Stone.” 

        “Detective Stone, this is Dr. Delgado at the Jacobi. Luis Irizarry has regained consciousness. He is able to talk to you for a short while, but I must insist that you do not tax him or upset him. He is still very weak.” 

        “You got it, Doc. We’re on our way.” I hung up. 

        Dehan shrugged and made a question with her face. 

        I said, “Luis. He’s conscious. Let’s go!” 

   


* * *


   

        He was sitting up. His skin was sallow and his eyes were yellow where they should have been white. He was connected to a drip, and a heart monitor was bleeping quietly in the background. Mary was sitting on the far side of the bed in an armchair, holding his hand, gazing at him. Ed was on a straight-backed chair next to her, scowling at me and Dehan. 

        The door swung closed behind us. Ed stood. The last time I’d seen him he’d been trembling. He was still trembling now. I wondered absently if he’d been trembling the whole time in between.  

        “What are you doing here?” 

        “The doctor called us. We’d like to ask Luis a couple of questions. We’ll keep it short and sweet.” 

        “Out of the question! How dare you…!” 

        Mary and Luis spoke almost in unison. “Dad…” 

        “Eduardo…” 

        He looked at them both in turn. Luis said, “Can you please just not…?” 

        He glared at me. “Very well, but the minute you upset him, you are out of here.” 

        I didn’t answer. I pulled up a straight-backed chair and sat by his side. Dehan sat on the foot of the bed and smiled at him. He smiled back.  

        “My name is John Stone. This here is Carmen Dehan. We’re detectives with the 43rd precinct.” I smiled. “Welcome back.” 

        He gave a lopsided grin. “Yeah, thanks. I still feel pretty weak.” 

        “I bet you do, but before long, you’ll be back on your feet again. Luis, we’d like to catch whoever did this to you.” 

        He gave a small laugh. “Yeah, me too.” 

        Dehan grinned. “That’s the spirit. But listen, if it’s hard or upsetting, we can come back some other time.” 

        He shook his head. “No, I’m OK. The fact is I don’t remember much.” His eyes drifted just past Dehan’s right shoulder, like he could see there the events of that night playing themselves out again. He took a deep breath. “We went in Angela’s car to get some beer. We stopped at the ATM, then we went to the 24/7 store. We got some cans. I remember I wanted to get a bottle of vodka, but Seb said no, Angela wouldn’t like that. Then we came back…” He looked at me and frowned. “We’d parked out front of the house. Seb killed the engine and the lights. But there was a car ahead of us. He had his lights on high beam. It was blinding. I remember a figure. It was hard to make out because he was kind of back-lit, you know what I mean?” I nodded. He went on, “He was standing with the headlamps behind him, so he was sort of like a hazy silhouette. I remember Seb said, ‘What the hell does this joker want?’ Then he came up to Seb’s window…” He shook his head. “And that’s all I remember.” 

        I heard Dehan repress a sigh. “You didn’t see his face?” 

        He shook his head. 

        I said, “You’re doing great, Luis, and we are nearly done. You said that the image was like a hazy silhouette. Could you make out what sort of size he was?” I grinned. “Assuming he was more than five foot and less than seven, where would you place him in between?” 

        He thought about it. In the background I heard the rate of the heart monitor accelerate slightly. Finally, he took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful, Detective. I’d say he was more than average. But aside from that, I don’t seem to have retained any more details.” 

        I shook my head. “Not at all, Luis, you’ve been very helpful. Maybe when you’re stronger we can have another try.” 

        I saw his eyes shift to look past me at the door. I heard it open and Dehan and I both turned to look. I heard Ed splutter, “What the hell is this?” 

        Moses and Angela were standing in the doorway, and behind them was Sue. 

        Ed took a step toward them and snarled, “What do you mean by coming here to my son’s room?” 

        Luis sighed and looked away, closing his eyes. Mary rose and placed a hand on Ed’s sleeve. He yanked his arm away, ignoring her, speaking to Angela and Sue. “Get out of here…!” 

        I stood and Dehan stood with me. I said, “Mr. Irizarry, could I have a word with you outside?” 

        Then several things happened all at once: Mary hurried around him, saying, “Sue! Angela! It is so nice of you to have come!” Sue and Mary embraced and Angela moved toward the bed, holding out her hands to Luis. 

        Luis reached out for her, “Angie, I am so sorry!” 

        Ed was looking this way and that, like a man losing control, his face flushed with anger. I stepped over close to him and spoke quietly. “Let’s try to do this without upsetting your son. Step outside with me or I will cuff you right here.” 

        He stared into my face like he wanted to shoot me where I stood, there and then. Dehan came up close by his side and we moved to the door as Mary, Sue, and Moses moved toward the bed. Out in the corridor, Ed started in on me. “What is the meaning of this? How dare you come to…” 

        I cut him short. “Can it. We got the results on your DNA from the mug. Ed Irizarry, I am putting you under arrest for the rape and murder of Rosario Rojas.” 





TWENTY-ONE


   

        He buried his face in his hands and turned away from me, saying, “No, no, no, you’ve got it all wrong. This can’t be happening…!” He looked strangely infantile, but at the same time it seemed fitting in a man who had lived his life as a series of childish tantrums. 

        “It’s happening, Ed. And you know yourself that the best thing you can do now is cooperate with us and tell us the truth.” 

        He turned fiercely to face me. “What is wrong with you? I did not kill her! Why would I kill her? Are you insane?” 

        An orderly walked past and glanced at us, but kept going on her way. Protocol said I should cuff him and take him in. My gut said I should keep him talking. My gut wins every time. I said, “Because you raped her. And if you’d let her live, she would have reported you to the cops and that would have been the end of your career as the great man of the people.” 

        He spat savagely, “You’re out of your mind! You don’t know anything!” 

        Dehan must have had the same feeling as me, because she said, “Fine. Why don’t you enlighten us?” 

        “I was in love with Rosario! Why would I kill her? I adored her! It almost destroyed me when she was murdered! It almost finished me, my career, everything!” 

        I sighed and shook my head. “Save it for the jury, Ed. That’s horseshit and you know it.” 

        “It is not! She was the only woman I ever truly loved! How dare you use that language about her! She was smart, elegant, intelligent, sensitive! She was a real woman!” His eyes flashed over at the door behind me in a silent comparison with his wife, who sat beyond it. “God is my witness, I was not worthy of her…” There was no mistaking his sincerity, and another piece in the puzzle slotted into place in my mind.  

        “You really were, weren’t you…” 

        “Yes… I was, and I still am. I always will be.” 

        Dehan’s eyes were narrowed. Two and two were making five for her and she didn’t like it. She said, “If you were so in love with her, why did you rape Susanna Mackenzie?” 

        He sneered at her. “You stupid woman!” 

        I snapped, “Watch your mouth, counselor!” 

        “As if I would waste my time on that pretentious, middle-class, bleeding heart pseudo-socialist inverted snob!” 

        “Wow…” He turned to stare at me, like I’d said something important. I went on, “That’s some put down. A lot of contempt.” 

        He curled his lip. “It’s what she is.” 

        I nodded. “It’s interesting. You must have read this yourself, Ed, that rape is not a sexual crime. Because the motivation is to humiliate, to humble somebody. Is that how you feel about Sue Mackenzie?” 

        “Don’t be absurd! I don’t feel anything for that woman. She is a non-entity, a hanger-on, a groupie. Why Mateo ever married her is beyond me.” 

        Dehan said, “She is prepared to swear in court that you raped her. With the DNA evidence that you raped Rosario, that is going to be pretty compelling for a jury.” 

        He stared at her like he wanted to slap her. Suddenly he advanced on her, poking with his index finger, then on me, then on Dehan again, like he couldn’t make up his mind which of us to tackle. “Just think! Let me ask you something. You think you’re so damned smart, well just think! If I killed Rosario so she wouldn’t report me to the damned cops, why the hell did I not kill Susanne? You don’t make any sense!” 

        He had a point and it was something I had been asking myself for a while. It was one of the things that had driven me to the conclusion I had reached. Now my gut told me I was close to getting some hard evidence. 

        “OK, Ed, I’ll tell you what we are going to do. We’re going to go and get a coffee, and you are going to tell us the whole story, everything! Start bullshitting me and I will take you in and put you on trial. You understand me?” 

        He scowled at me resentfully. “Of course I understand you. I am not a moron.” 

        Five minutes later, we sat around a table in the café. Dehan and I waited while he stirred two packs of sugar into a double espresso. When he was done, he made an ugly face and shrugged. 

        “Susanne was my wife’s friend. Matt was a good man. We had been friends for a long time. We had similar ideas. He was more…” He made that ugly face again, that had something of contempt in it. “More idealistic. Forgive and forget socialism. He thought that education was the answer to everything.” He shrugged, lifted his cup with his baby finger stuck out and pursed his lips. He sipped noisily, then shrugged again, with only one shoulder. “Me, I think unforgiving litigation is the best lesson you can teach anybody. Nothing shapes society so well or so fast as litigation.” 

        I nodded once and sighed. “Can we move on from the lesson in social engineering?” 

        He made a dismissive noise like, “Yah!” and carried on. “Matt and me had a lot to talk about. We used to discuss national and international politics, but more than that, we were very involved in local politics, restoring the balance of power away from…” He jerked his head at me. “People like you, to a more representative range of the community.” 

        I asked him, “Did that include people like Mick Harragan?” He went quiet. “You’re not on a soap box now, Ed, and there is no jury for you to impress. I know who you are, you’re a jumped-up power-grabbing politico just like the people you profess to fight against, like Harragan. Now quit playacting and tell me about your relationship with Sue and with Rosario. So far, you are just confirming my belief that you raped them, and Mick got you off the hook.” 

        Dehan was looking antsy. She turned to me. “What are we doing here, Stone? OK, it’s a valid question, why’d he kill Rosario and not Sue? How about this? Rosario swore she’d report him to the cops, go over Mick’s head and make it stick. Sue was weak and didn’t want to upset the apple cart. Let’s get this son of a bitch down to the station, because if I have to listen to one more of his damned political speeches I swear…” 

        He raised both his hands. “OK, OK, OK…” 

        “Talk about a goddamn racist, misogynist…!” 

        “OK!”  

        She turned to stare at him. He made placating movements with his hands. 

        “OK, you made your point. Mary and Susanne were active in the community, in various ways, and they often ran into Rosario. Rosario was…” He shrugged. “Different. She was not like any woman I ever met. At first, she used to come over to visit Mary and Susanne, but her conversation, her curiosity, her hunger for knowledge and understanding…” He smiled and shook his head. “She was extraordinary. Matt and I started recommending books to her. She would read them and talk about them, intelligently! Soon Susanne and Mary’s conversation became boring for her.” He laughed. “She would join in with me and Matt instead.” He wagged a finger at me, smiling. “She would not always agree with us! Oh no! Often she would disagree! And she would argue with that fire that only a Latina can have!” He went quiet and the joy drained from his face. “It was not long before I realized that I was in love with her. Mary…pah! What was she compared with this passionate, beautiful, intelligent woman? Nothing!” 

        He sat staring at his cold, sweet coffee. “I could not keep silent. I told her. I had to tell her. I was burning inside!” He looked up at me like I would understand, and nodded several times. “She felt the same way. We had to be together.” He frowned and wagged his finger again. “It could not be straight away. I was in the middle of an important trial which was going to establish my reputation. A divorce right then, and especially a divorce from a Puerto Rican woman, it could have undermined my position and my reputation. But we became lovers. I used to go and see her regularly at lunch time. I helped her with her rent. We made plans.” He shook his head and tears glinted in his eyes. “We were going to be married. She was going to be my wife.” 

        He was quiet for a long moment. We waited. He took a deep breath and shrugged. 

        “The trial finished. We won. My reputation was secured. I went to see Rosario. I told her, ‘I am going to arrange the papers, before the weekend I am going to tell Mary it’s over, and when the divorce is final, we will get married.’ She was so happy! We made love…” He shook his head, like he was having trouble counting. “…Two or three times. Then I went back to the office. I prepared the papers, I talked to my friend, Alfredo, asked him to represent me, and when I got home, I found Mary and Susanne crying. Hugging each other. What happened? They were hysterical, but finally they tell me. Rosario has been killed. Murdered.” 

        We were all silent. After a moment, I asked him, “What happened?” 

        “I passed out.” He stared straight at me. “Right there, on the spot. I passed out. I lost consciousness.” He snapped his fingers. “Mary knew. If she had any doubts before, right then she knew.” He kept shaking his head. “You know? I made no effort to hide it. I didn’t care if she realized or not. But if she missed it before, right then she knew.” He sighed. “I called Mick. I told him about me and Rosario. He said he knew about it. That was why he had respected her. He liked Latina women. He would have liked to have Rosario, but he knew she was mine. So he respected her. He asked me, did I kill her? I told him of course not. He was a good man. He understood. He said that was enough for him. But they never caught the son of a bitch who did it.” 

        Dehan stood and walked out of the café. Ed watched her leave. I said, “That good man who was such a great pal of yours?” He turned to look at me. “That corrupt gangster in a uniform, that son of a bitch, raped and murdered her mother and put her father in the hospital, while she watched. She didn’t kill him because he beat her so badly she couldn’t move. That friend and ally of yours was a parasite on the Latino community you claimed to protect and serve.” 

        He looked away. 

        I went on, “So what about Susanne?” 

        He raised an eyebrow at me. It was like contempt was an autonomic response with him. He couldn’t help it. “Nothing about Susanne. I told you, she was nothing to me. Less than that.” 

        “So what was your problem with Sebastian?” 

        Before he could answer, Dehan came back. She had obviously breathed and counted to ten. I asked her with a look, and she gave me one back that said she was OK. I asked Ed again, “What was your problem with Sebastian, Ed? Because I am having trouble swallowing the line that says, Sue accuses you of raping her, at about the same time Rosario gets raped and murdered, and then Sue’s son is murdered outside Rosario’s house—and you have nothing to do with it.” I shook my head. “That is hard to swallow.” 

        He shrugged. “Hard or not, it’s the truth. Sebastian? He was nothing, like his mother. Same kind of weak thinking as his father, but without the intelligence. Education will lead to equality? Look at the profession he chose! Investigating the dead! What use is that? They’re dead, for crying out loud! Do something useful!” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow, her voice was acerbic to the point of being almost venomous. “Like providing skin-deep beauty to the rich?”  

        She looked at me. I sighed. “Ed, don’t go anywhere. Do not leave the city. I am not done with you.” 

        “I am no longer under arrest?” 

        I shook my head. “But I will be looking for evidence to corroborate Susanne Mackenzie’s story.” 

        “You mean you’ll be manufacturing it!” 

        I stood. “That was your friend and ally Mick’s game, not mine.” 

        We left him staring at his hands on the table, and made our way out to the parking lot. 





TWENTY-TWO


   

        We were back at Emilio’s pizza joint. Dehan was staring at her pizza like she couldn’t see it. “You know,” she said, “if I were like Mick, I’d put him away. I’d fabricate the damned evidence and put the son of a bitch away. Because he deserves it, because of the way he treats women, because of the way he treats people! The world doesn’t need more bastards like Ed Irizarry. But I can’t do that.” 

        I nodded. “I know.” 

        “You know why I can’t do it?” 

        “Because you’re a good person.” 

        “No,” she said, illogically, “I can’t do it because that would make me like him! And I am not like him!” 

        I frowned but didn’t ask the obvious question. I wasn’t sure she was listening to me. I picked up a piece of pizza and bit into it. While I chewed, she stared out the window. After a bit, she said, “You believe him, don’t you?” 

        I swallowed. “Do you?” 

        She mad a sound that was almost a growl and buried her face in her hands, then ran her fingers through her hair. “Man, I really did not need a hangover today!” 

        I smiled. “Do you regret it?” 

        She looked at me sharply, then slowly smiled. “No.” She flopped back in her chair. “I’m sorry I was… weird. It’s complicated.” 

        I raised my eyebrows and nodded. 

        Before I could say anything she added, “But it’s nice to be back to normal.” 

        “Are we?” 

        She looked surprised. 

        I went on, “Were we ever?” 

        “I don’t know what you mean.” 

        “We were never normal, Carmen.” 

        “I guess not.” 

        I pulled off half my beer. “Beer is good for a hangover, Ritoo Glasshoppah. We’ll talk later. Right now, let us consider the state of the case.” 

        She did several things with her eyebrows that were hard to follow, then said, “If you believe that piece of… If you believe Irizarry, we have a real problem. Because we have gone from having too many suspects, to not having any at all. And somebody murdered Sebastian.”  

        “Of that there can be no doubt, Dehan. But we must not fall into the trap of making the facts fit our theories. If it was not Jack O’Brien, it was not Akachukwu, and it was not Ed Irizarry, then it must have been somebody else.” 

        She spread her hands, looking at me aghast. “Who? There isn’t anybody else!” 

        I shook my head, bit into another slice of pizza, and spoke with my mouth full. “Yum cum shee amybobby erf.” 

        “I can’t see anybody else.” 

        I nodded. “Mm-hm…” 

        “OK, Sensei, enlighten me.” 

        I shrugged, swallowed, and drank beer. “Think. What is the eternal motivation for murder?” 

        “Sex.” 

        “So who might have had reason to be sexually jealous?” 

        “Of Sebastian?” 

        “For example…” 

        “Um…” she looked abstracted, frowning out of the window at the bright, June day. “Um…” 

        “Was he good-looking?” 

        “Yeah, I guess he was.” 

        “An attractive young intern with a bright future. You think maybe Angela might have been attracted to him?” 

        “Come on! You can’t be serious!” 

        “Why not?” 

        “Moses?” 

        “A man of very strict morals. Strikes me as the Old Testament type. We know by his own admission that he will strike out when provoked…” 

        “Holy cow!” 

        “Both he and Angela were keen, first to tell us nothing, and then to send us off after Akachukwu. Think it through: He’s been hiding out, but he misses his woman, so late that night he comes home. But instead of finding her alone, asleep in bed, he finds her up, with two young men, drunk, at three in the morning… Is it so unbelievable?” 

        She was gaping. 

        I ignored her. “But hang on there, Little Grasshopper, what about Luis? Didn’t we wonder right from the start why the killer left him alive?” 

        Now she looked horrified. “So who shot him?” 

        “You never came across somebody so crazed with passion that they kill the object of their rage, and then shoot themselves?” 

        She flopped back in her chair. “What are you doing?” 

        “Just showing you that there is always another suspect.” 

        She looked distressed. “Is this what it’s like in your head all the time?” 

        I smiled and reached for my phone, which had started ringing. “Eat your pizza and drink your beer, or you’ll never grow up to be strong and smart like me. Stone!” 

        The last bit I said into the phone. 

        “Detective Stone, this is Detective Anthony D’Adamo, of the 45th Precinct. Do you have two witnesses staying at Prentiss Avenue, in Edgewater Park?” 

        I frowned at Dehan. “Yes, I do. Why?” 

        “One Moses Johnson and Angela Rojas?” 

        “Yes, what’s this about, Detective?” 

        “I think you’d better get over here. They’ve both been murdered.” 

   


* * *


   

        Detective D’Adamo was waiting for us beyond the yellow tape, at the top of the stairs we had so recently climbed to meet Moses Johnson. We moved through a horseshoe of patrol cars and flashing lights and climbed those steps again. He was taller, younger, and thinner than he’d sounded on the phone, and he was smoking a cigarette. He watched us arrive, took a cursory glance at our badges, and said, “So is this your case or mine?” 

        I sighed. “That’s a good question, Detective. Mind if we take a look?” 

        He shrugged. “Be my guest.” 

        We stayed by the door because the Crime Scene team were dusting and photographing, and Frank was kneeling beside Angela. She was on her back, at the far end of the room, by the sofa, with her left leg out straight and the right one bent at the knee, flopped over to one side. 

        Moses was closer. He was lying partially on his left side, with his right arm slightly outstretched, as though he had been reaching for something. I figured he’d been reaching for Angela, trying to get back to her, and I felt momentarily guilty about the way I had teased Dehan earlier. She stood by my side and muttered, “I guess it wasn’t him, huh, Stone?” 

        I nodded. “I guess.” 

        Frank stood and walked over to us. He looked depressed. 

        I said, “.38?” 

        “Yes, John, a .38. Seven shots, two in Moses’ chest. One in the heart, the other on the right side of his chest. The other five are distributed around Angela’s thorax: one in the heart, another narrowly missed the heart, one in her liver, one through the gut, the other in the right lung.” 

        “Cowboy.” 

        “You might say so, John. Please catch this killer.” 

        “Detective D’Adamo wants to know if it’s our case or his.” 

        “I need to get this couple back to the lab, but on the face of it, John, these two were killed by the same man who killed Sebastian and shot Luis. I’ll ask Joe to do me a favor and put a rush on the ballistics, but you and I both know what we’re going to find.” 

        He stared at me a moment, then turned and went back to Angela. Outside, I heard a gurney being rattled up the steps. The door opened and a young man and a girl with a ponytail maneuvered the trolley through the door and across the floor toward Angela.  

        Dehan said, “They were sitting on the sofa. Somebody called at the door. They both stood. Angela stayed there, where they’d been sitting. Moses came to see who it was. Whoever it was came in. The lock isn’t forced, so maybe Moses let him in? Whatever the case, once in, he shot Moses to get him out of the way, then shot Angela. His rage was against Angela, not Moses. She was the intended victim.” 

        I turned and went out to D’Adamo. I spoke to him while I inspected the door. “Was the lock picked?” 

        “Uh-uh. Looks like they let the killer in.” 

        “Moses.” 

        “Yup.” 

        Dehan came out. I stood. “Moses opened the door to the killer while Angela stayed inside. But Moses is halfway across the floor. So he went in ahead. The killer followed. At this point, Moses does not feel threatened. But he stops and turns. Now he detects a threat. The killer shoots him twice, almost point blank, Moses falls, and his last act before death is to reach for his wife. The killer then closes in and empties the last five rounds into Angela.” 

        D’Angelo nodded. “Sounds about right. I guess it’s your case. We’re canvassing the neighbors in case anybody saw or heard anything. We’ll get statements from anyone who did and send them over to you.” 

        I nodded. “Sure, I appreciate that.” 

        He went down the stairs and talked to the sergeant, then got in his car and left. Behind us the door opened and the girl with the ponytail backed out ass-first. We were in the way, so I touched Dehan’s arm and we walked down, back to my car. I sat on the hood and she stood with her arms crossed, looking at me. Her expression said she didn’t think I was very funny. 

        “Devil’s advocate aside, Stone, there is only one person who could have done this—who could have any motive at all to do this.” 

        “I agree.” I studied her face a moment. “What motive?” 

        She spread her hands and shrugged her shoulders like I was being stupid. “He lied, Stone! I’m willing to bet it wasn’t the first time in his life that he lied. I knew her, remember? Not intimately, not as well as my mom did, but I knew her. She was a nice, smart woman.” She was shaking her head as she spoke. “Frankly, I can’t see a woman like that falling in love with a piece of… shit like him!” 

        I made a doubtful gesture with my head. “She wouldn’t have been the first nice, intelligent woman to fall in love with an odious son of a bitch.” 

        She smiled. “An odious son of a bitch? You have a way with words, Stone.” 

        “I’m serious. Nice men like me are constantly astonished at the way nice women like her fall in love with…” 

        I gestured with my hand and she filled in the blank. “Odious sons of bitches like him. OK, I grant you it happens. But in this case, it makes a lot more sense that she didn’t. He became obsessed with her. I’m willing to bet it all played out pretty much the way he described it, Stone, except that he fantasized her love and her agreement. And when he’d finished his case, he went ’round to her house and she blew him off. He…” She shook her head, lost for a moment for words. “He’s like a spoiled four-year-old, who flies into a tantrum when he can’t have what he wants. She tells him to get lost and he goes crazy. He rapes her. She fights him and he either kills her during the rape, or he kills her afterwards when she tells him she is going to report him to the cops.” 

        I made a face and crossed my own arms. “It’s a very credible scenario, Dehan. But it leaves a couple of things unanswered…” 

        “Such as?” 

        “Well, for one, why did he kill Sebastian and nearly kill his own son?” 

        She walked away from me and stood staring at a giant pine tree that was casting a dark pool of shade on the blacktop. She repeated my question, as though she knew there was a wise old owl hiding in the tree who was going to give her the answer. 

        “Because his obsession with Rosario was transferred onto her daughter. He believed that Angela and Sebastian were having an affair and his jealousy…” 

        She trailed off. 

        I thought about it. “It’s not as crazy as it sounds, Dehan, but have you any evidence for it?” 

        “Not a shred.” 

        “The problem is, Little Grasshopper, that nobody has a motive to kill Sebastian. Nobody has a motive to kill either of the boys. Somebody had a motive to kill Angela, and by the looks of it a very strong motive. That motive was rage and hatred…” 

        She was nodding lots before I had finished. “And the one person who is full of that kind of rage and hatred is Ed! OK, not toward Angela maybe, but toward her mother—very possibly! Is it so hard to believe that over the years he has found some crazy-ass reason for transferring that rage onto Angela?” 

        “No.” I had to admit it wasn’t. 

        “Come on, Stone. You have to grant me this one! It’s clear. You said from the start there had to be a connection between the Rosario case and Sebastian’s case. Here it is: his transferred rage from her mother, for rejecting him, to her daughter. Hell, Stone, if he is crazy enough, and I believe he is, he may even have been raging against the two boys for even being at that house with Angela while she was alone, at that time of the morning. Remember she made them phone? His big beef was that Sebastian was leading his own son astray.” 

        She suddenly pulled her cell from her pocket and dialed a number. After a moment, she snapped, “Yeah, This is Detective Carmen Dehan… Yeah, hi, listen, I need you to run a check for me on the Handgun Owner’s Database…. OK, Eduardo Irizarry, of Herring Avenue in Morris Park, the Bronx… Sure I’ll hold.”  

        She paced up and down for a minute, watching her feet and kicking tiny stones. After three or four minutes she stopped dead, listening. “He does?” She nodded. “Thank you.” 

        She turned to me. “You have to give me this one, Sensei. He is a member of the Pistol Club. He owns a Colt Desert Eagle .45, and a Smith and Wesson Bodyguard. That’s a .38. They were at the hospital. It’s obvious. He followed them home and shot them.” 

        I looked at her for a long while, then spread my hands. “OK, Dehan, I give you this one. Let’s go and pull him in. See if we can make him confess.” 

        “You don’t believe it, do you?” 

        I shook my head. “I didn’t say that. I just think the motive is shaky, and there are a couple of minor details that remain unanswered. But you know what? I felt like this was your case from the start. I think it’s appropriate that you should close it.” 

        She raised a devastating eyebrow at me and we climbed in the Jag. 





TWENTY-THREE


   

        Mary Irizarry opened the door to us and her mobile, expressive face went through pleasant surprise, confusion, and worry all in a matter of one and a half seconds. Then she said simply, “Detectives…” like she’d opened a box and that’s what she’d found there. I let Dehan do the talking.  

        “Good afternoon, Mrs. Irizarry. Is your husband at home?” 

        “Well, no! He had to go and attend to some things.” 

        “Do you know where he went?” 

        Unconsciously, her fingers touched her lower lip. “No… He doesn’t usually… Can I give him a message?” 

        I said, “Mrs. Irizarry, may we come in for a moment? We need to ask you a couple of questions.” She hesitated. I smiled and added, “We are very close to catching the person who shot your son, but we need a little help.” 

        “Of course, please come in.”  

        She led us through the ghastly aberration that should have been her home and, once more, into the kitchen. As she walked ahead of us, she spoke. “I hope I can help you, I don’t really know anything. He should be back soon. Can I get you some tea or coffee…?” 

        It was all delivered as an unthinking stream, like a woman anxiously seeking the best way to serve. We sat once again around the table where we had so recently delivered to her the news of her son’s shooting. I studied Dehan’s face and knew that she had had the same thought, because now she hesitated before speaking. 

        “How long ago did your husband go out, Mrs. Irizarry?” 

        Mary gave a small laugh. “Oh, he didn’t exactly go out. He left while we were at the hospital.” 

        “Perhaps you had better tell us exactly what happened, and what he said.” 

        Mary drew a deep breath and held it a moment while she thought, gazing at the large, silver fridge. “Well, Angela and Sue arrived, with… um… Angela’s friend…” 

        “Moses.” 

        She nodded. “Moses. And you took Ed away to talk about business. And I suppose half an hour later or thereabouts, he came back. He stayed for about ten minutes, then he gave Luis a kiss and said he had to go and attend to some business, and he left.” 

        Dehan thought for a moment. “He didn’t say anything about where he was going?” 

        “No.” She smiled. “Ed never really discusses his business with us.” 

        Dehan leaned forward, placing her elbows on the table, and looked hard at Mary. “Please think very carefully before answering this, Mrs. Irizarry. It could be very important. What was being discussed in the room immediately before he left?” 

        Mary’s face went completely blank. “Oh, well… um…” 

        Dehan sighed. “Did either Angela or Moses mention where they were living?” 

        She frowned. “Yes! Now that you mention it. Luis was worried about Angela, about her being safe. Well, we all were, you can imagine! And Moses said that she was staying with him in his uncle’s apartment.” 

        “Did he say where that was exactly?” 

        She blinked down at the floor for a bit. “Yes… um… It began with a ‘P’, in Edgewater Park…” 

        I said, “Prentiss Avenue.” 

        Her face lit up. “There you are! You knew all along!” 

        I smiled at her. “So we did.” 

        Dehan bit her lip and took another deep breath. “Mrs… Mary, your husband owns a couple of guns.” 

        Mary frowned and nodded. “Yes, he does.” 

        “Does he keep them at the house?” 

        “In his den, locked in a drawer. He has a license. They are legal, and I know he registered them under the SAFE Act!” 

        “I’m sure he did. Do you mind if we have a look at them? It is very important.” 

        She looked uncertain. “Well, I suppose so. I hope he won’t be angry.” 

        Dehan leaned forward. “Mary, it could be a matter of life or death.” 

        She stood and we followed her down a passage that was carpeted wall to wall in thick, red Wilton, and through a heavy wooden door into a mock Castilian office. There was a hand-carved, oak desk in the middle of the floor and she stopped, staring at it, and then turned to face us. “They’re in there, but I haven’t got a key. He keeps the key in the safe.” 

        Dehan turned to me. Her face was tight. I pulled out my Swiss Army knife and went around to sit in his big black leather chair. I stopped, looked up at Mary. “Top right?” 

        “Yes…” 

        I folded the knife and put it away. “The key is in the lock.” I slid the drawer open and pulled out a wooden case. I placed it on the desk and Dehan came and stood by my side as I opened it. There was a silver Desert Eagle and an empty space next to it for the Smith and Wesson .38. 

        Dehan stared at me. There was no triumph in her expression, only anxiety. “Stone, we should have seen this sooner.” 

        Mary was staring at us, from one to the other. “What is it?” She came and looked into the box, then at our faces. “What does it mean?” 

        Dehan stared at her a moment. “Mary, if he was distressed, or in trouble, where would he go? Has he got a friend…?” 

        Mary had gone gray. “In trouble? What kind of trouble?” 

        “We are not sure yet. Where would he go?” 

        “Ed hasn’t got any friends…” Her lip was trembling, her eyes filling with tears. “Maybe his office?” 

        “Can you call him on his cell?” 

        “Yes!” She fumbled in her pocket, pulled out her phone, and dialed his number. She gazed at us in turn. “It’s switched off.” 

        “Mary, we are going to look for Ed. If he should come back here, I need you to call us straight away, you understand?” 

        She gripped Dehan’s hands. “What’s going on, Detective Dehan? What has he done?” 

        Dehan went to speak, then stopped, then shook her head. “We don’t know yet, Mary. We just really need to find him. I need a recent photograph, and what car does your husband drive?” 

        She stared at us, fighting the tears. “A dark blue Audi 8…” 

        We made our way out into the midday sun again. As Dehan climbed into the Jag, she was calling the precinct. I made a quick call of my own, then got in after her, fired up the big, old engine and we pulled away. She was saying, “I need an unmarked car on the Irizarry house and a APB on Eduardo Irizarry. I’m sending you a photograph now. He drives a dark blue Audi 8, license plate…” 

        She finished giving the details and hung up. Then she sat staring around her as we moved north-west along the Cross Bronx Expressway. 

        “Where are we going?” 

        “I think I know where he is.” 

        She was quiet for a moment. Then, “You going to tell me?” 

        “I think he’s at Rosario’s house.” 

        “Angela’s house?” 

        I shrugged. “If you like, but to him it’s Rosario’s house.” 

        “How do you know this? That he’s there?” 

        “You heard him. She is the reason behind all of this.” 

        She raised that devastating eyebrow at me again. “Isn’t that a little romantic, Stone?” 

        I smiled. “Maybe I’m more romantic than you think.” 

        She snorted. “Yeah, right. Whatever. Question is, is he?” 

        I glanced at her. “The man who fell in love with Rosario because she disagreed with him with that fire and passion that only a Latina can have? I’d say so. Romantics can be arrogant, conceited, and obnoxious, Dehan. I should know.” 

        She shrugged, then after a bit she smiled, too. “OK. It’s as good a place as any to start.” 

         “Have I ever led you astray?” 

        “Only once that I can think of.” 

        I didn’t ask. 

        Twenty minutes later, we pulled up in front of Angela’s house. I killed the engine and we sat for a couple of minutes looking at the green, peeling door with the yellow police tape still hanging forlornly across it. The dark windows looked lifeless. Dehan shook her head. “You sure about this?” 

        I got out and climbed the nine steps to the porch and examined the lock. It didn’t look as though it had been tampered with. I peered in through the window. There was a faint glow from a small back yard, but nothing else. For the second time in a short while I pulled out my Swiss Army knife, selected the screwdriver, fit it into the lock and gave it a firm thump with my fist. I fiddled a moment and the door opened. I pocketed my knife, lifted the tape, and stepped in to the dingy, shabby hall. 

        The living room was empty and silent. Dehan stared around. I wondered if she was remembering being there with her mother and Rosario. I guessed she was. She looked at me and her face said she wanted to leave. 

        “He isn’t here, Stone.” 

        “Maybe.” 

        I climbed the stairs. I didn’t try to be quiet. The bathroom was empty, and so were the bedrooms. Knowing that Moses and Angela were dead somehow made the rooms feel emptier, more quiet, more still. 

        I went into the back bedroom and stood at the window, looking out. Dehan was in the doorway behind me, watching me. Her voice sounded odd, disembodied in the gloomy room. 

        “It’s OK to be wrong, Sensei.” 

        “Sure, I know.” 

        “He’s not here.” 

        “He is.” 

        “Where, Stone?” 

        I smiled. “In the back yard. He sitting there, having a beer.” 

        I could see him from where I stood, sitting in a deck chair on a small patch of lawn. He had a bottle of beer in his hand and the .38 on his lap. He was staring up at the trees and at the sky. 

        Dehan appeared by my side and stared down at him. “Son of a gun…” 

        “He knows we’re here. I made sure he heard us.” I turned to face her. “Trust me, Dehan, let me go first, please, and don’t pull a gun on him.” 

        She seemed to examine my face, then nodded once. “OK.” 

        We went down and I stood for a moment in the kitchen door, watching him. Dehan was behind me. I said, “Hello, Ed.” He looked at me but didn’t say anything. “Is it loaded?” 

        He took a swig. “There’s beer in the fridge. You going to join me?” 

        “Maybe in a minute. You didn’t answer my question.” 

        “Of course it’s loaded. What’s the use of an unloaded gun?” 

        “What I’m wondering right now is, what is the use of a loaded gun?” 

        He shrugged. “I haven’t decided yet.” 

        “You planning to shoot me, or my partner?” 

        He chuckled. “That’s all I need, to be convicted as a cop-killer. That would be the ultimate triumph of the establishment, wouldn’t it? ‘We always knew he was a damn criminal! Just goes to show, when the chips are down you can only trust a white man!’” 

        “I didn’t say that.” 

        “You didn’t need to. You set me up, you framed me, you got me.” 

        I stepped down from the door onto the patio flags. Another two steps took me to the edge of the lawn. I could feel Dehan behind me, leaning on the doorjamb. 

        “The weapon isn’t going to help, Ed. It doesn’t look good, you sitting there with it in your lap.” 

        He sighed and looked down at the beer bottle in his hand. “I’m sorry, Detective Stone, but that’s where it’s going to stay. I am licensed to carry it, and frankly, right now I feel threatened.” 

        I looked around for somewhere to sit. There was a low wall that framed the lawn along the patio and the right border, and held assorted flower pots. I sat there, on the right where I could see Ed’s face. I watched him a moment as he watched me back with dark, hating eyes.  

        “You’ve won enough trials over the years, Ed, to know that the system is not as corrupt as it used to be. Your big, mock Rococo house in Morris Park is evidence of that, your Audi 8 is evidence of that.” 

        He snorted. “Where would I be living, what would I be driving, Detective Stone, if I had been a white Anglo-Saxon protestant?” 

        “I’m not going to play that game with you, Ed. I am not a threat, neither is my partner. If you are not guilty, you will not go down for this. Just put the gun away, and let’s talk.” 

        He puffed out his cheeks and blew. “The gun stays. By all means, let’s talk, but your time is limited. I am done. I’m through.” He looked at me and I was in no doubt that he was serious. “There is just one way I leave this house, and that’s in a body bag.” 





TWENTY-FOUR


   

        The ringing of the doorbell made him frown and look toward the kitchen. Dehan raised an eyebrow at me. I said, “It’s Susanne Mackenzie. Would you mind showing her through, Dehan?” 

        She frowned. “You knew she was coming?” 

        I nodded. She sighed, turned, and disappeared into the house. Ed was scrutinizing me like he’d decided I wasn’t human, but he wasn’t sure what kind of species I was. Finally, he said, “Susanne?” 

        I nodded again. 

        He said, “Why?” 

        I shrugged with my eyebrows and my shoulders. A moment later, there was a presence at the kitchen door. Sue was there with Dehan behind her. She stared at Ed, who scowled back. Then she turned and stared at me. She looked distressed. 

        “Detective?” 

        “Hi, Susanne. Thanks for coming. Eduardo is in a pretty bad way. I was hoping that you could help him.” 

        She looked startled. “Me? How?” 

        I pointed at the .38 in his lap. “He is planning to shoot himself.” 

        Her face went white. “Ed…?” 

        He looked angrily at me. “What is this, Stone? What are you playing at?” 

        I thought for a moment. “Well, it seems to me that that was a pretty important time in all your lives. You all had something really important, something you all lost afterwards.” 

        Sue was watching me fixedly. “What? What thing?” 

        “Hope. For some of you, it was hope for the community you cared so much about. For others, it was hope for your family, your young children… Or hope for that newfound love, a love we so rarely find in life. A love capable of making us dream,” I smiled, gave a small laugh, and glanced at Dehan. She was leaning on the doorjamb again, frowning at me like I’d gone crazy. I looked back at Ed. “A love capable of making us believe in magic. Back then, fifteen years ago, just before you moved, Ed, each one of the five of you had some kind of hope in your hearts.” 

        He growled, “What in hell are you talking about, Stone?” 

        I turned to Sue. “It was hard for you, Susanne, because you had lost your husband recently. I believe you loved him very much, didn’t you?” 

        She nodded. “Yes, I did. He was a wonderful man.” 

        “I’ve been trying to imagine what that must have been like.” 

        She smiled at me. There was tragedy and gratitude in her face. 

        “I imagine, to begin with, Rosario must have been a source of support. She was kind, loving, and most important of all, she had been there. She knew how you felt.” 

        She moved to the wall where it bordered the patio, and sat. She gazed for a while at the grass, dappled with the shadows of the leaves in the tall trees. “She was good. She was very kind, very humane.” 

        Ed growled, “She was one in a million. One in seven billion.” 

        She glanced at him. I said, “It’s probably the worst thing in the world, to lose somebody you love.” The same grateful smile again. “It leaves an emptiness that we think we will never be able to fill again.” Ed drew breath, went to say something, but subsided into silence with a small grunt. “But you thought you had found somebody, didn’t you, Sue?” 

        She looked startled for a moment. “I? Well, not really… not exactly…” 

        I smiled. “You fell in love. Didn’t you?” 

        Her cheeks colored. “Yes, I did. How did you know?” 

        “I worked backwards. And when I did that, it made sense. When Matt had gone, the man you were so dependent on emotionally, it made sense somehow that you would turn to his best friend, the man who was so dominant in the group, the man whose personality ruled the roost. You fell in love with a man who wasn’t yours. You fell in love with Ed.” 

        Ed was staring at us both like the world had gone mad and it was our fault. “What? Susanne? Me? What are you talking about?” 

        I shrugged again. “Little comments here and there, I started piecing it together and it made sense. Without realizing it, just by being that alpha male in your group of friends, he was giving you at least some of the support you needed. And I think, at first, that was enough, wasn’t it?” 

        She nodded. “I loved Mary. She was a good friend, simple, kind, a good mother. Our boys were like brothers.” 

        “You would have been content to love him from afar.” 

        “I would.” 

        I looked at Ed, whose eyes were scandalized. “But then, Ed, you went and fell in love with Rosario. And as if that wasn’t enough, you bought a house in Morris Park. In two devastating blows, you destroyed the group, broke Sue’s heart, and tore her life apart. First her husband, then you, and then her whole life. You left her with nothing.” 

        He was staring at Sue, aghast. She said nothing, just gazed down at the grass. I went on. 

        “I’m pretty sure you had picked up the signs. Ed told us he made no secret of his feelings for Rosario. But something tells me the tipping point came when she told you herself. I’m guessing she was pretty excited, and because Marta had backed off a bit, you were probably her closest female friend at the time. His big trial was coming to an end, and he was going to leave Mary and marry her. That must have been a knife in your heart.” 

        She nodded, then raised her eyes to meet mine. “I thought I was going to die. The pain was like nothing I have ever felt, even when Matt died. I left, but then I came back that afternoon, knowing he would be there. I knew it would be hell, but I needed to see it. His car was parked out front. He was there such a long time. I thought I was going crazy, knowing what they were doing in there. I cried and cried, until I felt I had no more tears inside me. Then I saw him come out, looking happy, looking so…” She shook her head, her face eloquent of bitterness and hatred. She hissed the words like a snake, “In love! I watched him drive away. Then I climbed the steps, rang on the bell. She opened the door, like him, so full of happiness and joy, her eyes bright, her hair rumpled from sex. We went into the living room and… I don’t remember what happened next. The next thing I do remember is being on the floor, sitting on her, with my hands around her neck, and my thumbs pressed deep into her throat. Her face was grotesque, purple, swollen…” She looked over at Ed. He had gone a ghastly, deathly gray. She said, “If you had seen her then, you would not have loved her.” 

        He began to sob and tremble. I stood and walked over to him. He stared up at me, with pleading, sobbing eyes, like he was begging me to tell him it wasn’t true. I reached down and took the gun from his limp fingers. 

        As I sat again on the wall, he said, “Why, Susanne? Why? She loved you. She loved us all!” 

        “But I loved you. And all you could see was her. We were happy, the four of us. And then she came along, and took over. I hated her for that.” 

        I sighed. “So for the second time in your life, you had this big, empty space. But you were lucky in one thing, weren’t you?” 

        She nodded. 

        “Your son. Handsome, brilliant. I bet not a day went by that you didn’t see Matt looking at you through his eyes.” 

        She was staring down at the grass again, smiling, lost among the reflections of the past.  

        “But there was one thing, wasn’t there? His friendship with Luis you could just about handle, but his friendship with Angela, that must have been tough, especially as they started growing up, moving into puberty, becoming young adults.” 

        She spoke without any real emotion. She said, “She was very like her mother. So pretty, so sweet-natured…” 

        “Did you warn him to stay away?” 

        She nodded. “He got angry. We started having rows. He told me he couldn’t wait till he could afford to move out. That hurt me.” 

        “You know he had a girlfriend, right?” 

        She gave a small snort and pointed at Ed. It was an oddly humorous gesture. “He was married! It doesn’t stop them. When they decide to go away, they go away…” 

        “So Friday night he called, in the wee, small hours. He was drunk, he was at Angela’s and he planned to stay there the night. It must have been building up over time, like Rosario’s ghost rising up from the dead, to steal yet another one of the men you loved and depended on emotionally. What happened? Where did you get the gun?” 

        “It was Matt’s. He and Ed both felt it was important to be able to protect their families.” 

        “An automatic, right? With seven rounds in the magazine.” She nodded, and out of the corner of my eye I saw Dehan put her hand over her eyes, then thump her forehead with the heel of her hand. I went on. “You went up there intending to get Sebastian and bring him home. At least, I’m willing to guess that’s what you told yourself. I’m guessing you sat in the car for a bit, looking at the house. There was some light in the window, but you were scared to see what you’d find if you went in. It must have been like a weird reenactment of that time fifteen years earlier, when you’d sat there, outside that same house, waiting for Ed to come out.” 

        She heaved a big, deep, shuddering sigh. “I wasn’t sure at times whether it was now or then. It was so dark. It was like the whole world had turned dark. I was dark inside. I wanted to go home!” She stared me in the face. “I really did. I wanted to turn around and go home.” She shook her head. “But she had my Sebastian. And if I went home, he wouldn’t be there. I’d be on my own.” 

        “Sure. I understand. So when you saw her car pull up, that was the solution. You didn’t need to go inside. You could kill her right there and then, and collect Sebastian.” 

        She shook her head. “No. It wasn’t her. When I started shooting through the window, I saw that it was a man. Two men. I couldn’t see their faces. I knew it wasn’t her, but I couldn’t stop shooting. It was like my hands were shooting on their own. There was so much noise. My head was just full of horrible noise. And when the gun stopped, I knew I had to leave. I knew Angela was still alive. So I got in the car and went home, to wait for Sebastian…” 

        We were all quiet for a while. Ed was staring down at the grass. His eyes were huge and his jaw was slack. Sue was fiddling with her fingers. She looked as though she might start crying. Somewhere I noticed a bird was singing. I looked up. The dome of the sky was vast and very blue, but also a little cold and uninvolved. 

        “So, you had been phoning the hospital regularly to check on Luis’ condition.” She nodded. “And when he came out of the coma, you went there to see him. I guess chances were even that Angela would go too, and one way or another, sooner or later, you would find out where she was.” 

        She nodded again. “I couldn’t live. I couldn’t live knowing that she was still alive, breathing, loving. That family, those two women, have robbed me of everything I have ever loved. I needed to kill her.” She looked me in the eye. “And when I did, when I stood over her, and emptied the gun into her, it felt good.” 

        A little earlier, I had noticed Dehan step into the kitchen with her cell phone in her hand, and now I could hear sirens in the distance, but growing closer. Susanne Mackenzie heard them, too. She stared at me for a long moment, then she said, “Will you please kill me? Or let Ed kill me? Please?” 

        I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Susanne. That is the whole point. It just isn’t that easy.” 





EPILOGUE


   

        The rest of the day was a blur of administrative grind, statements, and paperwork. At eight o’clock that evening, I leaned back in my chair, making each of my vertebrae crack. I yawned, switched off my laptop, and stared at Dehan across the desk. She nodded, stretched gracefully, and killed her computer, too. 

        She flopped back in her chair and smiled at me. “How did you know? It wasn’t something you could have known.” 

        I stood and grabbed my jacket. “Nobody had a motive, Dehan. Therefore, the boys were not the target. If the boys were not the target, but they were in Angela’s car, it followed that Angela was the target.” 

        She sighed and threw her hands in the air. “Sure! You put it like that and it’s obvious! But why Susanne?” 

        I grabbed her jacket and held it open for her to climb into. She raised an eyebrow but stood and obliged. As she slipped in her arms, I said, “There were a couple of things. For a start, I didn’t buy the rape scenario. It seemed out of character to me that a woman like Susanne would not report a rape. It seemed to be contrary in every way to everything she stood for. Then, when Ed was confronted with the allegation, he didn’t do his usual bluster and fire and brimstone act. He just dismissed it as absurd. You yourself said that he was surprisingly believable. So then I put two and two together.” 

        We stepped out into the balmy June evening. Above our heads, stars were beginning to glimmer in a turquoise sky. We climbed into the Jag, lowered the windows, and headed toward Morris Park. I was waiting for her to ask me where the hell I thought I was going, but she didn’t. Instead, she said, “You put two and two together, and…” 

        I shrugged. “OK, the assumption was that Rosario was raped and murdered. But then it turned out that Ed had had sex with Rosario, but it was consensual. That means that immediately after they had sex, somebody murdered her… That’s pretty odd. And here’s Susanne telling us she was raped by Ed. It began to look to me awfully like she was trying to frame him for Rosario’s death. Once I saw that, everything else started to fall into place.” 

        She frowned. “Wait a minute… She accuses Ed of raping her when he hadn’t, so that we would think of him as a rapist in connection with Rosario…” 

        “Correct. But we found out Rosario had not in fact been raped.” 

        “That’s deep.” 

        “She is a very deep woman. For her, the murder of Rosario, her own son and Angela, were all a single act: the destruction of a woman who was trying to steal her loved one.” I sighed. “And then there were a few other little things. For example, neither Akachukwu nor Ed could have shot Sebastian. Akachukwu was an experienced, battle-hardened mercenary. His grouping would have been tight and accurate. And as you found out this morning, Ed is a member of the Pistol Club. Frank told us from the start, whoever did the shooting was not accustomed to firing a gun. It was only a .38, but it was dancing all over the place. There was no grouping at all.” I glanced at her. She was nodding. “Same thing with Moses and Angela. At point blank range, there was a foot between one shot and another.” 

        “Yeah, you’re right. I should have thought of that.” 

        “The other thing, which you realized in Angela’s garden—I saw you slap your forehead—was that Ed’s gun, the Smith and Wesson Bodyguard, is a revolver and it carries only five rounds. That would have meant that in both shootings, Sebastian and Angela, he would have emptied the cylinder, reloaded, and then fired two more shots. That would have been pretty eccentric, even for Ed. So, when you put that together with the poor aim, Ed just didn’t fit the bill, but Sue did.” 

        We were moving along Morris Park Avenue and she still hadn’t said anything. She gazed out the window at the deepening dusk and the warm glow from the shop fronts and the windows, with the wind whipping her hair across her face.  

        “So when I was dragging us off to look for Ed, you called her.” 

        I nodded. “I was pretty sure he was going to go to Rosario’s house. Contrary to you, I think he is a very passionate, romantic man, who just happens to be an asshole as well. I had a hunch he was going to want to end it all where she had died. So I asked her to meet us there. It struck me that bringing them together like that might trigger a confession.” 

        I turned into Haight Avenue and after a short drive came to a stop in front of my house. I climbed out and went around to the passenger side, where Dehan had climbed out, too. She was giving me an odd look that was masking a smile.  

        “You’re going to force me to eat that damned bison steak whatever happens, aren’t you?” 

        I didn’t smile. I was serious. 

        “Dehan, I owe you an apology.” 

        She frowned. “You do?” 

        “In Goa, I was an ass, and I am sorry.” 

        She blinked. She was startled. 

        I went on, “There is something I should have done, and I have a confession to make.” 

        “Stone? Are you okay…” 

        The last word came out muffled because I had taken her in my arms and kissed her. At first it was like kissing a wooden plank. But when I whispered my confession in her ear, she went soft and put her arms around my neck, and we stood there, holding each other, home at last, as the moon rose over the Bronx and smiled. 





* * *



What'd you think?


 First of all, thank you so much for giving my work a chance. If you enjoyed this mystery, then I would be extremely grateful if you would consider writing a short review for the book on Amazon. A good review means so much to every writer, but means even more for self-published writer like myself. As it allows new readers to find my books, and ultimately allows me to spend more time  creating stories that I love! :) 

 You can do so directly down below: 


US Review Link



UK Review Link



CA Review Link



AU Review Link



* * *



Ready for the next mystery?


 If you are ready for the next adventure in the DEAD COLD MYSTERY series, then you can purchase the next book in the series, Fire From Heaven, now! 

 The links are down below: 


US Link – Fire From Heaven



UK Link – Fire From Heaven



CA Link – Fire From Heaven



AU Link – Fire From Heaven


   

 If you havent already read the first four books, then you can purchase them together in the first box set for a discount! 

 Here are those links: 


US Link – Dead Cold Box Set: Books 1 -4



UK Link – Dead Cold Box Set: Books 1 -4



CA Link – Dead Cold Box Set: Books 1 -4



AU Link – Dead Cold Box Set: Books 1 -4


   

 That's it for now :) 

 Take care, 

 Blake Banner 

   

 P.S. Sign up for my VIP mailing list, and I'll be sure to send you a quick heads up whenever my next book is released! Your email will be kept 100% private, and you can unsubscribe any time. You'll only hear from me when I have a new book finished though, so it's pretty relaxed. If that's something you'd be interested in, then just tap here and sign up!
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