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BOOK 1


AN ACE AND A PAIR



 One 

The door was open, but I knocked anyway. The captain looked up from her desk. She was one of those women who should have been attractive. She had thick black hair and deep brown eyes, and olive skin that in her midforties looked like it was still in its twenties. She had all the right bits in all the right places, but she was somehow unlovable. Her eyes gave me that “what the hell do you want” look. Then I guess she remembered she’d called me, and gave something that should have been a smile but wasn’t. Captain Jennifer Cuevas was all about what should have been.

“John, come in. Take a seat. Close the door, would you?”

I closed the door and sat. She laid her pen very carefully in front of her, like everything would go wrong if it wasn’t perfectly aligned. 

“How long have you been with the NYPD, John?”

“Twenty-eight years, Jennifer.”

She glanced at me. It was okay for her to call me John, but I should call her Captain. I smiled nicely. 

“You just turned forty-eight.”

“Last November.”

She sighed, like it was a shame I’d turned forty-eight in November. “John, don’t get me wrong, you are a very highly valued member of this precinct…”

“Thank you, Captain. That’s probably because I have the best successful arrest record of any cop at this station.” I was still smiling nicely, but she ignored me.

“However, things have changed since you qualified as a detective…” She glanced at a sheet of paper on her desk. 

I said, “Twenty-five years ago.”

She said, “Thank you, twenty-five years ago. And somehow, and I don’t mean this in any critical sense at all, John, you don’t seem to have moved forward, kept up with the new technologies and methodologies…”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “What’s your point, Captain? I get the right results but in the wrong way?”

“No, John, what I’m saying is that perhaps it’s time for you to think about allowing some of the young bloods to move up the ranks. There are some very talented young officers chomping at the bit behind you. And you have, perhaps, already given us your best work.”

I frowned. “You want me to take early retirement so that somebody else can have my job?” I shook my head. “Not going to happen. We’re not here to offer jobs to college kids we happen to like, Jennifer. We’re here to serve and protect the public, and as long as I’m doing a good job, I’m going to keep doing it. When I find myself failing, then I’ll stand down.” She stared at me hard. “Was there anything else?”

“Yes.”

“What?”

She reached behind her and grabbed two boxes of files. She heaved them over and dumped them in front of me. She had to stand then, to be able to see me. I looked up at her. “What’s this?”

“We are creating a cold-cases team. In view of your exceptional record, Detective Stone, you will be heading up the team. These here are the cold cases we’ve accumulated over the last thirty years. I’ll leave it up to you how you tackle them, but work your way through them, and close them.”

I stared at her for a very long moment. “What about my current cases?”

“They have been reassigned.”

“Why?”

“I just explained it to you, Detective.” She echoed my words from a little earlier. “Anything else?”

I stood and picked up the boxes. At the door, I stopped. “You said I was heading up a team?”

She’d sat down again and had a smug look all over her face. “Yes. Detective Carmen Dehan will be working with you. I think you two should make a fine team.”

Dehan.

I carried the boxes to the detectives’ room and dropped them on my desk. I wasn’t all that surprised by what had happened. Jennifer had been gunning for me for a couple of years. We had bad chemistry, and to be honest I didn’t care enough to make an effort to improve it. I was never good at kissing ass, and I wasn’t sure it would help much anyway. In her eyes, I was a dinosaur. The only people she wanted kissing her ass were the “New Bloods.”

I was scowling at the boxes and wondering whether a Scotch would make me feel less sour, when Dehan came up and stood looking down at me. We had never exchanged more than couple of grunts and nods, so I shrugged and made a “whatcha gonna do?” face

Dehan was the best-looking cop in the 43rd precinct. She could have been a model. But everybody hated her because her attitude was as ugly as her face and body were beautiful. She was about five seven, built like a goddess with long black hair and black eyes, and had a face as sullen as a Monday morning hangover. 

 “So what did you do to piss her off?” I said.

She pulled out her chair with her foot and dropped into it, watching me, weighing me. “I forgot to leave my opinions at home.”

“They were attached to your attitude and you brought the whole lot in together, huh?”

“Yup.” She almost smiled. “What about you?”

“I’m a dinosaur.”

I pushed a box across the desk at her. “We’ll have to organize this somehow. By gravity, age, impossibility…”

She looked at the box but didn’t move. “Thirty years, huh?”

I took a handful and started leafing through them: two female arms found in a lockup; unidentified, naked body found in a refuse sack; severed head, later identified by dental records as… 

I paused. The next file down caught my eye. I vaguely remembered it. I threw the stack on the desk and opened the Nelson Hernandez file. It was just ten years old.

“This one always interested me.”

She was reading but looked up. “Is it more interesting than Ruby Eldrige, a pimp and heroin dealer who was shot in an alley and had all his money and jewelry stolen?”

“You tell me. Nelson Hernandez, found in a back room in a house in Hunts Point, with four gang members who were also his cousins. They were all sitting around a table where they’d been playing poker. The cards were all dealt. They all had beer or whiskey, and there were bags potato chips and little dishes of peanuts laid out. His four cousins had been shot point-blank with a shotgun, or shotguns. Nelson had also been shot, but he had also been decapitated and castrated, and his head and his balls were in the middle of the table.”

I looked up. Her eyebrows had risen, and she was almost smiling. “Ace and a pair.”

I did smile. “Yup, the losing hand. Somebody was sending a message. But it gets more interesting. There was no indication that any one of them had tried to defend themselves. They were all armed, but nobody reached for his weapon. And there must have been at least three or four triggermen, because the shots were all fired from directly in front of the victims, across the table. It’s hard to visualize.”

I stood up and backed up a bit. She watched me as I acted out the scene. I said, “We open the door, and all four of us come in holding shotguns.” I made the gesture and tramped like I was four men filing into a room. “‘Good evening gentlemen, continue with your game, nothing to be alarmed about!’ We troop around the table and take up our positions. And all the while these guys just keep on playing poker.” I made a gesture like I was shooting somebody with a shotgun. “Bam! Then we blow them away.”

We stared at each other a moment, and I sat down. “There was no money anywhere in the apartment, but they found a substantial stash of various types of narcotic.”

“Was the lock forced?”

I checked, shook my head, “Uh-uh. And the key to the apartment was found in Nelson’s pocket.”

“Weapons?”

“None at the scene, except the unfired weapons of the victims.”

She threw the file she’d been reading back in the box and leaned her elbows on the desk. “How about blood from the castration and the beheading?”

I pulled out the ME’s report and tossed it to her. She scanned it while I read. After a moment, she said, “Both the castration and the beheading were postmortem. There was minimal bleeding.”

“Lead detective was Sam Goodman. Now retired. It was suspected at the time that Nelson and his gang may have run afoul of the Mob, but a total lack of evidence or witnesses meant the case foundered.”

“Foundered…”

“Yeah. The other victims were Dickson Rodriguez, Evandro Perez, José Perez, and Geronimo Peralta. All cousins of Nelson’s, and Evandro and José were brothers.” 

We spent the next hour studying the case and looking at the pictures of the crime scene. Eventually I called Sam and asked him if we could drop by to discuss the case with him. He was friendly and said to come right over.

 

She eyed my car for a moment but didn’t comment. I have a right-hand drive burgundy Jaguar Mark II from 1964, with 210 bhp. It is beautiful, elegant, and powerful, the way a car should be.

As we pulled out of the lot, Dehan put on her aviators to look at me and said, “A dinosaur, huh? What does that mean, you carry a magnifying glass and you’ve memorized six hundred different types of tobacco?”

I shrugged as I turned onto Storey Avenue. “It means I don’t kneel at the altar of technology. It means I’d rather see it with my own eyes than through a lens. I’d rather talk to the people involved and get a ‘feel’ for them than allow the machinery of the system to process them. So if you’re talking symbolically, then yeah, I guess I memorize tobacco and carry a magnifying glass in my pocket.”

I didn’t look, but I like to think she was hiding a smile. I turned left into the concrete desolation of White Plains Road, Babies “R” Us and Kmart, and said, “So, as we’re sharing, why the attitude?”

She was quiet all the way to the railway bridge. As we crossed it, she said suddenly and with feeling, “I guess most guys are assholes. I got into the habit of kicking them in the nuts before they open their big mouths.” She thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Not just guys—women too. Most people are too damned stupid to be worth the effort.”

I turned right onto Morris Park Avenue. It was agreeably green and leafy after the dead concrete of White Plains. I was grinning. “Being pleasant is an effort?”

She turned to face me and smiled for the first time. “Yeah. With most people, yeah.”

I took the third left and parked. 

Sam’s house was tall, narrow, gabled, and green. He opened the door to us like we were his long-lost family. Maybe after forty years on the force, that was how he felt about cops. 

“Come on in! I live alone with my cats. My wife died. My kids moved away. I have some coffee on. There are cats everywhere. Come in, sit down.”

He ushered us into his sitting room. There was a green sofa, and there were two green chairs. They were all occupied by cats that told us with their faces to sit somewhere else. Sam reproved them and threw them gently on the carpet.

“Sit! Sit!”

We sat. Five minutes later, he sat too, pouring coffee. 

“So you’re pulling Nelson out of cold storage, huh?” He gave a small laugh and handed Dehan a cup. “I wish you luck. You got a fundamental problem with that case.”

He poured again and handed me a cup. “What’s that?”

He sipped and sat back, crossing one leg over the other. His face was humorous and intelligent. “To begin with, there was no damn physical evidence. The lock wasn’t forced. The damn key was in Nelson’s pocket. The place was rich with prints. They mostly belonged to Nelson and his gang. There were a couple of others, on the glasses and bottle, on the little dishes of nuts. But they weren’t in any database. There were no weapons. The blade used to castrate and decapitate Nelson was sharp, but whatever it was, it wasn’t there. We searched far and wide for four shotguns and a machete or a knife. They never showed up. My guess, they’re at the bottom of the river. So, that was the first problem, no physical evidence.”

He sipped his coffee again. 

“The second problem was worse. Whatever witnesses there might be were never going to talk. Because the background to this killing, and the style of the killing, were all saying one thing. Gangland execution. So any witnesses to the killing were either dead or involved, and it’s more than their lives are worth to spill the beans.”

“Did you have any theories?” Dehan said.

He nodded. “Oh sure. We’re talking about the area south of the Bruckner Expressway, Hunts Point. Back then it was a disputed area. The local population were mainly black, white, and Latino. But the drugs and the prostitution were a gold mine for whoever controlled them. Until 2004, that was the Albanians. You know, the Five Families never really had a presence in the Bronx, and the Albanians moved in back in the ’60s and ’70s and took over. But that pretty much ended when we took them down in 2004.”

“I remember. So what happened?” I said.

“Well, that left a vacuum. Don Alvaro Vincenzo, the head of the New Jersey Mob, moved in. It looked like the New York Big Five weren’t interested and gave him the green light. So he moved in a few boys to start taking control of the drugs and the prostitution.”

“You think they killed Nelson?”

He pulled a face. “Nyeeeah… that was like my best guess. See, Nelson was kind of out of his mind. I think he did too much coke when he was a baby or something.” Dehan sniggered and Sam grinned appreciatively at her. “He was a real psychopath, and being Latino, you know, he had a lot of support on the streets, which the Italians haven’t got in the Bronx anymore. And Nelson was feeling kind of invincible. But that’s always a mistake with the Mob. The word was that Vincenzo sent his top hit man, Morry ‘Pro’ Levy. Not an Italian, a Jew, but close to the family and a total nut. He was as crazy as Nelson, but he had years of experience and the backing of the Jersey Mob. That was the word on the street. But right there is the second problem I was talking about. Where are your witnesses? Who’s gonna tell you, ‘Yeah, I saw Pro Levy coming out of Nelson Hernandez’s place carrying four shotguns and a meat cleaver’?” 

He spread his hands and cocked his head in a “what the hell you gonna do” gesture. Then he smiled. “We canvassed, we knocked on doors, but it was pointless.”

Dehan was making notes in a little booklet. I said, “Pro Levy, didn’t he turn State’s evidence?”

“Yeah, against the Gambino family,” Dehan said.

Sam said, “It caused a lot of upset at the time. He’s in witness protection now, but word is he kept his ties with the Vincenzo family.”

I frowned. “Word from whom?”

He flapped his hands at me. “Ahh! I been out of the business for too long. That was the word on the street back when I retired. Might be bull for all I know. But I do remember that there was talk about Vincenzo having some kind of beef with a cop. It might be totally unrelated, but it was all around the same time and it might be helpful. Don’t quote me, right?”

Dehan had looked up from her notes and was staring at him like a panther watching a baby gazelle. “What cop?”

“You’re probably too young to remember him, but you’ll recall him, John. Mick. You remember Mick?”

“Mick Harragan? Sure, who doesn’t remember Mick Harragan? How could you forget that son of a bitch?”

He threw back his head and roared with laughter. He pointed at me and turned to Dehan. “You partnered with this character now?”

“Uh-uh,” she said with no particular inflection.

Sam“Don’t be fooled. First sight he seems polite, educated, pleasant…” Sam shook his head. “He is the most insolent, outspoken, insubordinate asshole on the whole force!”

He burst out laughing again, and Dehan turned to look at me. “Golly, and I thought that was me.”

 “So what about Mick?” I said. “He retired…”

I left the words hanging. Sam stopped laughing and said, “Yeah. I think he moved to Florida. Jennifer will know. They were friends. But word was Vincenzo had some kind of beef with him…” He made a long, slow shrug, staring at the floor. “Don’t quote me, John, but it’s possible—I’m just tossing around ideas here—but it’s possible that if you talk to the Feds, they might be able to arrange for you to talk to Pro. Maybe, I don’t know. I’m just saying…”

We watched each other for a long moment. I asked him, “You want to toss around a few ideas about whom I might talk to in the Feds?”

He grinned at Dehan. “You gotta love this guy. Who else says ‘whom’ these days? Whom would you talk to? How the hell should I know? You don’t got no contacts in the bureau? Pfff… just off the top of my head, you might try Paul Harrison. I vaguely remember he was involved at the time.” He made an impatient face. “But hell, John! That was ten years ago. And I’m getting old. I don’t want Feds and the Mob knocking on my door at my age, you know what I’m telling you?”

I nodded. “I hear you, Sam. No worries. I’m sorry you couldn’t be more useful. Shame this was such a wasted fucking trip.” I smiled at him, and he smiled back. More seriously, I said, “Thanks, Sam. I won’t get you involved.” 

I stood and he showed us out. At the door he said, “Stop by sometime. Have a beer. You won’t crack it, but if you do, come tell me about it.”

I told him I would, and we left.







 Two 

I called the bureau from my car. They eventually put me through to Special Agent Paul Harrison.

“What can I do for you, Detective Stone.”

“I’d rather discuss it in person, if it’s all the same to you, but broadly, it concerns a cold case that might involve the Mob. I figured you could give us some guidance.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then, “You asked for me personally, Detective Stone.”

“I was told you were indirectly involved in the cold case.”

“Mind telling me what the case was?”

“Not at all. I’ll tell you all about it, when we meet.”

“Who gave you my name?”

“Nelson Hernandez. Is there a reason you don’t want to meet, Special Agent Harrison?”

“No, not at all. Can you make it today?”

“I can be there in an hour.”

“Okay, call me when you’re arriving. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

I put down the phone and looked at Dehan. “Comments?”

The Jag growled the way only a Jag can, and we pulled out into the traffic.

“Why didn’t he do this ten years ago?”

I nodded. “You got any pets, Dehan?”

She stared at me. “Pets? Yeah, I got two rats. They live under the floorboards. I call them Bill and Hillary, and I feed them live Realtors and the occasional journalist.”

I laughed. “Boy! Just press any button and you go, huh?”

“What kind of dumb-ass question is that? Do I got pets?”

“Okay. You’ve got two rats that you feed living Realtors to. What’s Sam got?”

She sighed, nodded, and spread her hands. “Yeah, okay. He’s got pussycats.”

“Lots of them. And they are probably called Mr. Fluffy and Mrs. Cuddles. He was a couple of years from retirement and somebody advised him not to waste his time on a case where there was no material evidence, and above all, the witnesses were too shit scared to come forward.”

After a while she said, “Yeah. You’re deep. You see that in Mr. Fluffy and Mrs. Cuddles.”

“Nah…” I smiled at her. “I just left my anger at home with my attitude. Anger clouds the mind, little grasshopper.”

“This the kind of shit that makes you a dinosaur?”

“Yup.”

 

Special Agent Paul Harrison met us in the lobby and led us straight out again onto Broadway. We walked down Duane Street and onto Lafayette, toward Foley Square and the Thomas Paine gardens. He was a big man with slow, deliberate movements and intelligent eyes.

“I am extremely curious, Detectives,” he said as we walked, “to know what this is all about and why you think I, in particular, can help you.”

“We would like to speak to Morry ‘Pro’ Levy,” I said.

There was a trace of amusement on his face. “I am sure there are a lot of people who feel that way.”

We crossed Lafayette, weaving through the cars, and walked toward the gardens. I said to Harrison, “Do I look twenty-two to you?” He eyed me but didn’t answer. “’Cause, if I was fresh out of college I’d be about twenty-two, right? How many Feds do you think I’ve dealt with in the last twenty-eight years? You think I have nothing better to do with my day than waste my time pissing in the wind on Broadway?” He drew breath to answer, but I didn’t let him. “Do us both a favor, Harrison, don’t insult my intelligence by patronizing me, okay? If I’m here talking to you it’s because I have a good reason to think Pro will see me. And if you haven’t the intelligence to see that, the only person wasting anybody’s time here is you. Have I made myself clear, or do I need to explain any of that?”

We had reached the garden and stopped. He gazed at me a moment through half-closed lids and said, “Have we finished measuring dicks, Detective Stone?”

“You tell me.”

“What makes you think Morry Levy will agree to see you?”

We had come to a row of benches, and we sat down. “We’re looking into a cold case.”

 “Nelson Hernandez.”

“From information received—please don’t ask me from whom—we have reason to believe that Pro Levy might have information and also an interest in seeing the case prosecuted.”

His eyes swiveled around the park, like they were threading ideas together. “I’m going to need a little more than that, Detective.”

“Okay. We have reason to believe there may be a bent cop involved, and that will have to do. I am not prepared to say any more. If you give that to Pro, I know he’ll talk to us.”

He looked me straight in the eye. “I am astonished, Detective, that with your background and experience, you would have come here on such a mission. You should know that the witness protection program is categorical in not allowing access to any of its subjects under any conditions whatsoever, whoever you are, without exception. I am going to return to my office now, and I hope you will not attempt to follow me or speak to me. And please never raise this subject with me or any of my colleagues again. Whoever it was suggested this to you was sorely mistaken. Good day.”

He got up and strode away, back toward the FBI building, leaving Dehan and me to stare at each other. She said, “What the hell was that?” 

“I think we just got our meeting with Pro.” I looked at my watch. “Come on, let’s get a hot dog.”

As we walked, she said, “This is deep.”

“Deep is your word du jour.”

“Whatever. He’s taking a message back to Pro, who is on witness protection but still in with the Vincenzo family, against bureau policy, so that Pro will have a meeting with us because he and the Vincenzos have an interest in finding Mick Harragan?”

“That about sums it up, Dehan.”

“We are being used by the Mafia.”

“They are trying to use us. Whether we let them or not is up to us.” We got to the stand and I ordered two hot dogs. I watched her a minute. She looked troubled. “You up for this?”

She nodded. “Oh yeah.”







 Three 

The call came at three a.m. I squinted at the screen. It said the number was withheld. When I answered, a deep voice came over the line.

“Stone?”

“Yeah. Who is this? It’s three in the morning…”

“You’re going to go to LaGuardia. You’re going to go to the Fastair desk. You tell ’em who you are. There is a plane gonna take you to see you-know-who.”

“You-know-who?”

“Yeah, you know… you-know-who. You got that?”

I rubbed my face and sighed. “Yeah, I got it.” I hung up, then swung my legs out of bed and thought of Dehan. For a moment I considered not calling her, but changed my mind. I pressed her speed dial.

“What?”

“Get dressed. I’ll be there to pick you up in twenty minutes.”

“Why?”

“We are going to meet you-know-who.”

Dehan had an apartment in an old oxblood block in the Foxhurst district. She was waiting in the doorway when I arrived. She ran down and climbed in. 

“Who would have guessed my life would become so glamorous when I teamed up with you, Detective Stone? What’s happening?”

I told her what I knew. She thought about it for a bit and said, “So nobody knows where we are, and we don’t know where we’re going.”

“Yup. But we’re still naïve enough to trust that the FBI would not set us up.”

She gave me the once-over. “What’s that, the royal we?”

“We’ll take it a step at a time. See where it leads.”

 

There was a pilot waiting for us at the Fastair desk. He led us out onto the tarmac and across to a small jet. As we boarded, I asked him, “Where are we going?”

He looked surprised and smiled.

“You’re boarding an air taxi and you don’t know where you’re going? That’s a first for me. I have instructions to fly you to Port Lavaca, on the Matagorda Bay. About twenty miles outside Victoria. Flight time is about three hours, so we should be there at…” He checked his watch. “Thirty minutes after eight.” He smiled at us both and added, “Cabin crew will be serving you breakfast shortly after takeoff.”

I sat and Dehan sat opposite me across a small table. She said, “I feel like James Bond. Did you bring your tux? Next thing we’ll be sipping martinis and assassinating Third World presidents.”

I smiled. Dehan had a sense of humor. Who knew? She caught my look and said, “There is a serious side to this, Stone.” I nodded. She went on, “The bureau isn’t paying for this jet.”

“Nope, the Mob is.”

“When the Mob lays it on like this, they expect something in return.”

“Which begs the question, are the Feds in an uneasy truce with Vincenzo, or is Harrison in bed with them, along with Sam?”

We were taxiing toward the runway, and I knew what was coming next. We stopped and the engines started to scream. She said, “Tell me where you stand.”

We began to move, and next thing we were hurtling down the runway and the earth was falling away beneath us. Outside, the eastern horizon was turning a gray blue over the Atlantic, and to the west the billion lights of New York and New Jersey echoed the heavens in their spray of stars.

“I stand where I have always stood,” I said. “I live in the house my parents left me. The biggest expense I ever had was bringing the Jag over from England. The opportunities have been there, as they will be for you”—as they were right now, today—“but that’s not who I am. I don’t belong to anybody.”

She stared out at the vast ocean with no particular expression. After a while, a pretty hostess brought us scrambled eggs and coffee. Dehan ate hungrily while I sipped the strong black brew.

When she’d finished, she sat back and drained her cup.

“Is that why you never married?”

I smiled at her. “Mind your own goddamn business.”

We sat in companionable silence for a while, and I leafed through a magazine. Without looking at her, I asked, “How about you?”

“Same answer.”

 

We touched down at eight twenty. It was just an airfield. It was in the middle of a huge plain that was, in turn, surrounded by flat lands that seemed to go on forever. We taxied to a hangar where we were met by a young guy in Bermuda shorts and a shirt that would have been more at home in Miami. His face would have been more at home in Naples, but that didn’t stop him from wearing a Texan hat. He took our bags and led us over to a Jeep Cherokee. He didn’t say much, but he was chewing gum and driving at the same time, so maybe he wasn’t good at multitasking. 

We took a roundabout route across an endless landscape of flat fields to a town called Placedo, where we turned north and drove for about twelve miles in a perfectly straight line until we came to what at first looked like a small town but turned out to be a ranch called Las Salinas. It had a twelve-foot electrified fence, CCTV, and a remote-controlled gate. Our driver stuck his face out the window so they could see it was him, and the gate rolled back. 

We followed a driveway for a couple of minutes. On the right I could see eucalyptus groves and palm trees surrounding a tennis court and a swimming pool, a short walk from a large, three-story Spanish villa surrounded by lawns and gardens and shaded by trees. 

We pulled up in front of the house next to a Bentley and a Ferrari. A guy in an Italian suit came trotting down the stairs to greet us as we climbed out and slammed the doors.

“Detectives Stone and Dehan. I am Vito.” He gave a little bow to Dehan that was supposed to render her defenseless and make her knees turn to Jell-O. Instead she indicated the house with her head and said, “The witness protection program paying for this?”

His smile became frigid. “Morry is out back, by the pool. Would you like to follow me?”

I said, “I’d love to.”

Pro was very tall and very thin and had very big hands. He was sitting at a white table under a parasol by a second smaller pool that was built into the terrace at the back of the house. This one was only two hundred and fifty square feet. The other one was the big one. He was wearing floral Bermudas and a shirt with parrots on it. His face was hidden by big black Wayfarers, and he was drinking something large, colorful, and complicated. The thing here was obviously to pretend that instead of hiding in Texas, you were living large in Miami. He didn’t get up to greet us because that would have been demeaning to his dignity, but he did smile in a way you could describe as expansive, and gestured to a couple of chairs at his table. When he spoke, his voice was deep and slow.

“Stone, I don’t think we ever met. And Detective Dehan, the NYPD is getting easier to look at every day. Sit down. What will you drink? Coffee? This is my morning health drink. It helps to keep my liver clean. It is important to remain healthy.” He laughed as we sat. “God knows there are enough people out there who want me dead, without me giving them a hand, huh? What do you say, Stone?”

I smiled and nodded. “Coffee would be great, thanks, Pro. And thank you for seeing us. I know it’s not the norm.”

“Fuck the norm. We’re here to do business, right? Vito, bring some coffee.”

Vito left. “Are we?” I said.

“You better believe it, Stone.”

I sensed Dehan was about to speak and silenced her with my eyes. I turned back to Pro and said, “Just so there is no misunderstanding and we don’t get our wires crossed, let’s do it this way. I tell you what I want, then you tell me what you want in exchange.”

He stared at me for an uncomfortably long time. Then he said, “You telling me how it goes?”

I nodded. “Yeah.” I waited a moment, then sighed. “Pro, I’ve been here a minute and I’m already getting bored. Let’s be clear. If I am here it’s because you want something from me. So right now I’m worth more to you alive than dead. Second, if you think I am stupid enough to come down here without covering my ass, you’ve been living too long among gorillas. If we’re not back in New York by tonight, you and your friend Harrison are going to be stitching postal sacks for the next twenty years. So quit trying to intimidate me, and let’s get down to business.”

Pro chuckled. “It’s habit. I can’t help it.” He turned to Dehan. “I like to see what a man is made of.”

She didn’t answer him, but I saw something in her look and made a note to keep an eye on her when she was under pressure. She was either going to be the best partner I ever had, or a loose cannon and a fucking liability. Right then my money was on the latter.

I said to Pro, “Who killed Nelson Hernandez?”

“Jeez, Detective! Buy a girl a drink! Give her a kiss. Straight away you got your dick out!”

Vito appeared with a tray and set out the coffee on the table. He poured two cups and left. I said, “Who killed Nelson Hernandez, Pro?”

He looked into vegetable drink and made a long “Tssss…” sound. “I don’t know. That kid was getting above himself, know what I mean? We hadn’t had the Bronx for a long time. The fucking Albanians had the Bronx. But who the fuck wanted the Bronx anyway, right? Then the Mexicans start moving in. Next thing you got drugs and prostitution going down, and suddenly the Bronx is a desirable property. So we talked to the Families in New York. They said they wasn’t interested. So we went in and we started taking control, imposing some order and system…” He creased up his face like it was a disgusting shame what they found there. “You know, it was a fucking mess. Nobody knew what the fuck was going on, who was making what, where it was going. It was a disaster. So we moved in.”

“But Nelson didn’t want to play ball,” Dehan said.

“Nelson was out of his fuckin’ mind. We talked to him nice, made him a nice offer that he could live with and we could live with. The little punk says he’s gonna think about it. He’s gonna think about it. He says he has connections with the Ángeles de Satanás, some bunch of fucking bikers tied to the Sureños, and he’s got to discuss it with them. So we arrange another meeting. We’re gonna pop the motherfucker, you know. We made you a fuckin’ offer, you punk. You fuckin’ asshole. You think you can say no to the fuckin’ Mob?”

His face had gone red, and he had a vein pulsing in his head. He cleared his throat and sank back in his chair.

“Anyway. So it turns out the motherfucker set us up. Instead of us popping him, he ambushes us and takes out three of the boys. Tony, Angelo, and…” He thought for a while, making a round-and-round motion with his finger. 

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Go on.”

“It fuckin’ matters. Frankie. It was Frankie. Anyway, so he ambushes us with superior numbers and kills four of our boys. So—and here we come to the part about what we want.”

He finished his drink, placed the glass on the table, and smacked his lips. 

“We had a man in the 43rd.”

“Mick Harragan,” Dehan snapped.

Pro considered her a moment, then said, “Yeah, Mick Harragan. We looked after him, and he looked after us. So we told him to keep an eye on Nelson, watch his movements, and set him up so we could punish the motherfucking punk. So he did. Or he said he did.

“He told us Nelson had a poker night with his cousins. Every week they would get together, have some drinks, and play cards till the early hours. It was in a back room in a house off Randall Avenue in Hunts Point. It was just them. On this particular night they would have a stash of takings from the rackets. He didn’t know how much, but it would be several hundred grand. All we had to do was go in and pop ’em.”

“So what happened?”

“We got there at two thirty a.m., and the place is crawling with cops. Fuckin’ cops everywhere!” He turned to Dehan. “No offense. But there were. There were fucking cops all over the fucking place. Nelson was already dead.”

I finished my coffee. It was cold. 

Dehan spoke my mind. 

“Pro, you’ve brought us an awful long way to tell us practically nothing. How does this help us, and what do you want from us?”

 “I’m coming to that.” He held up his hands like he was going to confess to something. “Those were not good times for us. We’d taken some bad knocks from the Feds, we’d lost some territory, there were thousands of fuckin’ immigrants coming in taking our business. They were bad times. So the Bronx right then was a vacuum…”

I glanced at Dehan. She’d picked it up too. Sam had used the same expression. Pro went on.

“There were other people interested in moving in on that territory. And one of the gangs that was up and coming at that time was the Chinese Triad. It was a long way from Chinatown, but they figured they could move in and control the action. There were Chinks seen there that night, and they were probably as keen to get rid of Nelson as we were. Why were they there? Why that night? Now…” He paused and took off his shades to look at me. “The one man who knows the answer, the one man who knows what happened that night, is Mick Harragan. And what I want, what Mr. Vincenzo wants, is Mick Harragan. Because I am goddamn sure that he set us up the first time, and he sold us out again the second time. And it just so happens that Mick fuckin’ Harragan disappeared the night Nelson was killed.”

“What do you mean he disappeared? He retired to Florida.”

“Did he? Have you tried to contact him there? Let me tell you, Stone, Mick Harragan ain’t in Florida. He ain’t nowhere. Mick Harragan has disappeared into thin air, along with Nelson’s stash.” He shrugged and pulled a face. “Maybe it was the Chinks, maybe it was Mick. Either way, we want Mick.”

“What do you mean, you want Mick? You think we are going to find him and hand him over to you?”

He looked at me with dead eyes and shook his head. “Just, when you find him, let the relevant authorities know. You understand me?” He grinned. “Just do your job, Detectives, and we will take care of everything else.”







 Four 

We were driven back to the airfield and landed back in LaGuardia by three in the afternoon. We didn’t talk much. Dehan was not exactly a chatterbox at the best of times, but on the flight back from Port Lavaca, she was more withdrawn than usual. I gave her her space and snatched a couple of hours’ sleep.

It was hot and humid as we crossed the parking lot. I opened the doors of the Jag, and we sat for a while letting it cool down. I pulled out my cell and called my contact at the bureau. We weren’t exactly friends, but we’d built up a good professional relationship over the years. I put it on speaker, placed it on the dash, and closed the door, indicating with my head that Dehan should do the same.

“John, how’s it going my friend? What can I do for you?”

“Bernie, I have a request. It’s a little sensitive and requires some discretion.”

“Name it. If I can do it, I will. You know that.”

“I need to find a retired NYPD detective. Until now there has been no indication of foul play, but certain facts are emerging in relation to a cold case, and I am beginning to wonder.”

“What’s his name?”

“Michael Harragan, from the 43rd precinct. Took early retirement about ten years ago.”

“No problem, I’ll sniff around. You can’t check this through your commander or your own files?”

“Like I said, Bernie, it’s sensitive.”

“Oh…” He was silent for a moment. “Anything we should know about?”

“I don’t know yet. But if it starts to look that way, you’ll be the first to know.”

“I’ll get back to you.”

I hung up. “I don’t need to tell you, not a word to the captain.”

Dehan’s voice was as tense as a bowstring. “You think he’s dead?”

I turned to look at her, but her face didn’t tell me a thing. I shook my head. “I don’t know what I think right now. But that slippery son of a bitch? I doubt it. My bet is he’s living large in Mexico or Brazil on the money he skimmed off the rackets in the Bronx.”

“If the Mob haven’t found him in ten years, he must be pretty good at covering his tracks. What if the bureau can’t help us?”

I nodded that I knew and said, “He had a partner, kind of weak, did what he was told. Loud mouth when Mick was around but kept to himself when he wasn’t…”

Dehan spoke in a flat voice. “His name is Jim Kirkpatrick. Everybody called him Kirk.”

I stared at the cars in the lot for a long while. Then I put my cell in my pocket and fired up the engine. As I headed toward the Grand Central Parkway, I said, “Don’t you think it’s time you told me?”

She shrugged and shook her head. “There’s nothing to tell, Stone. My dad was Jewish. He was disowned by his family for marrying a Latina. My mom was Mexican. One of his uncles felt bad for him and gave him some money to start a business. So they set up a small café together on Garrison Avenue, near the corner of Faile.” 

She was quiet for a while, watching the traffic through the window. After a moment, she smiled. It was a nice smile, unmarred by cynicism or sarcasm. “They were nice people, gregarious, outgoing, noisy, fun-loving, totally in love with each other. So they attracted a lot of customers. They made a go of it.”

“What happened?”

“I was fourteen. Nelson and his boys came looking for protection. They said Mom was a Latina and she owed them loyalty. My dad told them where to go. They said they’d be back. He called the cops, and Mick Harragan came round with his pal Kirk. He told my dad community relations were a very delicate balance in a neighborhood like the Bronx. That a Jew ‘shacking up’ with a Christian, and a Catholic at that, was the kind of thing that could upset a lot of people. He said my dad was lucky to be accepted as well as he was, and in order to avoid things getting ugly, the best thing he could do was pay up and keep his mouth shut.”

“So you have a personal issue with Mick.”

She shook her head. “No. It is what it is. Shit happens, and other inspiring clichés. There will always be sons of bitches like Mick in every profession. I joined the force because one day a good, decent couple like my parents will call the cops for help, and they’ll get me instead of that asshole. But I have no personal issue with Mick. He’s in the past.”

I glanced at her. She was as expressionless as ever. I said, “If there is more to it than that, I need to know.”

“So you can take me off the case?”

“No. So I can be aware of it.”

“There is no more to it than that. I moved on.” Then she added, with a twist of lemon, “I’m good at moving on.”

As we stepped into the precinct, she said, “You want me to check the databases for Kirkpatrick?”

I nodded. “Yeah. You hungry?” Neither of us had eaten on the flight. She said she was, and I took a walk down to the deli on the corner. When I got back, she had her ass on the hood of my car. I walked up to her and gave her her sandwich. I said, “You already knew where he lived, didn’t you, Carmen?”

She shook her head. “No. It was easy to find. You want to go now, or eat first?”

“I can eat and drive at the same time.”

James Kirkpatrick had moved to Northwest Yonkers. He’d obviously had some kind of super pension plan I had never heard of. We took the I-95 and were there in just under a half hour. It was leafy and green in a way that suggested nothing bad ever happened there. You could drink martinis dry every evening without ever getting drunk, and children would always run laughing to school. Maybe that was true in Yonkers. I would never know. I couldn’t afford paradise.

He had a gray-blue clapboard house with Dutch gables that looked like something out of one of the darker episodes of The X-Files. I parked out front, and the slam of the car doors echoed across the empty, green lawns. A long path crossed his front garden, and we climbed the steps to the porch and rang the bell.

We waited long enough for Dehan to ring the bell a second time. Then we heard steps, and the door opened. He glanced at us and looked at me twice. He narrowed his eyes. “Stone, right? You’re from the 43rd. What’s up?”

“Hello, Kirk. Can we come in? We need to ask you a few questions.”

He hesitated, then kind of rushed his words. “Yeah! No! Sure! Of course, come on in…”

He stood back to allow us to pass. We stepped into a short passage with a coat stand. The passage opened out into a broad living area with wooden floors. Beyond it I could see an open-plan dining room-kitchen area. A flight of stairs on the left led up to the bedrooms and the bathrooms. I glanced back at the coat stand with one coat on it and said, “You live here alone, Kirk?”

“My wife’s at her mother’s…”

He stood in the hallway, looking at us and chewing his lip. I smiled. “It’s been a long time. You going to ask us to sit down?”

He looked at his watch. “It’s kinda late. What’s this about?”

I didn’t answer. We both watched him, waiting. Finally he said, “Yeah, sure. Where are my manners? Sit down, make yourselves comfortable. You want some coffee? A beer?”

I shook my head. “No, Kirk. Sit down. We have some questions for you.”

“Sure, whatever.”

He sat. Behind him was a bow window with net curtains, and through it I could see the street and my car. It was very still and very quiet. “Where is Mick?”

“Mick?”

I laughed. “You don’t remember Mick? He was your partner for fifteen years.”

“No! Yeah! Of course I remember Mick! We, we, we were partners! Like you said. I was just surprised at you asking me…”

“So where is he?” Dehan said.

He pulled a face. “We lost touch. He went to Miami.”

“No, he didn’t.”

He made like a goldfish and mouthed silently for a few seconds, then blurted, “I thought he did…”

Dehan said, “No, you didn’t.”

“Look, c’mon, guys! What can I tell you? I thought he went to Miami.”

I smiled sweetly and spoke reassuringly. “Okay, don’t get your panties in a tangle, Kirk. We need to talk to him, that’s all. It’s nothing serious, just a few loose ends we need to tie up.” He sighed. I smiled at Dehan. “We were just talking to an old pal of yours, weren’t we, Carmen? He said to send his regards. He’d love to catch up sometime, real soon.” Kirk now looked vaguely sick. “What was his name again?”

Dehan said, “Morry. You remember Morry, don’t you, Kirk? He said you and him and Mick were all real close back in the day. But you stopped answering his calls and hurt his feelings.” She looked at me, and her smile was kind of chilling. “What do you say, John. Should we call him and arrange a get-together?”

“No! No, listen! Stop!”

I said, “Your memory beginning to work?”

“No! What I’m telling you, John! I don’t know where he is. I told Vincenzo’s people already. I don’t know nothing. Mick bailed on me too. Fucking asshole owes me money. I’ll tell you what I know, but what I know is nothing.”

I sighed. “Okay, let’s have that beer. Then tell me the nothing that you know.”

He went to the kitchen and came back with three cold beers. He sat and took a swig.

“You gotta understand, until Nelson came along, Mick had the situation in the Bronx under control. Everything was working smoothly. Things had changed since we took down the Albanians, and there was some jockeying for power, but the families in New York had given Vincenzo the go-ahead to move in. It was an old, well-established family. They knew how to do things and keep the peace. You know, firm but fair. The important thing, as Mick saw it, was to keep the Chinese out, because those motherfuckers are crazy, and keep some control over the Mexicans, because those motherfuckers are just as fucking crazy as the fucking Chinese! You know what I’m saying? So Mick was all for having the New Jersey Mob move in. It made sense.” He paused and stared at Dehan. “You Mexican?”

“Half,” she said tonelessly.

He grinned. “Then I’m half-sorry. No, seriously, I was talking about the gangs, the Angeles de Satanas, not all Mexicans.”

She said, “Shut up, Kirk. Just get on with your goddamn story.”

“Okay. So anyhow, suddenly Nelson comes out of nowhere with his chulos and they start muscling in on Vincenzo’s territory. Next thing he’s running hookers and dope. And because he’s a local kid, he has the support of the barrios. So Pro comes over from Jersey and has a talk to him, warns him. ’Cause you know, Vincenzo and Pro, they are statesmen. They got experience and they are wise. So they don’t just blow him away and start a war. They’re fair. The guy has put in work—he’s built up his business, so all he’s got to do is pay a tax.”

Dehan was looking at me. Her cheeks were colored, and her eyes were bright. She pointed at Kirk and said, “This motherfucker was a cop?”

I gave my head a very small shake. “You want to wait outside?”

“No.”

She caught my unspoken answer, then shut up and sighed. I turned back to Kirk. “Yeah, Vincenzo is a real Thomas Jefferson. So what happened?”

“Nelson was out of his fucking mind. I think he was a goddamn psychopath or a sociopath, or both. Plus he was doing blow like there was no tomorrow, and that was making him more paranoid and crazy. He thought he was God or something. So he tells Pro to go fuck himself. And then he tells Mick the same thing. Mick comes around for his…” He hesitated over the word, then said, “dues… you know? His dues, and Nelson tells him to go fuck himself. He don’t need Mick no more and he ain’t paying him.”

“How’d he figure that?”

“He said he’d been talking to the Sureños. They also call themselves the Ángeles de Satanás, like the Hells Angels, only Mexican.”

“Yeah, we know.”

“Sure you do. The whole Latino population of the Bronx is either in the gang or has family in the gang. So if they got behind Nelson, he was untouchable, know what I’m saying? So he says to Mick that he’s talking to the Ángeles, and now Mick and Vincenzo got a problem.”

Dehan asked, “So he stopped paying Mick.”

“Yeah.”

“So, he made enemies of just about everybody he could make enemies of.”

Kirk looked at her and nodded. “You could say that.”

“I don’t understand something, Kirk,” I said. “Mick had every reason to want Nelson dead. But when Vincenzo asks him to set Nelson up, instead of doing that, he sets Vincenzo up. Twice. Why would he do that?”

Kirk shrugged. “You’re asking me, pal. He used me. I ran errands for him. But he never confided in me. He played his cards close to his chest. Maybe he was looking to start a war between rival gangs…”

“Or he wanted to make the hit himself so he could take Nelson’s stash,” said Dehan.

Kirk nodded. “That’s very possible.”

I asked, “Where were you the Night Nelson got killed?”

“I was off duty. I was sick. And before you ask, I have no idea where Mick was that night. We didn’t socialize.”

I drained my beer and stood. I thought for a moment. “What about the Chinese? Did Mick have any contact with the Triads?”

To my surprise, Kirk nodded. “Yeah, sure. They were looking to move in to the Bronx. They wanted Mick to smooth the way. He told them no, it wasn’t just the Mob they’d be dealing with—Nelson was getting pretty powerful, and so were the Mexicans.”

“There was talk that a Triad hit squad was seen that night. You know anything about that?”

“Like I said, it could be that Mick was trying to start a gang war on Mexican turf.”

“Why would he want to do that?” Dehan said.

“So while everyone is pinning Nelson’s death on everybody else,” I said, “Mick quietly retires with Nelson’s money.”

Kirk nodded. “It’s possible.”

“Okay. Make yourself available, Kirk. This is an official investigation. It is in your interest to collaborate. You understand what I’m saying to you?”

He went pale and nodded, then said, “There is one other thing. I can’t prove this, but I got the impression Nelson wasn’t only pissing off the Mob and the Chinks. I think he pissed off the Sureños too.”

“How so?” It was Dehan.

“He was talking out of turn, man. He was making claims about how they was gonna back him up, like his personal army. But I don’t think that was true. And I think they was getting pissed at him.”

Dehan snorted. “What a dick.” She drained her beer, and we left.







 Five 

We approached the Jaguar as a small UPS Transit pulled up. While we’d been inside, heavy clouds had moved in from the Atlantic. Dehan was saying, “All roads lead to Mick Harragan.”

I nodded and watched the driver climb out of the van with a parcel. He had a barcode reader around his neck, and he made his way across the lawn to Kirk’s house. I noticed absently that he looked Chinese. He skipped up the porch steps and rang the bell. “What’s this?” I said.

Dehan watched. It was hard to see in the failing light under the shadow of the porch. The door opened and they seemed to talk for a moment. I thought I heard a cough or Kirk clear his throat. Then the UPS guy came down the steps without the packet, looking at his barcode scanner.

I squinted at the house. I wasn’t sure. “The damn door is still open…”

There was a bleep. The courier was walking quickly around the hood of his van. Suddenly, Dehan moved like somebody had put a Carolina reaper up her ass. She was as fast and silent as a viper. I scrambled after her and came around the back of the Transit just as he was reaching for the door. Dehan had her weapon in her hands and shouted, “Freeze!”

He didn’t. He was fast. He jumped and lashed out and knocked the .38 from her hand with a kick. As he landed, he reached for the door again, but she kicked it shut and he turned and made off down the road. She sprinted after him, and I went after her. They were both getting away from me, so I went back and got the Jag, which was faster than both of them.

I hit the gas hard. As I approached, I saw him turn and pull a gun. It had a silencer attached. I felt my heart pound once. I screamed, “Duck!” even though nobody could hear me and floored the pedal. He turned the gun on me, took aim, but I was approaching too fast. His gun wavered and he leaped aside. 

I slammed on the brakes and jumped out. Dehan was on him as he got to his feet. He delivered a volley of punches and kicks, and I gaped as she blocked and ducked all of them. Then suddenly she rammed her elbow in his face, and he was staggering back. She didn’t falter. She was after him. Two pile drivers to his floating ribs and a knee to his face should have laid him out. But he was tough. He fell to the ground and rolled. Then he was on his feet and coming back for more.

One of his punches would have spoiled her looks for life, and I was wincing as he laid into her. She weaved and dodged like a professional boxer. Next thing she looked like she was folding his arms in on each other, so he was blocking himself. She smashed him in the nose, smacked him on his ears with her cupped hands, and kicked him in the nuts for good measure. He was down and out.

I walked up as she knelt on his chest and pulled out her cuffs. I said to him, “What’s your name?” She was wrestling to get the cuff on him. He ignored me. “Do you understand that you are under arrest?”

He was still wriggling his arm, and Dehan was beginning to swear under her breath. I went around and grabbed his wrist. She slipped the cuff on and turned to take his other arm. His hand was up by his mouth, and he was looking sidelong at us. He swallowed. Dehan muttered, “Mother…!” She stood. “Get him up! Make him vomit!”

But it was too late. He was already frothing at the mouth. The last thing he did before he died was to sneer at us and say what sounded like, “Womeng wefobu zaya landa yinchin tsi shuchen poo shedze hersaw shund atanya!”

And he died. 

I left Dehan to call the local PD and walked back to the house. Kirk was lying sprawled in the doorway with the parcel sitting on his belly. He had a neat hole in his forehead and a big pool of blood and gore as a pillow. I figured the hole in the back of his head was not so neat or small.

We sat on the steps of his porch and waited for the cops to show up. “You handled yourself pretty good back there.”

She shrugged. “You want to survive, you have to learn to fight. If you’re a girl, you need technique. Brute force and weight ain’t going to cut it.”

I smiled. “You have a nihilistic, existential, depressing theory for everything?”

“Most things, yeah. I can get pretty intense about steak and fries. Rain. Puddles. The smell of grass. These are all very important things. I’m Jewish. We’re intense. I can also be intensely fun.”

“I believe you.”

I flatter myself most people would have missed the smile she was hiding. I didn’t. I saw it.

The cops arrived and we spoke to Detective Stuyvesant. We exchanged numbers and he agreed to send us a copy of the ME’s reports and the crime scene investigators’ report. I knew what they’d say, but it pays to be thorough.

As we walked back to my car, the first drops of rain were beginning to fall. A couple of uniforms were setting up a marquee around the Chinese guy. It was growing dark, and the streetlights were starting to come on. We climbed in and I fired her up. I felt suddenly very tired and hungry. I looked at my watch. It was almost six.

I pulled away and said, “Comments, observations, questions…”

“Why did the Triads send a hit man today, of all days, after ten years?”

“Put another way, how did they know we were coming?” I frowned. “Carmen, did you get his address from an official database?”

“No.” I glanced at her. “Like Mick, he wasn’t on any official database.”

“How did you get it?”

“Don’t ask me, John, because I am not going to tell you. Not today. Maybe some other day. It wasn’t illegal.”

“That’s good enough for me. For now.”

“So the Triads followed us here to kill Kirk. Why not abduct him and torture him to find out where Mick is?”

“Because they already knew that he didn’t know.”

She frowned. “They were listening to us?”

I shook my head. “Whoever told them we were coming also knew that Kirk had no information about Mick’s whereabouts. The Triads just wanted their revenge. At least it confirms the theory that Mick had agreed to set Nelson up for the Triads as well as the Mob.”

“How can you be so sure it was a revenge killing?”

I said blandly, “His dying words, roughly, ‘We will have vengeance on the Irish penis whose ancestors were not human and also were born from big eggs.’ As last words go, they have a certain je ne sais quoi.”

She shook her head and sat a while staring out of the window at the darkness of the vast river. Eventually she said, “You’re shitting me, right?”

“Am I incredulous because you can do Wing Chun? I developed an interest in the I Ching as a youth and decided it would be better to read it in the original Mandarin. So I studied Chinese.”

“The Irish Penis? Whose parents were not human…?”

“And also were born from big eggs. That’s pretty offensive.”

Suddenly she was laughing out loud, leaning back in her seat and wiping her eyes. It was a good thing to see. It made me smile. 

Acting on an impulse, I turned left onto Ashburn Avenue and headed toward Southeast Yonkers. There was a huge shopping mall out there with a Longhorn steakhouse. And right then I was in need of a steak and a beer.

It was dark and raining heavily by the time we arrived. There were only a few cars in the lot, reflecting wet light and making the place look desolate. I parked right outside, and we sprinted for the door. The place was practically empty. We sat by the window and ordered a couple of Outlaw Ribeyes and a couple of beers.

She spoke suddenly.

“It doesn’t follow absolutely categorically, but it is a probability that if the Triads want to kill Mick, it’s because they did not kill Nelson. Because the reason they want to kill Mick is because he did not facilitate the hit on Nelson, as he had promised to do.”

“That makes sense. So what we’re saying is that right now our prime suspect is Mick?”

Our orders arrived with the beers, and we were both silent while we cut into the steaks and took our first bite. They were tender, succulent, and delicious. She said, “See? This is something I could get intense about.” She took another bite and leaned back in her chair. “Mick or the Sureños. But we shouldn’t discount the Chinese yet. Or the Mob for that matter. Pro is a subtle son of a bitch, and he could be playing us. And as for the Triads, Mick could have played them and they still managed to kill Nelson. They are very good at what they do.”

“Agreed.”

We ate in silence for a little longer. Then she asked, “Where do we go from here?”

“Ten years ago the Triad’s top hit man was Chen ‘Ivories’ Zhu. We need to know where he is now. We need to talk to him. We also need to talk to the first responders at the scene that night. Also…” I sank back in my chair. “It’s going to be hard going, but we need to talk to Nelson’s family, his cousins’ families. We need some background. We could be barking entirely up the wrong tree.”

“They won’t talk to us.”

“We have to try. His mother, his sisters, aunts and uncles. There will be hostility, but these are the people who know the most. Did he have a girlfriend? Did he confide in her? We have to get in there.”

She watched me a while. “What about the captain, Stone? She’s supposed to be a friend of Mick’s.”

I didn’t say anything. I just shook my head. 

The rain had eased. We made our way out to the car through the dark drizzle, over the liquid light of the puddles. Half an hour later, I dropped her at her apartment. Before she got out, I said, “In the morning I’ll try to track down Chen Zhu. You draw up a list of Nelson’s immediate family.”

She gave a funny smile and said, “You got it, partner.”
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Not much happened the next day. Dehan was busy compiling a list of Nelson’s family and close friends, and I found out that Chen Zhu was doing twenty to life in Attica. I made the call to arrange to visit him in a couple of days and then sat chewing my lip and thinking about some gossip I’d heard from some of the guys a few years back.

Dehan joined me at lunchtime and dropped into the chair opposite. 

“I got a list. It’s pretty comprehensive. His mother. His dad was killed in a drive-by when he was a baby. He was pretty much raised by two uncles and his mom. The uncles were both in a local gang affiliated to the Ángeles. His male cousins, all sons of the two uncles, were the ones who were killed that night. Mother has two sisters, both married but with daughters or baby sons.”

“How did you get this?”

“I said I was a reporter for the Voz de Chihuahua, a Marxist paper reporting on how Latinos are exploited and denigrated in the imperialist USA.”

I nodded. “I could never do that.”

“Look at you. You’re an Anglo-Saxon. You have gringo written all over you.”

“No, I mean my conscience would not allow me.”

“Yeah? I used to have one of them. It got mugged.”

“Girlfriends?”

“There was talk of a wife. Others said a girlfriend. Others said it was several girlfriends. Either way they seem to have been putillas and just passing through. There was also talk that he kept Mick supplied with young Latina girls. It seems he had a liking for them.”

“That’s good. In fact it is so good I am going to take you out tonight.”

“Dancing?”

“Why not. First we’ll have some dinner, and then we’ll go dancing.”

“Why do I get the feeling this is a stakeout?”

I laughed and pointed at her. “You are good! You are very good!”

 

We were at the corner of Central Park West and Ninety-Seventh. It was eleven thirty at night, and the dim light from the streetlights was mottled and filtered through the leaves of the plane trees. Or maybe they were chestnuts. We were a short way from the Crenshaw Church. It had a sinister, gothic look silhouetted against the burnt-orange glow of the clouds. An occasional raindrop would splat liquid amber light on the windshield. There was something sudden yet indecisive about it, like a drunk who makes up his mind to leave and then falls asleep at the bar. 

The wipers squeaked and removed the latest drop. 

To our right was a private parking lot fringed by gardens that formed a kind of courtyard outside the apartment block we were watching. It was still and quiet. Dehan had her window open a few inches.

“This is a pretty long shot, Stone.”

“You saw what the guy in Yonkers was prepared to do. If we’re going to get Zhu to open up, we need more than a smile and ‘please.’”

“What if he doesn’t show?”

“If what I was told is true, he’ll show.”

“How—”

I cut her off. “How reliable? Pretty reliable. If I didn’t think it was worth it, we wouldn’t be here.”

She eyed me curiously. “I guess that’s true at that.”

Voices made her turn and look. They were men’s voices, young, laughing, speaking Chinese. They came walking along a concrete pathway among the trees, from the entrance to the block. Their clothes had the vulgar elegance of Italian designers. A Lexus parked across from us flashed and bleeped as they approached it. They stepped into the glow of a streetlight, and I recognized one of them as Zak Zhu, Chen’s younger brother. They all climbed into the car and took off. I let them get ahead of us a way and followed. I had a pretty good idea where they were going, so I could afford to give them space.

They turned right onto West Ninety-Seventh and then left at the end of the block onto Columbus. I settled back and said, “If I’m right, it’ll now be a straight line all the way to West Fifth-Second.”

I was. We cruised for five or ten minutes along Columbus and onto Ninth. On Ninth I turned right into West Fifty-Third and parked. Then we walked through the drizzle to West Fifty-Second and found the Therapy Bar, a well-known gay nightclub. I’d been told it was a regular hangout for him and, as I’d expected, he was there. The Lexus was parked with its hazards flashing, and he was leaning in through the driver’s window. I figured his friend was going to find somewhere to park. I smiled at Dehan and said, “Come on, darling, let me get a picture of you.”

She struck a pose, and I took a picture of Zak. 

It was midweek, so it wasn’t very crowded, and we pushed inside. Red and blue flashing lights made the visibility poor, but I figured it would be good enough. We made our way to the bar and ordered two beers. I stood with my back to the door, and Dehan kept a watch on who came in. The thumping was so loud, conversation and thought were practically impossible. But this wasn’t a place you came to think or talk. After a moment, she leaned into me and said, “He’s just come in.”

I threw back my head and laughed like she’d said something hilarious. She laughed too and picked up her cell. I struck a pose, and she took another picture of Zak. I turned and surveyed the scene. Zak and his pals were sitting at a corner table. Since they’d walked through the door, their gestures and mannerisms had become exaggerated. They managed to be more effeminate than any woman I had ever seen. They left their things at the table and ran with little steps to the dance floor. Zak was wearing torn jeans and a string vest, which he removed while he danced. After that he and his friends proceeded to display their sexual proclivities in an unequivocal and unabashed fashion, while Dehan and I made a video record of their unrestrained social statements.

So far the evening had gone without a hitch, exactly as I had hoped. It was as I was paying and we were about to head for the door that things started to turn problematic. I noticed a large presence at my elbow. I looked and the guy must have been six foot seven if he was an inch. He had a bald head and a Freddy Mercury moustache. To complete the stereotype, he had chosen a T-shirt with black-and-white horizontal stripes. His voice was big enough to drown out the thumping of the music. Oddly, his accent was South African.

“You bin filming a lot, mate.”

I gave him a friendly grin and said, “Yuh, ve are from Nor-vey. Ve loff de crazy New York scene.” I held out my hand. “I am Rune, and zis is my vife, Inga.”

His face said he thought I was a clown and not a very funny one. He ignored my hand and nodded at my cell. “All your pictures and movies are of the sem guy.”

“Yuh! He is vild, yuh?”

“Your exent is not Norwegian… Who are you? Why are you stalking Zek?”

I nodded vigorously like I hadn’t heard him, but I was being polite, and I took Dehan’s hand in mine and began to push past him.

“Yah, yah! Vee moost goink now!”

He put a hand like a small cow on my chest and said, “Why heff you bin filming Zek?”

Dehan came in real close to him and crooked her finger. He bent down to listen to her, and I saw his eyes bulge. I heard her shout in his ear. “Zis is fot vee are callingk zee Norwegian nut cruncher. Sit down unt drinking zee visky or vee are blowingk you fuckingk head off. Vee are makingk ourselves understood, yuh?”

I smiled at the barkeep while Dehan eased our Seth Efrikan friend onto a stool. I pointed at him, mouthed, “Double Scotch,” and showed with my fingers it should be a big one. I put ten bucks on the bar. Least I could do was pay for his drink. We moved toward the door while the Veldt Wonder wept into his whiskey. As we pushed out, we heard a shout and made off at a run toward Ninth Avenue. I glanced back as we dodged through the traffic and saw a small plume of angry, half-dressed young men explode into the street. 

We made it to Fifty-Third and climbed into my car. Nobody was following us, but I didn’t waste time. I fired up the engine and turned onto Tenth Avenue, and headed north toward the Bronx and the 43rd precinct. 

“I’m going to download the pictures onto my laptop and print them,” I said. “You want me to drop you at your apartment?”

She shrugged. “I could crash on your couch and we could make an early start in the morning.”

I didn’t answer for a moment, like her suggestion was inconvenient for some reason. I bit back the smile and said, “I can let you have a bedroom. If you promise not to make the sheets dirty, I can let you have a bed too.”

She looked out of the window, away from me. The rain had suddenly grown heavy, and the wipers were squeaking a sleepy rhythm. Red, amber, and green lights splashed in squalls across the windshield. She said, “Whatever.”
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My appointment with Chen Zhu was at one in the afternoon. It was a five-or six-hour drive, so we got four hours’ sleep and were up and out by six a.m. Attica the prison is just outside Attica the town, and about the same size. It’s about a mile in length and about a quarter of a mile across at its widest point. There is a strange, eerie feel about the place, like it belongs in one of those late ’60s dystopian sci-fi movies, where the setting and the system are idyllic, it’s just the people that are wrong.

We parked in the lot, and fifteen minutes later we were sitting in a secure room, waiting for Chen Zhu to be shown in. There was a loud buzz and a clang. The door opened and two guards led in a man who, even chained hand and foot, was terrifying to behold.

It wasn’t just his size, though he was tall, muscular, and agile. It was his face, the complete absence of expression and the deadness of his eyes. They communicated just one thing: he could watch an unlimited amount of suffering and feel absolutely nothing.

He was placed in the chair opposite us, and his wrists were cuffed to the table. The guards told us they would be just outside and left us alone. He watched me a moment. He didn’t blink. Then he watched Dehan in the same way. After that he settled down to watching the wall behind us.

“Zhu, I am Detective Stone, and this is my partner, Detective Dehan. We need to ask you some questions about the murder ten years ago of Nelson Hernandez in the Bronx. I know you’re in for twenty to life. If you help us, that will help you, in the long run, to get parole. Are you willing to answer our questions?”

I got exactly the response I had expected. Nothing at all. I was pretty sure he had put himself into a trance. Dehan said, “You have nothing to lose, Zhu. No one is going to accuse you of a loss of honor or a loss of face. All we want is for you to fill in a few details on a cold case.”

Same response. I asked him, “Did you kill Nelson Hernandez ten years ago in the Bronx?”

He blinked, but it was probably just his time for blinking that month. It didn’t tell me anything. Dehan looked at me like she was wondering why I was taking so long. I was wondering myself. I guess I just didn’t like doing it, but Carmen was done waiting. She said, “Do you see much of your brother Zak? He ever come and visit you?” His gaze shifted from the wall to Dehan’s eyes. She went on, “He’s kinda the black sheep of the family, huh?”

I said, “Actually we bumped into him and some of his friends last night.” His eyes shifted to me, but all I could read there was that somehow, some day, he intended to kill us. I said, “Does the family know?” I gave a small laugh and spread my hands. “This is New York, in the new millennium. What’s a bit of homosexuality in the family? No big deal, right?”

His face went rigid, and all the color drained out of it. This was true rage, and unleashed it must have been a truly terrifying sight. I was glad he was chained. I stared him in the eye and said, “Oh, they don’t know?”

Dehan said, “You’re kidding me. Your grandfather, the head of the most powerful Triad gang in the eastern United States, does not know that his grandson is gay?” She looked at me, then back at him. “Well, what do you think would happen, Zhu, if he found out? I mean, I know that family is really important to you, and I think that a life choice as profound as this one is something he should share with the family, don’t you?”

I reached in my pocket and pulled out a large envelope. His gaze followed it onto the table. I shook out the photographs and spread them out in front of him. He turned away. I went on, “And I would say he was pretty committed to his life choice, wouldn’t you, Detective Dehan?”

She reached down and pulled my laptop out of her shoulder bag. She opened it up, hit Play, and spun it round for him to see the screen. I could hear the thumping and thudding of the music from the night before, and the shouts and screams. He refused to look. “You ought to have a look, Zhu. Because if you don’t start talking to me, the next people to see this will be your father and your grandfather.”

He spoke for the first time. I was surprised he had no accent.

“Turn it off. Take the pictures away.”

I left it playing. “Are you going to talk to us?”

He nodded. I turned the laptop around and turned it off, then collected up the pictures. “Did you kill Nelson Hernandez?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“What happened that night?”

“Mick Harragan contacted us couple of weeks before. He said there was an opportunity for us to move in to Hunts Point. Till then our policy had been to stay around Chinatown in Manhattan. But things were changing, and some of the younger men favored the idea of expanding out. There was a growing Asian population in the Bronx. Mick said the Mafia weren’t interested, and all we had to contend with was the Mexicans. He said the Mexicans were not organized, and with our resources we could control them. There was a lot of money to be made in prostitution and drugs. Prostitution and drugs is what we do.”

Dehan said, “But he told you there was just one obstacle.”

Zhu nodded. “Nelson Hernandez. He said if we could take out Nelson, we would own the neighborhood. He wanted a fee for information on where and when to hit Nelson, and he wanted a retainer every month.”

I asked him, “How much?”

“Twenty-five K for the information, and twenty-five K a month.”

Dehan asked, “So that was fifty K upfront?”

“Yeah. When we got there, Nelson was dead. His head and his balls were on the table. There were four other guys dead too. It was an execution. We had a man outside, watching, who told us the cops were coming. We got out just in time, otherwise we would’ve gone down for it. Mick set us up and walked away with fifty grand.”

Dehan shook her head. “Why would he do that?”

He turned his direct stare on her. “That isn’t complicated. He knew his time was up. He was approaching retirement. Every year the system was getting harder to play. Every year there was a new bunch of clean cops coming onto the force, and every year it was getting harder for him to hold on to his position. He was beginning to feel the heat. It was just a matter of time before somebody took him down, either to clean up the show or to replace him. So he played us, Nelson and the Italians against each other. He took fifty grand from us. I don’t know how much he took from the Italians, but at least that much, and what he took from Nelson must have been close to five hundred K. Plus, whatever he’d been stashing away for the last couple of years, I figure he ran with a couple of million at least. Maybe five.”

I said, “So while you’re looking at the Mob, the Mob are looking at you, and the cops are looking at you both. Nobody is looking at Mick, who quietly slips away.”

“That’s how I figure it.”

Dehan asked, “So where’d he go?”

I was expecting the same answer I’d got from everybody, so it was a surprise when he answered without hesitation, “Mexico.”

“Mexico? How does that make sense? He just killed five guys who are in with the Sureños and he goes to Mexico?”

He smiled and shook his head. It was the most expressive thing I’d seen him do. “You think on the surface. You got to ask deeper questions. Ask yourself, how much would the Sureños pay Mick Harragan to kill Nelson?”

I dropped back in my chair and stared at him. “He was a fucking embarrassment to them. Mick wasn’t causing the turf war, he was playing the turf war the Nelson was creating.”

“The Sureños wanted Nelson out of the way more than anybody. With Nelson gone, they hoped we’d go back to Chinatown and they could negotiate a deal with the Jersey Mob. They knew Mick had a beef with Nelson because Nelson had stopped paying him. Mick wanted to make a stash and get out. So he struck a deal: he kills Nelson, they pay him and give him a safe place to retire. Ask yourself, which is the one group that isn’t chasing after Mick?”

“The very group you’d expect to be out for vengeance and punishment,” said Dehan.

I said, “You know this? You got proof?”

He shook his head but then said, “When we came out of Nelson’s place, we saw the Italians there. They thought we’d killed Nelson, so we knew they didn’t do it. We went and looked for Mick. His house was empty, but there was a bottle of tequila in the breakfast bar in the kitchen, with two glasses. We searched the place. There was nothing, but we found brochures.”

“Mexico?”

“Nelson had a couple of bitches. Mick has a thing for Mexican girls. Nelson kept him supplied. I figure Mexico is where he went, with one of the bitches.” 

We sat in silence for a moment. Dehan said, “We done?” I nodded. She picked up the laptop and the pictures and showed them to Zhu. “Send your brother to college. Get him out of the rackets. Give him a chance to become the human being you never did. You obviously love him, so do the right thing by him. If I see him going into the family business, Zhu, this goes to your grandfather.”

He stared at her but didn’t answer, and we left.

In the lot, she leaned on the roof of the Jag and stared at the woodlands that surrounded us. 

“You buy it?”

I leaned on the other side. A rook laughed at us without much commitment.

“Do I buy it? There’s no hard evidence for anything right now. All we’ve got is theories. It’s the best theory I’ve heard so far. It has a smell about it of being the right track. But does it make me want to snap my fingers and say ‘Aha!’? No. It doesn’t. How about you?”

She gave me a small smile that unsettled me for some reason. “What you said.”

She got in and we drove to Attica to eat pizza.
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I chewed on the last piece of crust. I was looking out of the window, but in my mind I was seeing the five men sitting around a table, drinking beer and whiskey, eating crisps and nuts, playing poker. 

Dehan said, “They’re sitting at the table.” She was tipping a glass of sparkling water this way and that, watching the bubbles, “There’s a knock at the door. Nobody gets up, but somebody opens it.”

“The same person who left their prints on the glasses and the dishes of nuts.”

“Right. She opens the door and they come in fast. It’s like a raid. Mick’s at the front. Who’s he got with him? A couple of Sureños. They rush in. They’re shouting and hollering, ‘Freeze! Nobody move!’—that kind of stuff.”

“That’s why nobody reached for his piece.”

“That’s right. They’re surrounded. They’re taken by surprise. Plus, they can see it’s Mick and some guys they know. They’re wondering, ‘What the hell? What’s going on?’”

“And they execute them.”

“But the Sureños got to make a point. They’re punishing this guy. You don’t presume to tell the Sureños who they do and don’t support. So they cut off his balls and his head. Leave them on the table as a message to anybody else who wants to declare himself king of the Bronx.”

I nodded. “Now the guys leave, and Mick takes his dues, all the money Nelson had at the house…”

I looked at her, and she looked at me. She shrugged. “It sounds awful generous coming from the Sureños, but maybe Mick was holding something over them.”

“Yeah… I’m wondering what it is exactly Mick has done for them. Okay, he was there and he shot at least one of Nelson’s gang, but in this scenario, he’s just come along with the Sureños. It’s the Sureños who made the hit. They didn’t need Mick.”

She sighed. “Okay, then it was hired muscle. Couple of guys he paid to do the job with him. Either way, they leave. He takes the money and the girl. They have tequila. They get in the car and they go, leaving Pro, Vincenzo, Chen Zhu, and the NYPD all scratching their heads.”

I played a short tattoo on the table with my fingers. “It’s a scenario. It leaves a lot of unanswered questions. But it gives us one thing.”

“The girl.”

“Yup. Chances are high she was from the neighborhood. Let’s pray that for once the stereotype holds true. Latina girls love their mothers. Wherever she is, she may well still be in touch with Mamita.”

“How do we find Mamita?”

I pointed at her. “You will find her. You will go around the hood putting up flyers, talking to community leaders, talking to parish priests. Did a young girl in her twenties go missing about ten years ago? You will not say, but you will allow them to think, that remains have been found.”

“But if she’s still in touch with her mom, her mom will know that she’s not dead.”

I nodded. “Correct, but the chances are that only her mom will know, and it will be their secret. So there is every chance that an aunt, a cousin, a sister a brother, a parish priest, will get in touch with us. Maybe they won’t, but it’s worth a try. I suggest you do it in uniform.”

She frowned and sounded skeptical. “You think that will inspire more trust?”

“No, it would just be nice to see you in uniform.”

“Take a hike, Stone.”

“I’ll tell you something else that keeps playing on my mind. How did that hit man out at Yonkers know to follow us?”

She made a face. “There are only two possibilities.”

“And one of those possibilities is in bed with the Triads and wanted Kirk dead.”

 

We spent the next day canvassing from East Bay Avenue to Lafayette in Hunts Point. Dehan did most of the legwork because most of the people we needed to talk to would refuse to talk to me. Dehan was half-Mexican, looked Mexican, and grew up in the neighborhood. If anybody had a chance of getting through, it was her.

I focused on the Seventh Day Adventist Church, the African Methodist Church, and the Corpus Christi Monastery of nuns. The priests at the first two were very understanding and promised to spread the word and encourage anybody who remembered anything to come forward, even if it was through them, rather than directly. The mother superior at the monastery had been there for thirty years, and she remembered something.

We sat in her office overlooking the small woodland that was part of the grounds, and she peered at me over the top of her reading glasses. 

“This is Hunts Point, Detective Stone. Young Latina girls go missing every year. Some are murdered, others die of drug overdoses, others escape to try and make a new life for themselves. You are interested in one particular girl who disappeared ten years ago…”

It wasn’t a question, but she made it sound like one. I haven’t got a lot of patience, but I mustered what little I have and smiled.

“Mother Superior, we could get into a long, involved discussion about the complicated social interactions between the NYPD and the residents of Hunts Point, and the socioeconomic and political dynamics that condition those interactions. But that is a discussion which won’t lead us anywhere except to where we are right now. The fact is there are dozens of girls, and boys, and men and women and children that we can’t do anything to help. But there is one whom maybe we can help.”

She gave me a frigid look and then smiled. “I shall consider myself duly told off.” She sat back in her black leather armchair and heaved a large sigh. Her eyes kind of glazed, and I could imagine her traveling back in time. “Ten years… 2007… the Indianapolis Colts won the Super Bowl, the Oregon Beavers won the College World Series, George ‘dabaya’ Bush was in his last year, and the financial crisis had struck.” She nodded. “Yes, there was a girl. Maria. She was eighteen or nineteen. She came to me in considerable distress.”

“What happened?”

She shrugged. “She wouldn’t tell me. She said she was forced to marry a gang member with whom she was not in love. She feared if she said no to him, he would not only hurt her, but also her family and the boy she loved. I tried to advise her that the best thing she could do was to go to the police for help, but she said that was impossible.”

“Did she say why it was impossible?”

The mother superior was pensive for a few moments. Finally, she said, “No… but I got the impression that she didn’t trust the police.”

She gave me a level look, and I said, “Or a particular policeman.”

“That could be the case.”

“What was her surname, Mother Superior?”

“Garcia. But I am afraid that’s all I know about her. She stopped coming to see me. I made discreet inquiries, and the rumor was she had eloped or escaped. But nobody really knew where she was or what had happened to her.”

I met Dehan back at the precinct. I was there doing some research of my own when she came in and dropped into her chair. She looked mad, but like she was trying not to be mad. “A lot of girls go missing from Hunts Point over a period of years, without ever being reported.”

“I got the same feedback.”

“They go into prostitution and die somewhere as a Jane Doe with needle marks in her arm, so nobody ever follows it up because who cares anyway? Or their pimp shoots them, stabs them, chokes them, whatever, and throws them into the Bronx River. Their families and friends never report them missing, because if they do they will end up on a deep-six vacation themselves. Or the lucky ones get out and never write home in case somebody comes looking for them. What the fuck, Stone?” She stared at me. “What the fuck is wrong with this world?”

“People. People are wrong with this world. But we haven’t got time right now for existential passion. Tonight we can drink whiskey and ask each other existential questions. Right now I need to know if you got anything useful.”

She glanced at my face, then for some reason seemed to study my shirt and my arms. “I don’t know right now if you’re an asshole or a nice guy. I have a list of six girls who went missing about that time. One of them is Bulgarian, three are Russian, two were local. One of those two was a hooker, like the Bulgarian and the Russians. They are all almost certainly dead.”

“The one you’re saving till last was called Maria Garcia.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “I decided. You’re an asshole. Yeah, she was Maria Garcia. Maybe she still is. I tried to talk to her mother, but she didn’t want to know. I left it because she was getting too upset, and I was worried I would draw unwanted attention.”

I told her what the mother superior had told me. “That sounds like our girl. How do we play it?”

I thought about it for a few minutes. 

“We need to keep pressuring the family. One of three things is true. Either nobody knows where she is, only her mother knows where she is, or the whole family knows. If we keep pressing them, somebody is going to talk—either her to make us go away, or some member of the family for the same reason. If they are protecting Mick—and thus Maria—from the Mob, the Triads and or anybody else who is after him, the last thing they want is the cops drawing attention to them. So if we start pressuring them, one of them is going to talk.”
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It happened the next day. We were settling down to some associated research that I had started when the phone rang.

“Stone.”

 “I got to talk to you. But I can’t be seen.” The voice was Latino from the Bronx.

“What’s it about?”

“My sister. You been askin’ questions about girls who gone missing.”

“What’s your sister’s name?”

“Maria.”

“Maria Garcia?”

“Yeah. She went missing ten years ago, man.”

“What’s your name?”

“José.”

“Listen to me, José, and do exactly as I say. Be at the corner of Longfellow and Randall in twenty minutes. When I talk to you, take a swing at me. Okay?”

“You gonna bust me?”

“You got a better idea? Don’t worry. I won’t charge you.”

I hung up and looked at Dehan. “Let’s go, we may have a break.”

We approached down Hunts Point Avenue, and he was there on the corner, loitering, whatever that is. He was leaning against a lamppost, and when I pulled over and got out, he spat on the sidewalk. 

“You José?”

“Yeah, who the fuck are you?”

“Detective Stone. Turn around. Put your hands against the billboard.”

“What the hell for? I ain’t done nothin’!”

He took an ineffectual swing at me, and I gave him a push. Dehan got out of the car pulling her piece and walked over. I pushed him again. “Do it.”

He began mouthing off about motherfucking pigs, but he walked toward the billboard and put his hands up. I said, “Spread!” and kicked his ankles out so he was splayed. Dehan covered him while I patted him down. I reached in his pocket and pulled out some gum. I showed it to Dehan like it was dope, put it in my pocket, cuffed him, and shoved him toward the car. We put him in the back, and Dehan got in next to him. 

Back at the precinct, I took him to an interview room, removed his cuffs, and sat opposite him. Dehan came in with some coffee and some sandwiches. She put them in front of him and sat. He looked at them and then at her. 

“What? Do I look hungry?”

“Yeah, and malnourished.”

“I ain’t hungry. I ate today.”

I said, “Tell me about your sister.”

He looked at me resentfully. “I ain’t a snitch. I’m tellin’ you this because nobody else is doin’ nothin’.”

“I said, I don’t give a damn if you’re a snitch or not, José. I just want to find your sister.”

“She went away ten years ago. I was ten. She was nine years older than me. She was nice. She wasn’t like other people round here. She wanted to get out of the hood and do something. She used to talk about going to college. She used to say that me an’ her were going to San Francisco. There was a good college there where she could study psychology. She was smart.”

Dehan said, “You think she went to San Francisco?”

He shook his head. “She was real pretty. There was a gang back then. They were real tough. The boss of the gang was Nelson. He used to take all the nice-looking chicks. They were his girlfriends, but he’d use them as hookers too. He came one day and said Maria was going to be his wife. She was the best chick in the hood, so she deserved the best guy.”

He stopped because he was having trouble holding back the tears. His jaw muscles worked, and he looked away. After a bit, he drank some coffee.

“She cried and she begged him. He said if she didn’t come with him willingly, he’d hurt Mamá and me. Maria had a boyfriend from Brooklyn who used to come and visit her. They were makin’ plans together. Nelson said he’d kill him if he ever came round again.”

“You were ten?” It was Dehan. He nodded. “And you saw all this?”

“He told Mamá we had to be there, so we all knew he was serious. So in the end she married him.”

I frowned. “By the church.”

“No, man, it was a ceremony of the Ángeles de Satanás. But she was his wife, which meant she belonged to him, like his bike.”

“How long did this go on?”

He shrugged. “Couple of months, maybe a bit more.”

“Did she confide in you? Did she tell you anything about what went on?”

“She told me she didn’t want me to worry about it.” He gave a small bitter laugh. “She wanted me to think about getting out, about makin’ a good life. But Sam came and visited a couple of times, and he was always phoning her.”

Dehan interrupted. “Sam?”

“The guy she was seeing before.”

“He came back?”

José smiled. “He was crazy about her. I used to listen to them talk. He said he wasn’t scared of Nelson. He was going to save her.”

Dehan asked, “Did he say how?”

“It was just talk. He never did. He said he was gonna go to the cops, but she told him not to. She said there was a cop Nelson used to pay with money and girls. He liked Latina girls. Nelson gave him my sister one night, and he fell crazy in love with her.”

I said, “Wait. You’re telling me this cop fell in love with your sister?”

“Yeah. What? That so hard to believe? What, only white chicks…?”

“Shut up, José. Just answer the question.”

“Yeah. He was crazy about her. He was losin’ his fockin’ head!”

“And this cop’s name was…?”

“Mick, they called him Irish Mick. And his pal Kirk, like fockin’ Star Trek.”

The madder he got, the more he exaggerated his accent. Dehan suddenly exploded, “Cut the fucking act, will you! Show your sister some respect! Is this what she wanted for you? Mouthing off at a couple of cops? Nelson kidnaps and rapes your sister, and instead of honoring her and what she wanted, you do your damnedest to be like Nelson!” She leaned across the table and spoke into his astonished face. “It’s pronounced fuck, with a u. Fucking. Fuck.”

I suppressed a laugh and tried to look serious. “So what happened, José?”

“They used to have a poker game regular once a week. Maria and sometimes some other chicks would be there to serve drinks and… take care of the guys. One night some guys turned up and wiped out Nelson and his cousins and took Maria with them. That was the last time I saw her. She give me a kiss. She said next day she’d take me to the zoo. I remember that. I’d never been to the zoo. She left and I never saw her again. Word was Irish Mick disappeared that night too, and Captain Kirk.”

I sighed, weighing all the angles, trying to fit the pictures together in my head. “You think it’s possible she could have planned all this with Mick?”

He shook his head. There was no hesitation. “She hated Mick. She hated him as much as she hated Nelson. Maybe more.”

“Did you ever hear from Sam again?”

“No.”

I drummed on the table for a bit while my mind did some thinking. Then I said, “José, we’re going to find your sister.” I pointed at Dehan and then at myself. “We’re going to look for her, and we are not going to stop until we find her. You can help. Now you’ve done this much, why not go the whole ten yards?”

He eyed Dehan cautiously. “What you want me to do?”

“I want you to talk to your mom about Maria. I want you to ask her if she knows where she is. And I want you to persuade her to talk to us. We can fix it so that nobody ever finds out. Will you do that?”

He nodded. “Yeah, I’ll do that.” He stood. “We done?”

“We’re done for now.”

He looked at Dehan, and there was a real sincerity about him when he said, “Thanks, Detective.”

He left, and I looked at her and shrugged. “I guess it’s the way you pronounce fuck. Who could resist it?”







 Ten 

I was sitting at my desk with squares of sunlight warped across the old sheets of paper I was looking at. Dehan was talking, but I was only half listening because what I was reading had me totally engrossed.

She was leaning back in her chair with her eyes closed and her fingers laced behind her head. She was saying:

“We know from the mother superior, and from José, that Maria Garcia was an intelligent, sensitive girl with ambitions for herself and for her brother. We know that Nelson decided to take her as a sex slave. We know that Mick fell in love with her, in as much as an animal like that is capable of falling in love. Let’s say he became obsessed with her. So much we know and some of it we can maybe prove.”

“Mhm…”

“We know that Maria had a boyfriend who, if nothing else, had guts,” she went on. “He wanted to save her. Maybe he had a Galahad complex. Maybe he was just a nice guy. We know they stayed in touch even after Nelson forbade it, so the kid’s got balls. They’ve both got balls. So, here’s how it plays out…”

“Hm…”

“Nelson has his poker game coming up, and it’s a night when he is going to have a lot of cash in the place. Maria knows this. She’s desperate to escape, and she’s got the guts to do something about it. She has two options: make a plan with her boyfriend, or make a plan with Mick. A third option is do both.”

She opened her eyes and stood up, staring out of the window. I glanced at her and carried on reading.

“Sam, her boyfriend, however noble and gutsy he may be, is no match for Nelson and the Sureños—and Irish Mick. So, she’s smart and she makes a plan with Mick. She makes like she’s falling for him too—it’s becoming mutual. She tells him about the money, and they plan to wipe out Nelson and escape to Mexico together. Meanwhile, she makes a second plan with Sam. After the showdown, she’ll dump Mick in Mexico and come back for Sam and José.

“At the game, she lets Mick in. He comes in with Kirk and two other guys. My money is on two Italians. They blow Nelson away, leave the Bronx open for Vincenzo to move in, because without Mick, the Triads can’t operate here. The Italians go back home, and Mick leaves with Maria. Pro makes a big smokescreen, and the killing goes unsolved.” She turned to face me. “Maria tries to leave Mick and come back for Sam and José. He ain’t having it, and he kills her.”

I looked up from the papers I was reading. 

“Hm…? That is excellent, Carmen. Really, very good. Let’s go.”

She sighed and followed me. “Anywhere in particular?”

“Why, naturally, to Brooklyn.”

“Naturally.”

I took the I-87 toward Randall’s Island and the Robert F. Kennedy Bridge. While I drove, I said, “Last couple of days I’ve been meaning to do some research, but there was always something else more important to do.”

“Life’s like that.” She said it with some asperity, so I ignored her.

“Nelson was killed on November 13, 2007.” She looked at me with curiosity. I went on. “We’ve been working increasingly on the assumption that Mick killed him. So I thought it might be a good idea to find out where Mick was that night.”

She sighed. “Oh, shit…”

“Kirk had been off sick for a few days. Remember he said that? So Mick was partnered temporarily with another detective. They were on duty that night. At one in the morning, they were called out to a homicide. While they were on that case, Sam was called out to Nelson’s. You couldn’t buy a better alibi.”

She was silent for a long time. As we crossed the Calvary Cemetery, she wound down her window and let the air beat her about a bit. I liked the idea and did the same. She said, above the buffeting of the air, “It’s like a fucking Rubik’s Cube.”

“It gets better.”

She stared at me, biting her lip, and asked, “Where are we going now?”

I smiled. “To Prospect Park, Fourteenth Avenue. To have a chat with the victim’s mother.”

Twenty minutes later, we stood on her stoop and rang the bell. She opened the door and peered at us curiously. She had gray hair and a string of pearls around her neck. “Can I help you?” she asked.

We showed her our badges. “I wonder if you could spare us a few minutes of your time, Mrs. Bernstein. It won’t take long, but we have some questions…”

She stood back, pulling the door open. “Of course, please come in. If I can be of any help.”

She led us into an overstuffed living room with photographs covering every available surface. She pointed us at an imitation Louise XIV suite. “Can I get you some coffee?” She made it sound like “caw-fee.”

We said she couldn’t, and she sat.

“Mrs. Bernstein, I know this must be painful for you, but we have reason to believe that your son’s murder ten years ago may be connected to another homicide that occurred that night.” 

She put her hands to her mouth and spoke from behind her fingers. “My Sam…?”

“We believe he had a girlfriend…”

“Oh yes. She was a lovely girl. I told him not to marry her, but he wouldn’t listen. She was a Catholic…” She gestured at me. “I don’t know, maybe you’re a Catholic and no offence.” She turned to Dehan. “I can see you’re Jewish and you know what I’m talking about. You’re best sticking to your own, but he was in love, so what can you do? It’s love. She was also poor.”

“What was her name, Mrs. Bernstein?”

“Maria. Catholic name. Lovely girl. Beautiful.” She shrugged. “Mexican. Sweet, you know? Real tender.”

“Maria Garcia?”

“Like I said, Mexican. They set a date and everything. Then there was some kind of problem. He didn’t want to tell me about it. He didn’t want to worry me. He was a good boy. You could tell he was going to be a real mensch. He had a pair of balls on him.” Again she looked at Dehan. “You know what I’m talking about.”

To my surprise, Dehan nodded and there was a warmth in her eyes I hadn’t seen before. She said, “What can you tell us about this problem they were having?”

“He was vague, but he said her family were objecting to her seeing him. It’s the age-old story. But I had a feeling there was more to it than that. He never told me where she was from, but I got the feeling she was maybe from a rough neighborhood. The way things played out, I wish I had listened to my mother’s intuition.”

I said, “Can you tell us about the events of that night, and what led up to them?”

She looked a bit distressed and started rubbing her hands with her thumbs, staring at the carpet.

“She broke up with him. He was devastated. She was the love of his life. He was crazy about her. He went nuts. He was crying, he wouldn’t eat. He had no father—his father, God bless him, is in heaven—nobody could help him, and nothing would do but getting Maria back. So he went there, he called, he called her mother—he was nothing if not persistent. And eventually she spoke to him.”

She threw her hands in the air. “Well…! That was the worst thing that could have happened. Because now he’s convinced that she has been kidnapped, or abducted, or being held to ransom… God only knows what he was imagining. Personally, I think she’s trying to get him off her back. Her mother has told her, ‘you’ve got to marry a Catholic!’ I told him, ‘Marry a nice Jewish girl!’ But Sam isn’t having it. He is convinced that she’s being held against her will.”

“So what happened?”

“I said, ‘Go to the police!’ She told him not to. There’s a bent cop at the precinct. A likely story! So on the night of the November 13, 2007—I will never forget it so long as I draw breath—without my knowledge, he goes up into the attic and he gets his father’s revolver. A very nice pearl handled Colt .45, one of a pair that was given to him by his commanding officer…”

“They sound beautiful,” Dehan said. “I’d love to see them later. What happened?”

“So he takes the revolver, and he goes to the Bronx. It seems she had told him there was a man called Nelson who was forcing her to have sex with him and with other men. That night she was being forced to go to a poker party, where she would be raped. Well, poor Sam lost his mind. He was crying his heart out. He was raving. He said he couldn’t stand by while the woman he loved was raped. Like I said, he was a real mensch. So he went upstairs, took the gun, and went to look for her.”

I frowned. “But he didn’t know where to go…”

“He was a mensch, but he was stupid, like his father. He went to the roughest part of the Bronx—Hunts Point, down by the warehouses—and he was going like a crazy man from one bar to another, yelling and shouting, saying he needed to see Nelson Hernandez right then. It seems some feller said he’d take him to him. He led him outside and…”

She folded up, buried her face in her hands, and started to cry. Dehan got up, sat next to her, and put her arms around her. It was like her chest had clenched around her heart and wouldn’t let go. Her voice came, squeezed through her pain. “I’ll never have him back. Never see him again…”

We eventually soothed her and apologized for having brought back the memories. She called her neighbor to come over, and we left.







 Eleven 

Dehan rested her ass on the hood of my car in the dappled shade of the plane trees. “It wasn’t Pro, it wasn’t Zhu, and it wasn’t Mick. So by the process of elimination, that leaves us only one possibility.”

“The Angels of Satan.”

“The Sureños, the Ángeles de Satanás. There is nobody else.”

“That will not be the main thrust of the DA’s case.”

She didn’t seem to hear. She stared at me, and her eyes were on fire. “It has to be Mick!”

I shook my head. “Stop right there, Dehan.”

She held up her hands and closed her eyes. “Okay. Okay… I agree.”

We started walking, as though one of us had suggested it, but neither of us had, down the avenue toward the park. She kept talking. 

“Early hours of Tuesday, November 13, 2007, Mick and Jennifer are at Hunts Point, goddamn it! Where Sam has been gunned down, a few streets away from where Nelson has been killed. At the same time, Pro is arriving in the neighborhood with his guys, for the purpose of killing Nelson. Zhu is arriving in the neighborhood for the same purpose. They are all there, and they all want the same thing. They all want Nelson dead.”

The sign said walk, so we crossed the road and stepped over the wall into the park.

I said, “But while they’re playing cards, the bell rings and Maria opens the door to somebody else.”

“Professionals, accustomed to killing. They work efficiently. They have a grudge against Nelson, and they take his money, which suggests they feel they have a claim on that money…”

“But…” I stopped and faced her. “They leave his stash of dope, of coke, of H, which must have a street value of several hundred grand or more, and they take Maria.” We walked on a few steps in silence. “And here is another question. Who was Mick drinking tequila with that night?”

She thought for maybe three seconds before saying, “The captain.”

“Back then, Detective Cuevas, his partner.”

“We know he had a taste for Latina women.” We sat on a bench and stared out at the trees and the grass. She exploded suddenly, “That bitch is hiding the motherfucker!”

“Little grasshopper, if the strength of your determination to hit the bull’s eye makes you jump up and down and stamp your feet, your aim will become faulty and you will miss the target.”

I looked at her. She looked back. “Fuck you. What would you know? You’re blind anyway!” She leaned back, raised her face to the sun, and rubbed it with her palms. Then she said, “Okay, Stone, point taken.”

I sighed. “But I kind of agree with you. I might express it differently, though.”

“How would you express it, Sensei?”

“There is a link between Mick, Maria, and Jennifer that we are not seeing.”

“Oh, very good!”

I gave her a withering look that she didn’t see because she had her eyes closed and her faced turned up to the sun again. “And we are more likely to find that link by asking focused questions, rather than by making wild statements we cannot substantiate.”

“Like?”

“Like, your theory is that the only gunmen we have left are the Sureños…”

She sat up. “Yes. Everybody else was busy. And they had motive, maybe the best motive.”

“So we need to find out who the Sureños muscle was back in 2007. Which means we need to go back to putting pressure on José and his mom.”

She nodded as though she wasn’t really listening.

“Here’s another question for you. What would make Jennifer go back with Mick, drink tequila with him in the small hours of the morning, and then go home while he disappears?”

“That is a damn good question.” I turned to face her. “I’d go so far as to say, answer that, and you answer everything.”

 

Back at the precinct, Dehan set about finding out who were the enforcers for the Sureños back in 2007. Meanwhile I tracked down Mick’s address. He had a small rented house on Longfellow Avenue, near Crotana Park. Half an hour on the phone get me the Realtor who let it to him. It turned out he’d only been renting it for a year. Before that he’d had his own house, which he’d sold through the same realtor.

“I know it was a long time ago, but would you have any record of a forwarding address after he left?”

The guy seemed eager to please and said that if he left one, they’d still have it. He went away and came back two minutes later saying that Mick Harragan had not left a forwarding address. In fact, he’d left without letting them know he was going.

I thanked him, hung up, and stepped outside to phone Bernie on my cell.

“John, I was about to call you.”

“Before you do, Bernie, do something for me. In 2006, Mick Harragan…”

“The same Mick Harragan…”

“The very same. In 2006, he sold his house. I need to know where the money went.”

He was quiet for a moment. “That’s a tall order, John.”

“Yeah, I know. But it could involve police corruption, the Triads, the New Jersey Mob, and the Sureños, as well as five unsolved murders and a disappearance.”

“For real?”

“For real.”

“Okay, I’ll call in some favors. By the way, there isn’t a trace of this guy anywhere.”

“I know, Bernie. He seems to have vanished off the face of the Earth.”

“Okay, I’ll get back to you ASAP.”

As I hung up, I heard a piercing whistle. I turned and saw Dehan walking toward me from the precinct entrance. I was surprised at how graceful her walk was. As she came close, she said, “José just called. His mom wants us to go see her.”

I frowned. “She wants us to go to her house? Does she know how risky that is for her?”

“I told him that. She says she doesn’t care, neither does he.”

Okay, let’s go.”

She had a small apartment on the second floor of a rundown house on Manida Street, a few blocks from where Nelson had been shot. There was no elevator, so we climbed the stairs, stepping over kids who were smoking dope and talking about the whores on Lafayette. They went quiet as we passed them, and watched us with predatory eyes. I hammered loud on José’s door and shouted, “Open up! Police!”

A pretty woman in her late fifties opened the door holding a tea towel. She looked alarmed. Before she could say anything, I barked at her, “Is José here? Don’t lie to me, Mrs. Garcia. Let me in to talk to him and we’ll avoid any trouble.”

I pushed past her without waiting for an invitation. Dehan stepped in and closed the door.

The woman was shaking her head, saying, “No hace falta…”

José was standing in his bedroom doorway, looking sad. “She said it’s not necessary to come barging in. She invited you.”

I turned to her, sharing José’s sadness. “Do you speak English?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t want a reputation for cooperating with the cops, Mrs. Garcia. It’s easier for you if they think I’m bullying you.”

She shook her head and said, “And so it goes on? Forever?”

For a moment, I saw in her what other men must have seen in Maria, a goodness, a righteousness that was almost primal, and I understood what they must have felt. I smiled. “Let’s just try to avoid anybody else getting hurt.”

She sighed and pointed at the small sitting room. We followed her in and sat. “Are you still in contact with Maria?” I asked.

She was shaking her head before I had finished. Her eyes were wise with a wisdom born of pain and patience. She said, “Do you think she is still alive?”

I hadn’t expected the question, and I had to think for a moment. Finally, I nodded. “Yes, I think she probably is. I have no reason to think she isn’t.”

“Then why she never contact us?”

“She may be protecting you.”

“From what? Nelson is dead.”

I smiled. “Who killed him?”

She heaved a sigh. “Ay, Dios!”

Dehan asked her, “Do you know?”

José said, “Tell them, Mamá. Somebody got to stand up to these hijos de puta.”

She was screwing the tea towel into a bunch and releasing it again, over and over. She said, “The mothers gossip, we meet, we talk. After Nelson died, Carlitos took over. He was not so crazy. He is very dangerous man, but not like Nelson. The gossip was that Carlitos killed him.”

As far as it went, it made sense. “Did Carlitos have any kind of relationship with Maria?”

She frowned and shrugged. “No.” 

I stared out of the small window at the grim, dilapidated buildings opposite, like a yellow-brick monument of despair. We had found Maria’s mother, her brother, and her boyfriend, but we were no closer to finding Nelson’s killers than we had been when I put the box on the desk. Maybe that was the way it should be. Maybe his killers should go unpunished.

José was leaning in the doorway. “You want I should talk to Carlitos, see if he’ll meet with you?”

“No!” I stared at him. “José, I am serious, whatever you do, you do not talk to Carlitos. You understand me?” He nodded. “If he thinks you’ve been talking to the cops, you will have big trouble.”

“Okay, okay…”

As we picked our way down the stairs, I began to feel mad. We got in the car and slammed the doors. “We pull him in.”

“Carlitos?”

“Yeah.”

“On what charge?”

“Anything. I don’t care. There have to be a thousand things we can charge him with. If he killed Nelson, he knows what happened to Maria.”

“He’ll call his attorney, plead the fifth, and sit it out.”

I sighed. “I know, but we need to get something on him and get him to break.”

She danced her head around a bit, like she’d had an idea and wasn’t sure if it was a good one. “Maybe Pro could help.”

I frowned. “How?”

“Word is that Carlitos and his Sureños are cooperating with the Jersey Mob. So maybe you could have Pro talk to Vincenzo, who talks to Carlitos to persuade him to cooperate with you.”

“That’s only going to work if Carlitos didn’t kill Nelson, and we are inclining to the view he did.”

“The other option is to get Vincenzo to supply information so we can raid Carlitos and some of his guys red-handed. We offer him a deal, which includes fessing up to Nelson and telling us what happened to Maria.”

I blew out and fired up the engine. “I doubt Vincenzo would go for it. But if we could pull Carlitos in and a couple of his associates, we might be able to play them against each other.”







 Twelve 

But things were about to take a different turn. I hadn’t expected to hear from Bernie for a couple of days at least, but he called me as we were on our way back to the 43rd. I answered and put it on speaker, then dropped it on the dash.

“Bernie.”

“Your instincts were right, as usual, John. But I don’t want to talk on the phone. You better come down to the bureau.”

“We’re on our way.”

We took the Willis Avenue Bridge, and pretty soon we were headed south on Park Avenue toward Broadway. We didn’t talk. Each of us was lost in our own thoughts. It felt like we were right there, within inches of the answer, but every time we tried to grasp it, all we got was a handful of what we had before. Nothing. 

For the second time in a couple of days, I parked at Federal Plaza and stepped inside. We took the elevator to the twenty-third floor, and Bernie came to meet us in the lobby. He was short, overfed, and cheerful. As we walked toward his office, he said, “I got to tell you, John, you have a nose like a god-darn bloodhound. This is going to be messy.”

I glanced at Dehan. She was smiling.

We stepped into his office, and he closed the door behind us. 

As we sat, he dropped a file on the desk. “This is for you. I didn’t want to talk about it on the phone, because we don’t know how far this goes.”

I picked it up and began to leaf through it. He carried on talking.

“To start with, Michael Harragan sold his house in 2006, for five hundred grand. That’s a high price back then. He sold it to a company that turns out to be just a name. It bought the house and has done nothing since. The company belonged to José Guzman. We’re looking into it now, but two gets you twenty he works for somebody in the Mexican cartels.”

“Or the Sureños,” Dehan said. 

He nodded at her. “Okay. So the money was paid into an account in Miami. From which it was transferred, twenty-four hours later, to an account in Mexico, in Belize. But the payee account was not Michael Harragan.”

I said, “Who was it?”

“It was Michael O’Hannafin. A name change which makes the forging of documents pretty easy for a skilled professional. The chances are extremely high that Harragan is living in Mexico as Michael O’Hannafin.”

Dehan said, “That would take it out of our jurisdiction.”

He shrugged. “We’re not there yet. We’re talking to our counterparts in Mexico to see just how much money went into his account, and if there is any trace of O’Hannafin anywhere. But as you know, getting into an account in Belize is very, very difficult. And if he has opened a numbered one, it will be impossible.”

“Did you find any trace of him here in the States?”

He shook his head. “When I saw this, we started searching in earnest, going back ten years. He sold his house, gassed up his car, and after that his credit card and his name vanished from the face of the Earth.”

Dehan said, “He’d been preparing at least a year in advance. I’d lay money you won’t find him in Mexico. He’ll have put the money, which is going to be a couple of million or more, into a numbered account, and he will have a second identity. O’Hannafin will vanish, just like Harragan did.”

Bernie nodded. “We’re going to look, because it’s always worth looking. But I would have to agree. Harragan prepared this, and he prepared it well. Chances are, he’s in Brazil, banking in Belize.” He smiled. “It’s what I would do.”

We talked a bit more, without making much progress, and Dehan and I eventually stood to leave. But as we were going, the phone rang. He answered it and gestured we should wait. He talked for a bit, made some notes, and asked for the details to be emailed via his secure server. Then he hung up.

“That was Mexico…” He paused and shook his head. “Hold on to your hats. The account has been inactive for ten years. A couple of deposits were made after the house was sold, total of a million bucks. It’s been sitting there earning interest. It was never transferred, and it has not been accessed since 2007.”

Dehan said, “What the hell does that mean?”

“It means Mick Harragan is probably dead,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes at me like her brain hurt. “Who…?”

I nodded. “The same person who drank tequila with him that night.”

As we stepped out onto Broadway, she suddenly turned on me and placed her fingertips on my chest. She stared hard into my face and said, “I am going to have an intense moment.”

“Really? What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. I need to go out and get drunk! This case is like a fucking maze that keeps going back in on itself!”

I cocked my head and said in a doubtful tone, “Hmm…”

“Hmmm…?”

I nodded. “Mhm, hmmm…”

She glared at me. “Hmmm…? Seriously?”

“I think we making progress for the first time.”

“Explain that to me.”

We started walking toward the car.

“We know that Mick had planned to move to Mexico, and there is a good chance he planned to take Maria with him. We can surmise that he got the Triad and the Mob to pay him to eliminate Nelson, and that he paid Carlitos to do it for him at a fraction of the price, while he set himself up with the best possible alibi. He was with another detective at a different crime scene. 

“Now, one of two things happen. Carlitos, as part of the deal, is supposed to bring Maria, and the money, to Mick’s house. However, Carlitos brings Maria but says he is keeping the money. There is a disagreement, and Carlitos kills Mick and Maria, puts them in the trunk of his own car, and dumps them in the Hudson.”

She nodded a lot. “Yeah.”

“Or, Carlitos delivers Maria and leaves. But then Jennifer turns up. She and Mick have been making the beast with two backs. Mick has seduced her. Why? Because A, Mick likes Latina girls, and B, because he knows he’s been going too long and pretty soon somebody is going to finger him. The up-and-coming detective, the rising star tipped to be the next commander, is Detective Jennifer Cuevas. So he wants to keep her sweet and onside. Trouble is, she’s fallen for him big-time. She can smell that he is two-timing her. Maybe she watches him, maybe she follows him—who knows? But that night, she turns up while Maria is there, and she kills them both.”

“Also very feasible. In both scenarios Maria is dead.”

We had arrived and I leaned on the roof of the Jag, frowning at her. “Yeah, at the moment it’s looking like Maria’s fate is tied to Mick’s. But there are two things that trouble me about both these scenarios—all the goddamn scenarios. If Carlitos is the hit man, why does he leave several hundred grand worth of drugs at Nelson’s apartment?”

“You took the words out of my mouth. And?”

“If Maria hates Mick so much, why does she go along so placidly?”

She shrugged. “That one is less complicated. She’s protecting her family.”

“If that’s true, she must be dead. Because it looks like both Mick and Nelson are dead, so who is she protecting them from?”

I unlocked the car and climbed in. She got in the other side and slammed the door.

“Don’t you mean, from whom is she protecting them?”

“Yes, that is precisely what I mean. But nobody likes a smartass, Dehan.”

“Hey, just showin’ I’m leanin’, Sensei. You teachin’, me learnin’.”

I sighed and started the engine. “So you want to get drunk, huh?”

“Yup.”

“Okay.”







 Thirteen 

But we didn’t go and get drunk, not then, anyhow. As we were cruising up Center Street toward Fourth Avenue, a thought came to me, and I could have kicked myself for not having had it sooner. I said, “Okay, this is a long shot, but hear me out. Here’s Mick, a big, brawling, lawless Irishman. A law unto himself. Loves a fight, takes no shit from nobody.”

“Long live the stereotype.”

“Say what you like, that was Mick.”

“Okay.”

So in the early hours of November 13, assuming he hasn’t been killed by Carlitos or Jennifer, he has four million bucks in the bank, a stash of cash in his trunk, a beautiful young girl on his arm, and he feels like the king of the world.”

She frowned. “Interesting.”

“He’s changed his identity, nobody can trace him, and he is going to drive, not fly, to Mexico. Drive because that way he will be untraceable.”

“Okay…”

“As the crow flies, it is one thousand five hundred, maybe two thousand miles by road to the Mexican border. It’s going to take him four days at least to get there. How long do you think he lasted before he got drunk? Now, like I said, it’s a long shot, but it has to be at least a fifty-fifty chance that if we run his prints, which are on file, through IAFIS, we might get a hit somewhere.”

She pulled a face. “Like you say. It’s a long shot. It make a lot of assumptions: he got drunk, he got into a brawl, he got arrested, they uploaded his prints but didn’t look for a match.” She nodded. “It’s a long shot, but what have we got to lose? It’s feasible. I can see it happening.”

 

I woke up at six thirty with a headache. I was not in bed. I was on the sofa. There was half a bottle of bourbon on the coffee table and an empty packet of Camel cigarettes. I vaguely remembered buying both on the way home, after dropping Dehan at her place. We had not got drunk. I had. Alone. At home.

My cell rang while I was in the shower. I got out, got some aspirin from the cabinet, took two, and called back.

“Detective Stone?”

I recognized the voice. It was José.  

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“I gotta make this quick. Carlitos has a deal going down tonight, ’bout two o’clock. Down by the Fulton Fish Market, by the river. You go down past the household waste drop-off site, and there’s some wasteland down there, by the water. That’s where he does his business. He’s takin’ delivery of twenty kilos of coke. You take him down, you can make him tell you where my sister is, right?”

I felt sick, and it wasn’t the hangover. I said, “Okay, José, that’s good. You did good. This is very helpful. But now I want you to stay out of this, you hear me? I do not want you or your mom to get involved. When we get Maria back, I want you both safe and sound for her. You understand me?”

“Yeah, okay. But that’s good, right? You can use that to make him talk?”

“You bet. Now stay safe.”

He hung up.

I called Dehan. She answered with a pillow voice.

“What?” It sounded reproachful. 

“You up?”

“No! Go away. What time is it?”

“Seven. Get up. I’ll be there in twenty. We have Carlitos.”

I heard a grunt. “Good. Okay. I’m up.”

She was in the doorway when I arrived, and crossed the road carefully to get in the car. She glanced at me as she closed the door. She looked hungover. She said, “You look awful. How do we have Carlitos?”

I told her about José’s call and then explained as I drove.

“We take them down tonight. We separate them. Don’t let them talk to each other. We keep it about the drugs bust. Make each one thinks the other is ratting him out. At the right time, when they’re getting tired and stressed, we hit them with the murder of Nelson and his compadres. They think they’re facing drugs charges. When they suddenly see themselves facing murder one, times five, somebody’s going to crack and start talking.”

She sighed and managed a smile. “Maybe… maybe a break at last.”

I needed the captain to authorize the raid and the backup, but when we got there she hadn’t arrived yet. So I went to my computer to check if we’d got a hit from IAFIS. We had.

I stared at the screen and sat slowly in my chair. 

A minute later, Dehan came in and placed a cup of coffee in front of me. She saw my face and asked, “We got a hit?”

I nodded. “Texas. Drunk and disorderly. Town called Shamrock in Wheeler County. He couldn’t resist it, could he?”

She sat. “We have to play this very carefully.”

I nodded again. 

“At least we now know that Mick was not killed at his house. We can assume Maria wasn’t either. Did she go with him to Texas?” I sat back and thought for a while. “We don’t touch this for now. First we see what Carlitos and his pals give us in the interrogation. Then we decide what we say to the captain about Shamrock.”

She agreed. 

The captain came in at nine. We gave her a minute and then went up after her. She looked surprised to see us, glancing from one to the other.

“What can I do for you, Detectives?”

She didn’t invite us to sit down. I said, “We have a tip-off about a drugs deal tonight. Twenty kilos of coke. That’s a street value of four hundred K. We need authorization to…”

She didn’t let me finish.

“I’m sorry, John, back up there a minute, would you? I thought I had made it clear that you were working the cold cases.”

I heard Dehan sniff and sensed her staring down at her boots. I said, “Yes, Captain, this is a cold case. The deal relates directly to our investigation.”

“You want to explain that to me, John?”

I smiled. She didn’t. Dehan bit her lip and stared at the wall. I said, “We’re investigating the Nelson Hernandez murder. It’s a ten-year-old case.”

“Nelson Hernandez…? I thought that case had been closed.”

I frowned. “No. It couldn’t be closed. It was unresolved.”

“I thought Sam had attributed it…”

“It’s still open, Captain. But we are pretty sure that the guy who is doing the deal tonight was responsible for the murder.”

She looked at me sharply, and her answer was a little too quick. “Really?”

“Yeah. If we bust them tonight and play the interrogation right, we can probably get a conviction on the Nelson case. If we don’t get a confession, maybe we can get them to rat each other out.”

She was quiet a moment, thinking. Dehan couldn’t stop herself. “Is there any reason, Captain, why we can’t make the bust? It’s twenty K of cocaine, and it could secure a conviction on five unresolved homicides. Am I missing something?”

I saw the captain’s jaw clench. She narrowed her eyes and turned to me. “You have your authorization, John, and your backup. Get your partner out of my office before I change my mind.”

I turned and shoved Dehan toward the door. “Come on, get out of here.” She stepped out and I went to follow.

“John?” I stopped and looked back. “How wide is your investigation?”

I held her eye. I made no secret that I knew she knew. “Not that wide, Jennifer. We’ve eliminated the Triads and the Jersey Mob. So it’s got to be the Sureños, right? Who else is there?”

She nodded. “Right.”

“I hope to close the case with Carlitos in the next forty-eight hours.” She kind of smiled and stared at her desk. “Is there anything I need to know?”

She shook her head. “No. Good work.”

I left and closed the door.

Outside, Dehan was leaning against the wall looking sour. She gave me a glance that challenged me to say something. “Your mouth has two positions, Carmen. Two. Open and closed.”

She fell into step beside me as we went down the stairs.

“Give me a break! Twenty K of coke and possible closure on five unsolved homicides—and she’s going to think about it? Like there’s a fucking downside?”

“Confucius say, if ritoo glasshopper, no keep big fucking mouth shut, Sensei Stone smack lound head.”

“Pff! I’d like to see you try.”

“Do or do not, there is no try.”

And so saying, I smacked her around the head.







 Fourteen 

It was dark. We were on Food Center Drive in Hunts Point, and the streetlights cast a listless amber light over the warehouses and the bare concrete of the road. There was no moon and there were no stars, only a low ceiling of dirty-orange cloud. And silence, the dead silence of the urban desert—the silence of concrete and blacktop. Far off, a ship moaned out of the darkness from another world.

We had four unmarked cars. Two were in the fish market. Two more were parked on Food Center Drive, ready to block each exit. And there was also a patrol boat standing off on the river, keeping out of sight. I’d left my car at the precinct, and we’d used Dehan’s Focus. We had a total of eight officers plus me and Carmen, and the guys on the river.

Dehan took the radio.

“Unit one in position. Unit two copy, please.”

“Copy. Unit two in position.”

She checked on the other three. Everyone was in position. The patrol boat checked too. “All units, radio silence until I give the go.”

It was one thirty. We sat without talking for twenty minutes, and then we saw the headlamps in the rearview mirror. The car cruised past slowly. It was a black BMW 6 Series Gran Coupe with tinted windows. The kind of vehicle you’d use if you wanted to let everybody know you were a real bad boy dealing coke. We could just hear the throb of their sound system.

It slowed at the end of the road, and instead of continuing up the west side of the drive, it pulled into Farragut Street, where the fish market was, and disappeared from view. We waited another ten minutes, and a second set of headlamps flooded the car from behind. It was another BMW. This one was a Z4 with the hard top up. It was dark blue and also throbbing. At the end of the drive, like the other, it turned into Farragut and vanished into the shadows, down by the river. I took the radio while Dehan fired up the engine.

“Units three and four close in. No lights till I say.”

The cars on Food Center Drive began to move down toward Farragut, slow and quiet. By the river, Carlitos wouldn’t see or hear a thing till it was too late. When we were fifty yards away, I said, “Go. All units close in. Go! Go! Go!”

Suddenly the place was alive with lights and squealing rubber. Dehan hit the gas and we entered Farragut doing fifty and our headlamps on full beam, with two units just behind us. Beyond the fish market barrier, two cars came screaming up to cut off any escape through the parking lot. We could see the two BMWs parked side by side. Carlitos was staring at us, shading his eyes. Next to him was Chema, his right-hand man and enforcer. There were two other guys, also shielding their eyes from the glare. 

The vehicles had their trunks open, and Carlitos was holding a large package. Chema had another. We screeched to a halt and threw the doors open. I had my weapon in my hands, and I got out taking aim over the door. I bellowed, “Freeze! You are under arrest! Do not move!” Within seconds they were surrounded and had ten officers training their guns on them, and a moment later they were floodlit from the river.

It was textbook. I shouted, “Take out your weapons and lay them on the ground!”

They were staring at us, with their hands in the air. Carlitos was the first to move. Cautiously he pulled what looked like a Desert Eagle from his waistband, behind his back. He held it up for us to see. Chema did the same. It looked like a Colt .45. Then things started to go wrong. I could see from their faces that the other two were not happy. There was an older guy, maybe in his forties, with a moustache and an Italian suit. His younger companion was also going for the Armani bad-boy look. They both reached in their jackets. I said to Dehan, “They’re going to try it. Carlitos must not die.”

I was right. Suddenly they were taking aim at the headlamps, and there was the crack of gunfire. Carlitos and Chema were looking this way and that, unsure what to do. And I was running, screaming, “Nooo!” Dehan was right behind me, shouting, “You take Carlitos!”

As I ran, I saw everything in slow motion. I saw Carlitos point his Desert Eagle straight at my chest. I saw Chema mouth something and turn his weapon toward Dehan. In my peripheral vision, I saw the back of the moustache man’s head explode in a shower of gore. I saw his pal kind of whiplash as he was hit by a volley of bullets. I saw Carlitos’s face contract with hatred, and I saw his finger tense. At the same time, I saw Chema’s grip tighten on his Colt, and I could see it was leveled at Dehan’s heart. I guess my stupidity saved all four of our lives.

I leapt at Chema, cutting across Dehan’s path. I seized the barrel of the Colt and levered down savagely. The gun went off, but the bullet struck the blacktop. Next thing my instep connected with his crotch and his eyes bulged with pain. I’d done enough, but a moment of uncontrolled rage made me put a savage right cross through his jaw. He did a wobbly dance and sank to the ground.

Dehan seemed to have read my mind. As I crossed her path and took Chema down, she had dodged behind me and exploded into a scissor kick that sent Carlitos’s Desert Eagle spinning into the night air. She had landed in a perfect rider stance and delivered four devastating blows to his floating ribs. He was now vomiting while she cuffed him. The best Chema could do was to keep repeating a high-pitched, “Heeeee… heeee…” I had no idea what he was trying to say.

I cuffed him, dragged him to his feet, and pulled him staggering and limping to one of the cars. I handed him over to the officers.

“Take him back to the precinct. Book him. Lock him up. Get the doc to look at him. Keep him isolated. He is not to talk to anyone except you, the doc, and the jailer until I get there. Understood?”

“You got it, Detective.”

They put him in the car and drove him away. I saw Dehan stuff Carlitos in the back of the Focus and lock it. She came toward me. I found the sergeant.

“You called the ME and CSI?”

“They’re on their way.”

Dehan came up beside me. “Let’s look at the dope,” I said.

I pulled on some surgical gloves and picked up the packages. I guessed twenty kilos was about right. There was a small incision in one of them where I figured Carlitos had been testing it. Dehan took some on her finger, sniffed it, and then tasted it. She nodded. “Gasoline.”

I smiled. I had all I needed to start the interrogation. I turned to the sergeant.

“You need me for anything?”

He shook his head. “We got this.”

“I’ll see you back at the station. Thanks for everything. Good job.”

“Sure.”

I climbed in the back with Carlitos, and we pulled away. He was wheezing like an asthmatic smoker after a marathon. As we moved up Halleck Street, he said, “Who told you? Who ratted?”

I laughed. “Pal, you’ve got more leaks than the Titanic. But after today, that is going to be the least of your worries. Today, Carlitos, a whole new chapter of your life begins. Think of it as an opportunity.”

I smiled at him. He didn’t smile back. 
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We put Carlitos and Chema in separate cells and left them for an hour to wonder what was going on. They were both in a lot of pain, but the doctor had said they were basically okay. After an hour, I had them both brought up to interrogation rooms at the same time so they would see each other being taken in. I then had them both wait another forty-five minutes. Finally I went in to Carlitos and gave him a cup of coffee. The first thing he said made up in predictability for what it lacked in originality.

“I want my lawyer.”

“Don’t worry, Carlitos, you’ll get one. This is one case that is not going to get thrown out because of procedural impropriety. You’ll have your lawyer.”

“I ain’t sayin’ a word till he gets here.”

“That’s just fine. Your pal Chema is doing all your talking for you.”

“Bullshit!”

I smiled and shrugged. “Come on, Carlos. What is this, Alice in Wonderland? It ain’t a question of whether you go down. You both know you’re going down. The question here is how hard? If Chema wants to sign a waiver and get his plea in early, I ain’t gonna stop him. Let’s face it. You’re the one I want.” I glanced at my watch. “Let’s see, four a.m. You’ll be getting some kid fresh out of college doing legal aid ’cause he can’t get anything else, taking his first trembling steps in criminal law. This’ll be quite a coup for him.”

I chuckled. He looked worried. “I want my lawyer, Pendejo…”

“You want your lawyer? You want to get him out of bed at four in the morning? To tell him what? That you’re going away for the next ten years, can he please get out of bed and come and say goodbye?” I laughed. “Expect to see him around midday. By that time we should have Chema’s confession and his deal all signed and wrapped up.”

“Fock you! You ain’t gonna scare me. Fock you!”

“I am reliably informed it’s pronounced fuck, with a u. Fuck.”

The door opened and Dehan leaned in. She was smiling with just a hint of triumph. She gave me the nod, and I went out with her. In the hallway, I said, “How’s Chema coming?”

“He’s nervous. What about Carlitos?”

“He’ll crack in the next half hour. Let’s put some pressure on him. Give me five minutes. Then come in and ask if I can help you take a statement.” 

She smiled and I went back in. I sat opposite him. 

“It’s hard to get a lawyer at this time of the morning. You should do your drug deals at a more sociable hour.” He didn’t answer. After a while I asked him, “Were you wearing gloves when you handled those packages? It’s good stuff—gasoline!” I drummed the table. “Your pal wasn’t well up on the law. He thought he was going down for two to five. When my partner explained that with his record of violence he was looking at anything from eight to thirty, I tell you, he turned a whiter shade of pale. But you, you’ve managed to avoid arrest till now. You’re a smart cookie, right? So you’re looking at what, eight, with good behavior out in two or three years…”

The door opened and I turned to look at Dehan. She said, “Boss, can you help take a statement?”

Carlitos said, “This is bullshit…”

Outside, Dehan said, “I think we got them. Chema’s sweating so hard he’s going to dehydrate.”

“Okay. Give them fifteen to sweat, and then we’ll hit them with the homicide. You want a coffee?”

She followed me to the machine, and I got two espressos. We held each other’s eye for a long moment while we sipped. I said, “What if it wasn’t him?”

She shook her head.

Fifteen minutes later, I went back in. Carlitos looked pale and sick.

“Where’s my fockin’ lawyer, man?”

I looked real serious and sat down. I gave him a moment to assimilate that my expression was telling him something bad. He said, “What the fuck, man?”

“Carlos, did you know Nelson Hernandez?”

He stared at me. “I want my fockin’ lawyer!”

I watched him. “I have to tell you that we have received information that places you at the scene of his murder, and that of Dickson Rodriguez, Evandro Perez, José Perez, and Geronimo Peralta.” I shook my head. “Quintuple, premeditated homicide plus castration and decapitation. Carlos, you go down for this, you are never coming up again.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I can’t talk to you unless you sign a waiver, but from what I hear, Chema…”

“What is he saying? What is that mother tellin’ you?”

“Well, I hope he’s telling us the truth. And I hope your lawyer is worth waiting for.”

Dehan opened the door and said, “It’s ready.”

I stood, and Carlitos said, “Wait!”

I said to Dehan, “Come on in.”

I pulled the waiver from my inside pocket and put it in front of him. He read it and signed it. As he wrote, he was shaking his head.

“Okay, I hold my hands up to the deal, man. I’m gonna cooperate and tell you what you want to know. But I did not have nothin’ to do with Nelson’s death.”

Dehan sat down. “Bullshit.”

“She’s the bad cop,” I said.

He looked at her, and you knew that was the way he looked at all women. Then he turned back to me.

“You want to know who killed Nelson and his motherfockin’ primos? It wasn’t me. We was gonna whack him the next fockin’ week. He was goin’ around talking’ about how he was in with the fockin’ Ángeles. He married his bitch with a ceremonia del infierno. He was challenging the Chinese, the Mob, makin’ a fockin’ war, tellin’ everybody we was gonna back him up. Su puta madre! His fockin’ mother was gonna back him up!”

Dehan said, “So you killed him.”

“You ain’t fockin’ listening, bitch!”

I said, “Watch your mouth.”

“I’m tellin’ you. We was gonna whack him the next week. Somebody got to him first. Saved us the trouble. Chavez was sending a pro from Mexico. He was gonna do the job clean, go back home, no problem.”

I shook my head. “That’s not what Chema is telling us.” It was true. Chema wasn’t telling us a goddamn thing. Carlitos threw his hands in the air. “Then he is fockin’ lying, man! Let me ask you a question. How much money went missing from Nelson’s place, huh?” I watched him, but I didn’t say anything. He went on, “Is okay, you don’t gotta answer. Now let me ask you another question. How much coke, H, and dope was left behind, huh? You think, in my hood, I’m gonna shoot fuckin’ Nelson and his cousins, and I’m gonna walk away and leave fifteen Ks of coke and two Ks of heroin and ten Ks of weed so the fockin’ cops can help theirselves to it? You think I’m that fockin’ stupid?”

I sat staring at him for a moment. He knew he’d made his point, and I knew he knew it. It was the same argument Dehan and I had made to ourselves. But I kept repeating Holmes’s principle to myself over and over: “when you eliminate the impossible, whatever is left, no matter how improbable, is the truth.” It was improbable, but it was all we had left.

He said, “You want to know who killed Nelson? I’ll tell you. Mick fockin’ Harragan killed him. And I bet you know that already, but you tryin’ to pin it on me to let your pal off the hook. Nelson had stopped payin’ him. Nelson told him he was washed-up. He told him no more money, no more coke, no more Latina bitches for him. So he killed him, stole the money, tried to frame the Mob and the Chinks, and left town. You know I’m tellin’ the fockin’ truth, man.”

We left him to stew and went to talk to Chema. He just shook his head and said, “No, man. That was Mick. We was gonna whack him the next week. Chavez was sending a guy out to do it nice. A clean job.” Then he laughed like we were stupid. “There was half a million bucks of merchandise in there. You think we was gonna leave that there for you guys?”

I stepped out to the parking lot. The sky was turning a pale blue. I wished I still smoked. When you eliminate the impossible…

I felt a hand on my shoulder. Dehan was standing next to me. “Which one is impossible, and which one is improbable—Mick did it, or Carlitos did it?”

She sighed and stuffed her hands in her pockets. “Man, I could use a cigarette. I wish I smoked…” Then, “They are both probable, but they are both impossible. Unless Mick was not with Jennifer at the crime scene.”

I nodded, chewing my lip. “I thought of that. But even if he pulled that off—and the risk of exposure by a handful of other cops, plus the ME and the crime scene team would be huge—even if he pulled that off, he needs at least two other guys with him to pull the trigger. The only person who can have done it is Carlitos.” I shook my head. “But I know he didn’t.”

She looked at her watch and slapped me on the shoulder. “We been hungover and on our feet for almost twenty-four hours, Stone. Let’s get a few hours’ sleep and come at this again with rested brains. Whadd’ya say?”

“Yeah, you’re right.” 

I turned to go in, but she said, “Hey, Stone…?”

“What?”

“Thanks.”

“For what?”

“You almost took a bullet for me tonight.”

I was about to dismiss it, but something stopped me. I smiled. “You’d had the same thought, Carmen. I was lucky I was a couple of steps ahead of you.”

She smiled. “You’re okay, Stone. You’re a fucking dinosaur, but you’re okay.”

“Don’t get sentimental on me, Dehan. I’ll think you’re going soft!”

I had to shout the last couple of words, because she was already walking across the lot toward her car.
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I slept five hours, then phoned Dehan at lunchtime to tell her to pack a bag and, when she was ready, to go over to my place. We’d be setting out before dawn next morning; it was a twenty-four-hour drive to Shamrock. Then I went over to the precinct and went up to see the captain. I knocked, but I didn’t wait for an answer. I stepped in and closed the door. She stared at me. I sat.

“Using my dinosaur methods, last night we got confessions from two of the leading Sureños. We took down two members of a Mexican cartel, and we gathered sufficient evidence to hand over to the Feds so they can mount a major cross-state operation.”

“Congratulations, Stone, but spare me the sarcasm, please.”

I ignored her. “What we didn’t get was a confession regarding Nelson.”

She shrugged. “It’s a ten-year-old case. If Sam couldn’t…”

“I’ll spare you the sarcasm, if you’ll spare me the bullshit.” She closed her mouth, and her eyes shone with anger. “I have statements from half a dozen people to the effect that Mick was a bent cop taking money from local organized crime, and the Mob and the Triads. I have bank records that show that he transferred a total of four million bucks to Belize in the year before he disappeared. I have evidence that he changed his name and used forged documents to go to Mexico. And I have his fingerprints, under a different name, in Shamrock, Texas, on a drunk and disorderly charge ten years ago, two nights after he disappeared. He disappeared after drinking tequila with somebody the night that Nelson was killed. The night he was on duty with you.”

Throughout my speech, she had been staring out of the window at the trees across the road. Now she shook her head and looked at me like she wanted to hit me. 

“Jesus, Stone, you are a pain in my ass.”

“Yeah? A lot of people feel that way about me, Jennifer. But believe me, this is just the beginning. Now, I’m all for keeping the peace and not rocking the boat. That partner you gave me, however, is a bit more aggressive. I have to congratulate you on creating a killer team.”

“What do you want, Stone?”

“I want to know why you are covering for Mick. I want to know what went on—or goes on—between you two. I want to know what happened that night. I want to know if Mick killed Nelson. And last but not least, I want to go to Shamrock and talk to the county sheriff.” 

“You are blackmailing me.”

I shook my head. “There is nothing unjustified about the threat I’m making, Jennifer. I am trying to do my job, and if you stand in my way, I will take you down, according to the letter of the law. I’m giving you the opportunity to clear yourself and do the right thing.”

“You son of a bitch.” I went to stand. “Wait!”

I sat. She sighed and looked down at her fingers, like she had memories hanging from them.

“Mick and I had an affair. He was a total son of a bitch. But he had magnetism and that Irish charm. I couldn’t resist him. It lasted, on and off, for about a year, the last year he was here. For him it was just a game, but for me it was a lot more than that. I was in love with him.

“A week or so before he disappeared, his partner, Kirk, called in sick. So Mick suggested to the lieutenant that we could partner up. I was new and he was the most experienced detective on the squad. We worked together for about a week. It was probably the happiest week of my life.”

She looked embarrassed. “So what happened that night?” I asked.

She gave a small shrug. “Somebody reported a shooting on Longwood Avenue, near the railway tracks, about one or two in the morning. It was a young guy, early twenties.”

“Who identified him?”

She frowned a moment. “He had his ID on him. Later his mother identified him.”

“How was he killed?”

“Shot in the head. It was an execution. Why?”

“This kid was a student from Brooklyn, why would they execute him?”

She spread her hands. “He’d been at José’s tavern, up the road, boasting he was going to kill Nelson. He wanted to know where Nelson was. Some guy in the bar said he would take him. He must have led him down the road and shot him.”

I knew the answer, but I asked anyway. “Did you catch the guy who did it?”

“No. You know what it’s like. They clam up. Nobody saw anything, nobody heard anything.”

“Who was your witness?”

She shrugged. “A young Latino kid. But as soon as we started asking questions, he said he didn’t know anything and left.”

I sighed. “You didn’t hold him and check him for GSR?”

“No.”

“The only witness you had to a homicide and you let him walk away.”

“Get off my back, Stone!”

I could feel myself getting mad. “I don’t know if you are engaged in a big, fucking cover-up, Jennifer, or if you are simply criminally incompetent.”

“How dare you!”

“I dare. And don’t push me, because the only person in this room looking at early retirement is you, Captain.” I sank back in my chair and thought while she stared at me, teetering between rage and fear. After a moment, I asked her, “Did you go back to Mick’s house with him that night?”

“No. He didn’t want me to. He said me he was going to be gone for a bit, and to tell people he’d gone to Miami for his health.”

“And you dutifully covered for him.”

She nodded. “For ten years.”

I watched her a moment, then asked, “How much did you know?”

She pulled a face. “I knew he was bent. I didn’t know how bent. I didn’t want to know.”

“Did you know he was in with the Mob?”

She wouldn’t meet my eye. “No. I didn’t know any details at all.”

I stood. “I’m going down to Shamrock for a couple of days. I want you to call the Wheeler sheriff’s department as a courtesy. Tell them we’re coming and ask them to cooperate with us. When I get back, you and me are going to talk. I want you out of this job. Ideally, I want you out of the NYPD. But there is no way in hell that you are staying on as captain. Either you go, or I’ll kick your ass from here to Belize.”

She didn’t answer. I left.

I checked a few things I needed to confirm and headed home at about five. I was thinking of a big steak and a bottle of beer and then an early night. I was pretty beat and still had a lingering hangover, and we had a twenty-four-hour drive ahead of us. I was wondering what time Dehan would show up as I pulled into my road, and saw her sitting on the hood of her car, waiting for me. I parked behind her and climbed out. It was good to see her.

“Do you own a frying pan?” she asked.

“I’m not sure.”

“I brought some Argentinean beef.”

I walked up the steps toward my door. “And you plan to cook it? Isn’t that a crime?” I opened the door and stood back to let her in. She slid off the hood of her car and climbed the stairs at a little run. “We can do better. We can scorch it over a barbeque.”

“You’re a good man, John Stone. You’re a good man.”
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We didn’t talk much during the drive because while I was driving she was sleeping, and while she was driving I was sleeping, but as we moved steadily south and west, along the I-70 and then from St Louis, the I-44, slowly, everything began to fit into place. I tried it from every angle, but I couldn’t find a flaw. I needed evidence—I needed proof. There were things I needed to see with my own eyes. But it was as clear to me in my mind, as though I had been there and seen it happen. I played it over, again and again as we drove through the day and then through the night; and as we passed Oklahoma the vast, flat horizon began to pale behind us, in the east.

At Weatherford, in Custer County, I pulled into a service station and woke Dehan. It was seven in the morning, and the sky was lighting up, though the sun hadn’t yet risen. We ordered eggs and bacon and pancakes, and sat eating and drinking coffee in sleepy silence till ten to eight. Then I called the sheriff to tell him we were a couple of hours from Shamrock.

He had the slow drawl you’d expect from a Texan, and he told me he’d be mighty obliged if I’d go to Wheeler, which was where he was based, and he’d be happy to answer any questions we had. I told him that would be fine, and a couple of hours later, at nine a.m., we rolled into his town. It was already getting hot.

It was a town that didn’t really have streets. It was more like there were houses and barns and buildings, and areas of grass and woodland, scattered sparsely in a grid pattern over an area of countryside. The sheriff’s office was a big old redbrick building, vaguely reminiscent of the Wild West, more or less at the center of the grid. It stood alone, twenty yards from the general store on one side, and a hundred yards from the nearest house on the other. Space was something they were not short of in Wheeler, Texas.

We parked out front next to the sheriff’s pickup and went inside. It was a big room with a high ceiling and a wooden floor. There were a couple of desks, one of them by a tall window at the back. That was the only one that was occupied. The sheriff stood as we came in and walked toward us with slow, deliberate steps. Space and time were both abundant here.

He held out his hand and smiled.

“Detectives Stone and Dehan? Sheriff Ted Weiss, at your service, ma’am.” This last was directed at Dehan. “Come on in and make yourselves at home. I have some coffee brewing, if you’d like some.”

We told him we were fine, and he drew up a couple of chairs to his desk. There was a file open where he’d been sitting. It wasn’t thick, just a couple of pages. We all sat, and he leaned back and regarded me with just a hint or that irony that Texans reserve especially for New Yorkers.

“You’re looking for someone and you think we found him?”

“Them, perhaps. Like I said on the phone, we got a hit on IAFIS. Ten years ago, you arrested a man in Shamrock…”

“Michael O’Hannafin. More Irish than the Irish. I was just refreshing my memory. I’ve been sheriff here for fifteen years. I remember the man. He was a loudmouth. He got drunk and wanted to show everybody how tough he was. He said he was on his way to Mexico, but he talked like a New Yorker. I didn’t ask him a lot of questions. To be honest I wasn’t interested. I figured if he was going on his way, that was good enough for me.”

I nodded. “Sure. Was he traveling alone?”

“Nope. He had a young Mexican girl with him. Sweet kid. She was polite and pretty, couldn’t have been more than twenty. I couldn’t figure out what a girl like that was doing with an old thug like him.” He shrugged. “Takes all sorts, I guess.”

I scratched my chin. “She made no effort to talk to you alone, no plea for help…?” I shook my head, shrugged. “Nothing of that sort?”

He frowned. “Well, no… You telling me she was abducted?”

“I don’t know. We aren’t sure yet. But it’s possible.”

“Shoot.”

“How long were they in town, Sheriff?”

“They arrived that morning. They booked in to the Sleep Inn on 66, and then they went to Big Vern’s for a steak dinner. Vern does his own brand beer. It’s good beer and it looks like your friend Michael took a liking to it.”

“He got drunk?”

He studied my face for a moment, with his fingers laced across his belly. “Shamrock is a quiet town, Detective. By eleven just about everything is closed and folks go home. We like it that way. This Michael didn’t. He’d had a few beers too many, and he was making a noise about how this wasn’t no Irish town. The Irish knew how to drink, that kind of stuff. The staff asked him to keep it down, and he became abusive.” He looked down at his fingers and raised an eyebrow at them. “Vern’s is a family restaurant. I can recommend the steak. You won’t find any better anywhere. It’s a real friendly, family place.” He looked up and held my eye. “I know it’s a different world out east. But here we don’t like swearing, especially in front of ladies. We got different values.”

Dehan smiled and said, “Somebody told him to watch his mouth?”

He nodded. “Couple of boys took him outside, and things could have got ugly. Luckily I was in the area, and when Vern called, I swung by and brought him up here to sleep it off.”

“What about Maria?”

“The girl? She went back to their room. She was awful upset, kept apologizing and crying her eyes out. Broke my heart to see it.”

Dehan asked, “And next day?”

“He was pleasant enough. Apologized. Didn’t seem all that sincere, but at least it was gracious. We took his prints, but when he said he was fixin’ to leave town and move down to Mexico with his wife, I didn’t see the point in taking things any further.” He frowned again and looked at me and Dehan curiously. “What I don’t understand, Detectives, is, if she was abducted, when he was cooling off in the cell overnight, why didn’t she ask us for help? Or simply take off? Why did she wait for him?”

“That,” I said, “is a very good question.

We stood and he stood with us. He said, “You going to be staying long?”

I smiled. “Just a couple of days. I promise to be in bed by eleven.” I hesitated. “Have you any record of what he was driving?”

He picked up a file from his desk. “Your captain phoned as a courtesy. Nice lady. We had a laugh. She asked me to give you any help I could. Well, we’d do that anyway. I copied the file for you. Anything we know is in there.” He handed it to me. “Red 1969 Ford Mustang Mach 1 V8, bigger’n Texas.”

Dehan sighed. “Of course he was.”

The sheriff gave his head a little tweak. “Nice car, nice girl, shame about the dork.”

He stepped outside with us into the bright morning sunshine. “You got a few motels along the famous route 66—it passes through Shamrock. You got a couple of hotels too. If I can be of any help, just let me know.” He smiled at Dehan. “People round here are pretty friendly, as long as you don’t tell them they ain’t Irish enough.”

We climbed in the Jag and headed south on 83 through flat semi-desert. The land was dry, but there was an abundance of trees, and I guessed that during the rainy season it was probably green and fertile. Dehan was quiet for a while, but after ten minutes she asked, “What are you thinking? You have the answer, don’t you?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“You’re lying.”

“I know.” She looked at me. “Just give me a day. Humor me. I’m not sure.”

“So what are we doing? We know he was here. We know Maria was with him. We know she was with him voluntarily…”

“Maybe.”

“What do you mean, maybe? She could have left and she didn’t.”

I sucked my teeth. “Maybe.”

She stared ahead through the windshield at the long straight road and said in an exasperated voice, “Will you at least tell me what we’re doing here?”

I nodded. “Yeah. We’re looking for a Red 1969 Ford Mustang Mach 1, V8.”

She didn’t react for a bit. Then she turned and stared at me, and I could see the flat Texas morning landscape starkly reflected in her aviators. 
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We forwent the Irish Inn and the Blarney Inn and plumbed for the “retro-themed, modestly priced” Route 66. Perhaps it was the rebel in me. We booked two rooms next to each other, and after we’d showered and changed our clothes, I called Dehan in and made a plan. She sat cross-legged on my bed.

“I want to know what kept Maria with Mick. I want to know why she didn’t run or appeal to the sheriff for help. So what I want you to do is go to the places she might have gone to. Start at the hotel. See if anybody remembers her. As far as it’s possible, we need a record of her movements that day, up until Mick came back from the sheriff’s and they left.”

She winced. “That was ten years ago. You think people will remember?”

“I’m guessing not a lot happens in a town like this, Dehan. Anything a little out of the ordinary probably gets laid down in the town mythology.” I winked and said, “Ah sure, Paddy O’Flaherty’s probably written a ballad about it, sure he has!”

She had a way of making no expression really expressive, and she did that now. 

“You realize that is really insulting and offensive to Irish people, right?”

I shrugged. “I’m a stereotypic dinosaur. We live up to our stereotypes. Now quit stalling and start walking.”

She didn’t move. She was a rebel, like me.

“What are you going to do?”

“Drive into the desert and commune with Brother Eagle.”

She sighed and left. She didn’t know my cousin’s great-grandfather once removed was one tenth Cherokee.

I looked briefly at a map. Route 83 took you pretty much in a straight line all the way to Mexico. So I got in my car and started driving south at a leisurely pace. It wasn’t really what you could call desert. It was hot and dry because of the time of year, but there were plenty of trees and waterways.

About four miles out of town, I came to a track on my right. It seemed to lead toward some dense woodland, so I turned into it. It wasn’t too rough, but I could tell the Jag wasn’t enjoying it all that much. I bumped along for a bit until I saw a big Dodge RAM rolling toward me. I stopped and got out to wait for it to arrive. It pulled up twenty feet in front of me, and a big man in his fifties got out and smiled at me. 

“That’s a nice car you got there,” he said. “I’d like to ask you what it’s doing on my land.”

He wasn’t unfriendly. He was just to the point. I made a note in my mind not to question his Irishness. I smiled back and held out my hand. He shook it and I told him my name.

“I’m with the NYPD.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “You’re an awful long way from home, Mr. Stone.”

I noticed he didn’t call me detective. I wasn’t a detective in his state.

“I’m here at the invitation of your sheriff. We’re looking for a couple of people who went missing ten years back.” I made a face like what I was saying wasn’t exactly accurate and added, “In fact, I’m looking for their car, which may have been dumped around these parts ten years ago. A ’69 Mustang Mach 1.”

He laughed. “I can tell you here and now I didn’t find it, or my wife would be driving it right now.” He shook his head and stood staring at the land around him, at the huge horizon. “No,” he said. “These lands south of Shamrock are well cared for, Mr. Stone. Car like that would’ve been found, and everybody would’ve heard about it. You’re looking in the wrong place.”

I nodded and thanked him and went to turn back to my car. He gave a small grunt of a laugh and pointed at the Jag. “You’re looking in the wrong place, with the wrong vehicle. You want something that’ll go off road.”

I smiled. “I’m a New Yorker. I don’t ride.”

“Not a horse. Get a truck. You can rent one over in Texola at Ted’s place, fourteen mile east back the way you came on I-40.”

I thought about it for a moment, and all of a sudden, ideas started to slot into place. “That makes sense.” Then, on an impulse: “Say, I’m guessing you know these parts pretty well. If you wanted to hide a car so nobody would find it, where would you put it?”

He crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow. “Besides a lock-up? I wouldn’t bring it down here, down south. Like I said, these lands are worked and well tended.” He pulled a face. “I figure I’d take out west, toward Amarillo. Armstrong County, maybe Donley, south and west of Clarendon, to the Palo Duro Canyon. That’s the sort of territory I’d be looking for. ’Bout sixty mile west of here.”

I thanked him and left. In my mirror I could see him watching me with his hands on his hips. I knew he was amused.

I followed his advice and drove to Texola. Texola was like Wheeler, only more so. There was a grid pattern of roads with nothing between them except the odd house or a shed, or sometimes a farm. I found Ted’s place easy enough. It was a big wooden barn that had things painted on it in red and white paint, like “wheel change” and “oil.”

I pulled off the road and killed the engine. An old guy in overalls came out of the shed, wiping his hands on a cloth that seemed to be making his hands dirtier than they were. He was staring at my car.

“Hi, are you Ted?”

He studied my face as though the question amused him and said, “Nice car.”

“Thanks. I need to hire a truck for a few days, a Jeep or a pickup.”

“Foreign. They din’t make that in Dee-troit!” He laughed like he’d cracked a real funny joke. I chuckled and said a little more forcefully, “Can I rent a truck from you?”

“Sure y’can.” He turned and started to walk away. “Long as you don’t lose the darn thing. Don’t know how you can lose a darn truck. Big as Texas.” 

I followed him into the cool shade of the barn structure. There was a Ford pickup and next to it a Dodge RAM. 

“I got them insured, but that don’t mean you can just take off with ’em. Still puts m’darn premium up, don’it?”

“I’m not planning to make off with your truck, Ted. I just want to hire it for a day or two.”

He nodded past me at my car. “Whatcha fixin’ to do with your car?”

I hadn’t thought it through. I’d had some vague notion of coming out again with Dehan. He said, “I can take it for ya. I done that before, but then you gotta bring me back, aintcha?”

“Clean her up. Check the oil. I’ll come back for it this evening.”

He shrugged. “Suit yerself. I won’t do nothin’ fancy. It’s a foreign car, ain’it?”

There was no paperwork involved, as long as I paid cash and promised to bring the truck back. I did both and five minutes later I was driving west along the I-40 toward Amarillo. I drove for about an hour, and then in Donley County, I turned left onto the State Highway 70. As the farmer at Shamrock had suggested, this was a lot more promising. The short distance had made a difference. The landscape was parched. The earth was brown turning to a dirty, desiccated gray. And as I headed south on route 70, the terrain to my right—to the west—began to fall away into valleys and deep hollows. 

It was promising, but it was also vast. It was going to take time—time I didn’t have a lot of. I drove for about fifteen minutes without seeing any paths to the right or left that tempted me to explore. Eventually I came to Hardwick and the Greenbelt reservoir. There was a kind of trailer park down there with dirt tracks running off in all directions around the lake. I spent the rest of the afternoon exploring every one of them. I discovered that they all led to the same place. Nowhere.

By six o’clock I was beat, and I headed back to the Route 66 Inn. I picked up Dehan and took her to collect my Jaguar. When we got back and I had showered ten hours of sweat and dust off my body, she strolled into my room without knocking and sat on my bed. Fortunately I had most of my clothes on. 

“Get dressed, Sensei. I’m taking you out to dinner. This town has a place called Big Vern’s Steak House, with its own brand beer. You realize we may have died and gone to Texas?”

She had a point.
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It was probably the best steak I had ever eaten in my life, and it kept Dehan intensely quiet for a full fifteen minutes. When she’d finished, she sat back, licked her lips, and said, “That right there was not a steak. That was an experience. Moments like that make life worthwhile.” I smiled. She didn’t. “I’m serious.” 

She drained her beer and waved the empty glass at the waitress. While she waited for a refill, she said, “Now, are you going to tell me why we are looking for Mick’s car here?”

I sucked my teeth and sighed. “What did you find out about Maria’s movements that day?”

“That would be a no, then.”

“My answer depends somewhat on yours.”

The waitress appeared with glowing teeth and hair and placed a beer in front of Dehan, who studied it for a while.

“Not a whole lot. No ballads were written about her. Nobody seems to remember much about her at all. Except the manageress at the hotel remembered her because of the whole fight thing. She said Maria did something next day that surprised her.”

“She left town midmorning while Mick was still in the county lockup? Asked where she could hire a car?”

Dehan made a funny little jerk with her head and closed her eyes, like she had three or four different questions and didn’t know which one to ask first. There was a smile too, but not a very amused one. In the end, she said, “What… like… how…?”

“Lucky guess. What did the woman tell her—Texola?”

She shrugged. “I could just go back to New York and take up sewing.”

“Don’t be silly. Who would I show off to, then?”

She studied my face while I studied the tablecloth. 

“Okay, Stone, you’re a clever man, there is no denying that. But suddenly I can sense where you’re going with this, and I just don’t buy it.”

“Good. Tell me where I’m going, and where I’m going wrong.”

She slung an arm over the back of her chair and pointed at me. 

“You’re developing this idea of Maria as a kind of Lucrezia Borgia-cum-Machiavelli who manipulates Mick into arranging the killing of Nelson, and then induces him to get drunk and arrested here, and while he’s in the slammer she hires a car, has it waiting somewhere, kills him, leaves him in the car, and makes off with the cash.”

I gave my head a little sideways nod and thought about it. “What’s wrong with it?”

“To start with, her. In all the descriptions we’ve had of her, she’s never been described as manipulative, ruthless, or capable of homicide. She is, or was, sweet and submissive. She was a good girl at home with her mom, she cared for her brother. She was going straight into marriage at age twenty…”

“To somebody of another faith.”

“Minor point. When Nelson said no, she obeyed and married him. When Nelson said go with Mick, she went with Mick. When Mick said come escape with me, she went. The picture I get of this girl is a typical, submissive, obedient Catholic girl.”

“Okay, good point. What else?”

“To organize a successful murder is a difficult and complicated thing. To organize a murder where the body, and a red 1969 Mustang, disappear for ten years is a really complicated thing. You need to know the territory. You need to know the good places to hide the body. You need to know the customs of the people around you—who is likely to find it? How can I avoid them? She’s a kid from the Bronx! What does she know about Texas?”

“Also very good points. Anything else?”

“Yeah, killing a two-hundred-and-forty-pound Irish cop is not easy. How did she do it? How did she get him in the car? How did she dispose of him?” She shook her head a lot. “I can’t see any way that it works, Stone.”

I nodded. “They are all excellent points.”

“You want to hear my theory?”

“Always.”

“I have to tell you it hasn’t changed a whole lot, except now it comes in two parts. First, I think we have to accept that Mick killed Nelson.”

I frowned. “We know he wasn’t there.”

“I mean he was responsible. His idea was to cause confusion and make some extra dough by selling the information about the poker game to the Mob and the Triads. He takes the precaution a week before the hit of sending Kirk off sick. Really what Kirk is doing is preparing the hit with a couple of freelance pros. That explains why the dope wasn’t taken. They’re professionals. They take the dope, and that’s a trail that can lead the cops to their door. They don’t need it, they don’t take it.”

I nodded. “That’s good.”

“Kirk takes the money and Maria to Mick’s house, then beats it to Yonkers, where he leads the quiet life and nobody ever hears from him again. Mick and Maria have a shot of tequila and head for Mexico. As you correctly anticipated, he gets into trouble along the way. Why doesn’t she leave him when he’s in the slammer? Because she is terrified of him. She knows he’ll track her down and beat seven bails of shit out of her. She waits patiently for him to come out, and they drive on to Mexico. Once over the border, he does the same thing again, because that is his nature. They stop at some village where the local boss is the law. Mick starts mouthing off, flashing his car and his money. But this time, instead of getting thrown in the can by the local sheriff, they both get knifed and some Mexican patron gets his money and his car. Pretty Latina girls? They got plenty of them in Mexico.”

“Superb. Nine out of ten.”

“Nine out of ten…?”

“Why did she ask about renting a car?”

She hunched her shoulders and spread her hands like I was being absurd.

“That’s not so hard to explain, Stone! She thought about running back to New York, or somewhere else. Who wouldn’t? But she panicked at the last moment and couldn’t see it through.”

I made a face. “You certainly seem to have covered all the angles. So how do we set about proving it?”

She gave a small humorless laugh, “Ay, there’s the rub…” She watched me watching her a moment, then said, “That’s a quote.”

“And a very appropriate one, because he is wondering what comes after death. We can only speculate what came after their deaths. Because we don’t know. And that’s the recurring theme, isn’t it? A perfect theory, with no evidence. Two murders in which the killings leave us with plenty of theory, but no trail to follow.”

“And you think that’s deliberate.”

“Yup.”

“I just don’t see Maria planning something as cunning and twisted as that… It’s not her.”

I sighed. “I know. You may be right. Give me another day. Let’s see what we find in Armstrong County tomorrow.”

Her eyes lit up in mock excitement.

“Oh, can I come along tomorrow? Sure you don’t want me to question the shopkeepers so then you can tell me what I found out?”

I shook my head. “Been there. Done that.”

“Cute.”

We stepped out of the restaurant, and Dehan stopped to look up at the stars. There was no moon, and it was like looking at a billion tiny shards of ice scattered over a deep, translucent ocean.

“We don’t see that back home, do we, Stone?”

“Nope.”

It was less than a half mile walk back to the inn, and it was a perfect temperature, with a cool breeze coming in off the plains. She walked with her hands in her pockets, watching her boots as they took each step.

“I think I know why you won’t tell me your theory.”

“Assuming I have a theory.”

“You have. I think you are vain. Like the song, you know? I bet you think this song is aboutcha, dontcha?” She laughed out loud. “You can’t bear the thought that you might tell me your theory…”

“Assuming I have a theory.”

“…and it might be wrong. Go on. Admit it.”

“I have a certain intellectual vanity…”

She mimicked my voice. “I have a certain intellectual vanity…” She burst out laughing again. “You’re cool, Stone. I’ll let you off. But when you start all that ‘Ha! It is as I suspected!’ bullshit, you’ll know that I know that you didn’t know…”

We had reached her door, and her eyes were bright in the starlight. I smiled. “Good try. But I repeat: I have no theory. I know. I know almost everything. And with a little luck, I will confirm it tomorrow. And then, Miss Cocky Pants, you’ll be laughing on the other side of your face.”

I opened my door and stepped in.

“Good night, Dehan.”

As I closed the door, I heard her parting words.

“I still say you’re vain.”
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I lay for a long while that night, staring at the ceiling and running over her theory. It was good. It made a lot of sense. It was elegant and simple. I weighed it against my own conclusions. Was she right? Was it vanity? Or something else?

 

We started out early, as the sun was rising in the east and before the heat started sapping the life out of everything it touched. We drove west toward Amarillo for about an hour and a half, staring at the endless expanses of dry flatness. Dehan was looking like she was trying hard to hold on to her patience. I didn’t let that distract me. I was trying to imagine what had been going through Mick and Maria’s minds as they drove along this road ten years ago.

Finally she couldn’t keep her mouth shut any longer, and she said, “This is route 66…”

I smiled. “That’s where we get our kicks, Dehan.”

“It’s I-40, and it leads to Los Angeles.”

“You want to go to California, hang out with the beautiful people?” She didn’t answer. She just looked at me through her shades and waited. “You think we should go south, toward Mexico?”

She cocked her head on one side and did something that was never intended to be a smile. 

We had reached the turnoff for the 207 down to Claude. I pulled off right, then followed the loop over the bridge, and then we were driving dead south. The landscape was still about as flat and featureless as you could get without sandpapering it. 

“Stone…” She was sounding now like it wasn’t really amusing anymore. She gestured at the thousands of square miles of emptiness. “The only thing you could hide out here is corn, or dirt—flat dirt! Come on! Give it up! How can you hide a red Mustang in this, for crying out loud?”

I scratched my chin. She said, “Listen to me. The car is in Mexico!”

We drove in to Claude and out the other end again, and everything was still flat when we got there. After another five or six miles, little had changed, except that we had gone over a small rise, once. Then I said, “When you look around you, you’d think that this endless, featureless landscape would go on forever. But here is the advantage of being a little studious and using your imagination, not to mention maps…”

She raised an eyebrow at me. I pointed up ahead. “See where the road bears right up ahead?” She glanced, curious in spite of herself. “See what happens when we get there.”

We got there and she shrugged. “So the road bent. I agree, out here that is like a major event. But…”

“Climb off…”

“What?”

“Your high horse. Climb off it. Look again.” I slowed right down and pointed left. “See the land over there? Flat, featureless, and fertile. Now look over on your right. The earth is turning gray. It’s scrubland, small gnarled bushes. Now, as we proceed further round the bend, what do you notice…?”

She was frowning. “Okay… The landscape is changing. We have a deep valley opening up here on the right. But I don’t see…”

“Oh, little grasshopper!” I said, “You see, but you do not imagine!”

“Give me strength…”

I pointed up ahead again. “Now, you see up there? The road turns left. Let’s see what happens there…”

She stared at me a while. The expression in her eyes was hidden by her large, reflective aviators. She said, “Is it like this in your head all the time?”

“You should join me. It’s fun.” We turned the bend, and I exclaimed, “Oh, by golly, by gum! What have we here?” I did a fair imitation of a Texan and said, “Ah do believe, Detective Dee-han, that we are in a canyon!”

Before us, the interminable flatness had been suddenly replaced by a vast sweep of deep valleys and rolling hills. The earth began to turn now from gray to red, as though it had been rusted through the millennia. An abundance of bushes and small trees dotted the landscape among rough, hardy shrubs. The road continued to bend and curve as it descended. 

“We are now entering, Detective Carmen Dehan, the Palo Duro Canyon, said to be the second largest in the USA. At the bottom, in about five minutes, we shall find the Prairie Dog Town Fork of the Red River, and then we shall begin to climb up, onto the far side of the canyon.”

“Shall we?”

“Indeed.”

The river was less impressive than its name. It was more like a very large trickle of mud. We crossed it via a concrete bridge and slowly began to climb up the far side. Dehan had gone quiet, and I was watching the roadside, waiting to see something that would tell me I had found the place. I saw it after about five minutes. It was an esplanade, just before a small bridge that crossed a broad track. The track wound its way down into the canyon and was lost among juniper bushes and mesquite. I slowed right down, spun the wheel, and eased off the road and down onto the track.

It must have been about ten a.m. by then, and it was getting hot. As we bumped down along, clouds of fine red-and-gray dust rose up around us. But there was no breeze to carry them away, so they just lingered and followed us, like sleepy, lonely ghosts that had been abandoned in the desert too long.

We bounced and rattled down the track for about fifteen minutes, with the sides of the canyon growing steeper and narrower around us the deeper we sank. As we proceeded I began to realize that it wasn’t really a track at all, but a dry river bed. And after a quarter of an hour, we came to a place where a second, smaller river joined this bigger one. I figured they only flowed in the rainy season. I stopped and sat staring. The banks and the slopes were overgrown, but the bed itself was clear. There were rocks but no growth.

“When is the rainy season in the Panhandle, Dehan?”

She shook her head. “I have no idea.”

“May and June. The water must come down there at quite a rate, washing everything away. That’s why the watercourse is clear of vegetation, while the sides are overgrown. December, there is very little rain here.”

“Really…”

“Yup.”

I killed the engine and climbed out. I started scrambling up the dry tributary and heard the truck door slam behind me. We scrambled and climbed for about five minutes toward a dense clump of juniper bushes that had grown up around a sharp bend in the stream. I could imagine that during the rainy season a lot of water accumulated there, making that spot especially fertile. I thought about explaining that to Dehan but decided to leave it till later, over a beer.

I stopped about twenty yards from the thicket. You could see clearly where, over the years, the water had carved out a new course for itself to get around the obstruction. Dehan came and stood next to me, panting slightly and perspiring, with her hands on her hips. She was quiet for a long time. Finally she said, “Son of a bitch.”

I grinned at her and said, “Ha! It is as I thought!”

She ignored me and we clambered the remaining few yards. A decade of heat and rain had taken its toll on the car. The red paint was faded, and there was a lot of corrosion. The windows were down, and I peered in. Dehan leaned in the other side. It was hard to be sure at a glance. There was no telling how many times the car had been flooded with fast-moving water over the years. Dehan, not for the first time, spoke my thoughts aloud.

“You’ve got air and you’ve got water, so you’ve got bacteria, and so, fast decomposition. Plus, you have all kinds of wild animals. There are going to be bits of them all over this canyon. But I’d lay money on a man and a woman.”

I nodded, staring at the passenger seat. There was a small collection of bones on the floor and what looked like a thigh bone on the seat. I said, “We should leave it untouched and get the forensic anthropologist to have a look at it. But I just want to have a glance…” I pulled open the door and peered in the back. There were bones back there too, mainly small to medium. I made a mental note, then leaned down and looked under the passenger seat. It was there. I got my handkerchief, reached in, and carefully pulled it out. A skull. The lower jaw was barely hanging on, but it was there. Dehan watched me as I set it on the roof of the car and photographed the teeth from several angles. Then I put it back where I had found it.

The other skull was smaller, and it was wedged under the driver’s seat. I did the same, then put it back where I’d found it. “The positions of the skulls don’t tell us much, because water and animals may have moved them around several times, but it’s interesting his skull was under the passenger seat.”

I found the release button and popped the trunk. I closed the driver’s door and walked to the back.

There was nothing much to see except a spare wheel, a tool case, and an old sports bag. Dehan was by my side staring in. I glanced at her. “You done?”

She nodded and I closed it. I stayed a while, leaning against the car and gazing down along the desiccated channel among the dusty junipers. I said, “We haven’t got long. We have to report this, and as soon as we do, it goes over to the bureau. That gives us twenty-four, forty-eight hours at the outside.”

“What the hell were they doing? It’s a miracle they got the car here at all! Why would you do that?” She scowled at me, like Mick and Maria and I had all got it wrong. “He’s going to Mexico—we at least agree he was headed for Mexico?”

I nodded. “Yes, he was headed for Mexico.”

“So why, instead of driving directly south on 83, out of Shamrock, straight to the Mexican border, does he go maybe a hundred miles out of his way to the Palo Duro Canyon and take his beloved, priceless, 1969 Mustang down a dry riverbed?”

I shook my head and held up my hand. “Stop.”

She didn’t. She went on, “And more than that, Stone, how in the name of holy fuck did you know he did that?”

“Stop, Dehan. Stop.” We stared at each other a moment. “Detective Carmen Dehan would not do that. Detective Carmen Dehan is a very smart cookie and thinks in a logical, systematic way. She suits her thoughts and her actions to her intentions. But we are not after Detective Dehan. So stop thinking like Detective Dehan, and start thinking like the person you are hunting.”

“More dinosaur shit.”

“What does Mick want?”

“Okay, okay…” She walked away from me and stood with her hands on her hips, looking out at the glare of the canyon. She made a nice silhouette. She spoke without looking at me. “He wants what he’s always wanted, to rule the roost, to show off, to intimidate. He wants to display his power, his wealth, his cute chick, his car.” She turned to face me. “But I still don’t see…”

I interrupted her. “But you do see that, given that his prime motivation was not to cross the Mexican border, it would not be so difficult to draw him a hundred miles off his route.”

“Yeah… I see that. But who…?”

“That, that is the question. Who? Not why, but who.”

In the truck, as we bumped and scrambled our way back toward the road, she said, “Right from the start, there has been the presence in this case of an unknown person.”

I nodded. “Yup.”

“And you saw it from the beginning, didn’t you?”

“Yup.”

“When you did your little acting out of the murder on day one—” She imitated my voice. “—‘Good evening, gentlemen, nothing to be alarmed about…’ you were thinking to yourself, ‘There is somebody here we can’t see…’”

I laughed. “I guess so.”

“That person lured them here and killed them.” She shook her head and rubbed her face. “Stone, I have to admit, I am even more confused now than I was before we found the car and the bodies. We are looking at exactly the same question we were looking at from the word go. Who is this unknown person? The only difference is now we’re asking it about seven bodies instead of five.”

I sighed. “Looks that way.”

She went silent then, and I drove back the way we’d come, but instead of going directly to Shamrock I took the 83 to Wheeler and dropped in on the sheriff. He smiled at us as we stepped into his big, shady office and said, “You still here? I hope you ain’t causin’ trouble.”

“Not at all. I compliment everybody I meet on how Irish they are. Actually, we will be leaving very soon. I just wanted your guidance on a matter of jurisdiction.”

He frowned at me and crossed his arms. “Tell me.”

“We were just exploring the Palo Duro Canyon. We thought it would be a shame to come this far…”

“Yeah, yeah, I get you. What did you find out there?”

“We happened to spot a red 1969 Mustang stuck in a dry riverbed, about three miles past the bridge on the 207.” 

We stared at each other for a long time. Finally, he said, “Son of a gun… Well, that’s Armstrong County…”

“Exactly. Now here is what I am thinking, Sheriff. There are what appear to be human remains in the car.”

He said, “Mick Harragan, aka Michael O’Hannafin, and Maria Garcia.”

“Looks that way. It is also looking very much as though he was responsible for at least five murders and one abduction on my turf, plus a lot of corruption and racketeering.”

He was nodding before I finished. “Sooner or later you have to hand this over to the Feds and they’re gonna take over your case. Well…” He gave me a knowing look. “I know you are mighty anxious to do that as soon as possible, but we have to observe all the correct formalities.” He had a twinkle in his eye that told me we were on the same page. “I am no expert in jurisdiction, Stone, but I think you should leave it to me to contact Sheriff Oats out in Armstrong, get his opinion on the matter, and then I suppose he’ll need a statement from you, which he will submit through the appropriate channels.”

I smiled. “That sounds about right.”

We shook hands and headed back toward the Route 66 Inn in Shamrock. As we turned into the parking lot, Dehan said, “Well, whaddaya know, Stone? We got a visit from the Mob. Were you expecting this?”

I shook my head. “No.”

There was a dark blue Audi 8 parked by the door, and as we pulled up, Vito, dressed in his best Armani, got out and opened the back door for Pro. He waved at us and said, “Where you been? I been waiting for you!”







 Twenty-One 

We sat in my room. Vito stayed outside in the car. Dehan sat on the bed, Pro had the chair, and I sat with my ass on the chest of drawers.

I said, “What are you doing here, Pro?”

“What can I tell you? I live down the road. I heard there’s a guy who does a good steak here. His name is Big Vern, or was it Big Paddy? I heard he does his own beer too. But this place—Shamrock! I ask you? It’s full of Micks everywhere. Do you think this Big Vern’s beer is green? I never had green beer. Not even on St Paddy’s Day. Real Irish. Everything is fuckin’ Irish. Place must be crawlin’ with Micks. You find any Micks since you been here, Stone?”

Dehan said, “Down the road. Five hundred miles down the road, as the crow flies. How the fuck did you know we were here?”

He looked sad and made an expressive gesture with his hands. “Such a shame. Such a pretty face, such an ugly mouth. Who taught you to talk like that?”

“People like you. Answer the question. How did you know we were here?”

“Guys like me, you know, we hear things. You don’t always remember who told you what. Sometimes it’s one person, sometimes it’s another. Somebody said to me, ‘Hey! You know what? Stone is over in Shamrock!’ I said to myself, ‘What is a guy of Stone’s qualities and abilities doing in a two-bit town like Shamrock?’ So I thought I’d come over and see how you was getting on.” He gave me the dead eye for five seconds and asked, “Did you find the motherfucker or not?”

I shook my head, but before I could say anything he was talking again.

“I know you found something, because you been out all fuckin’ day. I know you weren’t admiring the fuckin’ view, ’cause there ain’t one. So what are you doing here, Stone? We had a deal, remember?”

It was Dehan who answered, which seemed to irritate Pro. “You don’t listen, do you, Morry? You got this crazy thing going on in your head, babbling away, and that’s all you hear. So when a cop tells you, ‘we ain’t going to hand over a suspect to you or provide you with information about him,’ that doesn’t fit with your head babble, so you don’t hear it.”

I smiled. She’d nailed it. Pro looked at her a moment, turned to me, and said, “So you have found something?”

“What do you expect us to find, Pro?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Did you find anything?”

“Here’s what I don’t understand, Pro. I’ll tell you what. We’ll do a trade. You explain this to me, to my satisfaction, and I will share what I have found with you.”

I saw Dehan glance at me and frown, but I ignored her. Pro shrugged and said, “Shoot.”

“When we came to visit you in Port Lavaca, you said to me that all I had to do was, and I quote, ‘report to the relevant authorities’ and you would do the rest. From which I understood that you and Vincenzo would be duly informed of what I discovered about Mick.” He grunted. I went on. “But I step outside of New York and in twenty-four hours you’re here like a fly on shit. You’re not sitting by the pool waiting for a call from Mick’s replacement. You’re here, asking me why I am here. Explain that to me, and I will tell you what I have learned.”

He was silent for a long while. He looked sour and the dark rings under his eyes seemed to grow darker. He glanced at me a couple of times, like he was going to say something, but then looked away again. Dehan was watching him like a cat watching a mouse trying to make up its mind whether to go for the cheese. Suddenly he erupted.

“You know what? You’re a suspicious son of a bitch. It’s just, it just never crossed my mind he might have come out here, is all! But I saw the name, Shamrock—Mick was all about being fuckin’ Irish—so I thought maybe you had something. Maybe Mick had moved out here, and I guess I wanted to see the motherfucker before you carted him off to wherever. That’s all.”

“That’s all.”

“Yeah! That’s all.” He looked wounded. “You know? I’m on the right side of the law now. I cooperate with you guys. It would be nice if you would cooperate with me sometimes, instead of always being so fuckin’ suspicious.”

Dehan snorted. “Vincenzo on the right side of the law too?”

“Listen, young lady.” He wagged a finger at her. “You got a big mouth, you know that? You got a fuckin’ habit of talking when you ain’t being spoken to.”

Her eyes were hooded, and for a moment she looked dangerous. She spoke quietly. “You wave that finger at me again, Pro, I’m going to tear it off and shove it up your ass.”

“Keep talking, sister, and I’ll tell you what I’m gonna shove up your pretty little…”

 “Watch your mouth!” I snarled.

His eyes swiveled to me, then back to Dehan and back to me again. He leered. “Oh, that the way it is? I didn’t mean no disrespect, Stone.”

“Is that your story? That you just wanted to see if Mick was here?”

He shrugged and spread his hands. “What else?”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“So share. It’s your turn.”

“Sure.” I smiled. “The beer isn’t green. I can recommend it. Close the door on your way out.”

“You don’t want to do this, Stone.”

“You got something to tell me, Pro, tell me. Otherwise get the fuck out of my room.”

He waited a moment, then stood. He was real tall and lanky and stooping, with huge hands. With the light from the window behind him, he looked for a moment like a monster from a B movie. He turned and moved to the door. When he was there, he stopped and looked back at me. “You are going to regret this, Stone.”

I pointed at him. “I’m being patient, Pro. Right now I am respecting the status quo. But cross the line and I am coming after you and whoever is supplying you with information. Get back in your box, or the whole house of cards comes down.”

He stepped out and closed the door. After a moment we heard the sound of his Audi pulling out of the lot and fading into the distance. Dehan stared at the bedcover a moment. Then she said, “Get back in your box or the whole house of cards comes down?”

I smiled. “Nobody’s perfect.”

“Isn’t that what they call a mixed metaphor?”

“Yes. And a bad one.”

“Bad? Bad would be, I smell a rat, but I will nip it in the bud. Or, it’s time to bite the bullet and throw in the towel. But, get back in your box or the whole house of cards comes down? Man…”

“You done?”

“Maybe.”

“What did he want?”

“What did he want…?” She got off the bed, jumped up and down a couple of times, and started pacing. “He wanted information.”

“Good. What information in particular?”

“He wanted to know if we had found Mick.”

“But that’s not right, is it?”

“No, because he already had channels in place to give him that information if and when we found him. Which was the point you made to him. So he wanted to know… if we had found something besides Mick!”

I spread my hands, “Which means?”

“That he knew there was something besides Mick to find. And there was only one way he could have known that.” She stared hard at me. I stared back, feeling vaguely unsettled. She was very intense. She went on, slower, “But if he killed Mick and Maria, why the hell would he send us searching for them?” She held up her hand. “Wait! I got this. Pro doesn’t do his own dirty work. He arranges for somebody to meet Mick here. Has him whacked, and then the hit man either gets killed on the job or makes off with the stash.” 

She shook her head. “No, that is too convoluted. It’s simpler than that. It was misdirection. He heard we had revived the case. He knew a thorough investigation would eventually lead back to him, and wanted to cover himself by appearing to want Mick found…”

She stared at me again and sighed. I smiled. “Go and have a shower. You’ll feel better. We’ll eat and talk over dinner.”







 Twenty-Two 

She called for me a couple of hours later. She had a hint of lipstick and blue eye shadow. I smiled at her as I stepped out of the room. She was looking this way and that a lot. “You’re wearing makeup.”

She looked surprised, as though she hadn’t known she was wearing it. Then she shrugged. “Yeah, you know, I sometimes, just a bit…”

“Looks nice.”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

We started walking. The sun had set, and the horizon was pink and pastel blue. The sky was vast. “I’ve been thinking,” she started.

“I guessed.”

“I think we need to pin down the things we know. Right? The things we know for sure. Line them up, and then see what that says to us.”

I nodded. “Okay, that sounds good.”

“So what do we know?” She’d had her hands in her pockets, but now she pulled them out and made a gesture, like she was setting out the things we knew in front of her. “We know that Nelson and his cousins were murdered by more than one professional. So that is our firm starting point.”

“Okay.”

“We know that whoever organized the hit wanted the money but not the dope. And we know that that person also took Maria. Okay?”

“That is all good, solid reasoning.”

She stopped dead and I turned to face her. “So, at this point, we can say that we know that the person who took Maria is Mick, so by irresistible extension, we know that Mick killed Nelson.” She held up her hand. “Wait! I know what you’re going to say. Mick was with Jenny. I’ll come back to that. For now, my reasoning is sound.”

I shrugged. “Okay.”

We started walking again. The smell of char-grilled steak wafted to us on the evening air along with the strains of the Eagles’ “Tequila Sunrise.” For just a moment, I felt like life didn’t get much better than this. She continued reasoning.

“What else do we know?”

We had reached Big Vern’s, and I held the door open for her to go in. She walked through, talking. “We know that Mick changed his name and came to Shamrock with Maria in his dream car. We know he left by an eccentric route that led west instead of south, and we know they were both killed in a very secluded spot in the Palo Duro Canyon.”

She paused to give the waitress our order, which was two sixteen-ounce rib eye steaks with french fries and two beers. The waitress went away, and Dehan said, “I’m nearly done.”

“You’re doing fine.”

“We know that the first person to point us unequivocally toward Mick was Pro. We know Pro wanted Mick found. And we know that as soon as Pro heard we had come here, he came running to discover what we’d found. Those are the things we know for sure. The question now is, what do they say to us?”

The beers came. I sipped and said, “Well, why don’t you talk me through what they say to you?”

That was what she was hoping I’d say and pulled her chair in and leaned forward, “Right. The question that leaps out at me as the most relevant is, why would Pro want to know something he already knew?”

“Where Mick was?”

“Exactly. The only possible answer, and the simplest, is that he didn’t know. Which means one thing—he did not kill Mick with his own hands. And accepting that, it strikes at the essence of this whole case.” 

I frowned, intrigued. “Explain that to me.”

“From the very start, everywhere you look, there is the suggestion of somebody who was there, killed, and then vanished without leaving a trace. You mentioned it yourself. So here is how I think it works.” She pushed up her sleeves. “The Bronx has a power vacuum. The Triads, the Sureños, and the Mob all want in, but Nelson is holding the high ground. At the same time, for the past year, Mick has been wanting to get out because things are getting too hot for him. So he and Pro make a deal.”

I nodded. “I like this, Dehan.”

Her cheeks colored, but she acted like she hadn’t heard.

“Here’s the deal. Mick, for a fee from each, informs both the Triad and the Jersey Mob of when Nelson’s game is, when he’s going to have all his takings from the rackets in the house. He arranges with each of them to turn up and eliminate Nelson, but he is going to go in first, do the job, and take the money.

“But Mick isn’t stupid. He arranges an alibi for himself with Jennifer, and instead, as we discussed before, sends in Kirk with a couple of hit men to do the job for him and take the money and Maria to his place later.”

“Why does Pro want Mick to do the hit first, before the Triads and the Mob turn up?”

She grinned and pointed at me. “Ha! That had me going, but when you think about it, it makes sense. Pro is a gangster, like Mick. And here is the sweet deal. The Mob and the Triads pay Mick into his bank, and Pro gets a cool half million in cash from Nelson. Everybody’s happy. Plus, as a result, war breaks out between the Triads, the Mexicans, and the Mob. How is that an advantage to Pro? Well, ask yourself, how’s that going to play out? Simple, the Triads are out of their territory, so they will withdraw licking their wounds, leaving the Mob and the Mexicans. The Mexicans are on their home turf, but they are disorganized and haven’t got the resources or the experience of the Mob. So they’ll end up running the show but paying tribute to Vincenzo through Pro. Everybody wins and Pro makes a cool half million for his personal retirement fund.”

“I’m impressed. So explain to me what we found today out in the canyon.”

“It comes together nicely. Pro and Mick have arranged beforehand that they will hand over the money at the Palo Duro Canyon, on his way to Mexico. Seen like that, Mick’s drive to the canyon is not a detour from his journey south, but an extension of his journey west.”

“Good.”

“Naturally Pro cannot be directly implicated in this, so he sends a guy to collect the money for him. Mick, being Mick, explains to the guy that he can’t give it to him, because he has banked it and sent it to Belize, and by the way he can kiss his sweet Irish ass. The guy shoots Mick and Maria. But before he dies, Mick shoots the guy, and ten years of rain and heat and coyotes and rats have done the rest.”

She paused and took a long pull on her beer. She was going to wipe the foam from her lip with the back of her hand but stopped and used a napkin. Then grinned. “Naturally, when Pro heard that you had driven out here of all places, he had to come and see what you’d found.”

I thought about it for a while. The steaks came and we ordered two more beers. “So how do we prove this?”

She shook her head. “We have to hand it over to the Feds. There are two states and two countries involved. We need a thorough search of the canyon, searching for bones, weapons, clothes—anything that will show that Mick, Maria, and a third party were there. Because you can guarantee that the car isn’t registered to Mick. The bones and dental records will have to be analyzed. The evidence is going to be all forensic, and we will be very lucky to be able to tie Pro into it. All we’ve got there is conjecture.”

I ate half my steak in silence, thinking. Then I said, “It works for you?”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “It doesn’t work for you?”

“I think it’s a superb piece of reasoning. I can’t fault it. It’s a hell of a piece of work. I’m just asking if your gut tells you you’re satisfied with it.”

She nodded.

“Good. Then tomorrow I’ll talk to the sheriff, and we’ll hand the case over to the bureau.” I raised my glass to her. “Slánta!” 

When we’d finished eating, I called the waitress over and asked her for a bottle of tequila, some lemon, and some salt. We kept it quiet, we didn’t question anybody’s Irishness, but we laughed a lot and got pretty silly. We staggered back to the motel at about eleven, softly singing old Bing Crosby songs about not being fenced in, and said good night at her door. We had a moment of silence when I held out my fist, and she punched it gently and said, “Detective John Stone, you are cooler’n all git out, and that ain’t no lie!”

I said, “Good night, pardner.”

And went quickly to my room.

 

Next day we both had mild hangovers, so we didn’t talk much. I asked her if she would take care of the statement to the Armstrong County sheriff, and I took the SUV back up to Ted in Texola. I stood watching him while he inspected it, muttering to himself about insurance and lost vee-hickles. As I listened to him, I remembered the way he’d been talking last time I saw him. Something that had crossed my mind then began nagging at me again, so I said to him, suddenly, “So she never brought it back, huh?”

“Puts yer premium right up, when you gotta claim fer a whole SUV.”

“Did she pay you extra for driving her back?”

“Can’t complain on the score. She was generous enough with her money. But she was plumb crazy. Hundred bucks seem fair to you, mister?”

I realized he was talking about my rental, and I gave him a hundred and ten. He seemed happy. I asked him, “Was it just the once, or has it happened since?”

He scratched his head under his baseball cap and looked like he’d never really thought about it like that before. “No, just the once. But that’s enough, ain’it?”

“Once is enough. What was that, ten years ago?”

“Got to be all of ten year, now.”

“Pretty little thing.”

“Cute as a button.”

“Mexican.”

“I’d say so, but she talked funny, like you.”

“Bronx, New York.”

“Guess so.”

I slapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks, Ted, you take it easy.”

I could see the Jaguar approaching through the heat haze along the road. Ted was staring at me, frowning. Dehan pulled up onto the dirt, and I walked over. As I opened the passenger door, he called out to me, “Say! How did you know all that?”

I waved, gave him the thumbs-up, and climbed into the car. And we took off back east. 







 Twenty-Three 

New York felt cramped and overcrowded after the vast expanses of the Panhandle. The city contained a third of the entire population of the state of Texas, and right then, crawling down Simpson Street toward Dehan’s apartment, it felt like they were all there, on that street, at the same time.

She’d had the last shift driving, and I could see from her eyes that she was exhausted. So I dropped her off and told her I’d give her a call in the morning. She punched me gently on the shoulder and said, “It’s been fun. We should do it again.”

I felt pretty tired myself, but there were a couple of things I needed to take care of before I collapsed. So I threaded my way onto the Bruckner Expressway and headed for the precinct.

It was approaching midday as I climbed the stairs and stepped into the captain’s office. We stared at each other a moment without speaking. Then I closed the door and sat down. I didn’t like the woman, but that didn’t make what I had to do any easier.

“I’m sorry, Jennifer. We found Mick’s car and the remains of two bodies in it. The ME will confirm through dental records, but I don’t think there can be any doubt that these are the bodies of Mick Harragan and Maria Garcia.”

Her face clenched for a moment, and her eyes flooded. She sat looking out of the window, chewing her lip. I gave her a moment, then said, “The case will have to go to the Feds now. The sheriffs of Wheeler and Armstrong are both making reports, and I will have to do the same. This has to be a federal case now.”

I let that sink in, and after a moment, she nodded. “I have no axe to grind with you, Jennifer. I am not coming after you. As far as I am concerned, you are guilty of no more than an indiscretion and turning a blind eye. I think that disgraces you, and it makes you unfit for your office, but I will be satisfied if you resign, and what I know need go no further.”

She stared down at her hands. “I suppose I ought to thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Just level with me on one thing. You know me. You know I will get there in the end, and it’s better you are honest with me now.”

She finally met my eye and asked, “What do you want to know?”

“Did you replace Mick with the Mob? Are you feeding Morry Levy with information?”

She frowned and shook her head. “No, John. What I did with Mick ten years ago was wrong. But I am not a bent cop, and you are welcome to investigate me. I have nothing to hide.”

“Okay.” I stood. At the door, I said, “Jennifer, because you turned a blind eye, a lot of people suffered and died—people who shouldn’t have, people who didn’t deserve to. You have to go.”

 

I was about ready to go home and sleep for twelve hours, but there was one more thing I had to do. I went down, dropped into my chair, and pulled out the cold case archive, the two cardboard boxes that now lived under my desk. I searched through them until I found the Sam Bernstein case. It was a very thin file. I leafed through it and studied it for half an hour; then I clipped it as an annex to the Nelson Hernandez case. 

After that I drove up to Morris Park, to the ME’s office. I found Lynda poring over the body of somebody who had stopped being anybody and was now a Caucasian male in his mid to late thirties. She glanced at me over her mask and said in a muffled voice, “John. You should have called.”

“I would’ve if I could’ve, but I couldn’t so I didn’t.”

She sighed and came over to where I was standing by the door. She removed her mask and revealed a smile. “You look terrible.”

“Too much steak and beer.”

“What can I do for you?”

I gave her my cell and said, “It’s urgent. In fact, it’s very urgent. Print the last six photographs and check them against Mick Harragan’s dental records. They’ll be in the NYPD database for the 43rd precinct. I know I’m asking a lot, but you need to give this top priority. I have maybe a few hours before I lose control of the case.” I made a face to show that I couldn’t say what I wanted to say, and added, “That would be a bad thing.”

She understood and took my phone over to the printer.

When she handed it back, I called José.

“What?”

“José, can you talk?”

“Yuh.”

“Did your sister have dental insurance?”

He was silent for a moment, then said, “Yeah, we all did. We used to go regular, man, every six months to have our teeth whitened in time for our Christmas and summer holidays in Miami. We kept the papers in the fockin’ oak dresser in the fockin’ library.”

“Shut the fuck up, José. So when you had dental work, how did you pay?”

“When we had it, like never, we paid cash.”

“Thanks.”

I hung up. I sat thinking for a long while. Eventually Lynda came back. She handed me a file and said, “This is an unofficial preliminary report, you understand?”

“Sure. I appreciate it.”

“Speaking off the record, the larger skull is almost certainly Mick’s. The other skull, without dental records I can’t tell you very much at all. From the pictures it seems to be the skull of a small woman.”

“Thanks. It was mainly him I was interested in. But there is something else. It was a case, ten years ago, young man shot to death in the Bronx…”

She raised an eyebrow. “That narrows it down a bit.”

I smiled. “Yeah, his name was Sam Bernstein. He was from Brooklyn.”

She shrugged. “Ten years ago, John… What do you want to know?”

“You examined the body, and I want to know what you found.”

“You must have the ME’s report in the case file.”

“Yeah, but what I want to know wasn’t included.”

She sighed. I gave her the case details, and she found it in her database. As she read it, she said, “Oh, I vaguely remember this case. It was a bit unusual. His mother identified him in the end.”

“Okay, now, it says he died from a gunshot wound to the head. It was a hollow tip and probably a .45 cal. The entry wound was at the back, right?” She was nodding as she looked at the screen. I shrugged and shook my head. “A hollow tip .45 at close range with the entry in the back of the head—Lynda, he had no face!”

She looked at me. “That’s right. His face had been blown off. The exit wound was about the size of a large grapefruit, consistent with a .45 caliber. He had his driver’s license and his ID card.” She shook her head. “It’s hard to remember details, John. It was ten years ago. But there were things about it that stood out. A middle-class, well-educated Jewish boy from Brooklyn alone in that part of the Bronx in the early hours of the morning. His mother was pretty hysterical, as you can imagine. She couldn’t look at him, but she identified his clothes and his effects. What did you want to know?”

“When you get a case like that, where the face is so badly damaged, do you routinely make a record of the teeth?”

“Not routinely, but almost always.”

“Did you in this case?”

She checked the screen. “We started to. But when the mother identified him, we didn’t go ahead with it. Why?”

“How long would it take you?” She stared at me. “It is really important, Lynda. Somebody’s life could be seriously at risk.”

“Give me half an hour.”

It took her twenty minutes. She came and found me in the corridor, drinking black water that pretended to be coffee. I stood as she approached, and she handed me another thin file. “Is this official or unofficial?”

“For now, unofficial.”

“The dead man is not Sam Bernstein.”

I put my hand on her arm and led her over to a window where we were alone. “Lynda, in a week all of this can go into an official report, and I will hold myself solely responsible. But today, there is somebody at the bureau who cannot learn about this, you understand? And this is about to become a federal investigation. If that person learns about this, Sam Bernstein will die. For real this time.”

She studied my face a moment. “Okay, John. You can count on me. I trust you’ll do the right thing.”







 Twenty-Four 

I called Jennifer and told her I was taking a week’s holiday. She seemed relieved till I told her I didn’t want to see her there when I got back. Then I called Dehan. She didn’t answer, but I didn’t expect her to. I left her a message saying whatever plans she had for that evening to cancel them and come over to my place for a barbeque. We needed to talk.

Then I went home, showered for twenty minutes, and slept for four hours.

I was awoken by the bell. I didn’t know how long it had been ringing, but it felt persistent. I got up and leaned out of the window in my shorts. Dehan was at the door holding a bottle of wine. She looked up at me and, as usual, her lack of expression was extremely expressive. 

“What time is it?”

“Seven thirty. You want me to go away?”

“No.”

I pulled on a pair of jeans and went down to open the door. She gave me a once-over and said, “Gee, Detective Stone. You sure know how to make a girl feel special.”

I pointed at the kitchen and said, “Beer. I’m going to have a shower. Make yourself at home.”

When I finally came down again, it was growing dusk outside. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor going through my record collection. I opened the fridge and grabbed a beer. “I started buying records in 1980, just before CDs came out. I still like them better. I like the way they crackle.”

She was examining an original Led Zeppelin IV. “I bet you like the smell of books too.”

“Yup.”

“And always consult a reference book instead of checking Google.”

“You nailed me.”

She put the record on the turntable, worked out how to use it, and put it on low. I was pulling meat out of the fridge as the rasp of the guitar echoed into silence before the timeless voice bellowed.

“Why be virtual when you can be real, right?”

“Got it in one.”

I built a small tower of paper and kindling and structured the charcoal around it in a pyramid. Then I put a match to the paper and watched the flames and the smoke start to build. We chinked bottles, drank, and sat at the garden table. 

“I just know that this was not a social invitation,” she said. “I can tell.”

I frowned. “Not one hundred percent social, Carmen. There are a couple of things I need to talk to you about.”

“About the case?”

“Indirectly.”

“Where did I go wrong?”

“Don’t jump to conclusions. You didn’t go wrong, there just turns out to be more to it than was immediately apparent.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means Sam Bernstein wasn’t killed that night in the Bronx.”

“Holy shit!”

“…is right.”

She stood and walked out onto the lawn. The first stars were piercing the deep blue of the evening sky. After a moment, she turned to face me. “When did you find out? Did you know this back in Shamrock? This changes everything.”

“I found out today. No I didn’t, and I am not so sure it does.”

She spread her hands and shook her head. It was like a gesture of helplessness. “How? How did you find out?”

“I took my pictures of Mick’s skull to the ME. I wanted to make sure it was him. While we were talking, it struck me that dental record ID really depended a lot—” I gave a small laugh. “—on your having dental records to begin with.”

“Obviously.”

“A lot of the less privileged people in our society haven’t got dental insurance,” I went on, “and so their dental records are sketchy at best or nonexistent. Sam would have known that.”

“What’s your point?”

I was thoughtful for a bit, watching the flames in the barbeque, feeling their heat reaching my face in the evening air.

“I have never been really comfortable with Sam’s murder. The timing was just too much of a coincidence. A gunshot wound to the head. Probably a .45. A .45 was what Sam took from his father’s trunk. When I looked closer at the details of the wound, the entry was at the back of the skull, the exit through the front.” I shook my head, “Not just an execution, but an execution designed to disfigure.” We stared at each other a moment as she assimilated the implications. “And let’s face it, what mother is going to examine her son’s face in that condition? She’s going to close her eyes and look away. She is going to see his clothes, his personal effects, and she is going to say it’s him. And who is going to question that? We have his ID papers. The cops are going to think, this middle-class schmuck was at Hunts Point at two a.m., probably looking for a whore, and he got mugged. What did he expect?”

“So you’re saying Sam killed some kid?”

I shrugged. “Looks that way to me.”

“So who did Jennifer and Mick talk to?”

I smiled. “Sam.”

“Shit. Why? What was he trying to do?”

“I don’t know.”

“Have you told the Feds?”

“I haven’t told anybody yet except the ME and you. And I asked Lynda to keep quiet about it till I am ready. I’m asking you the same thing.”

“I got to tell you, I am lost.”

I sighed and nodded. “I think that was the idea.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to take a few days off. Go away.”

“Where?”

I smiled. “I think I’ll put some flowers in my hair and go to San Francisco. I hear summertime will be a love-in there.”

“You want me to come with you?”

I smiled, my gaze lost in the flames.

“Where I’m going, you can't follow. What I’ve got to do, you can’t be any part of, Dehan. But we’ll always have Shamrock.”

“Asshole.”

The coals had burned down, and I stood to put the steaks on the grill. I threw on a handful of fresh thyme first and then laid on the oiled steaks as the flames leapt and licked at the meat. The haunting strains of a mandolin trailed out onto the evening air.

Dehan asked me, “Is Maria Garcia dead?”

I poured the rich wine, red like dense blood, into the two glasses. The intense orange of the fire glowed within it like a living thing. “Oh yes.” I handed her a glass. “There can be no doubt about that at all. Maria Garcia is dead.”

“Who killed her?”

I stared into her black eyes. She knew what I was going to say, but she needed to hear me say it.

“Sam Bernstein.”







 Twenty-FIVE 

I touched down in San Francisco at ten in the morning and picked up my hire car at the Hertz desk. I treated myself to a Mustang Cabrio convertible and took it easy to my hotel on Taylor Street, via the Sierra Point Parkway. 

I checked in, had a shower, and changed my clothes, then settled down to do some research. There are a lot of universities in and around San Francisco. It took a lot of old-fashioned, dinosaur-style, tedious looking up lists and making phone calls, and progress was slow. At midday I went for a walk, found some food, and took it back to my room, where I continued making lists, making phone calls, and crossing entries off my lists. It was like a pulse, like the rhythm of life: accumulate, eliminate, accumulate more, eliminate more.

I get deep like that sometimes. Dehan would approve.

By the time I fell into bed that night, I felt I had done about all I could do over the phone. So the next morning, after coffee and croissants, I took my Mustang and drove across the bay, via the Dwight Eisenhower Highway, to Berkeley. I got lost for a bit, enjoying the feeling of being at large in a cool, hip city, and finally wound up at Tolman Hall and the psychology department. I found my way to the student office and finally tracked down Tania Goodman, whom I had spoken to on the phone the day before.

She was sweet, and that always helps.

I took her aside, told her who I was and that I was there in an unofficial capacity on behalf of a friend. She glanced at her watch, said she was about to grab some coffee, and would I like to join her? I said I would. We strolled down to the cafeteria and eventually sat. She smiled at me, and I thought that she was pretty, in a neurotic sort of way. She had short blonde hair and very blue eyes that had a tendency to stare while she grinned.

“I am looking for a woman who would have moved out here about ten years ago, as a student. She lost touch with her mother and her brother, who was only ten at the time. Now the mother is very sick, and the boy feels his sister should know. In case she wants to come back and see her…” I shrugged, allowing the implication to sit there between us.

“That is so sad. You think she came here, to Berkeley?”

“It’s probable. She was keen and very bright, and she very interested in psychology. I’ve tried to access lists of old alumni online, but it isn’t easy.”

She frowned. “Sure. I can tell you if she studied here. But I can’t give you any contact information.” I told her I understood that. “What is her name?”

“Maria Garcia.”

She giggled. “Do you know how many John Smiths we get in a year? Well, we get that many Maria Garcias too. I’ll have a look for you though.”

She took me back to her computer terminal, and I sat next to her while she rattled at the keyboard and entered the filters into the database. After a while she said, “We had four Maria Garcias join the psychology undergraduate program in 2008. One of them was from Mexico City, two were from San Francisco. One of them was from LA.” 

She turned and watched me chew my lip. She must have liked me because she was very patient and tried 2009 too, but with no joy. Finally she said, “Look, I have to get back to work. I shouldn’t do this, but one of the students you just viewed wound up doing her PhD here and now works as a lecturer in child psychology. It’s a long shot, but if your Maria was here at that time, they might have known each other.”

I thanked her and she told me where the lecturer had her office. She had since married and was now Maria Chandler.

I got lost again among the corridors but eventually found her door. I knocked and a voice told me to come in. It was a small office with a window and lots of filing cabinets. There was a woman with disorganized dark hair sitting behind the desk, who must have been in her midthirties. There was a bald man in chinos, and a woman with short, sandy hair and large glasses. They were both of a similar age, and they were sitting in armchairs, also drinking coffee. They all looked at me, and I felt like I was interrupting a break. I didn’t really care and said, “Maria Chandler?”

The woman behind the desk said, “That’s me.”

“I wonder if you could spare me five minutes of your time. It is actually quite serious.”

The man and the woman went to rise, but Maria said, “No, hang on.” And to me, “What’s it about?”

“I am a police detective from New York, and I am trying to trace somebody, unofficially, because they may be in danger.” 

The guy said, “Whoa!” and Maria raised an eyebrow at me. I pulled out my badge and handed it over to her. While she examined it, I looked at the other two and said, “Were you all students here back in 2008?”

The girl said, “Yes.”

“Then you might be able to help.” I looked at Maria again and made a question with my face. She said, “Why don’t you tell us, briefly, what this is about and we’ll take it from there.”

I gave them the bones: that it was a cold case, that Maria Garcia had gone missing, that a couple of the people involved had shown up dead, and that we had reason to believe that Maria’s life might be at risk. The woman behind the desk said, “Maria Garcia? That’s my name.”

I smiled. “That’s why I’m here, talking to you.”

“But I’m not from the Bronx…”

“I know that. There were four Maria Garcias in your year. None of them was from New York. But it’s possible that she changed her name. She was escaping from a very violent past, where she had been exploited and abused, so she may have changed her identity.”

The idea that she had been exploited and abused must have appealed to their sensibilities because their demeanor changed and they all frowned in thought at the same time. The woman with the glasses said, “You know who? That girl. She was shy. She said she was from Michigan.” The guy had started nodding. She went on, “But she had that ‘noo yoik’ kind of accent? She used to say ‘caw-fee’ instead of coffee? I never really believed that she was from Michigan. What was her name?”

The guy said, “Mary. Her name was Mary. Mary…” He sighed and looked at Maria, who was staring back at him. She said, suddenly, “Browne, with an e. Mary Browne. That’s right, she said she was from Michigan. What did this girl look like, Detective?”

I was still standing. They hadn’t invited me to sit down, but I leaned my back against the door and said, “I haven’t got a picture, but by all accounts she was pretty. She was of Mexican origin, short, dark hair, olive skin, dark eyes…”

Maria said, “This girl wasn’t pretty.” The girl with the glasses said, “Hmmmm…” like she didn’t agree. “Could have been. Lovely eyes.” The guy said, “She just didn’t look after herself. She looked drawn and tired all the time, but she was quite cute. Lovely body. She was married. I remember she was married.”

“Hence Browne.”

“There you have it. Hence the Browne.”

I interrupted. “Is there any way I can find out what happened to her? When she graduated, did she go on to further study, did she go into clinical practice…”

Maria picked up the phone. “Tania, it’s Maria Chandler. Can you look up something for me and call me straight back? Mary Browne, graduated from here probably in 2012. I need to contact her.”

They looked at me while we waited, and the guy said suddenly, “So that kind of thing really happens, huh?”

“Yeah, it happens.” I smiled. “I never yet arrested anybody for being a Communist, but I lost count of the people I arrested for homicide.”

That caused an uncomfortable silence which I smiled through until the phone rang. I figured Dehan would have been proud of me. Maria scrawled something down on a piece of paper and handed it to me.

“We are not all left-wing hippies, Detective. And we don’t all think you are pigs. Mary Browne graduated with honors in 2012. She then went into training as a clinical psychologist, specializing in child psychology and PTSD. The contact information here is nothing more than you could have got from the Yellow Pages, so I am not giving you any private information.”

I thanked them and left. I found my way back to my car and sat in the sun thinking about what I had learned. Her practice was on Market Street, back where I had come from, a stone’s throw from my hotel. Was it her? Was it Maria Garcia, now Mary Browne, clinical psychologist from Berkeley, originally from Hunts Point in the Bronx? Or was she a completely different person, originally from Michigan? 

I fired up the Mustang and cruised back across the bay, watching the sun explode in a trillion manic shards of light across the water, while I drummed on the steering wheel and asked myself, what now, John Stone, what now?







 Twenty-Six 

I parked outside Westfield on Market Street and dodged across the road. Her building was one of those nice old stone buildings from the turn of the nineteenth century. Her clinic was on the fifth floor. There was a comfortable waiting room with black leather armchairs and lots of magazines, and a comfortable woman with a comfortable smile sitting behind a reception desk.

I was trying to look neurotic. That’s supposed to be easy for New Yorkers. But I wasn’t sure what to do so, so I just acted naturally and it seemed to work. 

“I’d like to make an appointment to see Dr. Mary Browne.”

She tapped into her computer and said, “When would you like to see her?”

“As soon as possible. Can it be today?”

She looked at me like I was magic. Maybe she thought I was using Jungian synchronicity. I smiled. She said, “Well, if you don’t mind waiting, she has a cancellation in half an hour! May I have your name?”

“That’s superb. John Stone.”

“Have you insurance?”

“No.”

“Then that will be seventy dollars for the hour.”

I almost told her that it was cheaper, and healthier, than a Bronx hooker, but decided against it. I sat and read an article about the Larsen Ice Shelf in the Antarctic, and just as I was coming to the good bit, I heard my name being called. 

I stepped into her room and closed the door behind me. There was a window that looked out over Market Street. I could see my car outside Westfield. The carpet was gray, and she had a beige calico sofa and two beige calico armchairs arranged around a coffee table. She didn’t get up. She sat and watched me.

I was aware of a strange thrill of excitement but tried to ignore it.

She was lovely. Not beautiful—she was also beautiful—but more than that she was lovely. She was about thirty-one or two. Her hair was dark and cut to shoulder-length in a rather old-fashioned style. Her eyes were large and a deep brown. She was smiling. Her expression was humorous but above all kind.

“Are you Dr. Mary Browne?”

“Yes. And you are John Stone.” I sat down. “What seems to be the problem, John? Marylyn said you wanted to see me as soon as possible.”

I stared at her. I had somehow imagined that once I saw her I would know. But I had no idea whether this was her or not. I said, “Your accent.” I smiled. “I’m a New Yorker, from the Bronx. Do I detect a trace of New York there?”

Her eyes glistened. “That’s what we call evasion. You have an hour, John, and we want to use it. Time is precious. You didn’t want to see me about my accent. So, what’s troubling you?”

“I’m a cop. But I have developed a real fear of violence. I can’t watch it on TV or on the news, and if there’s a chance of encountering it on the job, I start shaking, my palms go sweaty, I feel sick…”

She looked serious and made a note in her pad. 

“When did you start getting these reactions?”

“About two weeks ago.”

“Can you think of anything that happened two weeks ago that might have triggered these reactions?”

I was making it up as I went along, and I know the cardinal rule when lying is stick to the truth in every detail you possibly can. So I said, “Only thing I can think of is I was assigned to head up a cold cases team. Just me and one other detective.”

“Have you had any violent experiences since you started?”

I watched her carefully. “I witnessed a murder. An ex-cop called Kirk.”

She looked up at me and met my eye. She had absolutely no expression on her face. “Kirk. What happened?”

“It was a UPS deliveryman. He went up to his front door and shot him.” 

She waited. I wasn’t sure what else to say. “To you, John. What happened to you?”

For a moment I wasn’t sure what she meant. Then I said, “Oh! Well, like I said, I started shaking and sweating. Luckily my partner was there, and she was able to catch the guy and make the arrest.”

“And since then?”

“Nothing really.”

“This is a new partner?”

“Yeah. She was assigned to me for the cold cases.”

“You get on well?” She looked up and smiled as she asked it. I smiled back. 

“Yeah. Nobody else can stand her, but we get on really well.”

She grinned and pointed at me with her pen. “I can see it on your face. You really light up when you think of her.”

I waved a hand at her. “Nah! She’s a smart cookie. An intelligent woman. I know she’s got my back.”

She grinned and made a few notes. 

“How long have you had feelings for her?”

“Come on!” I laughed. “She’s my partner. She’s like a pal. Could be a guy. Got a mouth on her you could grow mushrooms in. No way.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Really? It’s an issue you should address, John.”

I made a “Pfff!” sound.

“So there have been no other violent incidents?”

“Well, just the one. We made an arrest. It was a drugs bust at… Well, doesn’t matter where. It was a drugs bust. Two Mexican guys got shot. We arrested another two…” The memory was coming back real vivid. “I saw Carlitos was aiming his gun right at her. And his pal was aiming at me. And it was weird because I disarmed Carlitos, and she kind of dodged behind my back and disarmed the guy who was going to shoot me…”

She was staring hard at me. Again she had no expression at all on her face. After a moment she said, “And how did that affect you?”

For a moment, I faltered. “I…uh… It shook me up.”

“Thinking that she risked her life for you?”

“I guess…”

“Or thinking that you risked your life for her?”

“Um, I hadn’t thought about it.”

“I’m aware of that, John. That’s why I am suggesting you should think about it.” She checked her notes. “So, in the last two weeks these are the only times when you have confronted violence. How long ago were they?”

“They were both within a day of each other, right back in the beginning.”

She nodded a while, then said, “So, what I’m a bit confused about, John, is how do you know you are having these bad reactions, if those are the only times you have been exposed to violence?”

I made a mental note. Next time I was going to bullshit a psychologist, I should prepare my story. I made up something about my dreams, and she wanted to know if I had been dreaming about Dehan. I told her I hadn’t. The hour was really dragging. In the end I said to her, “You know, Doc, for cops it’s really important to be able to rely on your partner without having weird, romantic, sexual kind of shit going on.”

“Why do you call it shit? Is that how you see it?” I was spared having to answer because she looked at the clock on the wall and said, “It is also very important for human being to be able to acknowledge their true feelings.”

On my way out, I asked Marylyn the receptionist, for future reference, what their latest slot was. She said it was from five to six p.m.

I drove back to the hotel, had some lunch, and threw myself on my bed to stare at the ceiling for a while. I had four hours to kill. My phone pinged. It was a WhatsApp message from Dehan.

How’s it hangin’ partner?

I typed, 

I just told a psychoanalyst I am in love with you.

Fuck you

Thank you. I hoped you would say that

At five thirty I went down, drove back to Market Street, and parked once more outside Westfield. I put the soft top up, closed the windows, and waited.







 Twenty-SEVEN 

She came out at about six fifteen and stood on the sidewalk, peering up to her right, like she was waiting for somebody. I watched her for about five minutes, wondering if it was her, if she was that Maria Garcia that Nelson and Mick and Sam had all fallen for in their own, peculiar ways. If she was, I could see why. She wasn’t my style, but there was something enchanting and captivating about her—a mix of vulnerability, intelligence and strength that was rare and beautiful.

I saw her smile, and a moment later a burgundy Range Rover pulled up with its hazards on. She skipped around to the passenger door and climbed in, saying something and laughing. I caught a glimpse of the driver, but it was hard to make anything out.

They pulled away. I let them get ahead of me and began to follow. Whoever it was drove assertively, bordering on aggressive. He weaved his way through the traffic, not so much settling into its flow as driving through it to get where he wanted to be. He led me back to the Dwight Eisenhower Highway and across the bay again. I followed him onto the I-80 along the coast, then onto Ashby Avenue and into South Berkeley. Next thing we were driving down quiet, leafy streets among cute, detached houses with front and back gardens that probably came with a price tag of between one and a half and two million bucks. 

They turned into Blake Street, and I slowed right down to give them a chance to park and get out. After thirty seconds or a minute, I turned in after them and drove slowly past. It was a double-fronted, gabled affair that looked as though it might have been built in the thirties. It had a cute wooden arch with a rose bush growing over it that led to the front door. I just caught a glimpse of her bending down to hug a couple of kids as he held the door open. The kids were about four or five. He was about thirty-two and dark.

I drove on by.

I drove slowly, drumming a tattoo on the steering wheel as I chewed my lip and thought. The roads were empty, and dusk was creeping across the sky. I noticed absently in my mirror that there was a dark blue Audi 8 some distance behind me. Some people play with worry beads, some people have a special pen for signing contracts, others have a St. Christopher in their car. I have a stupid notion that bad guys always drive black or dark blue Audis. It is my thing. So I turned right into McGee Avenue at the end of the road and waited for him at the junction with Dwight Way, like I wasn’t sure which way to go. He came up behind me, but I couldn’t see his face because his windows were tinted. I turned right into Dwight, and he followed. So I turned right again into Grant, and as he followed again, I turned right once more into Blake again and stopped. I got out and walked back toward him as he turned in behind me. I made a motion he should wind down his window. Instead he pulled out past me and drove away at speed.

I got back in my car and returned to my hotel. 

I had a light supper. While I was eating, my mind was racing. It was obvious to me who was in the Audi. What was troubling me was, when did they pick me up? Had they been with me when I went into Mary Browne’s clinic? Did they know who I’d been tailing? I probed back with my mind. I was pretty sure that I would have noticed a dark Audi tailing me.

Also, logic suggested they had not been with me very long—or at least they did not know who I had been tailing, because they had continued past her house, following me, not who I was following.

That night I slept fitfully. By six a.m. I had to get up, though I felt more tired than when I’d gone to bed. I had a shower and called room service for coffee and croissants. I was out by eight. It was a bright, fresh morning with the first hints of autumn in the air. I stood in the doorway of the hotel scanning the road left and right. Everybody seemed to be moving. There was nobody staring in a shop window, loitering reading the morning paper or waiting on the corner for a cab. So I moved into the crowd and took a long, winding, circuitous route to Market Street. I was pretty sure by the time I got there, I had not been followed. 

I went up to the fifth floor and pushed into the clinic. Marylyn looked surprised to see me but forced herself to smile.

“Mr. Stone, back so soon? I didn’t think we’d made an appointment…”

I shook my head. “We didn’t, but this is an emergency. I am having a crisis, and I need to see the doctor right away. Or I might do something crazy.”

“But she isn’t in yet…”

“I’ll wait.”

“But she has a nine o’clock, Mr. Stone…”

I shook my head again, more insistently, “I’m telling you. I need to see her now, or I’m going to jump out of a window or do something crazy. I mean it.”

She stared at me. I tried to look crazy. She picked up the phone. After a moment, she said, “Mary? It’s Mr. Stone from yesterday. He is very insistent that he must see you straight away…”

“Tell her I’ll do something crazy.”

She listened for a moment, then hung up.

“She is just arriving. You can have fifteen minutes. After that you must make an appointment.”

As she was speaking, the door opened behind me and Mary Browne came in. She gave me a look like I was a naughty boy and said, “Come on in.”

I followed her into the consulting room and closed the door. I dropped into a chair while she took off her coat and hung it up.

“What is all this about, John?”

“I have this recurring nightmare.”

“We have fifteen minutes.”

“I know, so don’t interrupt me. This could be important for you.” I pointed at her chair. “Sit down. It goes like this. I’m in the Bronx. You know the Bronx?”

She shook her head and sat, holding a notepad and a pen. I shrugged.

“I’m in the Bronx. It’s nighttime. Maybe two in the morning. I am like a ghost. I have no substance. You know what I mean? Like an invisible eye floating in the air. And there are two scenes being played out. And I can see them both happening simultaneously. You still with me?”

She nodded. She hadn’t written anything down yet.

“One scene is in the street. There’s a young kid, maybe twenty, twenty-one. He’s Jewish. He’s kind of lost, but he’s lost in a rage. He has a revolver. It’s a pearl-handled revolver that his father had.”

I paused, watching her. There was no reaction, no expression. I went on.

“So this boy is about to do something very bad. He is about to kill somebody. Meanwhile, I am also aware of a girl, a very pretty young Mexican girl. Her name is Maria—Maria Garcia.”

I stared at her a long time, waiting for some kind of reaction. There was nothing. Nothing at all.

“Maria is at a party. More than a party, really, it’s a poker game. There are five guys there. I even know their names. Nelson Hernandez, Dickson Rodriguez, Evandro Perez, José Perez, and Geronimo Peralta. They are drinking beer, whiskey, eating potato chips and peanuts. They are all very cruel to Maria. They abuse her, they prostitute her. Especially, they prostitute her to one man. An Irishman. He’s a bent cop. His name is Mick. Mick Harragan.”

Still she stared at me, like she was in a trance.

“That night, at almost exactly the same time, this young Jewish kid will shoot a young Latino kid in the head, and Nelson and his four cousins will get murdered. This is my recurring nightmare, Dr. Browne. What can you tell me about that?”

She blinked and took a deep breath. She laid her pad and her pen down on the table in front of her and said, “What do you want, Mr. Stone? You are not neurotic, you do not suffer panic attacks, and you do not have recurring nightmares. So why don’t you just tell me what you want?”

I took out my badge and slid it across the table. She looked at it, but she didn’t touch it. “I know it’s you, Maria. I am not here in an official capacity. I’m here as a friend. I want to help you. Pro is looking for you. I don’t know why. I know most of it, but I don’t know why Pro wants you. But if you level with me, I can help you.

“José needs you. He misses you, and so does your mother.”

At the mention of José, her face changed, but not in any way you could put your finger on. Maybe it froze a bit; maybe her eyes lost focus a bit. She didn’t answer for a few moments, and then she sighed deeply and said, “I am sorry, Mr. Stone. You have made a mistake. I have nothing to say to you, and you are wasting your time. I have no idea what you are talking about.”

I stepped out into the morning sunshine completely nonplussed. I had played my best card, and she had been too cool and too smart for me. She had outplayed me every step of the way. All I had managed was to consolidate my own certainty that she was in fact Maria Garcia. But I had proved nothing and, in the end, achieved nothing.

It dawned on me slowly as I walked that I was watching a deep blue Audi 8 moving through the traffic ahead of me. I told myself there must be a million dark blue Audis in San Francisco. I looked back. I scanned the road. I couldn’t see a single other Audi.

I swore violently. I had no idea what to do next.







 Twenty-EIGHT 

I hung around, reading papers and drinking coffee until lunchtime, waiting to see if the Audi came back. It didn’t. But all the while I was aware that what I had was not a plan. It wasn’t even a strategy. I was just being reactive to an unknown situation, and that can only lead to one place. Disaster. 

I couldn’t spend the rest of my life sitting on the sidewalk outside her office or her house, waiting for Pro and Vito to show up so I could protect her from them. Neither would she let me talk to her. I needed to regroup and think about my options. So I went back to the hotel, had some lunch, and then went and lay on the bed to think things through.

I was pretty sure Pro was acting on his own with Vito. Vincenzo would not be a part of this for reasons that were obvious to me. It was also clear that he would not act in broad daylight on Market Street. The days when the Mob had the kind of power that would allow them to do that sort of thing were long gone. That meant that his appearance the previous evening in Berkeley and today on Market Street were part of his reconnaissance. And that led me irresistibly to one conclusion. He was preparing to strike, and he would strike without delay—and that meant tonight.

I thought of Maria—Mary Browne—sitting in her consulting room listening to me talk. I thought of her kind, humane face, of her courage. I thought of her greeting her children in the doorway, and the shadowy figure of her husband, and I began to structure in my mind the steps I had to take.

The only sound in the room was the soft sigh of the air-con. My back, my arms, and my legs ached. I was tired. I had slept badly. The sound of the air-con was soothing. I closed my eyes to help myself concentrate. Focus.

Center my mind.

Dehan was good at that. She had impressed me in Texas with her thinking. Texas, where the sky was like a dark prairie, and the stars were like ice reflected in the surface of her aviators as we moved irresistibly down the long, straight, interminable road toward Mick’s death.

I opened my eyes. The room was dark. I looked at the window. It was a dull gray square. It was dusk. I was about to swear and sit up, but a sound stopped me. I froze and listened. A gentle clunk. A keycard in the lock. A slit of light. A shadow, warped like a snake of blackness against the slit. The light died and I heard the soft click of the door closing. I could not reach my piece from where I was. In my mind I counted out the steps he would need to take to get a bead on me. Three. My form would be just visible in the dull light from the window.

I visualized, one, two, three. As he raised his weapon to take aim, I hurled myself on the floor. There was no shot. I looked up. His silhouette was moving. The communicating door between my room and the next had opened. A second figure stood in the doorway, holding a gun. I was outnumbered and unarmed. I did the only thing I could do. I roared and charged.

I collided with a body, knocking it off balance. Blindly I drove two powerful punches into it. I heard a grunt as it fell away from me. A foot on my chest hurled me against the far wall. I charged again, lashing out with my foot at where the darkness seemed blackest. I caught something, and a powerful blow glanced off my shoulder. Fingers clutched at me. I gripped back with my left hand, pile-driving punches with my right. 

Then an intense light, like a laser, blinded me. I heard a phut! phut! and the body I was pounding sagged and slipped to the floor. I fervently thanked whatever gods provide ironic good fortune and leapt for the door. I wrenched it open and ran. My mind was running faster than I was.

I was unarmed. My piece was still on the bedside table. My car keys were in my pocket. Pro had just ordered a hit on me. That meant one thing and one thing only. He was ready to make his move on Maria. And if he wanted to eliminate me, it was for two reasons: I knew the truth, and he wanted me out of the way when he hit Maria Garcia. So my plan was get to Maria and stop Pro.

Simple.

I burst into the stairwell and took the steps a landing at a time. I crossed the lobby in Olympic gold-medal time, crashed through the doors, and vaulted into the Mustang. The tires squealed as I pulled away from the curb and hurtled along Market Street toward the bay. All the way along the Dwight Eisenhower Highway, I demonstrated the Doppler effect as horns faded in a descending note behind me. The sky was darkening to deep blue, and the first stars were appearing over the Berkeley Hills as I screamed, skidding off the Highway and onto the I-80. The traffic was heavy because of the time of day. But I blared my horn, cut people off, wove through the lanes, and never dropped below eighty. 

I came off at Ashby Avenue, screamed onto Sacramento Street praying the cops would not notice me, and then burned rubber turning onto Dwight Way. I slammed on the brakes at the corner with Grant. Jumped out and ran.

I was too late. As I skidded to a halt at the corner of Grant and Blake, I saw the dark blue Audi sitting outside her house. There was a guy leaning his ass against the hood, smoking. Past him I could see into their living room. It looked like Maria and a man were sitting on the sofa, staring up at a tall gangly guy I was sure was Pro, and another whom I did not know. As I watched, the other guy pulled the drapes closed. I wondered where the kids were. I glanced at the top floor. There were no lights visible.

Next door there was an apartment block, and between her house and the block there was an alley. Two got you twenty that there was an access to the alley beyond the apartments. I put my hands in my pockets and walked past the guy sitting on the Audi like I was going somewhere. He ignored me. His fingernails were more interesting than I was.

At the end of the apartment block, there was a recess where all the trash cans were kept. Behind the cans was a wall. I hopped up and over, and I was in the alley at the back of Maria’s house. I moved quietly and covered the fifty yards to her back garden without being noticed. There was a six-foot wooden fence with a door in it. I tried the door, but it was locked. I tried the fence. It was sturdy. I pulled myself up and over and grazed my chest and stomach. It hurt.

I landed softly on a well-kept lawn and crouched in the shadow of some rosebushes. I could see what I assumed was the kitchen window. There was a faint light, like a light from another room, but the kitchen was in darkness. Next to the window there was a door. The way it is with kitchen doors that lead out to gardens, is when you are out, they are locked. When you’re home, they are unlocked. How long had the Brownes been home before Pro arrived?

I sprinted across the grass to the door and gently tried the handle. They had been home long enough to unlock the door. I pushed it open and stepped inside. There were voices, three of them. First I heard Maria’s, quiet, reasonable, but with an edge of obstinacy.

“I am afraid you have made a mistake. I have no idea what you are talking about.”

The same litany she had offered me. Probably the litany she had been rehearsing for the last ten years. Then I heard a man. His voice was educated, intelligent.

“Look, it must be obvious to you that you have made a mistake somewhere along the line. Whoever these people are you are searching for…”

Then there was a loud slap and a stifled scream from Maria. Then Pro’s unmistakable voice.

“Do I look stupid? I may look many things. I am not beautiful. Hey, Antonio, am I beautiful? I don’t think so. But I am not stupid either. So, please, don’t insult my intelligence. A man like me gets very upset when you insult his intelligence…”

I was going to have to do something fast, and I had absolutely no idea what. I slipped into the hallway and inched toward the open door of the living room, where soft light was spilling out onto the parquet floor. I had no weapon, and I was up against two armed killers. I turned and slipped back into the kitchen. I had seen a block by the cooker with a collection of Sabatier knives. That would have to do. In my mind was also the fact that there was a man outside, and the second killer in my room would be on his way. I was short of time.

I was short of everything.

I made to return to the living room, armed with a large knife, and saw Antonio in the doorway covering me with a Desert Eagle.

“Whatcha planning to do with the knife, cop? I hope you wasn’t planning to hurt anybody with it.”

“No,” I said. “I thought I’d peel some onions for the Bolognese sauce.”

He edged around and flicked his gun toward the living room. “Come on, wise guy. Drop the blade and move.”

Pro watched me come in with real disappointment on his face. He looked disgusted. “You know? I really trusted you, Stone. I thought we had understood each other.”

I glanced down at Maria and her husband. They were watching me impassively. His right cheek was inflamed, and his eyes were watering. Maria said, “What the hell are you doing here?” I ignored her and eyed Pro. 

“I don’t know why, Pro. I told you from the start that I don’t work for you.”

He gestured to a chair. “Sit down and shut up. You are a real disappointment to me.”

I moved to the chair and sat. “You’re making a mistake with these people. Maria Garcia is dead. So are Mick and Sam. There is nobody left but you.”

I sensed Maria and her husband glance at each other. Pro stared at me, and there was real rage in his eyes. He made several “W” sounds, like his own incredulity would not allow him to finish the words. Then he blurted, “What is it with you people? You look at me and you see a fuckin’ moron? What? What am I? What do I look like?”

I knew he was going to launch into one of his Hollywood wise-guy acts, so I cut him short.

“Yes, Pro. I look at you and I see a fucking moron.” He and Antonio both looked astonished, but I didn’t give a damn and I plowed on. “We found the Mustang in Texas, in the Palo Duro Canyon. There were two skeletons in it. They have both been identified from dental records as belonging to Maria Garcia and Mick Harragan.”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Yes! And the money he stole from you went straight into his numbered account in Belize, where it will stay because everybody who knew the details of the account is dead.”

He stared at me hard, narrowing his eyes. “Then what the fuck are you doing here, Stone? Answer me that. Following this chick, trailing her home, getting your fuckin’ hotel room almost in the same fuckin’ street as her clinic. What is your fuckin’ interest in this woman?”

He was practically screaming. I looked at him, letting the contempt I felt for him show on my face. “Keep your hair on, Pro. You’re like a hysterical woman. Mick’s dental records were on the NYPD database. He was a cop, remember? Maria didn’t have medical insurance, so her records had to be tracked down. While they did that, I followed a personal hunch that she might have come to Berkeley. I knew she had an interest in psychology. As it turned out, she never came here. This is Mary Browne. She is from Michigan, not New York. 

“This morning I put her to the test in her consulting room, and she passed with flying colors.” I turned to her. “You must have thought I was even crazier than I said I was.”

She met my eye and spoke with no trace of humor. “I knew you were perfectly sane, and I also knew you were lying.”

I looked back at Pro. “Plus, I got notification today from my partner that the dental records match Maria’s. I was being thorough—you were just being stupid.”

“No…”

“Yesˆ Now the way I see it, Pro, you have a simple choice. Go home and act like none of this ever happened, or keep pushing. And if you keep pushing, I am going to make damn sure you go down for Mick and Maria’s murder in Texas. If you recall, they don’t fuck around in Texas. And if you go down for killing a cop in that state, you go down for good.” I raised my hands. “I am going to get my cell to show you the notification. Okay?”

Antonio stepped forward, training his .45 on me. Pro pulled a Sig 9 mm from under his arm and thrust it in my face.

“Do me a favor,” he said, “and try something stupid.”

I spoke in a weary voice, like his stupidity was exhausting me. “You’re a piece of work, Pro. You know that?”

I carefully reached in my pocket and pulled out my cell. I flicked through to my WhatsApp and found Dehan. I didn’t open the conversation. I left that for him to do. I handed him my phone. “That’s my partner. You’ve met her. It’s the last message from her.”

He took the phone and stared at it. He frowned as he clumsily opened the message with a gun in his hand. Very calmly, I reached forward, took hold of the barrel, and levered down hard. I did it so naturally that it took them a full four seconds to realize what was happening. Pro screamed as his fingers were twisted against their joints. He was still holding it with a twisted hand as I directed the barrel at Antonio and pulled the trigger, twice.







 Twenty-NINE 

The Sig was not silenced, and the shots rang out loud and clear. One tore through his belly. The other exploded into his chest. I didn’t wait for Pro to react. I stood and smashed my elbow into his face, snarling, “Let go, Pro!”

He did and fell sprawling onto a coffee table, which collapsed under his weight. Blood was streaming from his nose, and he was making incoherent noises. I got the idea it hurt. “Get on your belly and put your hands behind your head.”

“Just what I was going to suggest you do, Stone.” 

I raised my eyes. I might have guessed. Vito and the guy who’d been sitting with his ass on the Audi. I figured in that moment it must have been Vito who tried to shoot me in my room. But he looked down at Pro and said, “We were sitting in the car and heard the shots. You okay, boss?” 

I frowned a second. Then I slapped a smile on the right side of my face and said, “Is this what you’d call an Italian standoff?”

Pro got up on one elbow. “You’re funny, Stone. Deep down funny, where it ain’t like funny anymore. But you’re not going to shoot me, because if you do, Vito is gonna shoot you and this sweet family you care so much about.” He staggered to his feet, pulling a handkerchief from his jacket to stem the flow of blood. “Drop the gun and sit down. Now, you and hubby here are going to watch while a certain little lady starts losing fingers, until somebody tells me where my fuckin’ money is!”

The last was a scream of rage. Maria’s husband put his arms around her. I shook my head. “I’ll tell you what’s going to happen, Pro. Vito and his pal are going to die now. And you are going to stand trial in Texas for the murders of Maria Garcia and Mick Harragan. I gave you your chance. You didn’t take it.”

Pro sneered, “Bullshit!”

There was a kind of “Hunh!” sound from the door. He turned to look. Vito’s pal was sinking to his knees, and his neck looked awful floppy. Vito had a look of vague astonishment, because he was looking into Dehan’s face, and as beautiful as she looked to me right then, to Vito she must have looked terrifying. 

Her hands moved too fast for the eye to follow. Two blows went to his floating ribs, and as he doubled up, her elbow smashed his jaw. Then she had his head in an armlock, and she gave a little jerk, which was the last thing Vito ever experienced in this world.

Pro was looking down the barrel of his own Sig Sauer p226. I smiled at him. “Hello, Detective Dehan. If you have quite finished showing off, would you like to cuff Mr. Levy here?”

“Love to.”

The next hour was spent giving vague and evasive answers to Detective Armstrong of the SFPD, who arrived on the scene after I called in the incident, and explaining repeatedly that this was now, in fact, an FBI investigation, and that Detective Dehan and I had been assisting the FBI in their inquiries when Pro and his men had invaded Mary Browne’s home.

Eventually a couple of Feds, Special Agents Turner and Caruso, arrived on the scene. They confirmed what I had said and told Detective Armstrong, politely, that they would take it from here. I explained again that Mary Browne was a case of mistaken identity and that this family had nothing to do with the investigation.

Turner said, “We are only here representing the New York field office, Detective Stone. They may have more questions for you when you get back.”

With that they left, taking Pro with them. The ME arrived with a couple of meat wagons and the bodies were removed, and the last sirens and flashing red and blue lights withdrew into the early fall San Francisco night. I turned to Mary Browne. “Where are your children?”

She looked me straight in the eye. “After your visit this morning, we imagined this would happen, so we sent them to stay with friends.”

Her husband spoke to me for the first time, and I could see a repressed rage in his eyes. “I don’t know whether to thank you or bust your head open, Detective Stone. Why couldn’t you have left us alone?”

Dehan had her ass on the windowsill, and I lowered myself into a chair. I leaned my elbows on my knees and looked him in the eye.

“Sam, you are an intelligent man, but you let your anger and your passion get the better of you. Men like Pro never give up. He didn’t even know that you existed, but in his mind your wife and Mick had taken what belonged to him. He’s been searching for you for ten years. Sooner or later he would have found you. So you can thank me.”

I turned to Mary—Maria. “I said it’s over. You don’t need to hide anymore. The official version is that Mick ordered Kirk to kill Nelson. It’s an explanation that the authorities can live with. You can let them think that you died in Palo Duro with Mick, or you can resume your real identity. Nobody is going to care. Because there, the official line will be that Pro killed Mick and his passenger.”

Sam reached out and took Maria’s hand. I knew he wanted to talk. Maybe she did too, or maybe she had come to terms with it all already.

“I know what you were both feeling. All you wanted was to be together and to be left in peace. But you had the immense, invincible power of Nelson’s gang on the one side, and Mick and the law on the other. Your choices had all been taken away.” I turned to Sam. “Your mother told me you were a real mensch, with a big pair of balls. I’d say she’s right. What you did took real courage. You committed suicide, so that nobody would ever look for you again. Actually, you blew away one of Nelson’s men. I should arrest you for that, but frankly I can’t prove it and I don’t care enough to try.”

Maria was watching me, and there was real gratitude in her eyes. “And you—boy! You had the Triads, the Mob, the Sureños, and the NYPD all scratching their heads. But it was simple, really, wasn’t it? You blew their minds. You had an apartment full of dope, and they all had you down as a submissive, obedient slave. How wrong they were. What did you do? Mix H in with their whiskey?

“I don’t know if you had the shotgun there or if Sam took it over to you. I imagine it was already there as part of Nelson’s arsenal. They were so damned stoned after you spiked their drinks, you could take your time and shoot each one of them, one after the other, at your leisure. Naturally, everybody assumed it was a hit squad who stormed in and had the job done in seconds. But it wasn’t. It was you, taking your time.

“Some people break and go to pieces when you humiliate and abuse them. Others find a way to fight back. And that was you. And the message…” I turned to Dehan. “You said it was a message right from the start, remember? The message, when you castrated and beheaded him, was, ‘this is a punishment killing. You try to dehumanize me, I will destroy you.’”

I heaved a big sigh and thought for a moment. “I am not sure if that was you or Sam. In a sense it was both of you. But I think Sam had gone directly to Texas. Because this was the real genius of your plan. Allow Mick to think that you were falling for him. He had told you that he was scamming the Triads and the Mob and that he had arranged for them to hit Nelson that night. You weren’t even supposed to be there, were you? You were supposed to be at his place, waiting for him. 

“How did it go? Mick and Pro were both screwing the Mob. They arranged to have the Mob and the Triads run into each other at Nelson’s. Start a war between the gangs so the cops would assume the killing was part of gang warfare. Mick gets paid by the Mob straight into his account, and Pro collects his, in cash, from Nelson’s apartment.” I smiled and shook my head. “But when Pro turned up, his cash was gone. Because you had taken it.”

She had that same impassive, expressionless look on her face. Sam’s was the same. It was a technique they had mastered over the years, a way of dealing with what they had had to do in order to survive. I went on.

“Somewhere between New York and Shamrock you banked the money, because you had managed to persuade Mick to give you the details of his numbered account. Was it Sam’s idea to have two accounts? So if ever there was an investigation into Mick’s crimes, it would stop at his unnumbered account, while the bulk of his money was in the numbered one?

“It struck me when the Feds found the account in Belize, that the amount of money in it was just enough to be convincing, but well below the estimates I’d heard of how much he had got away with.” I paused. “Tell me about Shamrock.”

She shrugged. “What’s to tell? He thought he controlled the world. Really, he was so stupid he was like a puppet. I had arranged with Sam that we would meet at Shamrock. I told Mick I wanted to go out to eat, and he was naturally all for that. I kept making snide remarks about how the Irish were supposed to be big drinkers, but the people in this town just drank milk. I goaded him. When he started mouthing off and getting violent, I appealed to those nice people at the restaurant to call the sheriff.”

“And while he was in the slammer,” I said, “you hired a truck from old Ted. You left it near the Palo Duro Canyon, had Ted drive you back, and when Mick came out of jail with a huge hangover, you told him you wanted to get out of that place. You offered to drive, said you wanted to. Did you dope him?”

She nodded. “I had kept a dose of heroin and a syringe. I persuaded him to let me drive, and as we were heading out of town, I simply took the syringe from my bag. He had his eyes closed. I stuck him in the neck and rammed the plunger home. He convulsed. He would probably have died anyway from the overdose. But when we got to the site, I shot him in the belly with his own gun.”

I said, “I hadn’t noticed till I reviewed the case, after we got back from Texas, but of course you, Sam, were a medical student. It would have been easy for you to get hold of a woman’s skull and a few bones. You met Maria at the site and left the bones in the car. You picked up the SUV you’d rented from Ted and headed out to start a new life in San Francisco.”

Sam said, with some defiance in his voice, “What would you have done, Detective?”

I shrugged and stood. “It’s irrelevant. You did what you did. The important thing, as far as I am concerned—” I turned to Dehan, who was watching me with her eyebrows arched. “—and I think Detective Dehan will agree, is that the criminals are all either dead or in custody, and you are free to care for your children and raise a good family.”

Maria smiled, Sam frowned, and they both said simultaneously, “Thank you.”

“I just ask one thing,”

Maria looked up at me. “What’s that?”

Dehan answered for me. “Pick up the phone, Maria. Call your brother. He needs to be rescued. And call your mother, she misses you. That goes for you too, Sam.”









 Epilogue 

We were sitting in a place called the Epic Steakhouse, looking through the window at the Golden Gate Bridge. Dehan was sitting across the table from me getting intense about the best steak she had ever eaten in her life. I was wondering if I had died and gone to Valhalla. I was also wondering if I would have to mortgage my house to be able to pay for the wine. But if I did, I didn’t mind. Things didn’t get this good all that often in life.

She didn’t look at me—she was too busy looking at her steak—but she stabbed her fork in my direction and said with her mouth full, “When did you realize it was Maria?”

I smacked my lips and leaned back.

“In the car, driving to Texas. I kept going over and over the same question. It had to be one of three people, but it wasn’t either one of them. So it had to be that other, invisible person. That other person in the apartment was Maria. But how the hell could gentle, sweet Maria kill five guys with a shotgun before they even reached for their weapons? Then it dawned on me—they would be doped. And the apartment was full of dope. You know the old adage, poison is a woman’s weapon. Once you accepted that, everything else just fell into place.”

I chewed and sipped and smiled.

Dehan nodded quietly, then said, “So if Jennifer wasn’t talking to Pro, who was—still is?”

“One of two people. We’ll have to wait and see.”

She grunted, then waved a steak knife at me and said, “You said that Maria was dead. But you knew she wasn’t. You said Sam had killed her, but you knew he hadn’t.”

I sipped and smiled again.

“I was struggling with my conscience, Dehan. I trusted you implicitly. But it was not my secret to tell. It was theirs. So I spoke metaphorically and hoped that you would see the meaning of the metaphor. He, Sam, had killed her and himself so that they could be reborn in San Francisco. He’s a smart guy.” I gestured at her with my hand. “And you did get it, you being a subtle, intelligent, intense kind of person.”

“Whatever. What you mean is you are vain and wanted to reveal it all at the end to show off.”

“Perhaps. I have a certain…”

“Intellectual vanity. Yeah, I know.”

“You followed me out to Frisco and stalked me.”

“I knew you were holding out on me, and I knew you were going to get into trouble. I had to be there to bail you out.” She smiled and winked.

I raised an eyebrow at her. “You were lucky I didn’t nail you in the bedroom.”

“Excuse me?”

“When you shot the guy Pro sent to kill me. I thought you were a second hit man.”

“Oh.” She chewed for a moment. Then said, “The way you were falling over yourself in the dark, I never felt I was in any danger of getting nailed by you.”

“Thanks.”

“So who was this psychoanalyst?”

I shook my head. “Just a very confused woman.”

We smiled and raised our glasses. She said, “Cheers, Stone.”

“Cheers, Dehan!”

And we drank deep.







BOOK 2


TWO BARE ARMS



ONE


 It was autumn in New York. Or, to be more accurate, it had been autumn in New York. Now it was November, and lovers who blessed the dark did so in their apartments, where it was warmer and drier than Central Park. The leaves that had made picturesque, russet drifts just a week earlier were now turning to sludge, and the branches that had held them and released them gently onto the sidewalks now reached bare, skeletal, and cold toward heavy, gray skies.  

 I held Dehan’s coffee in both hands, and the warmth made me shudder. Through the windshield, I saw her step out of her apartment block. A gust of damp wind caught her hair and whipped it across her face. She scowled and ran toward me as a few fat drops of rain splatted on the glass. It was that kind of day.  

 She climbed in and slammed the door, making cold, shuddering noises. I handed her her coffee, and as she hunched over it I, reached around to the back seat and dropped a folder onto her lap. She sipped and eyed me. 

 “Want to tell me about it while I warm up?” 

 I pulled out into the traffic and sighed deeply. 

 “My parents never really understood me. I felt very isolated as a child, which made it hard to relate as an adult. I think that’s why I broke up with my fifth wife…” She was staring at me with hooded eyes. I grinned. “Oh, you meant the case?” 

 “Funny. How can you be funny at eight in the morning in November?” 

 “And a Monday. Kind of guy I am. This is the case of the two arms found in a lockup in an alley between Revere Avenue and Calhoun Avenue.” 

 “Throggs Neck. Barkley Avenue. 45th Precinct is right there on the corner.” 

 “That’s the one.” 

 “Gotcha. So, is that true?” 

 “That two arms were found there? Sure.” 

 “No, that your parents didn’t understand you and you were married five times.” 

 “No, of course not. My parents thought I was the neighbors’ youngest kid. They used to feed me because they thought I looked hungry and neglected. Pay attention, Dehan. There’s a double row of self-storage units. It is eight units long, and each unit is about fifteen feet deep by ten feet wide. Monday, December 5, 2005, Peter Smith opens up his lockup and finds, lying on top of a stack of boxes, two female arms, severed, with some skill, through the shoulder joint.” 

 She sipped, then asked, “Were the arms bare, or dressed?” 

 “Excellent question. The arms were not dressed. They were bare. In fact, the investigation ground to a halt after no more than a week because there was zero forensic evidence other than, obviously, her fingerprints and DNA. The only witness was Peter, and he had an alibi. He was with his wife. So, there was nowhere left to go with the case.” 

 She blinked out the windshield for a while, hunched over her coffee, watching the wet, gray procession of people and vehicles. The only sounds were the listless squeak and thud of the wipers.  

 “No forensics evidence and no witnesses?” 

 “Nope.” 

 “What’s your plan? You know somebody who can read tea leaves?” 

 “Nyeah… no. I think we can do a little better than tea leaves. Sometimes, little grasshopper, people just ask the wrong questions.” 

 “And you are going to ask the right questions.” 

 “I hope so.” 

 “We just passed the turnoff for the station house, so I guess we’re going to Revere Avenue.” 

 “Yup.” 

   

 We pulled up outside Peter Smith’s at eight thirty a.m. It was a large, Dutch-style red brick with a small front lawn and six steps up to a white front door. I rang the bell and waited. Nothing happened and I glanced up and down the road. Across the way I saw a man open his front door and stand staring at me. He was in his mid to late thirties, medium build with dark hair. He called over, “Good morning! Pete and Jenny have taken the kids to school. They should be back in twenty minutes or half an hour.” 

 His house was smaller, detached, with a white fence and gate. He stood watching us, smiling. We crossed the road, and I showed him my badge as we pushed through the gate.  

 “Detectives Stone and Dehan…” 

 “I kind of figured.” 

 I frowned. 

 Dehan said, “Yeah? How’s that?” 

 He pointed at us both with both his index fingers and spoke as though he were asking questions. “Your physical interactions? The way you relate to each other? You’re obviously not a couple. You’re kind of purposeful? On a mission? Most likely cops.” He pointed at his front door. “You want to wait inside? It’s awful cold.” 

 I nodded. “Thanks. That’d be great.” 

 He held out his hand. “Bob, Bob Luff.”” 

 We shook and he led us inside.  

 It was an open-plan living room, dining room, kitchen with a big bow window that gave a clear view of the Smiths’ house across the way. I glanced into the kitchen, saw two mugs and two plates by the sink. He was making his way to the kettle.  

 Dehan asked him, “Been here long, Bob?”  

 “About fifteen years. We moved in a year before Pete and Jenny. We’re the vets! Coffee?” 

 I told him we’d just had some. 

 He made himself a mug. He was frowning. “Pete okay?” 

 I smiled. “Yeah. Just some routine questions about a cold case. If you were here twelve years ago, you may remember it.” 

 His eyebrows rose. “Oh?” He pointed at the chairs and sofa. “Sit. My wife will be back soon,” he added, as though that made it okay to sit. “Twelve years ago…” 

 Dehan said, “George Bush was president, Chris Brown was in the charts with ‘Run It,’ Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire was a hit at the box office, it was your third year in this house…” 

 He watched her say all this with a slack smile. She sat and he sat too. I sat where I could see the Smiths’ house. I added, “And Peter found two arms in his lockup.” 

 He kind of jerked upright and sighed with closed eyes. “Oh, my goodness! That was twelve years ago.” He glanced at Dehan. There was something reproving about his expression. “Somewhat more memorable than Chris Brown! I remember it well. Poor Jenny was distraught. As was Pete! Imagine! You open your lockup, garage, whatever, and there, staring at you, two arms! It doesn’t bear thinking about. It’s sort of… It always makes me think of Schrödinger’s cat.” 

 “Schrödinger’s cat?” 

 He smiled at me. “Well, according to the Copenhagen Interpretation, as illustrated by Schrödinger’s cat, until the box is opened, the cat is both alive and dead.” 

 I frowned. 

 He sighed. “The mystery was never solved, then?” 

 I pulled a face. “Sometimes we look so hard at the essential facts that we miss crucial evidence that is not immediately obvious. Thinking back to that time, Bob, does anything stand out in your memory? Anything that at the time struck you as unusual, remarkable…” I shrugged. “Even if it doesn’t seem relevant. You never know how things are going to link up.” 

 He sighed again and gazed out at the gray sky. The trees were bowing and tossing, and the odd fusillade of raindrops strafed the glass in the window. 

 “My wife will be more use to you than I. She has an elephantine memory. Remembers everything, in minute detail, and she notices things. What sticks out for me from that time is that Pete was away a lot. He was a rep for his company, and he’d spend one or two weeks away at a time. That was hard for Jenny.” He suddenly looked scandalized at what we might have thought and waved both hands at us, like he was trying to rub out what he’d said. “Not that she… in any way at all! She was and is an exemplary wife!” He settled down. “It was just hard for her, you know?” 

 I could feel Dehan’s irritation from where I was sitting. I smiled at her. She asked him, “Did you happen to notice any people in the area who seemed out of place, strange behavior… anything of that sort?” 

 He gave a small, humorless laugh. “Well, this is the Bronx, but within the usual bunch of crazies and weirdos, no, nothing stands out in my memory. Nothing that made me stop and think, ‘Hello! What are they up to?’” 

 Across the road I saw a car pull up, and almost immediately afterward, a second car pulled into Bob’s drive. I stood. “I think that’s the Smiths, and your wife.” 

 He stood, peering out. “Oh, yes indeed.” 

 He hurried to the door and opened it to his wife. She was large and comfortable, the way a sofa would be large and comfortable if it could cook chocolate brownies. She looked at us in surprise while her husband explained our presence, and seemed distressed that we were leaving. 

 “Do come again,” she said, “if you think we can be of any help. I’ll see what I can remember!” 

 Outside, Jenny was going through the door. Peter had stopped on the steps, with the listless drizzle speckling his face. He watched us approach, frowning. I guess he had also noticed our lack of physical interaction. We showed him our badges, and he said, “What’s this about?” 

 Dehan answered, “It’s about the arms you found in your lockup twelve years ago, Mr. Smith. Could we come inside and talk to you?” 

 I added, “We won’t take up more than a couple of minutes of your time.” 

 He seemed to snap out of his frown and said, “Of course! Of course! Come in…” 

 Jenny was standing in the hallway looking anxious. She was pretty, about thirty-six, well groomed, with intelligent blue eyes. She was saying, “What is it, honey?” addressing her husband but looking at us. 

 “Well, I don’t know yet, sweetheart, do I? Let’s find out.” To us he said, “Will you have some coffee?”  

 We said we would, and he sent his wife to make coffee while he sat us down. “Has there been some development, Detective Stone?” 

 “We periodically review cold cases, Mr. Smith. Sometimes a fresh perspective, a new set of eyes, can make a difference. I know it was twelve years ago, and I know you went over it all with the detectives at the time, but I was hoping you could talk me through exactly what happened that weekend.” 

 He spread his hands and kind of shrugged with his face, like he thought we were wasting his time and ours, but he had to be polite.  

 “I can spare you ten minutes, Detectives, but I have work to do.” 

 Dehan smiled sweetly and said, “We appreciate any time you can spare us, Mr. Smith.” 

 He sighed and seemed to gather his thoughts. Outside, the trees swayed, and a sudden squall threw a handful of rain at the window.  

 “I’d been away the week before. I got back on the Friday. I was pretty tired and spent the weekend relaxing, doing some shopping…” He smiled. It was almost reproachful, like we had somehow been responsible for what happened. He said, “The kind of thing you wouldn’t normally remember twelve years later, unless you found a couple of severed arms in your lockup!” 

 From the kitchen, Jenny said, “Oh, Bob!” 

 He turned to stare at her with a rigid face, but he didn’t say anything. She came and sat next to Dehan with a tray of coffee. 

 “It was horrible,” she said. “We’d had such a nice weekend. It was lovely to have him back…” 

 She smiled at him. He didn’t smile back. 

 “Do you want to take over, honey? You want to tell the story?” Her cheeks colored, and she handed Dehan a cup. As she handed me mine, he continued talking. “Sunday we did things in the house, started getting Christmas decorations out. I was going away again on the Wednesday, so we had to get everything ready for when I got back. Jenny can’t do that kind of thing on her own.” 

 I glanced at Dehan. I could see her jaw muscle pumping. Peter spread his hands. 

 “Nothing else happened Sunday. Monday morning, I went to the lockup to get a box of baubles and paper chains, lights, that kind of stuff. And there, on top of the boxes…” His eyes seemed to glaze, and he shook his head. “At first I thought they were part of a manikin, and I was wondering how the hell a manikin had got into my lockup. Then I looked closer and it dawned on me, they were real. I actually fell down.”  

 He stared at me. I could imagine him in a counseling session, looking at his therapist in the same way.  

 “I ran. I vomited at the end of the alley. Poor Jenny had to come and clean it up.” 

 She simpered at us. 

 He ignored her. “Naturally, I immediately called the police.” He shrugged. “I’m sorry. That is really all I can tell you.” 

 Dehan cleared her throat. She had a notebook on her knee, where she had been scribbling things. She was looking at it now. “You said you were away the week before… What work did you do at the time, and how long were you away?” 

 He seemed to grow, like he was about to tell us he was a special advisor to the White House.  

 “I represent the CAC Corporation—Canadian American Chemicals. Back then I was a representative, and I had to do a great deal of traveling…” 

 Dehan smiled. “You mean you were a sales rep? Were you traveling by car or by plane, Mr. Smith?” 

 His face hardened. “Is it relevant?” 

 “We don’t know.” 

 “I started out as a sales representative, that is correct. All my traveling was by car, and very exhausting it was, too. I put in my hours and was rapidly promoted to area sales manager, and now I work mostly from home. Which reminds me…” He glanced at his watch. 

 Dehan was still smiling. “So how long were you away on that occasion?” 

 “I seem to recall it was a week.” 

 “Where had you been?” 

 He thought for a moment, looking up at the ceiling. “Michigan.” 

 “And you were off again the following Wednesday, to…?” 


“Ohio and Indiana. Now, if there is nothing else…” 

 I said, “Yes, there is. I would like to see the lockup.” 

 “Now?” 

 “No. If it’s not a problem, I would like to borrow a key and come back later to have a look at it. I don’t need you to be there. If you have no objection, of course.” 

 He looked put out but got up and went to find the key. He pulled it from a drawer and handed it to me. “I don’t know what you hope to find there after twelve years, Detective.” 

 “Neither do I, Mr. Smith. But you’ll be the first to know when I find it.” 

 The door closed behind us, and we stood on his porch. Dehan zipped up her jacket, and I looked across the road. The drizzle had turned to steady rain. Bob was watching us and raised a hand to wave. I didn’t wave back. I hunched my shoulders and ran to the car. 

 We sat for a moment, listening to the hollow drumming on the roof.  

 “Impressions?” 

 “Why do women put up with guys like that?” 

 “That may, or may not, be relevant, little grasshopper.” 

 She sighed. “I know.” She gazed out at the rain making ever expanding rings in the puddles. I watched her with the dull light on her face. “I’d like to believe he got home, chopped somebody’s arms off, stuck them in his lockup, and then called the cops. But I have to admit it’s highly improbable. Plus, I feel he was telling the truth.” 

 I turned the key in the ignition and pulled away into the road. “Feelings are notoriously unreliable. Even women’s feelings. Whatever our mythology may say about your intuition, it is highly fallible. That may be exactly what he did. You want to know what I saw?” 

 She looked at me. “You didn’t feel, you saw. You are such a guy.” 

 “I saw him go rigid every time his wife spoke. I also saw her cowering every time he addressed her. And I saw that he only ever addressed her to put her down.” 

 I turned into Lafayette. She was nodding, like I didn’t “get” her. “See?” she said. “That, all that, is what I felt.” 

 “Quit making excuses. You want to be a psychic, feel. You want to be a cop, translate those feelings into analysis. That means pictures and words.” 

 “You are so harsh.” 

 “Your Honor, I just kinda felt like he was a bad guy. Call it a woman’s in-choo-ishun.” 

 “Take a hike.” 





TWO


 We spent most of the day doing background research. I wanted to know about the CAC Corporation and Peter’s role in it over the last twelve years, and I had Dehan looking into who owned the other lockups in the alley. 

 At lunch I went to get some beef sandwiches from the deli, and we sat in the gray light from the window and chewed in silence for a bit.  

 “I went to see the new captain, John Newman,” I said after a bit. She glanced at me but kept chewing. “Nice guy. I asked him what he wanted to do with the cold cases. If he wanted us to keep going or return to regular cases.” 

 “What did he say?” 

 I made a smile that was rueful. “He said we made such an awesome success of the Nelson case, he wants us to keep going for now.” She rolled her eyes but didn’t look too upset. After a bit I added, “I told him, you know, I’m a dinosaur, but you, you’re young, you’re smart, you want to be building a career.” She gave me the dead eye and bit into her sandwich. “But he said it would look good on your CV and he’d review it in six months.” 

 She said, “What? I’m no good as a partner? You want to get rid of me?” 

 “Don’t be stupid, Dehan. I’m looking out for you.” 

 “Like my dad?” 

 “No… Well, kind of, but no. Like your partner. You could thank me.” 

 “Thanks. But don’t. I want a transfer, I’ll ask for one.” 

 We returned to our research. I glanced at her. She seemed to be smiling. I said, “Gets dark about six. We’ll head over to view the lockup at a quarter to.” 

 “You want to view it in the dark?” 

 “Yup.” 

 “Don’t tell me why. I can figure it out.” 

 “Good.” 

   

 It had stopped raining by six, but the air was cold and the occasional icy drip brushed your face or made small ripples in the puddles. We left the car on Barkley Avenue and entered the alleyway on foot. It formed a dogleg to the left, where one tall lamppost cast a dispirited, yellow light on the blacktop. It was quiet, and our footsteps echoed loud in the dark stillness.  

 We came around the corner, and I stopped. On either side of the alley there were red brick walls to a height of maybe eight feet. Fairly dense evergreens topped the walls most of the way along. There were eight units either side, with roll-down metal doors. The lighting here was not much better. Three lamps were bolted to the facades and cast a dead, yellow light that made the shadows seem deeper.  

 I retraced my steps and took a look back at the road. It was brightly lit and busy. I said to Dehan, “How busy do you figure it is on the weekend?” 

 She walked back to join me. “Saturday, busy. Sunday it’s probably pretty quiet, especially at night.” 

 I nodded. “So, I’m trying to figure out what happened here. What have I done? I’ve brought the arms in the trunk of my car. I’ve parked down there on Barkley Avenue, what, fifty yards from the cop shop? I’ve taken the arms out of my trunk, or from the back seat of my car, and I have brought them into this alley.” 

 Dehan was staring, like she could see the car parked, down there, by the road. “Have you got them in a big garbage bag? Or in a duffel bag? Or are they just bare?” 

 I nodded, chewing my lip. “Right. And what has made me choose this alley, so close to the station house?” 

 “It’s dark. It’s lonely. Maybe you’ve driven past a few times and spotted it. Either way, for some reason, you know it.” 

 “Okay. So I park my car. I grab the arms, and I bring them up here. I get to this bend, and I see, if I didn’t know already, that there are sixteen units. All locked. What would you do?” 

 Unconsciously, she curled her arms like she was holding a heavy bundle. She stared down the alley. The far end, maybe a hundred yards away, was in deep shadow. “It depends what my objective is. If I just want to get rid of them, I’d take them to the end and dump them in the shadows.” 

 “Right, and for now we are assuming that that is what this guy wants to do. So let’s stay with that idea for the moment. Instead of doing the obvious thing…” I stopped and sighed, and topped it off with a shake of my head. “Dehan, when you use a public toilet, if you walk in and find all the cubicles unoccupied, which one do you automatically choose?” 

 “The one at the far end by the wall.” 

 “More than eighty percent of people do that, because somehow it feels more private.” 

 “But this guy chooses a cubicle just past the middle, in the full glow of a lamp.” 

 We walked up to the unit. I bent down and unlocked the padlock. I went on, “I dump the arms on the ground, and I take the time to pick the lock. I push up the roller blind…” I stood and heaved the blind up. It made a loud, clattering noise. “And either I risk switching the light on, or I have a flashlight.” I turned and pointed at her. “If I have the arms in a bag, I take the trouble to remove them and place them on a pile of boxes, just here.”  

 I indicated a spot halfway down on the left.  

 Dehan said, “If it’s a plastic refuse sack, maybe you’re worried about fingerprints. In fact, most bags will have some place where you might find a print.” 

 “So, he’s not panicking. He is acting deliberately. I think the whole pattern of behavior involved—from coming to this particular alley, selecting and opening this particular unit, and placing the arms on the boxes—tells us that the whole thing was deliberate and not opportunistic.” 

 She nodded. “Yeah.” 

 “So that leads us irresistibly to a conclusion…” 

 “Either Peter put the arms here himself, or somebody chose to put them in Peter’s very lockup, for a particular reason. Maybe a warning, an attempt to frame him…”  

 I scratched my chin. “So far I haven’t found a single thing in Peter Smith’s past that suggests he has any enemies, or is in any way involved in gambling or crime.” 

 “So if somebody isn’t trying to frame or incriminate him, why choose his lockup?” 

 “What is it about his lockup that would make somebody with two severed arms choose to leave them here?” I stepped out into the damp darkness. The pools of orange light made the shadows black. I looked at the silent, dead roller blinds. “Take me through who owns them, Carmen.” 

 “That whole side opposite was bought up about fifteen years ago by GCS, a local export company that specializes in IT products. This one here on the left of Peter’s belongs to a supermarket on the avenue, but twelve years ago it belonged to Hank Junkers. At the time, he was a member of the Hell’s Angels, and he used it to store his spare parts, tools, yadda yadda. He lived not far from here with his girlfriend, Lynda Holly. He has a history of violence and assault, some against women. Three on that side belong to a large pharmacy and a whole-food shop. And the three on this side belong to a bar and the local newspaper. An initial survey of employees doesn’t throw up any flags.” 

 “You like the Hell’s Angel.” 

 “He kind of sticks out.” She walked away from me and stood in the glow of one of the lamps. It made her into a desolate silhouette and cast a twisted shadow at her feet. She was staring back down the alley, the way we’d come. Her voice sounded strange, too loud. “They have a row. Maybe he’s drunk, high or both. He knocks her about and kills her. Now what the hell is he going to do with her? So he cuts her up into manageable portions and distributes her around town. He’s not going to put her in his own lockup. So he puts her in the one next door.” She shrugged. “Picking locks is the kind of skill he might have.” 

 “December 2005, January 2006, there were no dismembered bodies found in the New York area. What did he do with the rest of her?” 

 “He’s got a few big rivers to choose from.” 

 “Where they will never be found. Especially if he loads her down with a few engine parts.” 

 “Exactly.” 

 “So what made him put the arms in Peter’s lockup, instead of dumping them with the rest of her? If he put her legs in the river, why not her arms?” I stuffed my hands in my pockets and took a couple of steps toward her. I couldn’t see her eyes. “No, whoever put those arms there made a deliberate choice about the location. That leads to one irresistible conclusion. He was not hiding them—he wanted them to be found. He would do that for only one of two reasons. To throw a scare into Peter, which suggests a threat or a criminal connection, or because he knew that Peter would be going into his lockup within days rather than weeks.” 

 “He wanted them to be found…?” 

 “It’s the only thing that makes sense. So we have to ask ourselves, what makes a killer hide a whole body so well that it is never found, but put the arms in a place where it is guaranteed that they will be found within a day or two?” 

 She stood staring at me with invisible eyes. The rain started to patter again, not heavy but enough to make you wet. After a moment she returned to the black mouth of the unit. I joined her and saw her shudder. 

 “I can’t think of a single reason you would do that, unless you were trying to intimidate somebody. And we have already established that was not the case. So…?” 

 “So you’re thinking like Carmen Dehan. If you ever killed somebody, it would be for a practical purpose, and you’d either call the cops as soon as you’d done it, or you’d make damn sure the body was never found. But one thing is for sure. Unless it was a real bad case of revenge, you would not enjoy it. You would never feel the desire to boast about it.” 

 The rain started coming down harder, hammering on the steel roof and hissing in the trees. 

 “A murder for pleasure? Placing the arms as a tease?” She turned to look at me, and now her eyes were luminous in the darkness. “You’re talking about a serial killer. You think that’s what this was?” 

 I stared a long time at the puddles without answering. Was it? I watched their ever expanding and interlocking ripples and the complex interference patterns they made with each other. Above them the trees bowed and danced and whispered wet whispers, and the cold air crept in around our feet and clenched damp fingers around my ankles. Then, just as suddenly as it had started, the rain eased and paused, and I said, “Come on. There’s an Italian restaurant up the road. It’ll be warm, dry, and quiet. Let’s have a pizza and a couple of beers.” 





THREE


 The bell chimed as we stepped in and stamped the rain from our boots, stripping off our coats. The place was empty except for a waiter who was walking toward us, beaming. An open fire was burning over on the left, and as the waiter approached, I smiled at him and said, “We’d like a table by the fire.” 

 His face lit up, and he spread his hands like I’d said the very thing he’d been waiting all year to hear. “Ma certo! Certo che puoi!” 

 He led us to a table for two, held Dehan’s chair for her, and looked inquiringly at me. I asked him for two beers, and he took our coats away to a coat rack near the door. Then he went to get the beers. Dehan was staring at the fire, and I could see the light from the flames playing in her eyes.  

 “Don’t get me wrong, Stone. I follow your logic, and I see where you’re coming from. But it just seems a hell of a conclusion from very little evidence.” She paused. “Some might say no evidence at all.” 

 “Is that a feeling or a thought?” 

 “Come on. Give me a break. You’re basing a theory that the arms belong to the victim of a serial killer on what? The fact that they were found in a lockup?” 

 The waiter arrived with two frothing beers, and I asked him for two sirloin steaks with plenty of french fries, easy on the salad. I glanced at Dehan. “That okay with you?” 

 “I thought we were having pizza.” 

 “In this weather? You’ve got to be kidding.” I nodded at him. He bowed and went away. “Okay, Dehan, go wild here, really go out on a limb, push the boundaries of credibility and find me one single theory that is more credible than mine.” 

 She was silent a long while, staring at the coals. Eventually, she sighed. “You always wind up with the same problem—why didn’t he do the same to the arms as he did to the rest of the body?” 

 I sipped my beer. “And the related question, which to me is more important, having successfully disposed of the whole body, what benefit does he get from leaving the arms somewhere where he knows for sure they will be found?” 

  “What benefit does he get…?” she muttered. 

 “The benefit is right there, in the question…” 

 “That they will be found.” 

 “Precisely. Which leads us to the next question. In what way is that a benefit to him?” 

 She sighed again. “And we’re back to square one. He is either throwing a scare into somebody, or…” 

 “Or the benefit is subjective. It gives him a kick, a thrill, an ego boost. And that leaves us very firmly in one place. Serial killer territory. Somebody who kills for pleasure.” 

 “If you’re right, Stone, the problem becomes much more complicated. This woman could be from anywhere in the United States, and the rest of her could be scattered from here to California.” 

 “Yup.” I nodded. “And the lack of motive means we have no idea what kind of man we’re looking for.” 

 “Serial killers are always men, right?” 

 “Male. There was one case of a woman serial killer, but she was emotionally and intellectually male. The overwhelming majority are men. Within that, there is no profile for a serial killer. They tend to have average to below-average intelligence, though a few are highly intelligent. They tend to be underachievers and feel inadequate, though some have risen very high in their professions as doctors or soldiers. They tend to be victims of violent, unhappy families, though again, one or two have come from perfectly normal, middle-class families. The only thing they really have in common is that they invert the normal progression for killing.”  

 The waiter, wearing an air of triumph, delivered our steaks, gave a little bow, and withdrew. 

 I cut into mine and watched the blood ooze onto the plate. It was perfect. Dehan said, “What does that mean?” 

 I chewed, enjoying the rich flavor, watching the luminous beads of rain slide down the black glass on the window.  

 “Normally, in a murder, there is a very clear progression. The killer and the victim meet and form a relationship. Often it’s a loving relationship, sometimes a business relationship. Always it’s a close relationship. The relationship provides the motive for killing—jealousy, vengeance, financial gain… Those are the big three. And from the motive springs the desire to kill. So relationship leads to motive leads to desire. The serial killer inverts that process.” 

 She sat back and sipped. “So the serial killer first forms the desire to kill. He doesn’t care who. He just wants to kill. From the desire he develops the motive—the desire is his motive. And then he develops a relationship with his chosen victim.” 

 I nodded. “Exactly. The relationship may be short, a few minutes or hours, or it may be longer. But usually he will start by stalking, then sometimes he will progress to kidnapping…” 

 She waved her knife at me. “I have read that they fall into roughly two categories, organized and disorganized…” 

 I shook my head and spoke with my mouth full. 

 “Three. Organized, disorganized, and mixed. If I’m right, and it is still a big if, we are most likely to be dealing with an organized serial killer.” 

 “Why?” 

 I gazed down into the flames in the fire. “Organized serial killers plan their killings methodically. The placing of the arms in the lockup, the absence of any forensic evidence, the absence of any witnesses—it all suggests methodical planning.” She nodded and continued eating. I carried on talking, thinking aloud. “Often they will abduct their victims, kill them in one place, and then dispose of the body somewhere else. As you said, if I am right, she could have been killed anywhere in the U.S.A.  

 “They often target prostitutes. Not only are hookers likely to go voluntarily with a stranger, they are also less likely to be reported missing. He will have control over the crime scene and have a good knowledge of forensic science. He will also follow reports on the news relating to his crime, because he will feel a kind of narcissistic pride in what he’s done, as though it were some kind of achievement.  

 “Organized killers often seem normal. They have friends, romantic relationships, and even get married and have kids. They tend to think they are a lot smarter than they are. Their IQs tend to be around 90 to 99.” 

 I could tell by her face that she’d been thinking while I was talking. Without looking at me, she asked, “They often keep trophies, right?” 

 “Yup.” 

 “Could the arms have been a trophy?” 

 “I know where you’re going. It’s possible, but they’re a bit big. But then you face the same question. If the killer intended to keep them as a trophy, why put them in Peter’s lockup? If Peter was the killer, which is what I think you are driving at, why report them?” 

 She had finished her steak, and she sat back, narrowing her eyes at me. My steak was getting cold, so I started eating while she watched me.  

 “I have no grounds for this at all, Stone. But I am just imagining Jenny going to get the decorations from the locker without telling Peter. I can see her falling down, then running home hysterical, and Peter taking charge, like the pompous little prick he is… ‘Just let me handle everything, little lady…’” 

 She was right. It was a compelling image. I spoke through a mouthful of french fries. “He had the job for it.” 

 “So we need to be looking at other states for dismembered bodies.” 

 I drained my beer. “Yes, we do. We must also avoid fixating on Peter. I am also interested in Hank the Hell’s Angel and his girlfriend, Lynda. And we should explore the other tenants, the export company, the whole-food shop and the chemist.” 

 She tipped her empty glass around a bit while I ate. The warmth from the fire was soporific. After a moment, she waved her glass at the waiter and winked at me. 

 “You can’t have one. I can.” When he had delivered it and gone away, she said, “I thought that too. The arms could be Lynda’s. She didn’t have a record, so when they ran the prints and the DNA, they wouldn’t have got a hit.” 

 “Tomorrow morning, bright and early, I’ll find out where Hank is living these days while you check for dismembered female bodies in late 2005, early 2006. Talk to Bernie at the bureau. Also, on the off chance, talk to the sheriffs and PDs in Michigan, Ohio, and Indiana.”  

 “What about girls who went missing at that time?” 

 “We will probably have to go down that route eventually, but without fingerprints or DNA, and nothing to compare dental records with…” 

 We talked a little longer, and when she’d finished her beer, I looked at my watch. She raised her hand like she was hailing a cab and said, “This one’s on me, Sensei.” 

 I smiled. “I know better than to argue. Next one’s on me.” 

 “You bet.” 

 Outside, the road was deserted. The puddles looked black and oily, and rippled with small gusts of cold wind and drizzle. The light from the streetlamps and the shop fronts lay orange and listless across the water, like it had lost all hope of ever being bright and merry. We climbed in the Jag and slammed the doors. I fired her up, and Dehan gave an almighty yawn. 

 “Let’s go home, pardner.” 





FOUR


 It was another dull, drizzling morning with occasional rolls of thunder, like some giant moving big furniture across the clouds. Dehan spent the morning digging up what she could about the IT company, the chemist, and the bar, and I tracked down Hank. He had spent some time in California and Arizona, but now he was back in New York with his own workshop, Hank’s Bikes, fixing and customizing hogs in Brooklyn, on Surf Avenue, right by the Brooklyn Cyclones. 

 We grabbed a couple of sandwiches and ate them in the car as we drove down through Queens, just ahead of the lunch-hour traffic. Brighton Beach in November is not the most depressing place on Earth, but that’s about the best that can be said for it. It’s gaudy and brassy and desolate, and seems to be populated by people who have swapped hope for various forms of psychosis.  

 Hank’s Bikes was a big prefab situated on a huge parking lot just off Surf Avenue. I parked outside, and a tall, blond, bearded guy in his mid-thirties came out wiping his hands on a cloth. He wasn’t looking at me or Dehan; his eyes were fixed on the Jag. 

 “Sweet ride, mister. Real thing, huh. Right-hand drive—what is she, ’65?” 

 “1964, 210 brake horsepower.” 

 “You got the original plates?” 

 “Framed at home.” 

 “You lookin’ to sell her?” 

 I laughed. “No way, not no how.” 

 He smiled. “Shame. She’s worth a bit, especially with the original plates. Spoke wheels. Man. She is sweet.” 

 Out over the Atlantic, thunder boomed and then rolled. I said, “Are you Hank Junkers?” 

 He nodded. “You’re askin’ like that, you gotta be cops.” 

 I showed him my badge, as did Carmen. 

 “Detectives Stone and Dehan. We’re just following up an old case, and we’d like to ask you some questions.” 

 He jerked his head toward the workshop and led the way in. As he walked he said, “I ain’t seen Zak for over ten years. And I ain’t been in trouble since I came back from Tucson. That’s gotta be five or six years ago.” 

 The light inside was dull, but he had a couple of arc lamps set up where he was working on a Harley. I had a look. It was good, precision work. He was fastidious and detailed. A perfectionist. 

 “What’s this about?” 

 “You used to have a lockup in the Bronx, at the back of Revere Avenue.” 

 He shrugged. “So?” 

 “What can you tell me about the people who had the next unit?” 

 He looked at me like I was crazy. “That was ten, twelve years ago! I don’t remember.” He thought a moment. “What side?” 

 “On the right of yours.” 

 He stared out at the wet, gray lot. It had started to rain again, and cold air was fingering its way in. “Yeah. That was Pete.” He laughed. “He was a young guy, ’bout my age, but man, was he stuck-up. He didn’t approve of me. Used to lecture me on how I would never make anything of my life if I didn’t plan for the future. He had a cute wife. Jane…?” 

 Dehan smiled. It was a troubling, conspiratorial smile. “You and Jenny ever get it together?” 

 He snapped his finger and leaned his ass on his workbench. “Jenny! Nah, I tried once, but she didn’t want to know. I’m talking like we were old buddies, but he was always away and she was always in the house. I only saw them a few times in a couple of years.” He screwed up his face. “Why you askin’ me about Pete?” 

 I ignored his question. “What about Lynda?” 

 His face went hard. “What about Lynda?” 

 “You ever see her these days?” 

 He shook his head. “You wanna know about Lynda, you better ask Zak. I ain’t spoken to Lynda in twelve years. Since I was in the Bronx…” He paused, putting two and two together. “What’s this about? Do I need a lawyer?” 

 I shook my head. “Nope.” 

 Dehan said, “Who’s Zak?” 

 “Zak was the son of a bitch who took Lynda from me. We was in the same chapter.” 

  “Of the Angels?” she asked. 

 He nodded. “We were like brothers. More than brothers. And he knew that I was crazy about Lynda. But…” He paused, thinking. “2005 Christmas rally, we all gathered at Camp Kaufmann, outside Holmes, near Poughkeepsie. Man, he would not stop comin’ on to her. Givin’ me all this shit about how we were bros, and bros should share everything…” 

 Dehan asked him, “How did she take it? Did it make her mad?” 

 He made a face that looked genuinely sad. “Nah, she was laughing, going along with it. Telling me not to be so uptight.” 

 “What happened?” I said. 

 “We got into a fight. I told her to choose. It was either me or him. She chose him.” 

 Dehan said, “Fight? What kind of fight?” 

 He sighed. “Look, back in the bad old days, I hit a few women. I regret that more than I can say and more than you’d probably believe anyway. But I done my time for it, and I am reformed. But right then she was with Zak and two hundred other brothers, so if I’d tried to lay a hand on her they would have gut me and thrown me in the pond. I was mad enough to give her a hiding, the way she treated me that night. But I didn’t.” Suddenly he looked mad. “You gonna tell me what the fuck this is about or not? I ain’t answering no more questions till you do.” 

 I sighed. “What date was that rally, Hank?” 

 “I just told you I ain’t answering no more of your questions till you tell me what this is about.” 

 “Twelve years ago, two arms were found in Peter Smith’s lockup. We are trying to find out who they belong to, and who put them there.” 

 He gaped at me. Then he gaped at Dehan for a bit and then gaped at me again. “Two arms? Like arms and legs? Two arms? And, what? You think I put them there? You think they’re Lynda’s arms and I put them there? Why the fuck would I do something as dumb as that?” 

 “I don’t know, and I am not saying you did.” I asked again, “What date was that rally, Hank?” 

 He blew out, making an exaggerated noise, and spread his hands. “How the fuck should I know? It was the first weekend of December, Friday through Monday.” 

 Dehan checked her phone. “Second to the fifth. What day was your fight with Zak and Lynda?” 

 “The last day. Man, I can’t believe you are trying to pin this on me. I fuckin’ walked away. You can ask Zak. Ask any of the fuckin’ bros. I walked away.” 

 “Where can I find Zak?” 

 He was silent for a while. “He’s got a club up in Maine, ’bout thirty miles west of Portland, on Sebago Lake. It’s called the Hellfire Club.” He looked at us fixedly, first Dehan and then me. “If you tell him I said where to find him, he will kill me. You’ll have my blood on your hands.” 

  “Don’t worry, Hank. We’re not out to get anybody hurt.” I pointed at the bike. “It’s nice work. Keep it up.” 

 He didn’t answer. He just watched us hunch through the rain to the Jag and climb in. As I fired up the engine, I glanced across Dehan. Hank was standing in the doorway with his arms crossed, looking like a Viking in blue overalls.  

 The wipers set up their squeak/thud rhythm, and we eased our way out onto Surf Avenue again. Dehan looked around at the long, straight rows of dreariness and shook her head. “When I die, if I’ve been really, really bad, I’ll be sent somewhere like this.” I laughed and she glanced at me. “At least in hellfire, you can scream and shout because you’re in pain. You’re feeling something, right? But this! To eternally feel nothing but boredom…” 

 I grunted. “To feel nothing is more painful than to feel pain. You’re deep, Dehan.” 

 “So what did you think of him?” 

 “I thought he was a nice guy. I liked him.” 

 She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “You’re something, Stone. One of a kind.” 

 “What? You didn’t like him?” 

 “Like him? I’d like to whip his ass all the way back to Poughkeepsie.” 

 “You think the arms are the arms of his lover?” 

 “It’s at least possible.” 

 “Let’s see what Zak says tomorrow.” 





FIVE


 Dehan made contact with somebody at the Global Computer Shipping Company, so she went to talk to them and I drove out to Maine to see if I could find Zak and the Hellfire Club. 

 I took the I-95 all the way to Portland, following the coast, then Brighton Road and the Roosevelt Trail out to Raymond, on the lake. It took me a little over five hours, and it rained all the way. For my money, New England is probably the most beautiful place on Earth. In spring and fall, there is no probably about it. But in winter, there’s something sinister about the heavy, lowering clouds and the trees, like cold, naked hands reaching up with crooked fingers into an unforgiving sky.  

 It was two in the afternoon as I left Portland behind me and started west through dense woodlands of tall, dark pines that seemed to go on forever. At twenty past, I was skirting the lake outside Raymond, looking for Cape Road. The water was flat and gray, like a mirror reflecting the heavy clouds overhead. I finally found it just outside South Casco and turned left, winding through five or six miles of thick forest. After about fifteen minutes, I finally came to a fork in the road. The left fork was narrow and overgrown, and plunged down, like a track through dense jungle. A wooden sign with an arrow on it read This Way to the Hellfire Club. 

 The track led to a driveway, which in turn snaked through pines and came out at a broad grass clearing with an old, gabled house in the middle. It was big, three stories with a basement. At a glance, I figured there must be seven to ten bedrooms, if they had converted the loft. 

 I followed the drive to the front of the house. There were half a dozen choppers, an old Land Rover, and an early model ’90s Jeep sitting there. I parked where it would be awkward for them to leave, just in case, climbed out, and slammed the door. As I headed toward the porch, a man stepped out the front door and stood looking down at me. He was tall, six two or three, lean, and rangy, but you could tell he was hard and tough too. He was wearing jeans and cowboy boots and a black T-shirt, and he had a forked beard that reached down to his belt buckle, which was shaped like a skull. He was anything but original, but he was the real thing. 

 I said, “Are you Zak?” 

 “You come into my domain, you don’t get to ask me who I am. I ask you who you might be.” 

 I pulled out my badge and showed it to him. “Detective Stone of the NYPD.” 

 “You’re off your turf, NYPD. Why don’t you get back in your pretty, foreign car and get the fuck off my land?” 

 I sighed. Originality was clearly something I was not going to find at the Hellfire Club. “Because if I do, then I’ll have to come back with a warrant, the FBI, and guns. And all I want to do is to ask you a few questions about an investigation that probably has nothing to do with you in the first place. I’m getting wet out here. Why don’t you invite me in, give me a cup of java, and I’ll be gone in fifteen minutes?” 

 He smiled a smile that he probably intended to be cruel, but I was too wet to care. He said, “Sure, why not?” turned, and walked back into the house. I climbed the stairs after him. Over the door there was a carving of two elaborate devils holding a scroll on which was written Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch'intrate. Abandon all hope ye who enter here. Nice. 

 He was standing in the shadows inside the house. As I stepped over the threshold, he pulled a cigarette from a pack and lit it with an old brass Zippo. The walls were covered with erotic murals. Some were psychedelic, evocative of the ’60s. Others were impressionistic. Some were even good. 

 There was a huge face of Crowley done in red and black, like the famous picture of Che. Written underneath it in flowing, gold script was Do as thou wilt shall be the whole of the law. 


 Zak dropped into an old leather sofa and pointed to a chair. I sat, wiping water from my face and my hair. Zak gave a shrill whistle, and a girl of maybe twenty, with hollow eyes and a stud in her lip, came in in bare feet. She looked sad. Zak pointed at me and said, “Bring the cop a towel.” She hurried away at a little run. He smiled at me. “She’s an acolyte.” 

 She came running back a couple of minutes later with a big, fluffy towel and handed it to me with a small bow. I took the towel and said, “Don’t ever bow to me. Have some self-respect. Don’t ever bow to anybody, unless they’re bowing back.” 

 Zak said, “Go.” She left. “What do you want to ask me, Detective Stone?” 

 “I want to know about your big Christmas get-together in 2005, in Connecticut, near Holmes. You remember that?” 

 His face was empty. He just smoked and stared at me. Eventually he said, “What’s to remember? That was twelve years ago. We spent four days stoned, high and drunk.” 

 “I’m trying to trace two people whom I believe were at that rally. I think you had close ties to them.” 

 “All bros have close ties, man.” 

 “One was your best friend. The other was your girlfriend.” 

 He laughed. “Girlfriend? What, were we dating? Or just fucking and getting stoned together?” 

 I listened to the rain for a bit while he finished wheezing his laugh. When he was done, he said, “I don’t know what to tell you, man. I fucked a lot of chicks. I can’t remember all the ones I fucked in 2005.” 

 “Her name was Lynda.” 

 He shrugged. 

 “How about your best friend? Or don’t you have them either? Do you just fuck them too?” 

 It was a curious thing to watch. His expression stayed the same, but the smile drained out of it, turning it into an ugly, dangerous mask. His voice was quiet. 

 “I don’t fuck guys, Detective Stone. Sometimes I fuck them up, bad, but I don’t just plain fuck them. What was this guy’s name?” 

 “Hank. You remember Hank?” 

 “Yeah. I remember Hank.” 

 “Do you know where I can find him?” 

 “No. I ain’t seen Hank since that rally in 2005.”  

 “How about Lynda?” 

 Any trace of a smile had left his face. “I already told you, I don’t remember any Lynda.” 

 “You remember Hank, but you don’t remember Lynda. I find that kind of hard to believe.” 

 “I think you had better leave now, Detective Stone. It’s going to be getting dark soon, and these roads can be real dangerous at night.” 

 I sat forward. Somewhere in the house, the wind made a door creak. A squall of rain lashed the window. “You see, Zak, I know that you remember Lynda. So I have to ask myself, what is it that’s making you pretend that you don’t? What makes you want to hide your relationship to Lynda from the cops so bad that you would actually threaten that cop’s life? And it is that kind of question that is going to have me and a dozen Feds swarming all over your house like flies on shit. I wonder what we’re going to find? Besides the coke and the meth, do you think we’ll find any body parts?” 

 He held up both hands and shouted, “Woah! Take it easy, Mr. NYPD. There ain’t nobody threatening nobody here. And there ain’t no fucking bodies buried in my garden. Take it easy. Chill.” 

 “Chill? Next time you threaten me with violence, Zak, you better be prepared to make good on your threat, because I am going to whip your sorry ass all the way back to New York, where I will throw you into Rikers and watch you rot there for the rest of your miserable life. And believe me, there will be no law of Thelema there.” 

 “Okay—it was just talk. Take it easy.” 

 “Tell me about Hank and Lynda.” 

 He flopped back his head and closed his eyes like I was boring him. “Hank was a bro. He had a chick, and she was cute, hot, you know?” He looked at me, like he was actually asking me if I knew what a hot chick was. “But Hank was soft. He cared. You can’t care in life. It doesn’t work that way. He was always talking about bros, and loyalty, and being there for each other…” He laughed again. “Man… and he was all dewy-eyed and going to pieces over this bitch. So I tried to help him.” 

 “Help him? How?” 

 “I told him, let’s fuck the bitch together. Lose your respect for her, man. Treat her like the piece of trash she is. You let a woman get inside you and you are fucked. I mean, you do not fuck them, they fuck you and they fuck you bad. I have seen many a bro go down because he went soft over a chick.” 

 “So did he agree?” 

 “No, man. He got mad. Which proves what I am telling you. Women are evil. They are like poison. They are there to serve us and bring us to manhood, nothing more. You start treating them with respect, they fucking eat you alive. Like the man said, if you’re going to women, don’t forget the whip.” 

 “Spare me your philosophy, Zak. What happened?” 

 “Nothing. I tried to make him see sense. She was fucking all over me. He gave her a choice, him or me. She made the wrong fucking choice. She chose me. That’s women, man. Fucking stupid. He left. I never heard from him again. Somebody told me he went out west.” 

 “What about Lynda?” 

 “I fucked her, used her for a day or two, and told her to get lost. It was what she deserved. It was a shame about Hank. He was stupid, but he was a bro. He couldn’t see I was trying to help him.” 

 “Yeah. You’re a stand-up guy.” 

 He surprised me by giggling. 

 “Where did she go?” 

 “The party broke up on the fourth day. She probably got a ride with somebody. I don’t know, man.” 

 I looked at the murals on the wall, stared at Crowley’s big, bald head with his bulging eyes. “You’re a devotee of Crowley, huh?” 

 He smiled. “He’s the man.” 

 “You practice his rituals?” 

 He watched me for a bit before answering. “Some.” 

 It was growing dark outside. The rain had settled into a steady downpour. I stood. “He died in poverty, in a boarding house in Brighton, you know.” 

 “Yeah, and his followers are some of the richest, most powerful men in the world.” 

 There was a heavy footfall on the stairs. A large man with long hair and a long beard stepped into the room. It was hard to make out his features in the dusk. He stared at me for a long moment, then turned to Zak. “They’re ready.” 

 Zak smiled at me. “We’re having a ritual, Detective Stone. We found a virgin, and we’re going to cut out her heart and eat it while it’s still quivering with life. You want to stay and join in?” 

 “Maybe next time.” 

 “Drive careful, Stone.” 

 I stepped back out into the wet dusk and ran to my car. I climbed in and slammed the door. I had a pack of tissues in the glove compartment and used a couple to dry my hair and my face. I switched on the wipers and looked through the windshield at the house. The windows on the third floor were glowing with a flickering, limpid orange light. Candles.  

 I looked at my watch. Four p.m. I fired up the engine and headed back toward New York. I felt tired, but I knew it would be at least ten before I got home. 

 Do as thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.  

 I thought about that as I crawled through the narrow lanes toward Raymond. The orange cones of my headlights made a moving tunnel in the blackness. It was Rabelais, not Crowley, and it was inscribed over the great gate of Theleme. More things crept into my memory. 

 Sir Francis Dashwood, in the eighteenth century, established several Hellfire Clubs in London and Dublin. Their motto was “Do as thou wilt shall be the whole of the law,” borrowed from Rabelais. Ben Franklin had been an occasional visitor to those clubs. The patrons were eminent and powerful.  

 Then, a hundred years later, Aleister Crowley established the Abbey of Thelema on Cefalù, on the north coast of Sicily, and adopted the motto used by Dashwood for his clubs. He called it the law of Thelema. 

 Ritual magic. Ritual murder. It was certainly the province of the serial killer. I tried to visualize Zak murdering and dismembering a woman. It wasn’t difficult. Did those arms, then, belong to Lynda? 





SIX


 In the end I got home at one, had a hot shower, and fell into bed. I’d been driving for over twelve hours, and every part of me ached. I ached in places I didn’t even know I had. 

 I had dark dreams about dark houses with black doorways that led to even blacker places, down ever darker narrower passages. I surfaced slowly as it dawned on me that the doorbell was buzzing, dragging me out of sleep. I didn’t know if I was grateful or not. It was still dark, I still ached, and I was still tired. I looked at my watch. It was seven. I groaned and leaned out the window.  

 Dehan was standing in front of my door doing a weird bouncing thing. 

 “Why are you bouncing?” 

 She looked up at me. A cold wind was blowing her hair across her face. “Because it’s cold and wet. Let me in. Why are you still in your pajamas?” 

 I pulled my keys out of my pants on the chair and threw them down to her. “Make some coffee and don’t ask dumb-ass questions.” 

 I showered cold, hot, cold, dressed, and went downstairs. She’d made a big pot of coffee and also pancakes and bacon. 

 “If my mother were here, she’d tell me to marry you.” 

 “If my dad were here, he’d tell me to stay clear of you. ‘Don’t make the same mistake I made. Marry a nice Jewish boy.’” 

 I sat down and she poured coffee and put bacon on my plate. 

 “You told me your parents were crazy about each other.” 

 “They were. He loved annoying her, and she loved being annoyed by him. She’d end up throwing her havayanas at him, and they’d crack up laughing.” 

 “Cute.” 

 “It was. How’d you get on?” 

 “This means you’re itching to tell me how you got on.” 

 “You first.” 

 I ran through my conversation with Zak. About halfway through, she stopped eating and just stared at me. By the time I came to the whole Aleister Crowley, Abbey of Thelema bit, she was neglecting her coffee. I told her what I saw when I left and said, “He definitely ticks some of the boxes.” 

 She drizzled maple syrup on a pancake. “So he’s mad at Lynda. He thinks it’s her fault his best pal walked out on him. He takes her away somewhere. They do some kind of crazy, satanic ritual. He kills her and takes the arms to what he thinks is Hank’s lockup. The arms are a crazy symbol of sorts. Brothers-in-arms. Arms of friendship. Whatever. But he makes a mistake and puts them in the wrong lockup. Not a serial killer, but a crazy.” 

 “Something like that is a distinct possibility. What about you?” 

 She grabbed her hair and tied it in a big knot behind her neck. It was a very feminine action that was strangely at odds with the image she usually cultivated.  

 “I met Dave—David Hansen. He’s the overall sales manager of Global Computer Sales. Twelve years ago, he was what I guess you’d call a shipping clerk. The company operates mainly online selling refurbished computers, hardware, and software. You buy it online from their website, they ship it to you.” 

 “That’s why they need the lockups—to store the computers.” 

 She nodded. Thunder rolled in the distance. There was a steady slapping sound from water spilling from a gutter in the garden. 

 “The guy has an eidetic memory. He remembered the case. He was there that Monday, collecting some computers. He remembered the cops asking him a few questions, but he had nothing to tell them except that he owned the units opposite.” 

 “So…?” 

 “So I remembered some details of the general profile you described, of the organized killer. Dave told me he followed the case in the papers and on the news for the next few days and was disappointed when it just fizzled out and no arrests were made. I asked him if he knew who the lockup belonged to. He said he had met him briefly and sold him some computers. The guy has a real problem with interpersonal skills, especially with women. Zero eye contact, speaks real quiet, like he’s talking through clenched teeth, and I get the impression he is pretty OCD. His office and his desk were not just neat. Everything was regimented and organized according to shape, size, and color.” 

 “It’s not much to go on.” 

 “I’m not done. I asked him where he was that weekend, the third and fourth. He said he was away at an IT conference in Los Angeles. He’s a computer nerd and attends conferences on a regular basis. He lives with his mother. There’s more…” 


“Okay.” 

 “I decided to do a background check to see if he had any priors.” 

 “He has?” 

 “He’s been arrested on three occasions for downloading child pornography. On each occasion he denied it and was released because they couldn’t find the material on any of his computers.” 

 I slumped back in my chair. “Nero Wolfe had too many clients, and we have too many suspects. Though child pornography does not of itself suggest he’s a serial killer.” 

 She shook her head. “I know that. But it is a coincidence that he displays a number of the characteristics often displayed by serial killers, and his company owns the units opposite Peter’s.” 

 “Yes.” 

 I stood and started clearing the plates while she tipped her mug this way and that, watching the cold coffee stay on a level plane from every angle. I started washing. 

 “We have Peter. Evidence against him, such as it is, is that he displays misogynistic behavior toward his wife, he owns the lockup where the arms were found, and twelve years ago he had a job that would have enabled him to commit murders in several states. Not a lot, really.” 

 She stood, grabbed a tea towel, and started drying what I had washed. “Hank had a girlfriend who might fit the description of the owner of the arms. Had the unit next to Peter’s and has a rap sheet including violence against women. His girlfriend may have gone missing at the time the arms showed up.” 

 I handed her a wet plate. “We need to get on to that. We need to find where Lynda is. That is a job for today.” I continued where she had left off. “Zak. Crazy as a box of frogs knitting wool bikinis. A disciple of Aleister Crowley, a Hell’s Angel, so no stranger to violence, a self-declared misogynist with a possible serious grudge against Lynda.” 

 I noticed absently that she had put everything away in the right place. As she closed the cupboard where she had placed the plate, she rounded off, “Dave, nerd supreme, OCD, lives with his mother, his company owns all the units opposite Peter’s, he is and was at the time of the murder frequently away at IT conferences. He turned up on the morning the arms were found, followed the case with interest, and was, quote, ‘disappointed that it fizzled out.’” 

 “We need to check on that conference.” 

 “I did. It was real, but there was no way to check if he was there.” 

 We stared at each other for a long moment, holding each other’s eye. It was something we had got into the habit of doing. Finally, she said, “So what now, boss man?” 

 “Our number one priority right now is to establish whether the arms belong to Lynda, whether Lynda is dead or alive. So I want you on that right away.” 

 “What are you going to do?” 

 “I’m going to check missing persons for twelve years ago, plus a year either side, girls in their early twenties, pretty, blonde. I’m also going to check for reports of dismembered bodies, coast to coast.” 

 As it was, I didn’t get very far. We got to the precinct at eight thirty, and at ten fifteen Dehan put down the phone and said, “I found her parents.” 

 “Already?” 

 “Holly isn’t a very common name. I used the phone book, just the way you taught me, Sensei.” She stood, slipping her arms into her jacket. “And you know what? That paper…” She inhaled noisily through her nose, closing her eyes and smiling. “Mmmmm… the smell was just intoxicating!” I sat watching her, wanting to laugh. She said, “You coming, or you just going to sit there and smirk all day?” 





SEVEN


 It was a ten-minute drive through the hiss and spray of the I-278 and then Bruckner Boulevard. And at ten thirty-five, we pulled up in front of a modern red brick on Throgmorton street. It was pretty and leafy, or would have been if there had been any leaves on the trees. I killed the engine, then we climbed out and crossed the wet blacktop to climb the steps to the front door.  

 Dehan rang the bell and stood looking at me with flushed cheeks from the cold wind. Her hands were plunged in her pockets, and she was bouncing on her toes.  

 “I love this weather,” she said. I shook my head, and she said, “No, seriously. It’s honest, real.” 

 “The weather is honest and real?” 

 She nodded and the door opened. There was a woman in an apron and carpet slippers. She had permed silver hair and a face that said she was broken but coping. We showed her our badges and told her who we were, and she ushered us toward her living room, telling us to come in out of the cold.  

 She sat us down at a dining table that she had set for tea and went into the kitchen, calling, “Robert! The detectives are here!” 

 She came in with a kettle and poured scalding water into a teapot, while soft feet came down the stairs. A man with a bracket of soft hair around the back of his head and a sage-green V-neck sweater came in. He was smiling and had reading glasses hung around his neck. He held out his hand, and we rose to shake.  

 “Sit down, sit down. Marion has made an event out of this. She is hoping you will finally put us out of our misery one way or another.” 

 Marion returned from the kitchen, and we all sat again. 

 I smiled at Marion and said, “I’m afraid not. But we may”—I stressed the word—“have found a lead that will help us to find out what happened to your daughter. We are reviewing a number of cold cases, and it seems your daughter’s disappearance may have some connection.” 

 Marion was holding the teapot halfway to Dehan’s cup. Her expression was eloquent. It said that unendurable anxiety can become endurable when it becomes your everyday experience. She gave a small sigh and poured the tea.  

 “Is she dead, Detective Stone?” 

 Honest and real, like the weather. “We don’t know, Mrs. Holly. That is what we need to find out. Right now, I’d like to know what Lynda was like as a person, about her relationship with Hank, and about the days leading up to the bike rally that weekend in Connecticut.”  

 Robert drummed his fingers on the tabletop, and you could tell he was biting back tears. Dehan, in one of those surprising moments of tenderness she displayed sometimes, put her hand on Marion’s shoulder and said, “I know this hurts, Marion. Don’t give up hope. We are here to help you.” 

 Marion clung to her hand, and tears welled in her eyes. I turned to Robert. There was nobody there to hold his hand. I am not given to moments of tenderness, but I was moved to lean forward and put my hand on his shoulder. He nodded and we sat in silence for a moment, listening to the interminable rain pattering on the patio, as though we were honoring the dead. 

 Marion sighed. “Where do I begin? She was a sweet, adorable child. Full of spirit, mischievous, but with a great, kind heart. Then she hit fifteen and, like a lot of kids, she went a bit wild. She started going to parties, coming home late, drinking. I think she smoked pot a few times. We tried talking to her, but she just didn’t want to hear what we were telling her.” 

 Robert cleared his throat. “We made an appointment with a child psychologist. She told us we were crazy and we should go. She said she was fine and just having a bit of fun. We did go…” He glanced at his wife. “The psychologist told us we should maybe give her a bit more space, not become her enemy but go along with her a bit, then reel her in gently. She said a lot of kids went through this rebellious phase, then settled. We tried that.” 

 “How did that work?” It was Dehan. 

 Marion made an uncertain face. “I think it was working. She introduced us to Hank, which was something. Robert didn’t like him to begin with, but they started working out their differences, didn’t you?” 

 Robert nodded, then gave a small laugh. “Hank liked to appear the tough guy, but it was more an act than anything else. What he really wanted in life was a family.” He looked at me. “He was an orphan, you know? Grew up on the mean streets. I know something about that. He put on a big display to protect himself, but when we opened our arms to him, he began to soften, stopped showing off, was nicer to Lynda. Confessed to me in private that he was thinking of leaving his gang and asking Lynda to marry him. May God forgive me, I advised him to wait.” 

 Marion shook her head. “No, Robert, you were right. She would have run a mile. As it was, the nicer he became, the more she started getting bored! A marriage proposal right then would have had her running for the hills!” 

 Dehan was giving me that “well, whaddaya know?” look. I gave her my “I can’t help always being right” look. I asked Marion, “Do you think she was bored enough of Hank to go off with somebody else from the gang?” 

 It was Robert who answered. “Yes. To be honest, I do. But she would have come back home first.” 

 Dehan frowned. “How can you be so sure?” 

 “Because she had just got her bike license, and we were going out that week to get her her first bike, a Yamaha 250. She was out of her mind with excitement. She wanted that bike more than anything in the world.” 

 Dehan narrowed her eyes. “I hate to be brutal, but these are Hell’s Angels. They’re all about bikes. Is it possible somebody made her a better offer?” 

 Robert surprised me by smiling. “That’s not brutal, Detective. It’s a smart question. But the answer is, it was the bike she had chosen, partly because she loved it and partly because her friends in the club had advised her on it. She really wanted that bike. Only reason she wouldn’t come back for it is if she couldn’t.” 

 Honest and real. The rain had stopped, but an icy wind was bowing the evergreens in the back garden. The bare trees, the skeletons with nothing left to lose, they withstood the wind better. 

 I asked him, “Have you got a photo of Lynda?” 

 Marion got up and went to a dresser. She came back with an album. Dehan chose a picture and snapped it on her phone, then Whatsapped it to me. She was average height, fair-haired, pretty, cute, and, by the way she was laughing, bubbly and fun. If you looked a little close, she also had “trouble” tattooed in invisible ink over every part of her laughing self.  

 “One last thing,” I said, still looking at the photo on my phone. “Would you, by any remote chance, have Lynda’s fingerprints? Or a sample of her DNA anywhere?” I looked at them, and I could see the dread in their faces. I shook my head and smiled. “It is purely a routine question.” 

 They both shook their heads in silence. They knew I was lying. 

   

 Outside, Dehan rested her ass on the hood of my car. The wind was dragging her hair across her face again, so she tied it in a knot behind her head and squinted at me.  

 “Hank is just a nice guy with a small character flaw where he beats up girls?” 

 I knew we weren’t moving till we sorted this out, so I said, “Humanity is made up of seven and a half billion unique individuals, Dehan. And however much I may want to say what you want to hear, that won’t change the fact that you cannot classify human beings according to type. You should know that better than anybody.” 

 I opened the car and got in, slamming the door behind me. Knowing what I meant by that would be a physical need for her, so she would have to get in to find out. Then at least we could drive and argue. She walked around the car and got in, frowning at me. 

 “What exactly do you mean by that?” 

 I fired up the car and moved off. 

 “Come on!” I said, as though she was being slow. “You are a mass of contradictions! Everything you do, say, and feel is contradicted by something else you do, say, or feel. You are like Newton’s third law.” 

 She wanted to get mad but wasn’t sure what Newton’s third law was. “Is that the one about every action…?” 

 “For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.” 

 She was silent, nonplussed for a while. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to be offended or not.” 

 “Of course not, Dehan. I would never say anything intended to offend you. I am just pointing out that you yourself are a profoundly contradictory person. If you can be full of contradictions, why not Hank? Maybe think less about what people should be, and more about what they actually are.” 

 She was silent for about five minutes, so I tossed her my phone and said, “Give Hank a call. Ask him to come in.” She looked a question at me, and I said, “There is a damn good chance he killed Lynda, don’t you think?” 

 She made the call, and he said he’d be there early afternoon. 





EIGHT


 We had time for a quick bite of lunch, and Hank arrived at two. He looked worried. We showed him into an interrogation room and sat him down. As we sat opposite, he asked, “What’s going on?” 

 Dehan surprised me by taking the lead. 

 “Just a few details we need clearing up, Hank.” 

 “What kind of details?” 

 She was pensive a moment, looking at the tabletop. “Well, for example, the fact that you were considering asking Lynda to marry you.” 

 He shrugged and frowned at us in turn. “So what? It was twelve years ago, and her dad advised me not to. He was probably right. She was so crazy right then, she would have dumped me on the spot. Who told you that, anyhow?” 

 I got in before Dehan could answer. “The thing is, Hank, it seems you were pretty close. Closer than you really gave us to understand. It was quite a surprise to me to discover that you were pretty tight with her dad. Her parents liked you.” 

 He nodded. “Yeah. They were cool. She didn’t deserve them.” He suddenly screwed up his face. He looked frustrated. “What’s your point? I liked her. I was pretty serious about her. She had nice folks. So what?” 

 “Okay, Hank, let me level with you. You tell me a story about how you are a badass Hell’s Angel, you got your bitch, you go to a rally and your bro comes on to your bitch, you fight like real guys. She ditches you and you ride off into the sunset. Plenty more bitches out there. Then I look into it and I find the substance of the story is true, but there are a few details that you left out. See, you are not such a badass, you don’t really think of her as your bitch, and your bro—well, you were actually thinking of leaving the Angels because you felt you had finally found that family you never had as a kid. Now, I have got to be honest…” I sat back in my chair and looked at Dehan. “My partner thinks you’re a scumbag who beats up on women. I don’t. The more I learn about you, the more I see you as a basically stand-up guy who was badly lost but had the balls to find his way.” 

 He gave me a look that told me I could stick my opinion of him where the sun don’t shine. “Gee, thanks, Officer Stone.” 

 I ignored him. Dehan stepped in. “Thing is, Hank, even if you are the stand-up guy my partner thinks you are, this new, gentler image of you has exactly the opposite effect from what it should have. Because it gives you one hell of a motive for killing her.” 

 His face and neck flushed red. He half stood and his chair fell back. “I have just about had enough!” 

 Dehan was on her feet. “Sit down!” 

 “I left Lynda at that goddamn rally with that motherfucking asshole, Zak!” 

 I got to my feet. He watched me walk behind him and pick up the chair. I said quietly, “Sit down, Hank.” 

 He sat. I sat and Dehan sat. 

 “Zak tells me he was only trying to help you realize that you can’t trust women,” I said. 

 “That’s bullshit.” 

 “You didn’t tell me he was into Crowley.” 

 He heaved a huge sigh and made a helpless gesture with his hands. “I don’t know. I figured you’d find out. You know? You’re coming at me from every fucking angle. You think Lynda is dead? When you came to my shop, you said I cut off her fucking arms and put them in Pete’s fucking lockup. Now you’re saying you think I killed her. What the fuck, man?” 

 He had tears in his eyes. I felt bad for him, but I ignored my feelings. “How much were you involved in the whole ritual magic thing?” 

 “Not.” He said it emphatically. “I got into the Angels for the bikes, and because it was the closest I ever had to a family. Zak was crazy about the whole Crowley thing. A lot of the bros were. They used to snort and have crazy rituals. They used to talk a lot of shit about going beyond the limits.” He gave a humorless laugh and shrugged. He glanced at Dehan. “Sorry, but a chick has three holes you can fuck. So how far past the limits are you gonna go? You gonna fuck her in the ear? Sorry, I got no time for that shit. Snort. Fuck. You don’t need to prance around in stupid robes and invoke the fuckin’ devil.” 

 Dehan asked him, “Is that all they did?” 

 “I don’t know.” He stared down at his hands between his legs. He looked unhappy. “It seems like yesterday sometimes. Lynda was a sweet kid. I really liked her. She was just a bit wild, but she didn’t mean no harm. I know what that is. Maybe I should have just picked her up and carried her away. I think of her involved in all that stuff and it kills me.” 

 “You didn’t answer my question.” 

 He looked her in the eye. “I don’t know because I never went to one of his stupid rituals. But I heard they sacrificed chickens and drank their blood. I never believed it, but maybe it was true. Those guys were crazy enough to do it.” 

 I watched him a moment. “Could they have progressed to people?” 

 He blinked a few times. They were odd, soft blinks. A tear spilled from his eye, and when he spoke he sounded like he had a cold. “I sure hope not.” 

 “Were you aware of any girls going missing during that time?” 

 He wiped his nose and his eyes on the back of his sleeve. “I don’t know, Detective. I’m sorry. Most of the time we were drunk or stoned. Chicks came and went. All I can say is I wasn’t aware of that, but it is possible. If you’re asking me were Zak and his coven crazy enough to make a human sacrifice, I have to say yes. I think they were crazy enough. They did a lot of coke”— he made a gesture with his hand like he was showing me something on the table—“because they said it helped them to go beyond the limits. So if they went on a snort-fest and got into a crazy ritual, yeah. They could.” 

 “What day did you leave the rally?” 

 “It was Sunday late afternoon, early evening.” 

 Dehan said, “The Sabbath.” 

 “Where did you go?” I asked. 

 “I went home. Called a friend in L.A., told him I needed to get away from things.” 

 “An Angel?” Dehan asked. 

 He shook his head. “Told me to go over. So I did. Ended up staying a while, then went to Arizona, worked with a mechanic there for a bit, till I got her out of my system. Then came back and set up my business.” 

 “By bike, obviously.” He looked at me and frowned. “You left the rally, went home and then to L.A., by bike.”  

 “Yeah, of course.” He stared at me a while, then at Dehan. “Do you even know she’s dead?” 

 I shook my head. 

 “This is all because of those damned arms?” 

 I nodded. 

 He pulled a face. “You’re on the wrong track. If Zak killed her, and I can’t see why he would, but if he did, he wouldn’t cut her arms off and put them in a fuckin’ lockup. Zak was all about sex and humiliation. All he ever wanted to do was get the biggest fuckin’ hard-on drugs could give him, and fuck and humiliate everybody around him. And he believed that Satan gave him the power to do that. Cutting off people’s arms…” He shook his head. “That wouldn’t do it for Zak.”  

 He put his hands on the table and stared at them for a moment. 

 “When I left, when I walked out of that tent and got on my bike, she was hugging him, holding him tight with both arms. He had his arm around her, holding a beer. And they were both laughing, like they thought I was having a jealous hissy fit and I’d be back in the morning.” 

 “What were your last words to them, Hank?” 

 He looked at me like the question surprised him. “I told her she was a fucking bitch and she didn’t deserve the family she had. And I told him he was no bro of mine, I never wanted to see his lying fuckin’ face again, and I would never forgive either of them for what they done to me.” He was quiet for a moment, remembering, then added, “Some of the bros around the fire were laughing, but most of them was pretty serious.” 

 “How serious is that, when a woman comes between two bros?” 

 “It’s pretty serious.” 

 We were quiet for a few moments. I glanced at Dehan. She said, “I’m done.” 

 I said, “Thanks, Hank. You’ve been helpful. We’ll be in touch…” I left the words hanging. 

 He stood and left without saying anything.  

 I drummed the table with my fingers and absently studied Dehan’s face, waiting for her to speak.  

 Eventually, she said, “It’s just stories. There is no way of checking if any of this is true. How do we know he left on his bike? How do we know he didn’t take a truck with a couple of bikes loaded on it? How do we know he didn’t leave with Lynda?” 

 “His story fits with Zak’s.” 

 She looked at me. “You like Zak?” 

 “If Lynda is dead, there is a better chance Zak killed her than Hank. I think we can be sure she stayed with Zak Sunday to Monday. I reckon Zak’s jealousy over Hank was greater than Hank’s jealousy over Lynda. Hank lost a girlfriend. Zak lost a potential disciple. He is a narcissist and a woman hater. I’m going to ask the Feds to send over a profiler and discuss Zak, Lynda, and the arms. We could be looking at two completely separate crimes here.” 

 “We could, but it would be one hell of a coincidence, wouldn’t it.” 

   

 We spent the afternoon wading through reports from all over the U.S.A. between 2003 and 2006 involving missing girls who fit what we imagined was the killer’s victim profile, plus cases of dismembered bodies. It made grim reading, but nothing raised a red flag. I phoned Bernie at the bureau and asked him to arrange for a profiler to come see us.  

 By six, I was beat and told Dehan I was going home. She said, “My car is at your place. I’ll come with you.” 

 We drove in silence through the darkness. Artificial light, mainly amber with washes of red and green, leaned in through the windshield and painted her face with lurid colors. The rain had stopped, but occasional spits gathered on the glass like broken, liquid gems. The wipers gave a desultory squeak and a thud, and then rested again. 

 It seemed like a long drive through the November night, but eventually I parked behind her car, killed the engine, and pulled the handbrake. She didn’t move for a bit, then gave me a sad smile. I gently punched her shoulder.  

 “Shakes you up, a case like this, huh?” She nodded, watching me, waiting. I smiled. “You want to order in? I’ll teach you how to play backgammon.” 

 “You don’t have to feel sorry for me, Detective Stone.” 

 “I don’t. I think of you more as an unwitting victim.” 

 She sighed to cover her smile. “Okaaay, Stone, if it will make you feel better, I’ll keep you company for a while. We can order in if you don’t feel like cooking.” 

 I climbed the stairs with her just behind me and unlocked the door. I pushed in and switched on the light. There was a note on my mat, with my name printed on it, Detective John Stone. I bent and picked it up. Dehan was at my shoulder. I opened it. It said:  

 “Well, it took you long enough…” 





NINE


 I slipped it into an evidence bag and sealed it. Then I put it in my pocket and pulled my piece. Dehan stepped in with her weapon drawn, and I closed and locked the door. If the writer of the note was still here, they weren’t leaving. I pointed to Dehan to cover the stairs, and I checked the kitchen. It was clear. 

 I went on to the stairs, and Dehan covered me from behind. We made the landing. There were four dark doors confronting us. I signed Dehan to cover three of them and moved into the fourth. It was the small guest room. There was nobody there.  

 Dehan moved up to cover two of the remaining three, and I burst into the second spare room. It was a double and bigger, with two single beds. I checked between them and under them, and in the closets. It was clear. 

 The bathroom was clear too, and that only left my bedroom and the en suite bathroom. I burst in with Dehan behind me. The room was still and silent. Everything was as I had left it that morning. Except that I knew I had turned the bathroom light off, and now I could see light reflected on the closet door.  

 I looked at Dehan. I could see in her eyes that she had seen it too. She covered me again, and I stepped in. There was nobody there or in the shower. But there was another message. 

 He had mixed what looked like blood with soap in the soap dish and used it to write on my mirror.  


YOU’D HAVE DONE BETTER TO LEAVE ME SLEEPING. 

   

 The Crime Scene team turned up within twenty minutes and did a thorough sweep of the house. It didn’t take them long. By half past nine, they had established that he had picked the lock, which I logged as one of his skills, he had gone directly upstairs, written on my mirror, come down, left the note carefully on the mat, and left. Careful observation had shown traces of a muddy shoe print under where the note had been. It was not my shoe or Dehan’s, and there was no trace of shoe prints anywhere else in the house, ergo he slipped plastic covers over his wet shoes and left the note when he left. 

 Frank, the team leader, paused at the door as they were leaving. “We’ll get a good DNA sample from the blood. The only question you have then is, is it his blood? You going to be okay? You want me to send a car from the precinct?” 

 I shook my head. “No. I don’t want to scare him off. Let him grow confident.” 

 “Your call.” 

 He went down the stairs. There was a volley of car doors in the wet night, and they pulled away. I watched their red taillights disappear and turned to Dehan, who was standing behind me with her arms crossed, shivering slightly. 

 “You want me to drive you home?” 

 She shook her head. “You going to kick me out without feeding me? What kind of man are you? After all I’ve done for you.” 

 I closed the door. “I need more than takeout.” 

 I went to the kitchen, found a bottle of Turnbull Cabernet Sauvignon, 2013. I’d heard it was exceptional, so I opened it and poured two glasses. She watched me do it and said, “You’re supposed to let it breathe.” 

 I raised my glass to her, and she chinked hers against mine. 

 “Let us be grateful, Carmen, that we are still breathing. It can breathe while we drink.” 

 She laughed suddenly. It was startling. “You’re a riot, Stone. You’re cool. Let me see what you’ve got.” She opened my fridge and started rummaging in my cupboards. “Let’s have spaghetti. You like spaghetti? I’ll make spaghetti.” 

 She made spaghetti and we finished the bottle. It was better after it had breathed.  

 Dehan had the spare room. I put the dead bolt on the back door and wedged a chair under the front door. I more or less slept, but if I slept seven hours, I woke up seven times imagining I’d heard something. It was probably wind and rain. But seven times I got up to check, and to look in on Dehan to make sure she was okay. 

 As soon as I saw the sky turning gray, I was able to fall asleep properly. But I caught an hour and a half at most, because at half eight, Dehan was cooking bacon and making coffee again. I groaned and dragged myself to the shower. 

 As I sat, she put a plate of fried eggs, bacon, and toast in front of me, with a large cup of black coffee.  

 “Lots of protein this morning, Sensei. How many times did you get up last night? I counted seven.” 

 “Seven.” 

 “The bureau called.” 

 I frowned at her.  

 “Your phone was on the table. It rang. The screen said Bernie. I answered. It was the bureau.” 

 “What they want?” 

 “They’re sending over Dr. Fenninger at eleven to talk to us and review what we have.” 

 “Good. Thanks, Dehan.” 

 She sat opposite and smiled. “God. I feel like your mother.” 

   

 Special Agent Anja Fenninger was neat, petite, and aggressively efficient in a way that only neat, petite women can be. She arrived bang on eleven with blonde hair and a luminous smile and said that she believed that if you were in time you would always be on time. Or it may have been the other way around. Either way, she was both. I looked for signs of rain on her neat blue jacket and her blonde hair. There weren’t any, and there was no mud on her shoes either. Neat, petite people can do that, effortlessly. 

 We found a conference room and sat around the table. 

 “What makes you think you’re dealing with a serial killer?” 

 I outlined the investigation so far and highlighted the point about the arms. “It’s hard to get around. If the killer was trying to dispose of the body and get rid of the evidence of the killing, then A, why didn’t he do with the arms what he had successfully done with the rest of the body? And B, what prompted him to leave the arms in a place where he must be sure they would be found before long? Add to this the fact that that particular unit seems to have been chosen over the others, and it looks as though we may be dealing with an organized serial killer.” 

 Agent Fenninger listened very carefully, not looking at me but gazing abstractedly at the table. When I’d finished, she blinked once and said, “I agree. Couple of things I want to clarify first, though. Profiling, in any field, is descriptive and not prescriptive. That is so much more so in the case of serial killers, because we know so little about them. Some psychologists suggest that there is actually no such condition as a serial killer. However, what we can do, and we do it rather well, is describe what we have seen and what seems to be typical so far.” She gave a small laugh, as though somebody had just suggested something stupid. “That does not mean that serial killers are somehow required to follow the rules that we at the bureau have laid down.” 

 I nodded. “Understood.” 

 “Having said that…” She leaned back in her chair and said nothing while she stared at the ceiling. I stole a glance to see what she was staring at. All I could see were the shadows of the raindrops on the windows. “Having said that,” she said again, “I am having trouble reconciling your suspect Zak with the arms. Zak is by definition chaotic and opportunistic. He actually sees himself as a wolf, roaming through a forest, waiting to see what life will bring him.” She smiled, like she was about to indulge in some harmless flippancy. “You know the song from Easy Rider, ‘Born to be Wild’? Well, Zak is looking for adventure and, crucially for me, whatever comes his way.” 

 Dehan sighed. We glanced at each other, and her face told me that what Agent Fenninger was saying made perfect sense to her. Fenninger went on. 

 “So, either we fit the careful placing of the arms in the lockup into an opportunistic, chaotic behavior pattern, or we dismiss Zak as a prime suspect.” She looked up at the ceiling again, and I realized she had her list of suspects pinned up there. “Hank, if you have him as a suspect, would simply not fall into the category of a serial killer. Serial killers do not kill their partners. Almost, I would say, by definition.” She sat blinking at the table a moment and added, almost impatiently, “I would say that is true of Zak as well, to some extent. In both Hank and Zak’s case, you are looking at killings driven by a motive. Which would put them outside the definition of serial killer.” 

 Dehan interrupted, “That doesn’t mean we discard them as suspects. It just means they have a motive, right?” She glanced at me. I nodded. Fenninger went on as though she hadn’t spoken. 

 “Peter, who owns the lockup, could certainly fit into the profile of an organized serial killer. Clearly he has issues with women and seeks to humiliate and control them. Such a need for control often speaks to a profound, volcanic rage against women that cannot be suppressed. Women who are perceived as flirty, promiscuous, careless, thoughtless—who step outside of what the man considers appropriate or acceptable behavior—can trigger a profound, destructive rage.  

 “We also see a pleasure in taking control in a cold, methodical way. This feeds his ego and would be very much present in the aftermath of the killing. If you look into his past, you are typically going to find a mother who humiliated him, perhaps in public, and a cruel father, or perhaps no father at all. Either way, the father has abandoned him and left him to cope with the humiliation of his mother on his own, so that the only outlet for his rage becomes physical violence. But not against her! He dare not! It must be against an unknown woman, a blank canvas if you will, against which he can project the nightmare image of his mother that he has created in his mind and which he must destroy. So! Your question: does Peter fit the profile? Prima facie,
yes, but I would urge you to look into his childhood. You know…” She laughed suddenly. “He may be just a harmless prick!” 

 We smiled and she went on. “Dave, certainly, from what you have outlined, would fit the profile. He seems to have a tendency toward obsessive, compulsive behavior. Again, he displays a need to control his environment. His inability to relate may be due to a physical condition like severe dyspraxia or autism, but that inability to relate is a common feature of the organized serial killer. When it is, it is generally the result of a loveless and often violent home life as a child. The obsession with pornography, especially child pornography, is also a common feature. As before, it speaks to a need to control the love object, a fear that if he loses control of her, something bad will happen. She will hurt him in some way. He will lose her love. 

 “So love is organized and controlled in a way where there is no risk of humiliation or rejection. You can see,” she said, as though it were obvious, “how this can lead to narcissism, where love is directed toward himself, instead of toward the object of love. In the end, where masturbation is the only source of loving consolation, he becomes the object of love, controlling his environment and the women in it. I say women, but of course they are not real women, but simply two-dimensional images.” 

 Dehan said, “So any woman who upsets that two-dimensional relationship…” 

 “Could trigger very violent rage indeed.” 

 Dehan stared down at the table, chewing her lip. Special Agent Fenninger leaned back and stared up at the ceiling again, consulting her list, and I stared out at November. It had started to rain again. The naked trees looked like boney hands that had been trying to claw their way out of their graves but had changed their minds because the weather was so awful. 

 Fenninger was talking again. “Now, the note and the message on your mirror. These tell me a couple of things. First, and most important for you, he is close to you. He knows you have reopened the investigation. Second, it is possible that he has been inactive since the arms. Both messages: ‘It took you long enough,’ and especially, ‘You’d have done better to leave me sleeping,’ suggest very strongly that he had hoped for a reaction, some official response, back when he killed his victim, but has not killed since. Sometimes serial killers do lose the urge to kill. But now he is telling you that your sudden interest in the case has provoked him and reawakened his hunger.” 

 “Great.” 

 She stared hard at me. “It is not your fault, Detective Stone.” 


I nodded. “Dave’s interest in the case at the time…” 

 “Is suggestive, but far from conclusive. I can tell you that two of your suspects, Peter and Dave, seem to fit, in general terms, a possible profile. But I would need to know a lot more about the crime, which of course is not possible, and you need to find out more about their backgrounds, their childhood relationships…” 

 Dehan sighed. “That makes a lot of sense.” 

 I asked, “Can we come back to you as we learn more?” 

 “Of course, anytime.” She smiled and handed me her card. “I’d be glad to hear from you.” 

 Dehan blinked a lot and smiled. “What about me?” 

 Special Agent Fenninger smiled at her and rose to leave.  

 The door opened and a sergeant leaned in. “Detective Stone, you have a call on line one.” 

 Fenninger smiled at Dehan. “It’s okay, I’ll see myself out.” 

 “Thanks again!” I called to her neat, petite retreating form and picked up the phone. “Stone.” 

 “Detective Stone, this is Detective Marco. I’m with the 62nd Precinct, Rockway Beach?” He said it like he was asking me. 

 I said, “Yeah.” 

 “We are looking at a homicide that you may be interested in. We’ve got the crime scene guys in right now, but you might want to come down and have a look.” 

 “Hank Junkers…” 

 “Uh-huh…” 





TEN


 The gray drizzle had turned to heavy rain, with huge, broken clouds dragging in off the Atlantic like ripped sails from some cosmic Trafalgar. What traffic there was crawled through the cascades of rain with their lights splattered and distorted on the roads. It was half past one, but it looked more like early evening. I turned in to Hank’s parking lot. It was cordoned off by yellow-and-black tape that was bouncing and dancing in the deluge. There was a meat wagon and a couple of cop cars, all with their red-and-blue lights, looking urgent and alarmed after the event. The third car was Charles Hanlan’s, the ME. 

 We got out holding up our badges, ducked under the tape, and ran inside. The first thing I saw was Hank. He was lying more or less sideways onto the door. His arms were splayed, like he’d fallen after a hefty blow to his head or his back. His legs were also splayed, as though he’d been standing akimbo. Stuck in his back, about where his heart was, was a dagger. It had been stabbed through a large piece of paper. Charles was squatting next to him, examining the back of his neck. He glanced up and muttered something as I stepped in. 

 The CSI guys looked as though they were finishing up. Standing with his arms crossed in a long beige raincoat was the man I assumed was Detective Marco. He stepped toward me.  

 “You Stone?” 

 I showed him my badge and indicated Dehan. “Detective Dehan, my partner. What happened?” 

 “Kid from the neighborhood came to have his bicycle tire pumped up. Found him sprawled out like that. Ran, told his mom, and she called us.” 

 “What made you call me?” 

 “Two things.” 

 He reached in his pocket and pulled out an evidence bag. Inside the bag there was a cell phone. When he touched the screen, it lit up. It was open on the address book at my number. 

 “He was about to call me when he was killed.” 

 “The phone had skidded over there, under that bike.” He pointed at a bronze Harley 1200, two or three yards away from Hank’s head. “The other thing is this.” He stepped toward the body, and I followed him. “I noted your name, Stone. Take a look.” 

 Dehan came up beside me, and we both looked down. There wasn’t much blood on it, so it was easy to read. It said “STONE COLD.” 

 I glanced at Charles. He was watching me. He had a way of looking at people that you learn in Harvard. “He was stabbed postmortem.” 

 He nodded. “There is practically no bleeding. I’ll be able to tell for sure when I get him back to the lab, but I am pretty certain what killed him was this blow to the back of the head. The bruising is extensive, and it feels as though it broke the vertebra.” 

 Dehan asked the rookie question. “How long has he been dead?” 

 Charles patronized her with his best Harvard smile. “That’s impossible to tell. Probably, probably, within the last seventy-two hours because there is no immediate sign of decomposition.” 

 “The blow—” I pointed at his neck. “—was delivered from the side.” Charles raised an eyebrow at me. I continued, positioning myself behind where Hank had been standing. “If I hit him from here, the blow is going to be on the right side of his neck. It will stun him, but it probably won’t kill him. But his bruise is straight across the back of his neck, which means that, if the killer was right-handed, he was standing there…” I moved to stand on Hank’s left, round about where his feet were. “And I would strike like this, from the shoulder.” 

 Charles was watching me and nodding. “Yes.” 

 Marco scratched his chin. “What’s your interest in this case, Stone?” 

 I was staring at the Harley. I said, absently, “It’s probably related to an ongoing investigation. Does that strike you as strange?”  

 I pointed at the bike, and Dehan went and squatted down next to it. There was a neat, conical pile of sand directly in front of Hank’s head. It made a perfect right angle with the center of the open door. I turned and looked behind me. There was a cement column, and at its base there was a heavy champagne bottle. The label had been soaked off, and it was full of water. 

 I pointed at it. “Two gets you twenty that’s the murder weapon and…” I narrowed my eyes and stared at the ground about two yards behind Hank. “I am figuring, Detective Marco, that if you look just about there—” I pointed. “—you are going to find traces of red wax.” 

 He stared at me like I was crazy but went over, hunkered down, and looked anyway. He squinted, then pulled out his penknife and scraped at the floor. “Well, I’ll be damned… How did you know that?” 

 “Believe it or not, Detective, this was a Satanic ritual killing.” 

 He made a “really?” face, and I heard Charles snort. I pointed at the bike. “North…” 

 Dehan took out her phone. I frowned. She had an app that was a compass. I sighed. She said, “Exactly north.” 

 “Thank you. Earth, gold, wealth. You have the bike, the greatest symbol of wealth to a Hell’s Angel, and you have a small pile of dirt.” I pointed behind me. “West, water, emotion, the unconscious. The color green.” I pointed at the bottle. “The weapon through which the killer’s rage was expressed.” I pointed across at the open door. “East, air, communication, the sword athame.” I pointed at where the candle would have stood. “South, fire, red.” 

 I stepped over by the door. “So, having knocked him down from the west, using water in a green bottle, I come over here and I take the dagger athame, and I use it to communicate my message by stabbing it into his back. Notice that the blade does not go, as you would expect, between the ribs, but it points north-south. Now…” I stood and took a few steps back. “Charles, in order to fall in that position, how would he have had to be standing? But let me ask you this, before you answer—to have his arms splayed like that, how much force would the blow have had to carry?” 

 He stood. He was nodding. “It’s a very good point, John. A powerful rifle might do it. Or a Smith & Wesson magnum. And he would have had to be standing in a very bizarre position, with his legs splayed.” 

 Dehan was looking from Charles to me. “You’re saying he was positioned after he was killed.” 

 I nodded. “Yeah. What shape is he in?” 

 She stared at him. “A five-pointed star. A pentagram.” 

 “Zak had several around his club.” 

 Marco sighed loudly. “Is this your investigation, Stone?” 

 “I think so. I’ll get my commander to call your precinct. I don’t mind who has it, as long as you’re willing to share your information. This man is probably dead because I questioned him about a cold case.” 

 He was shaking his head. “I’ll talk to the chief. You want it, you’re welcome to it.” He stepped away, dialing his precinct. 

 Charles was stripping off his gloves and closing his black bag. “You done with the body?” 

 “Yeah. You’ll let me know if anything unexpected shows up?” 

 He saluted and left, and the guys brought in the gurney to take Hank away. Dehan watched them wheel him out and asked me, “Why do you know that?” 

 I stared at her a long time, like I was wondering whether to tell her something or not. Finally, I sighed and said, “There is an ancient mystery. It dates back to the fifteenth century, 1455, in Germany. Though it is said that the mystery is rooted in much older traditions that go back to ancient Japan and Korea…” I paused. She was watching me, waiting. I said, “Books. It’s called books.” 

 “Jerk. Why would you read a book on ritual magic? Athame, the north, gold, earth…” 

 I shrugged. “You start reading Freud, that leads you to Jung, next thing you know you’re reading Kabbala. One thing leads to another.” 

 The CSI team were bagging the bottle and the sand and dusting the bike for prints when Marco came back.  

 “We’re happy to let you have it, Stone. My chief will call your chief, and we’ll send over all the stuff. Take it easy.” 

 I gave him a thumbs-up and he left. The CSI guys finally packed up and left too, and Dehan and I were left alone. I stood staring at the space where Hank had lain, trying to visualize what had happened. 

 Dehan spoke suddenly. “He must have brought the candle, the bottle, and the sand with him. He would have stepped in here…” She stood in the doorway, with the rain spattering behind her, looking in. “What did Hank say? How did he receive him?” 

 “He was scared.” 

 “Because he pulled out his phone and started to call you, walking away, toward the bike. That means one thing. He recognized his killer as somebody dangerous, that you needed to know about.” 

 “That’s good.” 

 “So is the killer alone? If it’s two or three Angels, good luck finding anyone who noticed some bikers at a bike garage on a rainy day. “ 

 “Either way, he didn’t run and it doesn’t look like he put up a fight.” 

 “So he was scared enough to call you, but not panicking or fighting for his life. For some reason he walks over there, toward the Harley.” She paused. “Now that’s important.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Because the Harley is the right color for the north. I can’t imagine that the killer brought a 1200 CC with him just to place it in the north end of the garage when he killed him. So we have to believe that the positioning of the bike was fortuitous. Which suggests a degree of opportunism. The killing pentacle was constructed around existing elements. The door for the air, the bike for the north.” 

 I sighed and rubbed my face. A cold breeze crept in through the door and wheedled its way into my ankles. 

 “Ritual and note suggest a serial killer. But we are both thinking Zak—it all points to Zak, which would make it a motive killing, a punishment execution. And, also, as Fenninger said, Zak does not fit our profile.” 

 We were silent a moment, and then she went on like I hadn’t said anything. 

 “Hank moves toward the Harley, dialing your cell. As he does so, Zak, or whoever, moves across, taking out the bottle to place himself in the west, and smashes him in the back of the neck. Probably intending to stun him and not kill him. He, or they, then set him out in a pentagram, place the sand and the candle, move over to the east, and stab him with the knife, through the note. A note for you, to tell you you are cold, on the wrong track.” 

 “It’s rash,” I said. “The door is wide open, and somebody could have turned up at any moment. It shows huge arrogance and recklessness. Also, as you say, he didn’t know if Hank was dead. If he had been alive, the note would have been saturated and barely legible. It was not planned or carefully thought out.” 

 “We are almost certainly looking at Zak for this.” 

 We stared at each other for a long moment. Finally, I asked her, “Are we just reading a degree of planning and care into the placing of the arms, when really it was just a reckless act that paid off?” I shrugged at my own question and went and stood next to her, staring out at the concrete parking lot awash with water, covered in a mist of spray an inch deep. “He’s killed Lynda in some half-assed ritual in the woods in Connecticut. He buries her, but in his crazed mind he has some sick joke going on, about how Hank must be”—I spread my hands and looked at her—“missing the arms of his lover…” 


“Jesus…” 

 “So he brings him the arms of his lover. But by the time he gets here he is tired, hungover, whatever, and suddenly the idea of walking in on Hank and handing him Lynda’s arms doesn’t seem such a great idea. So he does the next best thing. He picks the lock on his lockup—or so he thinks—and leaves the arms there for him to find.” 

 “It’s persuasive, Stone. But, he rolls open the steel blind and sees boxes, not bikes.” 

 “It’s dark, he’s tired, stoned. He just wants to sleep. He dumps them and goes.” 

 A squad car arrived from the 43rd to seal up the premises, and we climbed in the Jag and headed off slowly into the deluge. After a while, Dehan did a funny kind of one-shouldered shrug and said, “I could buy that.” 

 I didn’t say anything. I was trying to imagine Zak in plastic boot covers writing out, “Well, it took you long enough…” 

 It wasn’t easy. 

   

 We stopped at an English pub on Coney Island Avenue. Everything was dark mahogany and brass, and they had an open fire burning. We took a small, round table by the window and sat in the silver light of the afternoon clouds. Dehan looked tired. I realized that I felt tired. I hadn’t slept much in the last couple of days. 

 “I told Zak I was looking for Hank,” I said suddenly. “I liked Hank. He was making a real effort to be a better person. That’s something a lot of good people never do.” 

 She studied my face for a moment. “You’re not responsible, Stone. You did what you had to do, the best you could.” 

 “I know.” 

 She smiled. “You’re always telling me to think like a crook. With Zak you need to think like a psychopath, or a sociopath. He didn’t care whether Hank had shopped him or not. He might have. That was enough.” 

 “Yup. I should have seen that.” 

 She pulled a face. “And what? Would you have done any different? Hank took his chances. He rode with the Devil, and he got burned.” 

 We chinked glasses.  

 “We haven’t got enough to pull him in. We have to wait for forensics. In the meantime, we need to find out more about Pete, and especially Dave.” 

 She nodded. “You don’t think the arms are Lynda’s, do you?” 

 “I can’t make up my mind. It makes sense that they are. It makes sense that Zak killed her, and it makes sense that he planted the arms there as some kind of sick joke. But I can’t shake the feeling that there is somebody else, totally different, standing in the shadows watching.” 

 She chuckled. “Somebody who would write—” She put on a prissy voice and waggled her head and her bum. “Well, it took you long enough!” 

 I laughed. “You read my mind. It just doesn’t sound like Zak.” 

 I had ordered two burgers, and the waitress brought them over. We ate hungrily and in silence. After a while, she said, “You want me to take Peter?” 

 I nodded. “Yeah, I want to have a good look at Dave.” 





ELEVEN


 I called GCS, Dave’s company, and asked to be put through to the MD. The girl on reception said she’d put me through to Mr. Fischer, the owner and managing director. He agreed to see me that afternoon. 

 The Global Computer Shipping Company was somewhat smaller than its name suggested, and was located on the top floor of a brown, two-story building on East Tremont Avenue, about ten minutes’ walk from the lockup. I climbed a narrow staircase, carpeted in the same brown as the walls, and stepped into a large, brown reception area. The receptionist looked at me sadly as I approached her desk and asked me, “Mister, is it ever going to stop raining?” 

 I smiled cheerfully and said, “Yup, the day I get a Facebook account.” 

 “Please get a Facebook account…” 

 “Never!” 

 She wheezed like I was the funniest man in the world and asked me, “You the cop?” She picked up the internal phone and pressed a button. “Mr. Fischer, Detective Stone is here to see you… Okay…” She pointed at a door and said, “Right through there.” 

 I knocked and went in. It was a large room paneled in wood, with large windows overlooking a wet street where everybody seemed to be leaning forward under umbrellas. Fischer stood to greet me. He was in his early sixties with tightly curled gray hair and a pencil moustache of the sort that was fashionable back in the ’50s. He was slim and his clothes were on the flash side of elegant. He shook my hand and gestured me to a chair. 

 “Detective Stone,” he said as he sat. “How can we help you?” 

 “I was hoping you could give me some information on one of your employees?” 

 His eyebrows shot up. “Really? Which one? Is he in trouble?” 

 I held his eye a moment and asked him, “Do you not employ women?” 

 He smiled, sighed, and sat back. “We have a small staff, Detective, and I know them all very well. I am afraid there is only one of them who is likely to attract the attention of the police. It’s David, isn’t it?” 

 “David Hansen.” 

 He nodded. “He is my nephew. This company exists for him and because of him.” 

 I frowned. “How’s that?” 

 “His father, my sister’s husband, died when David was a very small boy, barely two years old. I created this company as a way to provide for them. What do you want to know about him? Is it the pornography again?” 

 I shook my head. “Not exactly.” I hadn’t expected this, and I wasn’t sure how best to proceed. He must have seen the uncertainty on my face, because he said, “It’s all right, Detective. We are a very religious family, and my first loyalty is to God. If he has done wrong, I will not shield him.” 

 I hesitated. “I believe he goes away occasionally, to information technology conferences…” 

 “Yes. As I told you”—he gestured with both hands at the office around him—“this company was created for him, and by him. We realized at an early age that David was…” He thought carefully about the word. “Special. He was diagnosed with moderate to severe dyspraxia, dyslexia, and mild autism. He has a very high IQ, bordering on genius, but he can come across as, well, frankly, dumb. Stupid. As you can imagine, all of these things make it very difficult for him to relate to people, and he suffered a great deal at school. He got very poor grades and did not go to university. University would have destroyed him.” 

 I figured he would eventually get around to answering my question. In the meantime, I was interested in what he was telling me. He thought for a moment, like he was imagining his nephew being destroyed at university, then went on. 

 “His great passion, from a very early age, was computers. I guess they provided him with a world where he felt safe, and he could communicate with people in a way where he did not feel threatened. So I paid for him to have private tuition, and eventually he went to a technical college and became qualified as, I don’t know what. I, personally, know nothing about computers. This is why I say that he created this company as much as I did.” He laughed like he’d made a joke and continued. “He passed all his exams with flying colors, and when I saw how good he was, and how dedicated, I started GCS. I started him at the bottom, and he is working his way up. 

 “Now, twice a year, as regular as clockwork, he attends these conferences where they exhibit the latest technology, give talks, discuss the latest research…” He made a “and so on” gesture with his hand. “And very properly, David attends these conferences.” 

 “Where are these conferences held? Is it always the same place, or does the venue change?” 

 He was shaking his head before I had finished. Outside there was a roll of thunder, and a sudden squall of rain on the window made him glance outside.  

 “San Diego in the summer. It’s always the third weekend in July, Thursday to Sunday. And the first weekend in December in Los Angeles.” 

 “So on December 5, 2005, he had just come back from Los Angeles.” 

 He looked surprised. “I have no idea. That was twelve years ago. But if it was a Monday, then yes. As far as I am aware, he has never missed one yet.” He smiled. “He is also somewhat OCD.” 

 “How does he travel? Does he go by plane?” 

 “By train or car. He doesn’t like to fly.” He frowned suddenly. “Forgive me, Detective, but these are rather peculiar questions. Do you mind telling me what this is about?” 

 I felt suddenly weary and gazed out at the interminable gray rain and drizzle. I asked myself the same question. What was it all about? I sighed and said, “I wish I knew, Mr. Fischer.” Then, “We’re looking into the background and movements of a number of people who have a connection to the lockups at the back of Revere Avenue.” 

 “The lockups… Why on Earth…?” 

 “My next question may seem a little odd, Mr. Fischer.” 

 “They all seem a little odd, to be frank, Detective.” 

 “Would you say that David has a good relationship with his mother?” 

 His face flushed and his eyes shone. “What are you implying, Detective?” 

 “I’m not implying anything. I am asking you. I am trying to eliminate David from a list of possible suspects.” 

 “Suspects in what? Why won’t you tell me?” 

 “Twelve years ago, a woman’s arms were found in one of the units in that alley. The case went cold, and now we are reviewing it. David is one of a number of people we are looking into.” 

 His face, which had flushed red, now turned ashen. “I remember that case. You can’t possibly think David… He wasn’t even here…” 

 “We are looking into the possibility that the murder was committed somewhere else.” 


He stood and walked to the window. “My God… David…” 

 I gave him a moment, then said, “He is just one of a number of people we are—” I hesitated. “—trying to eliminate from our inquiry.” 

 He turned and stared at me. “Yes… yes, of course. Eliminate from… As I said, he was not a happy child.” He returned to his chair and sat carefully, as though sitting quickly might somehow have made David guilty of murder. “His mother was—is—naturally, protective. Perhaps a little too much so, but there is nothing…” He glanced at me. “Nothing untoward or unhealthy in their relationship.” I went to speak, but he rushed on. “I can vouch for the fact that he was never in any way abused as a child. In any way at all!” 

 I nodded. For some reason, I had suddenly had enough of Fischer and his weird family. I went to stand and said, “Can you tell me the name of these conferences that David goes to? Or the venue?” 

 He shook his head. “I would have to ask him.” 


“Your accounts department must have records…” 

 He shook his head. “No, he pays for them himself. You want me to ask him now?” 

 “No. It’s okay. Probably best if you don’t mention my visit. In all probability, he will be eliminated anyway.” 

 “Yes… You think so?” 

 I stood and held out my hand. “Thanks for your help, Mr. Fischer.” 

   

 The lights were starting to come on as I climbed into my car and closed the door. The air was a grainy dusk touched with wet amber and red. I sat, drumming the wheel and watching the dark close in. I fired up the engine and drove slowly the short distance back to the precinct. By the time I got there, it was dark.  

 Dehan looked up from her laptop and watched me sit down. We sat staring at each other for a while. It was a comfortable habit we had gotten into. When I switched on my computer, she returned to her research. After half an hour, I leaned back and said, “Dave is lying to his uncle.” 

 Her eyes peered at me over the top of her screen. I explained about my meeting with Fischer and then pointed at my computer. “I have scoured Google with every variation and permutation of IT conferences, and there are no major computer conferences that occur regularly on the third weekend of July and the first weekend of December.” 

 “You going to ask him where he’s been going for the past twelve years?” 

 “Not yet. I want to know the answer before I ask him. See if he lies.” 

 “We haven’t got enough for a warrant to see his bank and credit card records.” 

 “I know… Another couple of weeks and we could follow him. But something tells me we haven’t got a couple of weeks.” 

 I picked up my phone and called Bernie at the bureau. 

 “Stone. What can I do for you?” 

 “Hey, Bernie. I need a favor…” I explained the situation to him and concluded, “I know you cannot check his bank records and credit card without a warrant, so I am not asking you to do that… But I was thinking you might be able to come up with a creative idea, because I know in my bones that this killer is building up to another kill. You hearing me…?” 

 “Yeah, I’m hearing you, John. Email me his details, and I’ll give it some thought and get back to you.” 

 “Appreciate it, Bernie.” 

 Dehan was watching me with no expression at all. Behind her the window looked very black. 

 “You just asked a special agent to break the law.” 

 “You misheard. I specifically asked him not to. How are you doing?” 

 “I can certainly add to your general state of confusion, if that’s what you mean. I have been trawling through what is available in public records, and Peter has an interesting past.” 


“Oh, God…” 

 “He was orphaned at the age of four. Witnessed both his parents killed in a robbery. They were both knifed. He was adopted at the age of five, and eleven years later, at the age of sixteen, he left home and started working, doing menial jobs—burger joints, shop assistant, that kind of thing. Got his driver’s license at seventeen and at eighteen got his job as a sales rep for Canadian American Chemicals. Progressed rapidly. Married Jenny at twenty-one and that same year took out a mortgage on the house he now owns.” 


“Okay…” 

 “There is more. He attended St. Mary’s Catholic School, primary and secondary. I managed to track down one of his teachers—still works at the school, and I went over and had a chat with him.” 

 “Good work. What did you find out?” 

 “Don’t interrupt. He remembered Peter very well. He said the staff were all aware that he was adopted and that he had had a very traumatic experience. The parents were supposed to take him to a child psychologist on a regular basis, once a week, and for the first couple of years, they did and he seemed to be doing okay. He was a shy, timid child, but he was making friends, and the teachers kept an eye on him to make sure there was no bullying and that kind of stuff. 

 “But he said, around the time Peter turned eight, things started to go wrong at home. Word from the other parents was that Dad had started drinking heavily. Peter started missing days at school. When he did turn up, Mom sometimes had bruises. Teachers tried talking to her, she got mad, told them to mind their own business—the usual shit. When Peter started turning up with bruises, they contacted social services, who looked into it and concluded there was not enough evidence to do anything. A visit to the house apparently showed the house was clean, both parents were sober and seemed happy. The kid was shy, but that was to be expected. He had stopped going to the psychologist, but the parents were under no obligation to take him if they deemed him to be okay.” 

 “That explains why he left home at sixteen.” 

 “Yup.” 

 I rubbed my eyes. Brilliant drops of water were trickling down the black glass behind Dehan’s head. For some reason, they were making me sleepy. I really wanted to go home and sleep. I sighed. “We have to start eliminating suspects.” 

 She gave a humorless laugh. “You may want to rephrase that. And speaking of which, the lab phoned. The soap was mixed with chicken’s blood. There were no prints anywhere. The shoe print on your mat would be a man of about five ten to six foot. The tread belongs to a fairly uncommon shoe. It’s European and you’d have to buy it online or go to Europe.” She was leafing through pages in her notebook. “Gallardo. A Spanish shoe. Handmade, real leather, they have a website—gallardo.com.” 

 I typed it in and looked at their shoes. They were nice. I memorized the tread. 

 “Maybe, Dehan, maybe at last we have something.” 





TWELVE


 I dropped Dehan at her apartment and then passed by the shopping mall to get a bottle of Floradix liquid iron. When I got home, I checked the back door was bolted, poured some liquid iron into a tumbler, and went out on the porch. The road was silent but for the gentle patter of drizzle on the leaves. Nothing moved except the leaves of the evergreens bowing gently in the icy breeze. The gleam of the streetlamps on the wet blacktop gave it a feeling of desolation. I wondered if he was out there, watching me. I carried my glass down to the sidewalk and stood looking first one way, then the other, scanning the small front gardens, identifying each car by owner. There was nothing I could see that was out of the ordinary. 

 I went back up the steps to the porch, where the door stood open. I smelled the liquid iron. It was awful. I bent and carefully spilled it all over the porch. Then I went inside to make myself a steak and sleep the sleep of the babes and angels.  

 I was in bed by ten, and by four seconds past, I was asleep. I slept deeply and solidly for five hours. At three I woke up, and for a couple of seconds I wasn’t sure if I was dreaming or not. My front doorbell was ringing incessantly. I heard a car door slam and the rising pitch of a car pulling away, then fading. I pulled on my pants, slipped my automatic in my waistband, and went downstairs. There was a note on the mat, and the bell was still ringing.  

 I cocked the gun, stood to one side, removed the chair, and opened the door. Nothing happened. The bell was still ringing. I peered outside. There was nobody on the porch and nobody visible in the street. There was a toothpick wedged in the bell. I pulled it out and the ringing stopped. I examined it to see if it had been chewed. It hadn’t. 

 I closed the door, got my surgical gloves from my jacket pocket, and picked up the note. I sat in my armchair and read it. 

   


Well, Detective Stone, here we are at last. It has been a long time coming. I confess I had given up. Your colleagues twelve years ago were anything but persistent. They were no mach for me and, ironically, I found that demoralizing. That bestial hunger, that daemon that dwells within me, fell into a long slumber. But now I realize it was simply waiting for it’s moment of destiny, an opponant worthy of my genius. And here you are, finally, ready to do battle. I shall not disappoint you. 


    The Beast is awake and hungry, be prepared.


   

 I read it over several times, assimilating the elaborate wordiness, the slightly infantile attempt at archaic English, the misspelling of “match” and “opponent,” and the misused apostrophe in “its.” I scanned it and saved a copy on my computer, printed a copy, and put the original in an evidence bag, then called the precinct for a crime scene team to come over. 

 They arrived fifteen minutes later, and after I’d chatted to Frank—the team leader—for five minutes, I told them to help themselves to coffee and lock up when they were done. Then I sent Dehan a Whatsapp telling her I wouldn’t pick her up in the morning, and went back to bed to sleep another four hours. 

 Next morning, I had a couple of messages waiting for me when I got to my desk. The first was an email from the San Diego PD, with several attachments. Detective Ramirez had heard that I was looking into unsolved dismemberment cases, and had remembered one from the summer of 2005. He had taken the trouble to dig it out and send it to me.  

 I printed it and read through it. There wasn’t much. Some workmen had found a torso in the wasteland near the MCAS Miramar airfield. It was female and the arms, legs, and head had been removed. As with our arms, whoever had done it had some skill, though not perhaps the skill of a surgeon. The rest of the body was never found. There was practically no forensic evidence, and they were never able to go any further with it. 

 I looked at the date. The torso was found Monday, July 18. Exact time of death was impossible to determine, but decomposition was in its earliest stages. The body being out in the open air, that would suggest it had been there only a very short time. 

 I checked the calendar for 2005. I didn’t need to, but it pays to be thorough. The eighteenth was the Monday following the third weekend. 

 The second message was from the sheriff of Lyman County in South Dakota. He didn’t know if it would be of any interest to me or not, but a few years back, 2012, they had found some human remains just outside Oacoma. It seemed to be a woman’s skull. Judging by the work that had been done on her teeth, it was a modern skull. By the state of decomposition, she had been dead several years. But that was about all they could determine. I sat and stared at the window and wondered if the weather was any better in South Dakota than it was in New York. 

 My phone rang. It was Dehan. 

 “You awake yet?” 

 “No, this is my answering service. Where are you?” 

 “I’m at the lab. You should come over.”  

 “I’m on my way.” 

 Half an hour later, I left my car in the parking lot and met Dehan outside the lab. She looked at me curiously. 

 “You okay?” 

 “Sure. What’s he got?” 

 “I’ll let him tell you.” 

 Frank looked at me and grunted as we walked in. “I am no expert,” he said, “but if you want this man for an organized serial killer, you had better start looking elsewhere. It is possible, of course, that he is becoming overconfident, but…” He shook his head and pulled a face, as though he didn’t like what he’d just said. 

 He walked over to the table where he had the bottle, the knife, and the note laid out. He pointed at the bottle and said, “He didn’t wear gloves. What he did was wipe the weapons clean after the killing. My impression…” And he paused here to stare at me for a moment. “My impression is that he was so excited by the killing that he couldn’t be bothered to be careful.” 

 I frowned. “Hence the enormous strength of the blow that was meant to stun him but actually killed him.” 

 “Exactly. I don’t know if you noticed the wet footprints?” I shook my head. He shrugged. “By the time you got there they had probably been trampled over, but we photographed them. If you study the photographs, I would say he actually ran, doing sidesteps like a tennis player, as the victim walked away from him—” He mimicked the action, with both fists closed as though he were holding a racket, or a bottle by the neck. “—and gave him an almighty double-handed backhander that smashed his vertebra and broke his neck.” 

 “So did you recover anything?” 

 He held up a hand. “Wait. I am making a point here, John. He left partials on the bottle and on the knife. But he obviously thought, as most people do, that you can’t leave a print on paper. Actually, paper is an excellent surface for leaving prints because it absorbs sweat and oil from the pores. You apply disulfur dinitride and the print comes up brown. Voila…” He led me to the note that had been pinned to Hank’s back. It was covered in clear prints. “They are being run through IAFIS as we speak.” 

 “That’s good news. That’s very good news.” 

 “Hmmm…” He didn’t sound convinced. “But you have a problem, John. Compare that behavior with your visitor from last night.” He led me over to the other note. “The only prints on this paper are yours. This paper was handled with surgical gloves from the moment it came out of the pack, to the moment you picked it up.” 

 I looked at Dehan. “That is conclusive as far as I am concerned. We are dealing with two different people.” 

 She was nodding. “Zak and somebody else.” 

 Frank said, “Somebody very careful and very meticulous.” 

 “Though not about their spelling.” 

 He smiled. “No, not about their spelling.” 

 An assistant poked his head around the door and said, “We have a hit on the prints, Frank.” He handed him a piece of paper. Frank glanced at it and handed it to me. Dehan came and looked over my shoulder. 

 She murmured, “Zachariah Brunell. Wanted on multiple charges of assault, assault with a deadly weapon, rape… the list goes on. Wanted in thirty out of fifty states, but not in Maine. Not in New England.” 

 There was a mug shot. It was Zak. I nodded. “Well, now he is wanted for murder.”  

 I called the precinct and had the lieutenant contact the Maine PD and send a couple of cars out to the Hellfire Club, though I was pretty certain Zak wouldn’t be there. So I had him put out an APB too.  

   

 We sat in the cafeteria, looking out at the rain falling steadily in the parking lot. I told her about my visitor and the two emails.  

 “I thought we could go to South Dakota. If we take it in turns to drive, we can do it in a day.” 

 She nodded. 

 “Something tells me this could be the head that belongs to the arms.” 

 She nodded again. “But it’s not Lynda. Lynda is out in Connecticut, probably in the lake where they had their rally.” 

 “We could take a small detour on the way back from Oacoma.” 

 She chuckled. “Small.” 

 “We can ask Duchess County to drag the lake, but I’d like to have a look first.” 

 “Sure. So who are we looking at, Stone?” 

 “You notice the spelling? So meticulous about everything else, but sloppy in his spelling.” 

 “I also noticed the rather grandiose language. You know what it reminded me of? Gamers.” 

 “Gamers?” 

 “Yeah, they play online computer games. They take on the identity of some dragon-slayer hero from some fantasy universe like Conan the Barbarian or Lord of the Rings, and they go on quests and do battle with orcs and dragons and all that shit.” 

 “Computer fantasies…” I thought for a moment. “Fischer said that Dave suffered from dyspraxia and dyslexia.” 

 “We need to find out where Dave was in July 2005. The date fits, third weekend of July. But where? No word from Bernie, huh?” 

 I sighed and glanced at my watch. “You need to collect a toothbrush?”  

 She shook her head. “I can pick one up on the way.” 

 “So, let’s go.” 

   





THIRTEEN


 The weather in South Dakota in November is very cold, but there were at least broken clouds, and it was a relief to see patches of blue among the gray. We crossed the bridge over the Missouri, from Chamberlain to Oacoma, at eleven the next morning. I had called ahead and arranged to meet Sheriff Pete Marlow at Al’s Oasis at eleven thirty, but he was already there drinking coffee when we arrived. 

 He was a big man with a beard and an easy smile. He offered us coffee, but I said I’d like to see where the skull was found, and the skull itself. He gave that smile that says “city folks is always in a hurry” and led us out to his Ford pickup. 

 We clambered in and he glanced at Dehan in the mirror. “It ain’t far. Shoot! Nothin’s far in Oacoma.” We crossed the I-90 and drove through the town. It was leafy and quiet, and sometimes you could imagine you were not in a town at all, but driving through open parkland. We crossed over a small rail track and turned onto Gilbert Avenue, and then took a dirt track down onto rolling green slopes that were dotted with occasional copses. He drove to the top of a small hill and stopped. 

 “We’ll walk it from here,” he said. “It’s about three or four hundred yards down, through them woods.” 

 There was an icy wind sweeping down from the north. It clawed its way through your clothes and bit into your skin. I saw Dehan wince and shudder as she pulled her hair from her face.  

 We were in a small delta valley. On my left, I could see the Missouri about a hundred and fifty yards away, huge, slow, and green, snaking past. Ahead of us, at the bottom of the valley, was a dense woodland that said there was a creek down there, feeding the trees with water on its way down to the big river. As if to confirm my thoughts, the sheriff pointed down and said, “That there is the North Fork creek, runs down to the river, yonder. That’s where we found it.”  

 We started to walk down the slope toward the woods, with condensation billowing from our mouths as though we were all smoking cigarettes. Dehan asked, “Who found it?” 

 “It was a family out walking their dogs. It’s nice ’round here, and the town folk like to go out in the evening or on the weekend. It was the dog found it, in the creek. God knows how long it had been there.” 

 The trees had grown dense, and you could hear the sound of water running and splashing below. Finally, we came out onto a narrow riverbank. The creek was maybe twenty feet across and fast flowing. Marlow pointed upstream. 

 “We figured maybe the body was upstream. If it wasn’t buried, the coyotes would get to it, and if the head come loose, maybe the water carried it down. We went up and searched. We took a couple of dogs, but we never found anything.” 

 I asked him, “Did you look downstream too?” 

 “Yup, but we never found anything there, neither. Plus, when the boys at the lab had a look, they said she hadn’t decomposed in water. There was very little sign of water erosion on the skull. They said their best guess was that the skull had only been in water for a short while. What a short while was they didn’t care to say.” 

 I pointed upstream, where he had pointed moments before. “So if I follow this creek back up that way, I will eventually come to the I-90…” 

 “Yup. You got three bridges side by side. You got the eastbound and the westbound, and then you got Highway 16. They all cross over the creek at the same point.” 

 Dehan was breathing into her hands and said, “The I-90 is going to take you all the way to Seattle. But before you get there, you are going to come to Butte, where the I-15 is going to take you south all the way to San Diego MCAS Miramar.” 

 The sheriff looked at her like she might be crazy, but he was too polite to say so. I said, “What are you, an atlas?” 

 She shrugged. “I know my roads.” 

 I turned to the sheriff. “Can we see the skull?” 

 He began making his way back up the slope through the trees. “I figured you’d want to. It’s in the truck. I made you a copy of the file we have on it. It ain’t much, but it’s all what there is.” 

 We got back to the truck, and he yanked open the back. There was a blue-and-white cooler, which he opened and withdrew a cardboard box from. From that, he extracted a human skull. It gave me a frenzied grin which, oddly, was devoid of all humor because the eyes were dark and hollow. The jaw was still attached, but when I tipped the skull back I could see there had been some dental work done. 

 I asked him, “Were any attempts made to extract DNA?” 

 He shook his head. “We haven’t got many resources, Detective Stone. There was nobody missing from my county, nor any of the neighboring counties.” 

 “Sure. Can I borrow the skull? I can get my commander to submit a formal request…” 

 “I’ve already prepared the paperwork. All you have to do is sign the receipt. Ain’t no darn use to me, and if you can find out who the poor girl was and give her family some peace, I figure it’s more use to you than me.” 

 We took care of the paperwork and then went and checked in at the Oasis Inn. There was a cute parade of shops whose fronts were made out to look like old Western buildings, but inside they were the same prefab shops you’d find in New York or Los Angeles. Dehan stood staring at them a while and said, “It makes you wonder, doesn’t it, Stone? They had the originals, they got rid of the originals, and then made fakes to look like the originals they got rid of.” I smiled and she started walking toward Al’s Oasis. “What will they do next century, do you think? Will they make fake fakes to look like the real fakes we have now?” 

 “Probably.” 

 We had a couple of buffalo burgers and beer and sat by the window. It was good to see patches of sunlight on green grass, and blue sky through broken clouds.  

 “After lunch we’ll go over the river to Chamberlain and have the skull sent to the forensic anthropologist. I figure there might just be enough material to get some DNA. If the head and the arms prove to be the same person, we’ll be getting somewhere.” 

 She chewed and thought. “So we have a rough sketch of somebody who maybe has a route from San Diego, via South Dakota, to New York. Who selects victims at random, young women, kills them, dismembers them, and then distributes their body parts along the route.” 

 “It’s possible, yes.” 

 “He is a narcissistic fantasist who is probably obsessed with Conan the Barbarian-type computer games and can’t spell.” I finished my buffalo burger and nodded. “It is beginning to sound a lot like Dave. Two gets you twenty, Dave has been visiting San Diego in July and some other Californian location in December.” 

 I was still nodding as I wiped my mouth. “It certainly looks that way.” 

 That was when my phone rang. It was Bernie. 

 “Bernie, tell me you have some good news.” 

 “I have news, John, I don’t know if you are going to consider it good. Also, bear in mind you cannot use this in court because it was not legally obtained.” 

 “I know, Bernie. Tell me what you’ve got.” I put it on speaker and laid the phone on the table. 

 “You couldn’t find where your suspect was going because there are no such conferences. For the dates you’re talking about, every year for the past fourteen years he has been attending, in July, the San Diego Comic and Sci-Fi Fantasy Convention, and in December, the Fantasy Gamers’ Convention in Los Angeles.” 

 For a moment, I felt oddly depressed. I said, without much feeling, “That is perfect, Bernie. Where has he been staying? Is it always the same hotel?” 

 “Hold your horses there, pal. That is by no means the whole story. Because while he has been enjoying the events of the conventions during the day, by night he has been enjoying a very different kind of entertainment.” 

 I frowned. “Really? Like what?” 

 “In San Diego he goes nightly, like clockwork, to the Bull Rhino Club on Mission Gorge, at a cost of two hundred bucks a night. And in L.A. he goes to the Angels Massage Parlor on Olympic Boulevard.” 

 “So, twice a year he gets away to satisfy his fantasies without his mother or his uncle knowing about it.” 

 “That’s what it looks like, John.” 

 “Thanks, Bernie. That is really helpful. Take it easy.” 

 “Sure thing. One more thing you might be interested to know. For the last thirteen years, he’s been seeing a psychoanalyst twice a month.” 

 He hung up and Dehan and I sat staring at each other. What else could we do? 





FOURTEEN


 We were both exhausted, so we didn’t discuss it anymore. After dispatching the skull, we went back to the motel. I left her at her room, showered, and slept until six. There is something disconcerting about going to bed when it’s light and waking up when it’s dark. I lay for a while staring into the darkness above me and wondering where I was and if anybody had left me a note. 

 Then memories came back. The skull. David. The brothels. I put on the light, had a shower to wake myself up, and got dressed, thinking of Al’s Oasis and the eight-ounce sirloins I had seen on the menu.  

 I knocked on Dehan’s door, and she came out with wet hair and a big smile on her face. She put a silver pendant on a chain in my hand and turned her back to me, lifting her hair up to expose her neck. “Put it on me, will you?” 

 I looked at it. It was a David’s star with an inscription on the back. It said, “To Carmen Dehan, from Mom and Daddy, on her first birthday, May 9, 1991.” 

 We had an awkward moment as I slipped it around her neck. Then I did it up, and she dropped her hair over my hands. I wiped them dry on my pants, and we walked the short distance across the parking lot in silence. She gave me a sudden, mischievous grin and said, “You know? This is the closest I ever get to going on a date.” 

 I raised an eyebrow at her and smiled. It was the closest I ever got too, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. Instead I said, “Yeah? Why?” 

 She shrugged. “I hate people. People hate me.” 

 “I don’t think people hate you, Dehan. You’re actually a…” I hesitated. “A really nice person. But people are terrified of your attitude. If you just toned down the attitude a bit…” 

 She was still smiling, but she looked curious. As I pulled open the door, she said, “Does it bother you?” 

 I followed her in and surprised myself by saying, “No, I kind of like it.” 

 A gleaming waitress with gleaming teeth and hair smiled at us and said, “Table for two?” 

 She led us to a table for two, and we ordered two beers and two steaks. As we sat, I said, “You’re attractive, you’re intelligent, you’re funny—there must be lots of men out there who’d…” 

 She cut across me with, “I’m good.” 

 “You’re good?” 

 “I’m good.” 

 I grinned. “Okay…” And we both laughed for no particular reason. We followed the laugh with an awkward silence, and Dehan said suddenly, “So what’s next?” 

 “You mean after our date?” 

 “Cut it out.” But she was still smiling. 

 I shrugged. “I guess we call David in and have a chat with him. Ask him how come he’s been lying to his uncle for the last twelve years. I’d also like to talk to his shrink, but that won’t be easy.” 

 She was quiet for a bit, turning the salt cellar around in circles.  

 “If he thinks you and he have this special connection, you could play on that. He probably couldn’t resist the temptation to engage in some kind of heroes’ repartee with you.” 

 I watched her but didn’t say anything. After a moment, she raised her eyes to mine, narrowed them, and sat back. 

 “Son of a bitch.” 

 I smiled. 

 “You don’t think he did it.” 

 I made a face like brain constipation and said, “I wouldn’t go that far. I’m just not satisfied yet.” 

 “Come on, Stone. This is just being contrary. What more do you want? He fits the bill in every respect. He was there, for crying out loud.” 

 “So were one and a half million other people.” 

 “Come on!” 

 “Okay, here’s my problem. He was going to brothels. Everything else rings true, but that strikes a false note. This murder, or murders, is all about frustration, about pent-up rage that the killer can’t release. He should be sitting at home watching porn, not spending two hundred dollars a night getting laid in a brothel.” 

 “Since when are you a psychologist?” 

 “Fair point, but still, it feels wrong.” 

 The steaks came and the gleaming waitress instructed us to enjoy them. Dehan cut into hers and put the first slice into her mouth. She gave a gentle sigh and waved her fork at me, raising an eyebrow.  

 “I am going to tell you what you would tell me. You are making assumptions.” She was right, and I said so. “For starters, you are assuming that he is going to these whorehouses and shagging his brains out every night, but I am going to put two scenarios to you.” 


“Okay.” 

 “Scenario one…” She cut another piece of steak and stuck it in her mouth, talking with her mouth full. “He spends all day living out his fantasy as some legendary, barbarian superhero or supervillain. He builds up in his mind this unrealizable image of himself. And by the evening he is ready to go, not whoring, but wenching. But when he gets to the whorehouse, what happens? He can’t get it up. Because he can’t get it up with real, hot, flesh-and-blood women. He can only get it up with a two-dimensional virtual woman who doesn’t threaten him. And every time that happens, his rage builds a little more, until on the fourth day he can’t take it anymore and he goes out, finds a suitable victim, probably a street whore, and kills her in a manner befitting a wild barbarian but chopping her into pieces.” 

 I sipped my beer. “That is a very credible scenario.” 

 “Scenario two.” She leveled her knife at me. “What I just described happened twelve and thirteen years ago. But he’s been seeing his shrink. And the shrink has encouraged him to live out his fantasies and try to make them real, keep it secret from his mom and his uncle so that they will not judge him, and have as many whores as he can manage. And he says to him, ‘Don’t worry about not getting it up, pal, because I will give you some tablets that, when you take them, will give you a hard-on worthy of a titan. And you will be the hero of the night. You will give those wenches the ride of their lives!’ And what happens?” She spread her hands. “You were right. It works. He stops killing.” 

 I made a face of deep respect. “That is a very compelling argument, Detective Dehan.” 

 “For twelve years. Until you come along and upset the apple cart.” 

 We ate in silence for a bit. Finally, I said, “You know what? We dug into Dave, and look what we found. We’ll pull him in, and we’ll interrogate him. But for the sake of completeness, let’s dig into Peter too and see what we find. If it’s one or the other of them, it will become clear.” 

 She shrugged one shoulder. “I guess.”  

 She finished her steak and signaled the waitress, who came gleaming back to us with her teeth and her hair. Dehan smiled at her and said, “This is what I am going to do now. I am going to have an espresso coffee and a glass of Irish whiskey, which you are going to serve to me with no ice and in a cognac glass.” 

 The waitress smiled and blinked a lot and said, “Okay!” 

 It seemed like a good idea, so I said I would do the same. When she had gone away to fetch the goods, Dehan said, “So how about you, Stone, why don’t you date?” 

 “Who says I don’t?” 

 She made a face like a chipmunk and went, “Pffff!” 

 I shrugged. “I don’t hate people. But I guess I don’t really trust people. Maybe people sense that and they steer clear of me. I don’t know. Either way, people and I—we don’t really jibe.” 

 The coffees and the whiskeys came, and I smiled. “I guess that makes us like Statler and Waldorf. You are Statler, I’m Waldorf.” 

 We chinked glasses.  

 “Here’s to that.” 

   

 We set out early, before the dawn, and drove all day, taking it in turns to sleep and drive. It was a tedious journey, mostly just a straight line along the I-90, through rain and drizzle, as far as Wisconsin. At Lake Erie, we stopped at a motel outside Toledo and had four hours sleep, then continued on up. We got to Danbury at midnight, booked in to a motel, and went straight to bed. The next morning, after an early breakfast at seven, we drove out to Holmes, found Camp Road, and wound our way through woodlands to the lake at Camp Kaufmann. 

 We got there at shortly after eight. Most of the trees were tall and spindly, naked against the frozen gray sky. The water looked black and icy, and the ground was muddy from the relentless rain and drizzle. There was a patch of grass surrounded by huts, with a few canoes scattered here and there, and a long, wooden jetty reaching out into the water. The whole thing was enclosed by trees. I could see why Zak would have favored a place like this. 

 Dehan walked out onto the jetty and stood staring at the trees and the obsidian water. I watched her from the shore. Now that we were here, I wasn’t sure what to do. After a moment I joined her, and we both turned to look back at the collection of huts. Dehan wiped the drizzle from her eyes and said, “She’s here, isn’t she?” 

 I could visualize the bikes. How many? Maybe thirty, forty, fifty of them. And a hundred Angels with their ladies. There would have been crates of beer, whiskey, tequila. There would have been music, mainly old music, evocative of the golden age, Van Morrison, Zeppelin, The Eagles. And there would have been a lot of weed and coke. And once Hank left, there would have been Lynda, sentenced to death and not knowing it. I said, “Probably.” 

 “Where did he do it? Right here? Or did he take her away, into the woods?” 

 I pointed to a long spit that curled out into the lake and opened up into a patch of grass maybe thirty or forty feet across. “He did it right there, while they all watched.” 

 We walked back and followed the long tongue of land out into the black water. There would have been a big fire burning on the bank. They would all have followed him down, a hundred black silhouettes against the flames, standing, watching, laughing, probably not knowing yet how it was going to end. And Zak would have performed his rough and ready ritual, as he had with Hank. I pointed to the left. 

 “The lake provides the water in the west.”  

 I walked up to the northernmost point. It was still there. I hunkered down and Dehan came and joined me. It was a crude circle of rocks that had been filled in with earth. As I gently moved away the sand, the remains of a yellow candle appeared, burned down and melted into the earth for the last twelve years. “Earth in the north.” 

 I turned and Dehan stood. “In that case,” she said, “there should be something back there, in the south. Red, fire, right?” 

 I followed her back. There was another circle of rocks, three or four feet across, blackened by fire, neglected for over a decade.  

 “And in the east?” 

 “The air. And probably a blue candle.” 

 “It must have been cold!” 

 I shrugged. “Part of the ordeal? Too drunk and stoned to notice? Who knows? But he had sex with her right there, in the center, and then probably stabbed her in the heart. What would he do then?” 

 We both stared at the lake. She pushed her wet hair out of her face. “Weighted down with rocks? They couldn’t have got her very deep—the water would have been icy. It would have made more sense to bury her.” 

 “Maybe they did both. What’s that?” I walked to the center of the area where Zak had made his temple. “The pentagram represents the head of a goat. The two horns would be there and there.” I pointed northeast and northwest. “Its beard would be behind me in the south. That rock is dead center, between the horns, and if I’m not mistaken, there is something painted on it.” 

 The rock was half in the water, balanced on a slope where the bank dipped down to the lake. It was about three feet across and roughly spherical. As we approached, we saw that it had, indeed, a faded cross painted on it. But the cross was upside-down. I felt a sudden rush of irrational urgency, like I needed to get Lynda out of that place, that it was somehow important. I dropped on my knees and began to dig. Dehan ran, but I ignored her. 

 After a couple of minutes she came back, carrying two canoe paddles. Between us, we levered away the rock, wiping the water from our eyes, until suddenly it gave and rolled into the lake with a big splash. Then we used the paddles as spades and began to dig. It wasn’t a deep grave. They were too drunk, cold, and probably wet to make the effort. She was only about two feet down. The damp earth had not preserved her. It had encouraged the bacteria and she was now just a skeleton, curled into the fetal position. She was unrecognizable, but I had no doubt in my mind it was her. And she was in possession of both her arms. 





FIFTEEN


 We spent the rest of the morning with the sheriff. He didn’t seem very amused that we’d been pursuing an investigation on his patch without his knowledge. When I explained that we were just passing through, decided to have a look at the place, and noticed the stone, he was somewhat placated, but not much. 

 “Passing through? You’re a hundred and fifty miles off course, Detective. That may be passing through in New York, but not here. Next time you want to go digging up bodies in Duchess County, you call me first. Are we clear?” 

 “We are clear, Sheriff.” 

 Jurisdiction was an issue, but I was happy to let it slide, and by midday Dehan and I were in the Jag and headed back toward New York. 

 “Whether it’s Boston PD, Connecticut, or New York, that case will end up at the bureau. I am satisfied that our arms do not belong to Lynda, and if Zak was at the rally killing Lynda, he could not have been somewhere else killing our victim—wherever she was killed. So we can, finally, eliminate Zak from our list.” 

 “Which brings us back to Peter and Dave.”  

 She reached in her pocket and pulled out her cell. She scrolled through her address book, selected a number, and dialed. She put it on speaker and put it on the dash. It rang a couple of times, and then a man’s voice said, “Canadian American Chemicals, good afternoon, how may I help you?” 

 “This is Detective Dehan of the NYPD, 43rd Precinct. I would like to speak to Mr. Richard Chambers, head of sales.” 

 “Speaking. How can I help you, Detective?” 

 “We are making some routine inquiries, sir, into an old case, and we are just tying up some loose ends and eliminating people from our investigation. I wonder if you could give me some information about an employee of yours, back in 2005.” 

 There was a moment’s silence, and then he said, “I doubt we would have records that old readily available. Who is the employee, and what do you want to know?” 

 “The employee is Peter Smith…” 

 “Peter?” 

 “We wanted to know if his work back in 2005 would have taken him to California at all?” 

 “Why yes, indeed. I don’t need to check the files for that. Peter was instrumental in opening up the west for us, from Los Angeles down to San Diego. 2004, 2005, and 2006 he was there for at least a week every month. He was a tireless worker, highly ambitious. He is a good friend of mine. What is this about, Detective?” 

 “I wonder if you could send me that information by email. I would be very grateful, Mr. Chambers.” She gave him her email address, and he repeated his question. “As I said, sir, we are just tying up loose ends.” 

 She hung up and was silent for a while, then exploded, “Son of a bitch! What were they, Stone, accomplices?” 

 I thought about that. It was one of the questions I had been asking myself. “I think our killer selected his venues with the same care he devoted to everything else. He chose highly populous places where there was plenty of prostitution. There is another possibility.” 

 “What?” 

 “That one of them is trying to deflect suspicion onto the other.” 

 “If that is true, only one of them was going to San Diego and Los Angeles because he had to, and that was Peter. Whereas Dave chose to go, and he continued going after the killings stopped. Plus, the arms could be seen as having been planted in Peter’s unit. Stone, you have to admit, the evidence is just piling up against Dave.” 

 “Yes, yes it is, Dehan. And I am not opposed to Dave as our prime suspect. I just want to be sure. As of right now, all we have is circumstantial, and I would like some real evidence. I’ll tell you what we are going to do. We are going to visit Peter’s wife, while Peter is out.” 

 We got back to the station at almost three. When we got out of the car, Dehan said, “Stone, you going to see the captain about Zak?” 

 “Yeah, why? You want to do something else?” 

 “I need to do some shopping. It’s just four or five things. I will be less than half an hour. Can I borrow your car?” 

 I smiled. “Of course.” I threw her the key. 

 “Thanks, Sensei.” 

 She climbed back in, and I watched her drive away. 

 I went to my desk, collected everything in the file that related to Zak, and went to see the captain. I knocked. 

 A big sigh and then, “Come.” 

 He was an agreeable guy. He smiled and stood as I stepped in. He shook my hand and invited me to sit. He was in his fifties, with graying temples and an intelligent face. He was a welcome change from Jennifer. 

 “Stone, of Stone and Dehan. The dynamic duo. Your reputation precedes you both.” He chuckled as though he’d made a joke, then asked, “What can I do for you?” 

 First I told him about Zak. I put the file on his desk and said, “This all has nothing to do with the cold case we’re conducting, Captain. The crimes involved span at least three states. This belongs to the Feds, and I believe the sheriff of Duchess County is contacting them himself.” 

 He leafed through it. He had what you could only describe as a twinkle in his eye. “So you cracked this one in your spare time while you were working on mission impossible, huh?” 

 I was about to explain, but instead I said, “Yes, sir.” 

 Newman chuckled. “And what about the arms? Do you think you’re close to cracking that?” 

 “We have two suspects, but all the evidence is circumstantial at this stage.” I outlined how the case stood and said, “I would really like to talk to Mrs. Smith while Peter is out. I’d like to call him to come to the station for an interview and have him wait here for half an hour while we talk to his wife. I want to rattle his cage and also see if she breaks down when he’s not around.” 

 He thought about it for a moment. “Well, it’s not illegal, as long as she invites you in. And if you think it’s the right way to go, I have great confidence in your abilities.” He glanced at me. “I don’t share Captain Cuevas’s opinion of you, Stone. You may as well know that. But I am keen to see some of these cold cases resolved, and I can’t think of anyone better for the job.” He paused, then glanced at me again. “As you have seen in both of these cases, some of them are not quite as cold as they seem to be.” 

 I thanked him and left, wondering if he had been hinting at something. I got back to my desk, dropped into my chair, and dialed Peter Smith’s number. It rang a couple of times before he answered. 

 “Peter Smith speaking.” 

 “Mr. Smith, Detective John Stone here.” 

 A small sigh. “Detective Stone, how can I help you now?” 

 “Mr. Smith, our investigation is turning up quite a lot of disturbing evidence. There has been a fresh murder, and a number of notes have been received threatening further killings. We have reason to believe that you and your wife may be at risk, and we would like you to come in to the station for a talk. If possible, this afternoon.” 

 “Both of us?” 

 “No, for now just you, Mr. Smith. But we will have a car keeping an eye on your house to make sure your wife is safe.” 

 “I see…” He hesitated. “Very well, I can be there in an hour.” 

 “That would be fine. We’d be very grateful. Are you at home now?” 

 “Yes, I work mainly from home. Why?” 

 “We’ll have a car there before you leave.” 

 I spoke to the desk sergeant and a couple of colleagues, and they agreed to keep him there, supplied with coffee, as long as they could. Dehan arrived and we set out for Revere Avenue.  

 We parked up the road, out of sight. We watched him come out with quick, efficient steps, get into his car, and drive away. Then we got out, walked across the wet blacktop, and climbed the steps to the Smiths’ door. Jenny opened the door and looked surprised. 


“Oh! He’s just gone…” 

 I smiled. “We’ll catch up with him. There were just a couple of questions we wanted to ask you, in fact. May we come in?” 

 She hesitated and Dehan jumped up and down with knock-knees and grinning. “Can I use your toilet? It’s this rain!” 

 Jenny got flustered and said, “Yes! Yes of course, come in!” 

 And we were in. 

 While Dehan skipped up the stairs to the bathroom, I smiled at Jenny in what I hoped was a fatherly way. 

 “We are very concerned for your safety, Jenny. And it is extremely important for us to make sure that both you and Peter are eliminated from any suspicion…” 

 “Suspicion? Us?” 

 I sighed and shrugged. “There are some very unscrupulous defense attorneys out there who will do anything to get their clients off. So I hope you will cooperate fully with us in preempting any ploys they may try.” 

 She looked suitably horrified and said, “Why, yes! Of course! How can I help?” 

 I thought about it a moment and asked, “What kind of shoes does your husband wear?” 

 “Shoes?” She gave a small laugh. “Well, as you ask, he has rather particular taste. He always says that however badly dressed a man is, you can always tell a gentleman by his shoes.” 

 “How very true.” 

 “So he has his shoes made especially for him in Spain, of all places. I tell him we have very good shoemakers here in the States. But he gets cross. These he says are the best, handmade from Spanish leather. So that’s what he wears.” 

 “I imagine he buys them online. What is the name of the company?” 

 “Yes, that’s right. Gallardo. But what has this to do…?” 

 “Nothing,” I lied. “I just happened to notice the other day what excellent shoes he had, and thought I’d ask. But surely he doesn’t wear them in this terrible weather?” 

 “Oh, they are quite waterproof!” 

 “Would you think me an awful bore if I asked to see them? I am thinking of buying some good shoes myself, and…” 

 You could tell she was uncomfortable, but she had lived her entire life without ever learning to say no, and she wasn’t about to start now. So she rose and went upstairs and I, quite shamelessly, followed her into their bedroom.  

 She stood in the middle of the floor saying, “I really don’t think…” But as she said it, Dehan stepped in from the toilet and I pointed to the wardrobe. “Are they in there?” 


“Yes, but…” 

 “Thank you, Jenny. We’ll leave it just as it was.” 

 There were three pairs of Oxford brogues. They were all clean. I hunkered down and examined them. The tread pattern fit. I put them all back as I had found them. I asked her, “Are any of these the ones he was wearing five nights ago?” 

 She stammered. “He rotates them, a new pair every day, from left to right.” 

 I did a quick calculation and decided he would have been wearing the ones on the far left. I picked them up and smelled the soles. Then I put them back. 

 I stood and closed the wardrobe. “Are you a heavy sleeper, Mrs. Smith?” 

 “No, I sleep very badly. That’s why Peter insists that I take a tablet every night.” 

 “So six nights ago, if Peter had got up during the night, you would not have noticed?” 

 “No, but why on Earth would he have got up?” 

 “Thank you, Mrs. Smith. You have been very helpful. We had better get after Peter, or we’ll miss him.” 





SIXTEEN


 She watched us leave, with her hands clenched in front of her womb. The sky was turning black, and thunder rolled far off. A few fat drops fell as we climbed into the Jag and pulled away, and Dehan swore extensively in three languages. I paid no attention because my brain was busy putting all the pieces together. 

 Finally she looked at me as though she was going to hit me. “Have you any idea what is going on? Does this make any sense to you at all? Are they? Are they accomplices? Are they in this together?” 

 I was still ignoring her, but I said, “I’ll get another note this evening or tonight. Probably this evening. It will probably come to the station. It will probably have a date for the next killing, or something close.” 

 “How… how can you possibly know that?” 

 I glanced at her. “Wait. I’m thinking.” 

 I pulled up outside the precinct and ran up the stairs. Frank, who’d been keeping Peter happy for me, grabbed my arm. “He’s in interrogation room three, and he’s pissed.” 

 “Thanks.” 

 I pushed into the room with Dehan on my tail. Peter looked up. His eyes were bright with indignation. “Do you know how long…?” 

 I cut across him. “How long have you been wearing Spanish shoes?” 

 “What?” 

 “How long, Peter?” 

 “I don’t know…” He screwed up his face at me. I waited. “Since I was… About fifteen years. What in the name of heaven…?” 

 I closed the door. Dehan was looking at me like I was crazy. They both were. I pulled up a chair and sat down. 

 “I haven’t got time to fuck around, Peter. So forgive me if I am blunt. You are not a very nice person. There must be a few people at work who really don’t like you. I need to know who they are.” 

 “How dare you…!” 

 “Deal with it! Now tell me! Who?” 

 He went to stand. “I don’t have to…” 

 “Who?” 

 He looked flustered and a little scared. “Um… Johnson, Cohen, Brown…” 

 “Any others?” 

 “Not really…” 

 “Did any of them travel to California with you in 2005?” 

 He frowned. “No. I went alone.” 

 I was quiet for a while, thinking. I walked to the door, opened it, and bellowed, “Any messages for me?” A few blank faces looked and shook their heads. I closed the door and looked at Peter. “You know David?” 

 “David? What David? I know a couple of Davids.” 

 “From the Global Computer Shipping Company. They own the units…” 

 “Yes. We’ve exchanged the odd nod. He’s supplied me with my computers over the years. Odd fellow, but helpful.” 

 “Over the years?” 

 He shrugged and shook his head, “Ten, maybe more… fifteen.” 

 “Ever run across him in San Diego?” 

 “No…” 

 “L.A.?” 

 “No…!” 

 “You realize we can check, and if we find you’re lying, that will count against you.” 

 “In what? For God’s sake, Detective! What in the name of God is going on here?” 

 “Let me see your shoes.” He stared at me, and his face flushed. He looked as though he was about to get violent. I said, “Are you refusing to show me your shoes?” 

 He took a deep breath. “I am going to show you my shoes. Then I am going to go home. If you want to keep me, then charge me with something, but it had better be something more than wearing Spanish shoes or knowing David. Frankly, Detective, your behavior is bordering on the irrational.” 

 “Your shoes.” 

 He unlaced them, took them off, and slammed them on the table. I looked at them carefully and smelled the soles. I handed them back to him. 

 “Thank you, Mr. Smith. I apologize for the inconvenience. You can go.” 

 He stared at me in disgust. “You people. No wonder this country is going to the dogs!” 

 He put his shoes back on, and as he slammed out, a uniform leaned in. “Note delivered for you…” 

 I pushed past her and ran. I took the stairs a landing at a time and shouted at the desk sergeant, “Who delivered the note?” 


He pointed at the door. “Kid—he just left, in a hoodie…” 

 I leapt out of the door into the gathering night as Dehan came clattering after me. It was raining. There was a young man, maybe a hundred yards away, hunched in a dark hoodie, passing through a pool of misty light cast by a streetlamp. I heard the sergeant shout, “That’s him!” 

 Dehan and I took off at a sprint down the wet road. The guy must have heard us coming because he looked back and started to run. We caught him at the corner and slammed him against the wall of the deli.  

 “I ain’t done nothin’! I aint done nothin’, man! Let me go!” 

 Dehan snarled, “You ain’t done nothing? Why’d you run?” 

 “You was chasin’ me! I ran!” 

 Dehan cuffed him, and I turned him around. He was about eighteen, black, and scared.  

 “Tell me about the note.” 

 He shrugged and glanced from me to Dehan and back again, wondering which one to be scared of. “I don’t know nothin’ about the note. Guy said to deliver it to the desk sergeant. That’s what I done. I never even read it.” 

 I wiped water from my eyes. “What’s this guy look like?” 

 “Average height. Jeans, dark hoodie. Big shades and a scarf around his mouth. He give me fifty bucks and said he’d be watchin’. If I didn’t deliver it, bad things was gonna happen.” 

 I sighed. “Okay, come on. You’re going to make a statement. Then you can go home. Uncuff him, Dehan.” 

 I left the kid in the hands of a sergeant who took his statement, and Dehan and I went back to have a look at the note. It was still sitting on the table in the interrogation room. It was a piece of A4 photographic paper, folded in half. On the outside it simply bore my name, but on the inside, taking up half the page, there was a photograph. It looked like a shopping mall at dusk taken from the parking lot. There was a brightly lit door and a woman walking in through that door, toward the shops. In the foreground there were several cars out of focus. There was a time and date stamp on the photograph. It had been taken two hours earlier, while I was on the phone to Peter. On the top half, above the photograph, there was printed, “Tick tock, tick tock…” 

 “Where is this place? Who is this woman?” 

 Dehan was thinking fast. “It has to be within two hours drive in rush hour traffic.” 

 “That could be thirty, forty square miles or more.” I yanked open the door and hollered, “Somebody! Anybody! Now!” 

 A sergeant came running, looking alarmed. “I need a list, ten minutes ago, of all the major malls in the Bronx, with photographs.” 

 She could have told me to go to hell and do it myself, but she didn’t. She said, “I can do that for you.” 

 “No, wait!” I turned to Dehan. “The Bronx is what, seven miles across at its widest. Ten miles long, I am being approximate here. It’s rush hour. He has to select his victim, photograph her, get to a printer, write his message, print the photograph, and then deliver it. For that, he needs to select a suitable messenger who is willing to deliver. All of this is eating considerably into his two hours. So we need malls that are close to the precinct.” 

 The sergeant said, “Yes, we have Bruckner Plaza, New Horizon, Webster…” 

 “Photographs!” I showed her the picture. “Find this mall. Because that woman is going to be killed.” 

 “I’m on it.” 

 I ran up the stairs to the captain. I knocked and went in without waiting. He looked up, startled. I showed him the picture. “I need a BOLO on this woman. I need cars to go to every mall in the Bronx and identify this shopping center—and this woman. They need to talk to cashiers, shop assistants. The clock is ticking on this woman’s life.” 

 He nodded. “Yes. I’ll see to it.” 

 He was picking up the phone as I left. 

 When I got back down, the sergeant was talking to Dehan. She looked at me as I approached. “Maria thinks it’s the New Horizon. I think so too. I was just there.” 

 “I’m pretty sure it is, Detective.” 

 “Okay, thanks, Maria. Dehan, get your coat. Let’s go.” 

 As we ran down to the car, she said, “Why don’t we just go get Dave?” 

 “Because if it’s him, we’ll waste time looking for him and we won’t find him. And if it’s not him, we’ll find him, but it will be a waste of time.” 


“Oh…” 

 It took us ten minutes to get there, and another fifteen to run around the parking lot checking every entrance to see if it fit. Then Dehan grabbed my arm and stopped me. “Look.” 

 I looked at the photograph, then at the building, at the door, the tree, the letters… I shook my head. “No, the tree is in the wrong place..” 

 “No! It’s not. Look at the letters on the wall, up in the corner. You can hardly see them, but look carefully.” 

 I frowned. “They should be over there…” 

 “Look again, Stone!” 

 “They’re back to front! Son of a bitch! He’s inverted the picture!” 

 “It’s this mall, this entrance.” 

 We ran in. Over on the right there was a Pathmark. I pointed at the nearest checkout. “You start there. I’ll start at the other end.” 

 There was a long line, but I barged in waving my badge. 

 “’Excuse the interruption, folks.” I said to the guy at the checkout, “Were you here two hours ago?” 

 “Sure. Been here since one.” 

 “Do you recognize this woman? Her life might be at risk.” 

 He looked blank and shook his head. I showed it around to the people in the line and got the same, blank response. I moved to the next checkout. Same thing. Third one I was getting the same, blank stares and shaking heads when I heard my name being called. It was Dehan, waving to me. She was six checkouts down. I ran to her. As I approached, she was saying, “This woman knows her.” 

 The woman at the checkout was large and in her fifties. She looked worried. “She comes in three or four times a week. She’s a nice lady. She lives two streets from me on the corner. She in trouble?” The people in line were not sure whether to be restless or curious. There was some sighing and muttering.  

 I shook my head. “No, but she could be at risk. We need to find her. It’s really urgent. Where does she live?” 

 “I’ll write it down for you, honey.” 

 While she was writing it down, a big guy in a vest and a baseball cap started complaining. “Hey, we all got problems. Move it along. The woman’s got a fuckin’ problem, take it somewhere else. This is a goddamn store.” 

 Dehan turned to him. “Hey! Mister. You got an attitude?” 

 “I ain’t got an attitude, I just wanna do my fuckin’ shopping.” 

 “I’m asking you if you’ve got a fucking attitude! I got a fucking attitude, see? I got a bad fucking attitude. If you ain’t got a bad fucking attitude like mine, then shut the fuck up. We clear?” 

 I glanced at him. He had gone the color and consistency of a suet dumpling. I thanked the woman at the checkout, and we left at a run. We ran through the dark, wet parking lot, and as we scrambled into the car, I grabbed the radio. 

 “Detectives Stone and Dehan requesting backup at 1820B Waterloo Place. Have located woman in APB. Heading there now from New Horizons Shopping Mall.” 

 I hit the gas, and as I pulled out of the lot, I glanced at Dehan and said, “You have got a fucking attitude, Dehan.” 

 “I have a fucking attitude. You ain’t got a fucking attitude? Have you got a fucking attitude, Stone?” 

 “I’ve got a fucking attitude. Have you got a fucking attitude?” 

 “I’ve got a fucking attitude.” 

 It was less than a two-minute drive. Waterloo Place was a short, quiet street with a mixture of apartment blocks and well-kept houses with gabled roofs and ample porches. I came to 1820B and screeched to a halt. As we made our way onto the porch, I could hear sirens approaching. There was light in the windows, but I couldn’t hear any sounds coming from inside. I pressed the bell. 

 Nothing. 

 I pressed the bell and hammered on the door. A squad car came wailing into the street and stopped outside the house. I hammered again. Car doors slammed and the two patrolmen were running up to join us.  

 A door slammed inside the house. Then there were running feet clattering down the stairs. I stood back and pulled my piece. Dehan did the same. The patrolmen covered us. 

 The door was wrenched open and a woman stood there, a look of absolute horror on her face, her hair disheveled and a bath towel wrapped around her. She stared at us and said, “What the hell is going on?” 





SEVENTEEN


 Her name was Nancy Pierce. We sat with her in her living room. She had put a bathrobe on and now had a towel wound around her head. Dehan was sitting next to her, and I was opposite. The patrol car was outside awaiting instructions. Nancy Pierce looked like she had just discovered that for the past thirty years she’d been living on the Truman Show. Everything had changed and nothing would ever be quite the same again. 

 She kept asking, “Why…?” 

 I kept wanting to tell her that wasn’t a helpful question, but I knew that wouldn’t have been a helpful answer, either. Finally, Dehan said to her, “Nancy, you have to stop asking yourself that. The whole point is that there is no motive. He is crazy. If you try to understand him, you’ll drive yourself crazy, too.” 

 Nancy looked at Dehan as though she was crazy. I asked her, “Have you got anybody you can stay with?” 

 She stared at me a moment, then said, “No…” like now I was crazy too. “I mean, I have a sister, but she has kids… How could I…?” 

 She couldn’t finish the sentence. I nodded that I understood. “We’ll leave a patrol car outside. You want a policewoman to stay here tonight?” She nodded. “Okay, we’ll arrange that.” 

 I made the call, and while Dehan sat with Nancy, I went around the house, checking the windows and the access points to see if there was any way he could get in. By the time I was finished, I was satisfied that, unless he was Spider-Man, the only way in for him was past the patrol car and the policewoman who was going to be sitting downstairs with her service .38, watching TV all night. 

 Sergeant Maria Fernadez, who had identified the shopping mall back at the station, volunteered and turned up within about fifteen minutes. When she and Nancy had settled in, I stepped outside into the drizzle with Dehan. I studied her face a moment. She looked exhausted.  

 “Stone, pull David in before he kills somebody.” 

 “The smallest miscalculation now and we could blow the whole thing, and that could cost many more lives, Dehan.” 

 “He is going to kill, just to show you he can.” 

 “On what grounds do we arrest him? And on what grounds do we hold him?” She looked away from me. Her jaw muscle was bouncing. “The closest thing we have to actual evidence points to Peter, not to Dave.” 

 She sighed and rubbed her face. “I know. What do you want me to do?” 

 “Go home. I want you to go home, disconnect, and rest. I’ll call you in the morning.” 

 “What about you?” 

 “I’m okay for the moment. I’ve got a couple of things I want to look into. Then I’ll get some sleep, too.” 

 “Okay.” She sighed. “But anything, and I mean anything, you call me. You understand?” 

 I smiled at her. “Don’t worry about it. Come on, I’ll drop you off.” 

 It was a short drive, and we made it in silence, with only the slow, steady squeak of the windshield wipers and the wet hiss of the traffic outside. Inside the cocoon of the cab, the silence was almost comforting. Almost safe.  

 I pulled up in front of the big red stone building, and we sat a moment looking at each other.  

 “Call me, okay?” 

 I smiled. “I’m never sure how long to leave it. Two days seems a long time, but a day can seem needy.” 

 “Dork.” 

 “Hey, that was my nickname at school.” 

 “Good night, Stone.” 

 “Good night, Dehan.” 

 I watched her climb the five steps and let herself in. The door closed behind her, and I sat for five minutes wondering what to do.  

 I drove first to Revere Avenue and cruised slowly past the Smiths’ house. Then I drove up past Dave’s house. I don’t know what I expected to see, but whatever it was, I didn’t see it. Then I drove back to Nancy Pierce’s house and parked. I was about to get out and ask the patrolmen if there was anything to report when my phone rang. The number was withheld. I answered. 

 “Stone.” 

 There was a stifled giggle. 

 “Who is this?” 


Then a voice that was mainly breath said, “Tick… tock… tick… tock…” 

 There was a moment’s silence, and the line went dead. 

 I called the precinct and told them to trace the last call to my number, but I knew it would be a disposable cell.  

 I got out and walked to the squad car. There was a hollow crunch to my steps. The wet road looked like polished bronze. The street was empty and cold. I leaned on the car. The patrolman had the window open and was looking up at me. 

 “Jones, right?” 

 “Yes, Detective.” 

 “He just called me. Stay alert. He could be nearby.” 

 He nodded.  

 I walked around the side of the house and into the back garden. It was very dark. The fence and the shed at the end were blacker shapes against the blackness. I took my time exploring every corner. The shed was locked. The garden was empty, and there was nobody on the other side of the fences. I went back around to the front and rang the bell. The sergeant opened up and let me in. I could hear the TV in the next room. I spoke quietly. 

 “He called.” 

 “What did he say?” 

 I shook my head. “Tick tock.” 

 “You think he’s here?” 

 “I don’t know. Is she asleep?” 

 She shook her head. 

 We went through to the living room. Nancy looked up, questioning me with her eyes. I smiled, though it wasn’t from the heart. “Everything is quiet.” 

 “What about tomorrow?” 

 “We are going to catch him.” 

 I sat on the sofa and pulled out the photograph of the mall. There was something about it that was wrong. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but there was something nagging at the back of my mind. Dehan had been smart to see how it had been inverted, the relationship of the tree to the door and the letters. Nine out of ten people would not have spotted it, especially in a rush. That told me this guy was cunning.  

 The way he had angled and focused the shot so that any identifying marks were outside the frame. All you could really see was the big double glass doors with the light pouring out from inside. Then there was Nancy right in the middle of the doorway, reaching out with what seemed to be her right hand but was really her left. That made sense because she was holding something, a bag, with her right hand. 

  “You’re right-handed?” 

 She glanced at me. “Yeah…” 

 And then everything in the foreground was dark and out of focus. It was as though there was a split, two distinct parts to the picture. The dark blur of the foreground, and the bright clarity of the background. 

 I felt the hair on my head prickle, and I went cold. I was suddenly aware that I had been extremely stupid. I still wasn’t sure why, or how, but something in my mind was screaming at me that if the background was clear and the foreground was dark and blurry, the foreground was where I needed to be looking. 

 This was not about Nancy Pierce. 

 Then things started to slot into place. The hazy, grainy figure getting into or out of the car right in the foreground was wrong. It was what had been troubling me since Dehan spotted that the photograph was inverted. Because the person getting in or out was on the left of the car. You could just make out the steering wheel. But if the picture was inverted it ought to be on the other side. 

 My brain was scrambling. Had he cut the picture in half and only inverted the top? That didn’t make any sense. What would be the point of doing that? So what other explanation could there be? The only explanation was that the car wasn’t American. The car was English. 

 “Shit!” I shouted and ran. “Maria! Call Dehan. Tell her to be armed and check her apartment. He’s going after her! I’m on my way!” 

 I scrambled into my car and hit the gas. I called for backup and burned rubber down Crotona Park North, did sixty the wrong way on Crotona Park East, and skidded onto Southern Boulevard. Then I floored the pedal. It took me less than a minute to cover the mile, and it was a miracle I didn’t kill myself or somebody else. I screamed right into 167th, floored the pedal again, and then screamed left at the junction, going the wrong way again, into Dehan’s street. I skidded to a halt outside her door and jumped out.  

 My phone was ringing. It was Maria. “She’s not answering.” 

 I could hear sirens approaching. 

 “Okay. I’m here.” 

 I hung up and pressed all the bells at the same time. As they answered, I yelled, “NYPD! Open up!” 

 The lock buzzed. I slammed through and ran up the stairs. She was on the fifth. By the time I got there I was gasping for air and my legs were shaking, but I didn’t pause. I pulled my piece, shot out the lock and pushed in, screaming, “Dehan! Dehan!” 

 I checked the kitchen. It was clear. I burst into the living room. The light was on, but the room was empty. I was still screaming her name like a maniac. It was a one-bedroom apartment. I could only have been there a few seconds. I kicked in the bedroom door, holding my gun out in front of me. 

 The bedroom was dark, but the bathroom door was open and there was light coming out. There was a figure in the bathroom door, in silhouette, staring at me. It took me a full three seconds to register that it was Dehan. She was wearing pajamas, and her hair was wet. “What the fuck, Stone…?” 

 I was aware that I was shaking. I tried to control it and said, “You’re okay…” It wasn’t a question. 


“Yeah. I’m okay…” 

 I went to her and put my arms around her, hugging her hard for a couple of seconds, more to reassure myself that she was okay. I let her go and looked into her face. She was smiling uncertainly. I heard voices calling from the door. 

 “Detective Stone! NYPD!” 

 “Okay, I’m here.” I holstered my piece and stepped out. “Sorry, guys, another false alarm.” 

 The patrolman pointed at the blown lock. “What’s this?” 

 “I thought Detective Dehan was at risk.” 

 He frowned curiously at me. “You got this?” 

 “I’ve got it.” 


“Okay…” 

 They left and I went back to Dehan. She was standing in her bedroom door.  

 “You want to tell me what’s going on?” 

 “You weren’t answering your phone.” 

 “I was in the shower. I guess I didn’t hear it. But that’s no reason to shoot out my lock, Stone.” 

 “Sit down.” 

 She sat on the sofa, and I sat next to her. I showed her the photograph. “Look at the car in the foreground. Look at the woman who’s about to open the door.” 

 She stared at it a moment, frowning. Then she gave an involuntary intake of breath, and her hand went to her mouth. She stared at me, and she looked scared. 

 “Dehan, it was never about Nancy. He called me after I dropped you off. He was laughing. All he said was, ‘tick tock.’ It made me look at the photograph again. He must have taken it when you borrowed my car to go shopping.” 

 “I’m his fucking target? I’m not even blonde!” 

 “Pack a bag. You’re coming back to my place, and I am going to stick to you like glue.” 

 She nodded, and for a moment she looked small and vulnerable. “Thanks, Stone.” 





EIGHTEEN


 I put her to bed in the spare room, and I sat in the living room watching TV till the sky turned gray over a wet dawn. Then I climbed the stairs and looked in on her. She was sleeping, snoring softly. I sat in the armchair in the corner and closed my eyes. That must have been about six thirty.  

 It felt like I had just closed my eyes, but I felt her shaking me gently, and when I opened them, she was showered and dressed, and there was a gray light in the room. I looked at the bedside clock. It was seven thirty.  

 She said, “Get in the bed, Stone. Get a couple of hours’ sleep. I’ll call you at nine thirty for breakfast.  

 I shook my head. “Make bacon and coffee. I’ll be down in twenty. I’ll get some sleep this afternoon.” 

 I had a cold shower, which got rid of the grogginess, and then the smell of bacon and coffee did the rest. I sat and she piled my plate with rashers, two eggs, and toast. Then she poured my coffee and sat opposite me. 

 “Stone, we have to pull Dave in.” 

 I ate, drank coffee, and thought. 

 “Okay.” I ate, drank, and thought a bit more. “On what charge?” 

 “Not arrest him. Interrogate him. Put him under pressure and see what happens to him.” 

 I looked at her and nodded. “Yeah. Okay.” 

   

 David was at his office and agreed to come with us without any objection. Fischer came out to see what was going on and took me aside.  

 “Are you arresting him?” 

 “No, we just want to ask him some questions down at the station.” 

 “Does he need a lawyer?” 

 “That’s up to him, Mr. Fischer, but we are not accusing him of anything.” 

 He looked past me at where David was standing with Dehan, staring at his feet. “David, do you want me to call Sam?” 

 David didn’t say anything. He just shook his head. 

 We drove in silence. Dehan sat by his side in the back and stared at him all the way. Even in the mirror I could tell he was nervous. We put him in the interrogation room and asked him if he wanted coffee. He said he didn’t. I took Dehan outside the room and asked her, “You want to sit this one out?” 

 She shook her head. “No.” 

 “Okay. But I want you cool.” 

 She said she was cool, and we went back in. We sat. He was sitting with his feet together and his hands in his lap. His eyes were lowered.  

 I took a moment to think, then said, “David, I was just wondering if you could clarify a few things for me that I don’t understand.” 

 His jaw was rigid when he answered, like he was trying to talk with his mouth closed. 


“If I can…” 

 “You told your uncle that twice a year, in July and December, you attend computer conventions and conferences so that you can stay abreast of developments in the IT world.” 

 His eyes shifted around, left and right, like he was mentally measuring the tabletop. I waited, and after a while he said, “That’s not a question. I don’t know how to answer you.” 

 Dehan looked at me like she wanted to slap him around the head. I ignored her. 

 “Okay, that’s true. Is it also true that you told your uncle that you attend those IT conferences?” 

 His cheeks colored and he gave a very small, private smile. 

 “Yes.” 

 “Now, here’s the thing. We checked and we found that there are no fixed IT conferences for those dates, every year. So, what I would like to know is, what have you been doing for the last twelve years, when your uncle thought you were attending IT conferences?” 

 He was silent again, with his eyes darting this way and that and his jaw working. Dehan said, “You going to answer the question, David?” 

 I glanced at her, but she ignored me. 

 I sighed. “I know it’s a difficult question to answer, Dave…” 

 “David.” 


“David. I know it’s a difficult question to answer…” 

 “I have to insist on being called David.” 

 I paused. Dehan sighed. 

 I asked him, “Is that a decision you made for yourself, David?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Did somebody help you to make that decision?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Who helped you?” 

 “Dr. Stephens.” 

 “Is Dr. Stephens your psychologist?” 

 “Psychiatrist.” 

 “How long have you been seeing Dr. Stephens?” 

 “Thirteen years, th-three months, and four days.” 

 I gave a small laugh of admiration. “You have quite a memory.” 

 He smiled and there was clearly pleasure in his face. “I have an ei-eidetic memory. I have almost t-total recall.” 

 He was stammering on his longer sentences.  

 “I know a few psychiatrists. They are interesting people. They don’t see things the same way as other people, do they?”  

 He shook his head and murmured, “They’re smart.” 

 “They’re smart,” I agreed. “Like, most people would think telling the truth is good, lying is bad, right?” 

 His eyes were darting again, and his jaw started working. This was his tell, but it was a tell that said he was trying to frame a sentence.  

 “Dr-Dr. Stephens says, do w-what you need to do… t-to get strong…” 

 Dehan snapped, “Does that include killing young women?” 

 His face went crimson, and his eyes locked on to the table like a vice. I glared at Dehan. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were bright with anger. 

 “Will you excuse us a moment, David? Detective Dehan, a word outside, please.” We stepped into the corridor. I closed the door and said, “Are you going to hold it together or not? You just sabotaged my interrogation. I’m going to try and get it back on track, but I don’t know how much damage you’ve done.” 

 “I’m sorry. I’ll keep it together.” 

 “He’s not going to talk with you in the room. For now just stay in the observation room.” 

 She nodded. “Okay. I’m sorry.” 

 I went back in and sat down. “Wooh! Women!” 

 He smiled, but he looked scared. 

 “You never know what they are going to do next. So, where were we? We were talking about Dr. Stephens. And if I understand you, he advised you to lie to your uncle and your mother about where you go in July and December. Am I right?” Before he could answer, I went on. “I want you to know that as far as I can see, I don’t need to tell your uncle and your mother that you have been lying to them.” 

 I gave him a while to think about that.  

 “So did he advise you to lie to them?” 

 He nodded. “Yes.” 

 “Okay, a good doctor. So let’s start with the cities you go to. Where do you go in July?” 

 He stared hard into the right-hand corner of the room. This was a different tell. Now he was deciding if he wanted to tell me or not. Finally, he said, “San Diego.” 

 “Nice town. How about December?” 

 “L-Los Angeles.” 

 “L.A., huh? Okay, David, we are doing really well.” He smiled. “Now what I need to understand is what it is you do in San Diego in July.” 

 His face flushed and his eyes shone. He stared hard into the corner. I raised my hands and gave a small laugh. “Hey! I’m with Dr. Stephens. Whatever it takes to get you strong.” 

 He licked his lips, kept pursing them. There were tears in his eyes. “B-bring your… bring your dreams a-a…” 

 “Alive?” 

 He nodded. He looked like he thought I was going to start beating him. I thought for a while. After a bit, I said, “That’s all any of us want. There is nothing wrong with that, is there?” 

 He shook his head. “Mom… Mom and Uncle Howard say that m-my dreams are ch-ch…” 

 “Childish?” 

 “Yes. And w-w…” 

 “Wicked?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “What is it about your dreams that they say is childish and wicked? Can you give me an example?” 


“B-B…” He paused. “Batman. Conan…” 

 “You like Marvel and DC comics, huh? I like them myself. I once met Stan ‘the Man’ Lee in person.” 

 He was smiling into the corner. “I shook his hand.” 

 “So are you telling me you go to Comic Con?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “And how about in the evenings?” The smile faded. “Did Dr. Stephens tell you not to talk about it?” He nodded. “But you can tell me, David. Just like you told me everything else, because you know I get it. I understand.” 

 His face flushed again, and he stared down at his fingers. He was ashamed—ashamed of his pleasure. “I visit my f-friends.” 

 “Girlfriends?” 

 He nodded. 

 “Do you enjoy those visits?” 

 Again the secret smile. “Th-they do nice things to me…” 

 “Does Dr. Stephens give you special pills to help with that?” 


“I h-had e-e…” He stopped and breathed. “Erectile d-dysf-f…” 

 “Dysfunction? You had erectile dysfunction?” 

 “But he gave me pills. Now I’m okay…” 

 I nodded. “That’s good. Let me see your shoes, David, will you?” 

 He frowned at me. He pulled his chair back and stood up, then walked around so I could look down at his shoes. They were blue-and-white Converse trainers. 

 “Thanks. They’re nice shoes. Do you have any special leather shoes that you use for special occasions?” 

 He shook his head. “No. These are the only sh-shoes I like.” 

 “Okay, David, let’s take a break. I’m going to take you back to work in a while. But for now just take a break. You okay?” 

 He nodded at the corner.  

 I stepped outside and opened the door to the observation room. It was empty. I poked my head into the detectives’ room. She wasn’t at our desk. I asked a couple of people. Nobody had seen her. I went downstairs. I looked outside. It was raining. Don was on the desk. “You seen Detective Dehan?” 

 “Yeah. She went out about five minutes ago.” 

 I called her on my cell. It rang a couple of times, then cut off. I looked at my watch. Maybe she was at the deli getting lunch. My phone rang. It was Dehan. I felt an unexpected surge of relief. I pressed the green button and said, “Where are you?” 

 There was a moment’s silence, and then a giggle and a voice that was almost all breath said, “Tick… tock… tick… tock…” 





NINETEEN


 I had a strange sensation like the world rocked. I could hear the blood pounding in my head, and there was a voice telling me it was essential to stay calm and focused because Dehan’s life depended on me not fucking up. My hands were shaking, but I managed to call Bernie at the bureau. 

 “Bernie, he has Dehan…” 

 “What are you talking about, Stone?” 

 “I haven’t got time to explain. He took her in the last five or ten minutes.” 

 “Who did? You’re not making sense.” 

 “The serial killer! The guy who cut off the girl’s arms twelve years ago, goddamn it! He took Dehan about five minutes ago. I need you to trace her GPS on her phone!” 


“You’ve got techs who can do that…” 

 “For crying out loud, Bernie! By the time I get through the red tape she could be dead! Just do it!” 

 I was shouting. Several people turned to look at me.  

 “Okay, buddy. Take it easy. I’ll do it.” 

 I went inside and ran up the stairs to the captain. I went in without knocking. 

 “Stone!” 

 “Dehan has been abducted.” 

 “What? When? By whom?” 

 “The serial killer we’ve been tracking down. She was convinced it was David Hansen. But while I was interrogating him, she was abducted.” I told him about the phone call. 

 He was reaching for the phone. “We can have them track her GPS.” 

 “The bureau are on it already.” 

 He looked startled. 

 “It was quicker. We need a BOLO.” 

 He frowned. “But what are we looking out for?” 

 “I don’t know! Goddamn it!” 

 “Get a grip, Stone. She needs you cool right now.” 

 I breathed. “Put out a BOLO on Detective Dehan. Approach with extreme care. She has been abducted. Also, an all points, I need to talk to the last person who saw Detective Dehan when she left the building. There must have been patrolmen or women coming in and out.” 

 As I was talking, I was leaving his office and running down the stairs. I went to the desk sergeant and took him aside. 

 “Don. Dehan has been abducted.” 

 “Shit!” 

 “You saw her step outside. I need to talk to any patrolmen and women who were coming in or leaving and may have seen her.” 

 He nodded. “Yeah! Andersen was going out just behind her. She’s outside now. She ain’t left yet…” 

 I was already running, shouting, “Andersen! Andersen!” 

 She was just climbing in her car. She stopped and turned to face me.  

 “Hey, Detective…” 

 “You saw Dehan, ten, fifteen minutes ago.” 

 “Sure.” 

 “She was abducted moments after you saw her.” 


“Holy…” 

 “Think. Where was she going? What was she doing? What vehicles were near her…?” 

 She stared at me. 

 “Let’s go inside. I need a full statement from you. Every second is crucial.” 

 As we were going in, my phone rang. It was Bernie. 

 “Stone!” 

 “We’ve located her phone.” 

 “Where?” 

 “Headed north on I-95. Our techs are talking to your techs, and there’s an agent talking to your captain right now.” 

 I said to Andersen, “Talk to the captain!” I ran for my car. “Bernie, I am in pursuit. What channel do I need?” 

 He told me. I fired up the Jag and took off toward the I-95 like a bat out of hell. I tuned the radio as I went and checked in.  

 “Detective John Stone, headed east on the Bruckner Expressway in pursuit of suspect vehicle headed north on I-95.” 

 The voice came back over the radio. 

 “We have an eye in the sky, Detective. What is your vehicle?” 

 “1964 Jaguar Mark II, burgundy, doing one hundred MPH.” 

 The radio crackled. “I see you, Detective. Suspect vehicle is about two miles ahead of you doing fifty miles per hour. You should be on him in a little less than two minutes, Detective.” 

 I was weaving in and out of the traffic trying to keep the needle at 100. I was pissing a lot of people off, but I didn’t give a damn. 

 “Describe the suspect vehicle? What am I looking for?”  

 “Dark seven-seater, smoked windows. Could be a Chrysler.” 

 A big SUV pulled out in front of me. I braked, swerved, almost hit a truck, switched lanes, and hit the gas. I watched the needle climb to one twenty, which was about as fast as she’d go.  

 The radio crackled again. 

 “You are approaching your target, Detective. He’s about a quarter of a mile ahead of you, and you are closing fast. He is in the slow lane just going under the Country Club Road bridge now. He’s about eighteen or twenty cars ahead of you.” 

 I kept going, swerving, weaving, jumping lanes. I switched the channel and barked, “Dispatch! Where is my backup?” 

 More hiss and crackle and, “We have four cars about to intercept at Pelham Bay Park.” 

 I switched channels again and started to slow. 

 Crackle. “He is ten cars ahead of you on your right. Nine cars… eight… seven… You should have visual now, Detective. Dark Chrysler, seven-seater, smoked windows…” 

 “I see him.” 

 I pulled into the next lane and eased up behind him. I figured if he looked, he’d catch sight of me in his mirror, and that suited me fine. I wanted this son of a bitch to panic. He could see me, but he couldn’t see the four patrol cars that were about to descend on him and box him in.  

 They came in behind us as we passed the junction. The guy didn’t accelerate. He maintained his fifty miles per hour and stayed in the slow lane. Two of the patrol cars pulled ahead and slipped in, one in front of him and the other in front of me. Meanwhile, behind us, the other two cars did the same. He didn’t try to squeeze out or ram us. He didn’t panic. 

 The other drivers on the road could see something was going down and were giving us a wide berth. The squad cars had their lights flashing now, and the car behind blasted his siren and hailed him. 

 “Pull over to the side of the road! Kill your engine. Put your hands out of the window and remain in your car.” 

 The Chrysler indicated right and began to slow, then pulled onto the hard shoulder and stopped. The uniforms were climbing out of their cars and drawing their weapons. I didn’t wait. I didn’t give a damn about procedure. I jumped out and ran. He was opening the window to show us his hands. I wrenched open the door and dragged him out. 

 He was about five eleven, two hundred and twenty pounds, dark and swarthy. I had never seen him before in my life. I slammed him against the side of the van. Patrolmen were running up, pulling open the other doors, shouting, “Clear!” “Clear!” 

 I didn’t bother cuffing him. Right then what I most wanted in the world was for him to take a swing at me. My face was an inch from his, and I snarled, “Where is she, you son of a bitch? Where is she?” 

 He looked terrified. 

 “Who?” 

 They had every door on the vehicle open. They were searching the floor, under the seats, and in the glove compartments. There was nothing.  

 I lowered my voice so only he could hear me, “I swear to you, if you have harmed a hair, if you have hurt her in any way… Tell me where she is, or I will not answer for what I do next…” 

 There was an icy wind coming in off the river, but he was sweating and I could feel his legs trembling. “Look, I am on my way to pick up my family because we’re going away for the weekend. I have no idea who you’re looking for, or why you think I have her. You’ve made some kind of mistake…” 

 Even through my rage, I could see something was wrong. I asked him, “Where have you come from?” 

 “I… um…” 

 “Where were you before you drove here?” 

 “The pharmacy…” 

 “Rite Aid? On Storey and Croes?” 

 “Yeah…” 

 “Shit!” 

 Right at the back of the station, with a large parking lot. She had been there—right there!—in the lot, while I was on the phone to Bernie, talking to the captain. I got on the ground, lay on my back, and crawled under the van. It took me two minutes to find it. It was stuck with duct tape to the bottom of the chassis, by the side door.  

 I scrambled out, stood up, and looked at it. My heart was pounding. I wasn’t close to panic. I was panicking. The screen displayed a timer. It was set to go off in three hours. I peeled off the tape and put it in an evidence bag. I gave it to one of the patrolmen. “Take this to the lab. It is absolute priority. Detective Dehan has three hours, then she dies. You understand me? See if they can get any prints off it. Do it now.” 

 They ran and the car took off with sirens wailing. I returned to the driver. I showed him my badge and told him my name. “I need you to think real hard. Did you see anything—anything—that struck you as odd or out of place near your vehicle? Anyone standing nearby?” 

 He shook his head. 

 “Who was parked next to you?” 

 “I don’t know, Detective. They were cars, just normal cars. There was nothing out of the ordinary.” He hesitated. “About…” He closed his eyes, counting in his mind, his right hand held out, positioning to the vehicle in his mind. “Four cars down, opposite, an old, beat-up Cherokee Jeep. Dark green. It stood out because it was old. Maybe early ’90s. But that is all.” 

 My cell rang. It was the captain.  

 I said to the guy, “Listen. I’m sorry. Give your details to the sergeant. We may need to talk to you again.” I walked back to my car, answering the phone. “He is playing us like a fucking violin. He had Dehan’s phone taped to the underside of this guy’s chassis…” 

 “Stone, listen to me.” 

 “What?” 

 “It’s Zak.” 

 “What about him?” Before he could answer, I went on, “Captain, when I recovered the phone, it was set on a timer. It’s set for three hours. We all know what that means. He is going to kill her in three hours, at six p.m. Zak is the bureau’s headache. I haven’t got time for…” 

 “Shut up, Stone.” 

 He said it quietly, so I did. 

 “What?” 

 “Couple of days ago, a neighbor reported to the Cumberland County sheriff that there seemed to be people at the Hellfire Club again. They sent over a deputy. Zak was there and the deputy tried to arrest him. He shot the deputy and fled. The deputy managed to radio for help, but by the time they got there, Zak was long gone.” 

 “Why are you telling me this, Captain?” 

 “Because you need to know. Now just shut up, John, and listen to me.” 


“Okay.” 

 “The deputy said he was not driving a bike. He drove away in an old model Cherokee. Looked like a ’95 model. Green.” He paused. My head was spinning. I had a flash in my mind of arriving at the club. Bikes. A Land Rover. A green Cherokee. The captain was saying, “Now, I am half-inclined to hand this over to somebody else, John…” 

 “Don’t do that, Captain.” 

 “Can you hold it together?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “One of your neighbors called in earlier today. The message did not get to you because it was left on your desk, and you have barely been at the station house.” 

 “What did the message say?” 

 “There had been a suspicious-looking man, looked like a Hell’s Angel, banging on your door. He left driving a green, early-model Cherokee.” 

 “Son of a bitch.” 

 “We put out an APB. The car has been spotted.” 

 “He was parked behind the precinct. In the Rite Aid parking lot.” 

 “Today?” 

 “When Dehan was abducted. Near the car where her phone was taped. Where is the Jeep now?” 

 He heaved a huge sigh. “At an old, abandoned church, at Jones Point, on the river. It’s opposite Peekskill…” 

 “I know where it is. I’m on my way there.” 

 “John, do not go. The bureau has this.” 

 “Fuck the bureau!” 

 “What?” 

 “I said I trust the bureau. You’re breaking up, Captain. Gotta go.” 

 I hung up and switched off my phone. 





TWENTY


 I took East 222nd across to the River Bronx Expressway. Then I broke the speed limit all the way to Elmsford. There I took I-287 across the Tappan Zee Bridge and scorched through Nyack onto the Palisades Interstate Parkway. I came off at Stony Point. After that I had to slow down, because the road wound and twisted, meandering among secluded clapboard houses and woodlands.  

 The light was beginning to fade, and the roads were wet and shiny with drizzle, but I couldn’t afford to drop below fifty. The Jag gripped the road like it was nailed to it, and I prayed to whatever gods look after reckless cops that I wouldn’t encounter anyone on the road around the next bend. Because I would not be able to stop. 

 Then, at Tomkin Cove, I was suddenly out in open countryside. I floored the pedal and did a hundred and twenty along the riverbank. I came to a fork in the road and slammed on the brakes. I knew where I was. There was a parking lot on the left, and I pulled in and stopped. I climbed out of the car and cocked my automatic. The way I was feeling right then, Zak would be a very lucky man indeed if he went away for life. 

 He’d be a lucky man to make it to the trial. 

 I moved down the road at a steady run. There were dense areas of trees and bushes on either side, and though they were bare of leaves, they were thick enough to provide cover in the failing light. I came in sight of the church and hunkered down behind a tree. The road forked again just ahead, and the left branch curved in a crescent through an open esplanade of grass, where the old church stood with gabled roof and spire. Parked out front, on a patch of muddy lawn across the road, were a green Cherokee and a Ford pickup. That meant I was dealing with six of them, tops. 

 Even if the main entrance to the church was open, which I doubted, going in that way was not an option. I began to circle back, through the trees, to see if there was a rear entrance to the vestry. I covered about a hundred and twenty yards at a ducking run, to what looked like a toolshed set about thirty yards back from the front of the church. It was dusk turning to dark, but I could see a red door. There were no windows. 

 I paused to think. I needed some kind of plan. The Feds would arrive at some point, and when they did, I knew exactly what was going to happen. Storming a stone church with no windows and only two doors was not easy, and the whole damn situation would degenerate into some kind of Waco-style standoff. I could not afford to do that. 

 I checked Dehan’s phone. I had less than two and a half hours. That meant one thing: my plan was to go in and get her. There was no time for anything else. 

 I readied myself for the sprint to the door and heard a soft click in my ear. 

 “Freeze. Put down the gun and tell me who you are.” 

 My mind flashed through the options. If he was one of Zak’s Angels, he wouldn’t be asking me who I was. He’d just blow me away. That meant this was a Fed. I said, “I’m Detective John Stone. I’m here to get my partner out of that church alive before you Feds set up a Waco circus here, and I am not going to put down my gun. Are we clear?” 

 The guy sighed. “At least show me your badge.” 

 I showed him. 

 “I can’t let you go in there, pal. They’re on their way. Your captain is with them, and the instructions were very clear. ‘When Stone arrives, clap him in irons if you need to, do not let him go in.’” 

 I turned and looked at him. If he was standing up, he would be six six at least. He’d probably been a quarterback at college and looked as tough as concrete. He smiled and held out his hand. “Agent King.” 

 I gave him my best rueful smile and shifted my automatic to my left hand. He thought I did it so we could shake. He was wrong. I did it so I could land a right cross on his jaw that would have put an elephant to sleep. He fell back with a soft splat in the wet grass, and I sprinted to the door. I had about five minutes, if that, before the circus arrived. I tried the handle and was not surprised to find it was locked. I took off my jacket and wrapped it around the barrel of my gun. It muffled some of the sound when I blew out the lock. I waited. Nobody came storming out, so I inched open the door and edged in. 

 I was in a short corridor. There were a couple of doors that looked like storerooms. At the end, the passage opened out into the nave of the church, and I could see a few rows of pews. From the left, there was a soft glow of light. I moved forward a couple of feet and peered around. There was the altar, and beyond it, in the transept, somebody had some candles burning, and I could hear the murmur of voices. I waited, hoping to hear a female voice. I didn’t. 

 What I did hear was the thud of a chopper and the wail of sirens. Then I heard cussing and swearing, and I saw six Angels, all armed, run toward the main door at the far end of the church. There was a gallery above the door that I figured had room for about eight pews. At the back there was a window. The access to the gallery was via a short wooden staircase. Four of them took positions covering the door, and Zak and another scrambled up the stairs to look out of the window.  

 Even these guys were not stupid enough to forget they had a back door. I had a matter of a few seconds in which to decide what I was going to do.  

 Zak made a noise like a wounded pterodactyl that turned out to be a laugh. “We got a whole fuckin’ army out here, boys! We are gonna have a bloodbath!” He leaned over the gallery and said, “Hey! Gas, Lenny. Take the back door.” He turned back to the window as Gas and Lenny started moving down the center aisle toward me. 

 It was now. It had to be now. And as I thought that, the bullhorn started bellowing outside and Zak started shouting abuse back at it. I didn’t aim for the approaching Angels. I aimed for the two at the front door. I figured the shot at twenty yards and aimed for the middle of the body. They were big bodies; it was hard to miss. I squeezed off four rounds—two double taps. With all the noise of the chopper and the bullhorn, they went down in silence. 

 Gas and Lenny saw the flames spit from the muzzle of my gun in the shadows, and for a moment they stood staring. They were only about ten yards away. I’m a good shot and I was real mad, so they got it between the eyes.  

 Then I ran. I sprinted along the side aisle and took the stairs two at a time. Zak had smashed the window and was leaning out, screaming abuse at the Feds outside. His pal looked at me in astonishment as I came up the stairs. Instead of shooting me, he stared down into the nave, looking for his pals, trying to understand. Maybe Mephistopheles could explain it to him when he got to Hell. I shot him through his right eye, and he sank to his knees. Zak turned. He brought his shotgun around, but it was too late. I drove my fist into his belly, and we both went crashing to the floor.  

 I don’t know if he was tough, or if he just enjoyed the pain. A normal guy would have been curled up in the fetal position vomiting. He just grinned, grabbed me by the throat, and started strangling me. It’s surprisingly difficult to punch somebody when you are lying down, especially if they have their hands around your throat. So I didn’t even try. Instead I forced my elbow between his arms, placed it on his eye, and leaned on him, hard. He screamed and thrashed his legs like a speared fish, then let go of my throat and started tearing at my hair.  

 Somehow, he scrambled out from underneath me and connected two powerful blows that sent me reeling against the wall. Outside, the bullhorn was still going. Zak came at me. I drove my fist in his belly again, but he didn’t seem to feel it. He grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and hurled me toward the edge of the gallery. I staggered and stumbled, and he rushed at me, screaming. We collided and fell against the rail. For a moment I was going over. I clawed at his beard with my left hand. He backed away and pulled me back with him. I came forward, and as I did so, I smashed my right fist into his head. 

 However high you are, there are laws of physics that still apply. I saw his eyes roll and his legs wobble, and I laid into him until he fell on the floor. Then I cuffed him and ran down to the south transept, reaching for my cell. I dialed the captain. 

 “Stone! Where the hell are you?” 

 “In the church. Dehan isn’t here.” I swore violently and kicked a few pews. “Check the pickup and the Cherokee.” 

 “But… who’s in there?” 

 “They’re all dead, except Zak.” 

 I hung up and ran up the stairs. I had a few seconds before the 7th Cavalry came pouring in. I grabbed Zak by the scruff of his neck and woke him up with two powerful slaps. His eyes stared at me like animated saucers. I leaned down real close to him and snarled, “You have fifteen seconds, Zak. Where is she or I will gut you with a blunt screwdriver. Where is she?” 

 His head flopped back, and he closed his eyes. “I killed her, man. Out by the fucking lake at Camp Kaufmann.” 

 I stared at him. The church was rocking. I said, “No, you haven’t had time.” 

 He narrowed his eyes at me. “What the fuck are you talking about?” 

 “Detective Dehan! Where have you put Detective Dehan?” 

 He laughed. “Oh dear, have we lost Detective Dehan?” 

 There were feet running, tramping up the stairs, and a voice saying, “Put the gun down, Detective. Put the gun down!” 

 I half turned. There was a special agent pointing a gun at me, and the captain was coming up the stairs behind him. I put my gun in my holster and stood. 

 “Go fuck yourself, Special Agent. I just did your goddamn job for you.” 

 I pushed past the captain and went down the stairs to the nave. The place was crawling with Feds who kept giving me quizzical looks. They were crouching over the bodies and sealing off the area. The agent I had just told to fuck himself came down with the captain. He showed me his badge. “I am Special Agent Turner. Did you kill these men?” 

 “No, it was the Tooth Fairy. Of course I killed them.” 


“There will have to be an investigation, Detective Stone…” 

 I burst out laughing. “In to how I used excessive force against six heavily armed Hell’s Angels who were about to open fire on federal agents? Be my guest. You done?” 

 His face flushed. “There is also the matter of the agent you knocked out!” 

 “He was pointing a gun at me. Now are we done? Because right now there is the matter of my partner, who will be murdered in two hours!” I turned and pointed at Zak, who was being led down the stairs. “And that man knows where she is!” 

 He leered at me as he was led past. 

 Turner scowled at me. “Make yourself available, Detective.” 

 “Screw you, Special Agent!” 

 He ignored me and walked out. 

 We were silent for a moment. Then the captain said, “Stone, professionally I cannot condone what you have done. But I get it, and I will back you all the way.” 

 I stared at him.  

 “Where is she, Captain?” 





TWENTY-ONE


 I sat on the steps of the church. The drizzle had turned to freezing rain. The wet blacktop beyond the grass pulsed with red and blue over a silver sheen. The meat wagons had arrived, and the gurneys made a grim procession, driven by men and women in glistening masks, ferrying the dead out of the church, while the Feds set about the business of minutely analyzing the crime scene.  

 I was staring at Dehan’s phone. I had one hour and fifty minutes. I hadn’t a single lead. And with every passing minute, the chances of finding her alive diminished. I kept asking myself, where was she going? Why had she left the observation room? 

 I flipped to her call register. Five minutes before I’d finished the interrogation with David, she had received a call from a cell phone. If it had been Zak or Peter, she would have put her head in the door and told me. The fact that she hadn’t meant it was either private or she didn’t think it was important. Somebody she’d met recently? A guy she’d given her number to? But if she didn’t think it was important, why did she leave the observation room? I tried to visualize Dehan walking out of an interrogation to talk to a guy. It didn’t work. That wasn’t the Dehan I knew… 

 And so I kept going, around and around in circles. 

 I looked over at Newman, talking to a Fed. 

 “Captain!” He approached me across the muddy grass. I showed him the phone. “This number called Dehan five minutes before she was taken. Two gets you twenty it’s a prepaid, unregistered phone, but can you have it checked anyhow?” 

 He nodded and reached for his cell. “Sure.” 

 I scrolled down through her calls as he walked away. I could hear him saying, “Yeah, trace a number for me, will you…?” 

 There was no record of that number having called her before or of her calling that number. So the chances of the call being related to some private, personal matter were slim at best. Which meant it was a call related to work, to this case… 

 Slowly, as the rain fell on the gleaming cars and vans and the blacktop, and the icy air crept off the river and felt its way into my muscles and my blood, the clear, simple reality began to dawn on me. This son of a bitch was all about showing you things the wrong way around. His game was to take the obvious and show it to you so that it looked like the opposite of what it was. The photograph was classic. That photograph was like a picture of him. It represented everything that he was about. Everything was the wrong way around and focused on the wrong person. That was him. That was the essence of how he operated. 

 All along, the focus had been on David. All along, the picture had been framed around David, with him as the focal point. But who was the photographer? Who was holding the camera and focusing the lens? Who had created the picture in the first place? Somebody nearby. Somebody clever. Somebody disciplined and organized. Somebody who was almost a mirror image of David. 

 I stood and walked to Turner, who was standing by one of the bureau vans. 

 “You got a computer I can use?” 

 He looked at me like I was a piece of shit somebody had failed to clean up. I sighed. 

 “Detective Dehan will die in less than two hours if I don’t find out where she is. I may have an idea, but I need a computer. Will you let me use one or not?” 

 He made an ugly face that even his mother would have wanted to slap. “I’m busy.” 

 I put my hand on his shoulder and leaned real close to his ear. “Turner, if you don’t give me a computer, first I am going to blow your testicles off. Then I am going to sue you for Detective Dehan’s wrongful death. I will take your job, your house, your car. I will break up your marriage, and I will make sure your kids hate your miserable guts for the rest of their lives. I will not stop, I will not desist, until I destroy you completely.” 

 I pulled back a little so he could look into my eyes and know that I meant it. He stared at me. I wasn’t shit anymore. Now I was a freak. I was moving up in the world. He leaned into the van and said, “Jerry, give me my laptop.” 

 He typed in his password and handed it to me. “I’ll check the history. Don’t do anything you might regret.” 

 I held his eye and tried to suppress the rage that was building inside me. “Right now, Special Agent Turner, you need to be worrying about whether I am going to do something you may regret. Stop waving your fucking dick around and get on the case.” 

 I took the computer into the church and started searching the land registry. It didn’t take long before I found what I was looking for. Peter Smith had a second house, on Jackson Avenue, in the Bronx. I knew the street. I knew the house. It was rough. Not what you would expect from Peter. 

 I went to call the captain, but he was coming for me. I said, “There is a chance she is at this address. We need to get there fast, and we need a warrant to search the property.” 

 “What property?” 

 “It’s a house on Jackson Avenue. It belongs to Peter Smith, the guy who owns the lockup. To be honest, I have never liked him as our guy, but…” I shook my head. “Unless I’m missing something really obvious, it’s either David or Peter, and now we know it’s not David. We are out of options.” 

 He held up his cell. “That number you asked me to trace? It was Peter’s cell.” 

 “What?” 

 “Let’s go. I’ll call Judge Sanders for search warrants on that place and his house.” 

 I drove fast. We were both silent. I was thinking hard as we roared down the darkened highway. In my mind, I could see almost the whole thing now. It all made perfect sense, and I was raging at myself for not having seen it before Dehan got taken. It had been obvious from the start. But that was how this guy operated. His genius, if that was what it was, was to invert things, turn them into negatives of themselves, show them back to front. 

 The only time the captain spoke was as we streaked between two sixteen-wheelers. “I do appreciate the urgency, John. But it would be useful to arrive there alive.” 

 I glanced at him and nodded, but I didn’t slow down. It was a journey that should have taken forty-five minutes. It took us barely half an hour.  

 There was a patrol car waiting at the house. Officer Sanchez and his partner climbed out as we pulled up. He handed the search warrants to the captain. I ran up the stairs, hammered on the door, and leaned on the bell. There was no reply. I took out my piece and shot out the lock.  

 I heard Sanchez say, “Woah!” I didn’t give a damn. I ran in. Captain Newman, Sanchez, and his partner were right behind me. There was a short passage that led to a kitchen at the back. A door on the left opened into a living room, and on the right, stairs led to an upper floor. 

 I pushed into the living room while the captain went to the kitchen and the patrolmen went upstairs. The living room was shabby and seedy. There was a sofa, and two armchairs in brown vinyl. A TV was positioned opposite the sofa, and stacked next to it on the floor was a collection of pornographic DVDs. There was a cheap dining table and four chairs, and beyond them a set of french doors looked onto an overgrown back garden. Whoever used this place didn’t use it for gardening. 

 The captain came in from the kitchen. “Nothing.” 

 Sanchez called down from upstairs. “Clear, Detective!” 

 I went up and had a look around. There were two bedrooms and a bathroom. In the bathroom, there were patches of mold on the walls. The mirror was speckled, and the floorboards creaked underfoot.  

 In the master bedroom, there was a large king-size bed. It looked like IKEA, new. The sheets were fresh and clean. There was a cheap carpet on the floor, but that was also new, as were the drapes on the window. The walls seemed to be recently painted. I looked in the wardrobe. The only clothes were women’s BDSM role-playing costumes. 

 In the second bedroom, the paper was peeling off the walls. There was a single aluminum-framed bed. The sheets were old, stained, and frayed. It was hard to imagine Peter in a place like this. And once again, I had the feeling that the picture was wrong. I had it all—almost. But something was missing. 

 I ran down the stairs and went out to the back garden. The captain followed. Sanchez flipped a switch in the kitchen and an outside light came on. Around the side of the house, I found a flight of stairs that led down to a door. I glanced at the captain. My heart was pounding.   

 “It’s a cellar.” 

 I pulled out my piece to shoot out the lock again, but Sanchez said, “Detective?” 

 I looked up. He was holding some keys. “They were by the light switch, in the kitchen.” 

 I nodded. I unlocked the door and went in, shouting, “Dehan! Dehan!” There was only an empty echo. 

 I hit the switch by the door. There was a boiler against one wall, pipes running across the ceiling, boxes, a washing machine and dryer. I went to every wall and knocked on each one to see if they were hollow. They were all solid. I examined the pipes for scrape marks made by cuffs. There was nothing there. She was not here. She had never been here. I felt the cold, white fingers of despair clenching inside. The captain, Sanchez, and his partner were staring at me.  

 “She’s not here, Stone.”  

 I checked Dehan’s phone. We had half an hour.  

 The captain spoke again. His voice sounded too loud in the empty cellar. “She’s not here. So she’s got to be at his house. And if she’s not there, we’ll make him tell us where she is.” 

 I nodded, but I couldn’t shake that feeling—the feeling that I was missing the main point, like when I kept looking at the photograph.  

 “We are missing something.” 

 He wasn’t listening. He made for the door. “Let’s go and pull this son of a bitch in.” 

 I followed him back up the stairs. We climbed into the Jag, and the patrol car led the way through the darkness and the rain, with its siren howling and its lights pulsing. We came fast down Bruckner Boulevard and turned in to Revere with the tires skidding and screeching on the wet road. We had ten minutes. 

 His vehicle was parked out front, and there was light in his windows. I jumped out of the car and ran. I hammered on the door and heard voices inside. Peter pulled the door open. He looked scandalized. 

 The captain was showing him the warrant as I pushed past him and ran up the stairs. I could hear Newman asking him, “Where were you this afternoon at three p.m.?” 

 I went into the master bedroom. I could hear Sanchez and his partner coming up behind me. I went onto the landing, pointing back into the bedroom. “Every drawer, under the bed, every inch for any trace of her.” 

 I checked the other bedrooms and shouted, “When you’re done in there, check the other rooms. Every damned inch!” 

 I ran down the stairs. The captain was still talking to Peter. Peter was saying, “I have been here all afternoon. My wife will attest to that!” 

 I butted in. “Is there a cellar?” 

 He still looked scandalized. “What?” 

 “Is there a cellar?” My voice rang out loud and ugly. I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. “Is there a goddamn cellar?” 

 He looked terrified. Jennifer had her hands over her mouth. He said, “Yes,” and led me to the kitchen. The cellar door was not locked. I switched on the light and ran down. Peter and the captain followed. As with the other house, it was one large room. There was a boiler against one wall. There was a washing machine and a dryer. There were boxes stacked here and there. I went to each wall, tapping, listening for a hollow echo. I felt sick. My heart was racing. I checked my phone. I had two minutes. 

 Suddenly, something snapped, and I lunged at him and grabbed him by the throat with my left hand. I had my automatic in my right, and I thrust it in his face and screamed at him, “Where is she? Tell me where you have her or I swear I’ll blow your fucking brains all over the walls!” 

 The captain was shouting at me, “John! John! Get a grip!” 

 Peter had his eyes closed and was repeating, “Oh God! Oh God! Oh God!” 

 Then there was a noise. It was loud and jarring, and we all stopped and stared at each other. My skin went cold and pasty, and I felt my hair prickle. It was an electronic beeping, like an alarm clock on a cell phone. 


I heard myself say, “No…” 

 I pulled Dehan’s phone from my pocket. The time was up. 

 And in that instant it hit me. 

 I ran. 

 I ran scrambling up the stairs. I could hear the captain shouting after me. I ignored him and bolted through the house. Jennifer was there, still with her hands over her mouth. I leapt down the steps and sprinted along the wet pavement toward Barkley Avenue, with the rain drenching my hair and my face. It must have taken me twenty seconds, no more, but each stride was an eternity. I skidded and fell on the corner. Scrambled to my feet and ran for the alley. 

 Another agonizing twenty seconds. My lungs were screaming. My heart was pounding so hard I felt my head was going to explode. I was screaming her name through the rain. I stared at the lockups. Which one?  

 “Which one?” 

 I blew the lock off Peter’s and hauled up the roller blind. It was empty. I ran across to the GCS units. I blew off the lock on the first and dragged up the blind. There were only computers. I went to the next, took aim, and that was when I smelled it. I froze. Then I put on the safety and hammered the padlock with the butt of my gun. It sprang and I dragged the door open. 

 There was a canister of butane gas. There was a valve with a timer attached. It was hissing loudly. Dehan was lying on the floor. Her wrists and ankles were tightly bound with duct tape. She had tape across her mouth. Her eyes were closed, and her skin was cold and pale like marble. 


I bit back the tears and whispered, “No… Oh no…” 

 I turned off the gas and picked her up in my arms. I carried her out into the rain and laid her on the ground. I pulled the tape from her mouth and felt for a pulse in her neck. There was nothing. She was dead. I pumped her chest, pinched her nose, and blew hard into her mouth. Pumped again on her chest. Blew hard into her mouth. Pumped.  

 I pulled my penknife from my pocket and cut the tape from her wrists, spreading her arms out to open up her lungs. I shouted at her, “Come on, goddamn it, Dehan! Don’t do this to me!” 

 I pounded hard on her chest again, pumped up and down, put my mouth over hers, and blew hard and steady. 

 She made a horrible noise, like a car that won’t start. Her eyes snapped open, and she gasped in great gulps of air. Then she rolled on her side and vomited, copiously. I stood and looked away, clenching my teeth and blessing the rain for hiding my tears, mixed with laughter and sobs of relief. 

 A figure was moving up the alley at a run. It was the captain. I shouted to him in a strangled voice. “She’s alive. But we need an ambulance!” 

 He stopped running and pulled his cell from his pocket, striding toward us as he dialed. I turned back to Dehan and knelt by her side. She looked yellow in the limpid light. She tried a smile but didn’t quite make it. 

 “I knew you’d come.” 

 I picked her up in my arms and carried her back toward Barkley Avenue. I said softly, “Who was it, Dehan? Who did this to you?” 

 She looked up into my face and touched my cheek with her fingers. “I don’t remember anything, Stone. Except I knew you’d come.” 





TWENTY-TWO


 I had my ass on my desk, and the captain was sitting in Dehan’s chair. It was nine p.m. and I had just got back from the hospital. 

 “How is she?” 

 “She’s very sick, but the doctor said she’ll make a full recovery in a day or two. She hadn’t inhaled enough gas to cause permanent damage. But if I had been a minute longer…” I shook my head. “Hell! If I had shot the lock, neither of us would be here right now.” 

 He smiled. “How many locks did you blow away today, John?” 

 “I guess I lost it.” 

 “You two are a good team. You care about each other.” 

 I shrugged. “What about Sanchez and his partner? Did they find anything?” 

 “Davis. Yup. In their bedroom, Sanchez found an envelope containing a silver David’s star on a chain. On the back, it was engraved ‘To Carmen Dehan, from Mom and Daddy, on her first birthday, May 9, 1991.’”  

 He tossed it on the desk. It was in a plastic evidence bag. I picked it up and looked at it. It was the one I had helped her put on in Oacoma.  

 “Anything else?” 

 “The duct tape you sent in? The piece that had her phone stuck to the guy’s van?” I nodded. “It’s the same as the stuff that was used to bind her ankles and wrists, and it has a clear thumbprint on it. Peter’s.” 

 I stared at him for a bit. “Just one?” 

 “That’s all they could get at the lab.” He studied my face a moment and decided to ignore my expression. “I’ve arrested him. He’s in the cell downstairs talking to his lawyer. Whenever you want to interrogate him…” 

 I gave a couple of slow nods. “Yeah, I’ll talk to him now.” 

 We walked together to the interrogation room. As I was going in, the captain put a hand on my arm.  

 “I’ll be in the observation room, John. You got your shit together?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “No more threats of violence. No more violence, or we lose the case.” 

 “I know. I’m okay.” 

 A couple of uniforms brought Peter in about five minutes later. He was cuffed and he sat opposite me. He looked very pale and very scared. His lawyer came in after him. He didn’t look happy either. He sat next to Peter and said, “My client is going to present a complaint against the city for police brutality. Are you Detective Stone?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “The complaint will cite you specifically, Detective Stone.” 

 “Fine. We are not here to discuss your civil suits, Mr. Smith. We are here to discuss your attempted murder of Detective Dehan.” 

 “That is a lie and an outrage! I have never laid a hand on Detective Dehan, or anybody else!” 

 I held up a hand. “Let’s take it one step at a time, shall we, Mr. Smith? I know you are a methodical man, and you like to do things methodically… isn’t that right, Peter?” 

 His lawyer put his hand on Peter’s arm. “You don’t need to answer that, Peter. Can we stick to the point, please, Detective Stone? My client has not been arrested for being methodical.” 

 Like most lawyers, this one was going to be a pain in the ass. 

 “Have you any reason for not wanting to acknowledge that you are methodical and systematic?” 

 Before his lawyer could intervene, his vanity got the better of him. “I am a methodical and systematic man. What of it?” 

 “So you’ll have no trouble telling me where you were yesterday afternoon at a quarter to three.” 

 “I already told your captain, I was at home, working.” 

 “Have you got anybody who can verify that?” 

 “Of course. My wife was with me the whole time.” 

 “Yeah, see, I was afraid you were going to say that. Because I, personally, wouldn’t believe a word your wife says in your defense, and neither will the jury, because she is so obviously terrified of you.” 

 “What? That’s ridiculous…” 

 “Is it? Why do you say that?” 

 “Why would my wife be terrified of me…?” 

 “I don’t know, Peter. Why would she be terrified of you?” 

 His lawyer spoke up. “Detective Stone, you are deliberately confusing my client, presenting his own question to him as though it were an admission.” 

 “Do you inflict physical violence on your wife, Peter? Or only psychological violence?” 

 “Don’t answer that.” 

 He swallowed. 

 I went on. “I am just trying to establish why she is so scared of you.” 

 “She isn’t!” 

 “Okay, so you claim that you were at home at two forty-five.” 

 “I don’t claim. I was at home.” 

 “So when you telephoned Detective Dehan, you called her from home?” 

 “What?” 

 “Peter, the question is a very clear, simple one. Did you telephone Detective Dehan from home at two forty-five yesterday afternoon?” 

 He was shaking his head and looking at me as though I was crazy. “I didn’t call her from anywhere. I haven’t telephoned Detective Dehan in my life. I don’t even know her number.” 

 I frowned at the file I had open in front of me. “But this is your number, isn’t it?” 

 I slid the print out across the table and pointed to where it showed the last call to Dehan’s cell. He stared at it a moment and then stared at me. 

 “But that’s my cell number.” 

 “Yes, Peter, that is your cell number. So when you made that call, at two forty-five, where were you?” 

 “No.” 

 “What do you mean, ‘no’?” 

 “You don’t get it. I did not make that call. I could not have made that call. I haven’t got my cell phone.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I lost my phone.” 

 I laughed. “When was that?” 

 “A couple of days ago.” 

 “How convenient.” 

 “I am telling you! I lost my phone!” 

 “Well, then, Peter, perhaps you can explain something else to me.” 

 “Dear God!” 

 “Have you ever seen this phone before?” I showed him Dehan’s phone in a plastic evidence bag. 

 “Not that I am aware of, no.” 

 “How about this duct tape?” 

 He shrugged. “It’s duct tape.” 

 “Have you ever seen that piece of duct tape before?” 

 “How the hell should I know? No! I haven’t!” 

 His lawyer said, “How is my client meant to tell that particular piece of tape from any other?” 

 “Well, you see, Peter, the thing is that you very carelessly left your thumbprint on that piece of tape.” 

 He narrowed his eyes at me. His lips worked like he was trying to form a word, like he couldn’t find words to describe just how stupid I must be.  

 “You’re lying, and you know you are lying.” 

 I turned the bag over to show him where the dusted thumbprint had shown up. “While you’re at it, Peter, maybe you can also tell me about this. What is this?” 

 I put Dehan’s pendant in front of him. He stared at it, shook his head, and shrugged. 

 “It’s a Jewish star. St. David’s. What do you want me to say?” 

 “I’d like you to tell me if you have seen it before.” 

 “No, I haven’t.” 

 “Then perhaps you can explain how it came to be in your bedside table drawer, and why it has your thumbprint on it.” 

 His jaw actually dropped, and his eyes bulged. “You are fabricating evidence!” 

 “It’s not that easy, Peter. Your lawyer will explain that to you.” 

 The lawyer was staring at the evidence bags on the table. He looked annoyed. “Don’t say anything else, Peter.” He looked at me. “I need some time to talk to my client.” 

 I collected up the evidence and closed the folder. I spoke to the lawyer for the first time. “I want to know about the arms in the lockup twelve years ago. I want to know about the skull in Oacoma and the torso at Miramar. I want to know about the trips to San Diego and L.A. I want to know how many girls he has killed and where their bodies are. You better start getting him adjusted to the fact that the game is over.” I looked at Peter. “Tick tock, Peter.” 

 I went downstairs and stood in the doorway, looking at the interminable silver needles of rain falling listless into the puddles on the road, making ripples that went nowhere. The cars in the lot shone wet, but their windshields looked black and blind. 

 What was I not seeing? What was I missing? 

 My cell rang. It was the lab. 

 “Stone? It’s Penny from the lab.” 

 “Hey, Penny. What have you got?” 

 “The skull you sent in?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “I thought you’d like to know. We managed to extract enough material for a DNA match with the arms.” 

 “That’s great. Is it the same girl?” 

 “Yes, it was the same girl.” 

 “Thanks, Penny.” 

 I hung up and stood staring at the burnished copper ripples on the road. Somewhere in San Diego, a mother and a father still didn’t know that their daughter was dead. I climbed the stairs, dialing the San Diego PD. I spoke to a Lieutenant Scott. I told him about the arms and about the skull, and that we had reason to believe that the victim was originally from San Diego. I said if he wanted, I could email him the details of the skull in case they had dental records they could match it with. 

 He thanked me, but he didn’t seem awfully interested. 





TWENTY-THREE


 I went back to the interrogation room. Peter looked even more drawn and pale. His lawyer looked even more unhappy than he had before. He drew breath to speak, but Peter said, “You are making a mistake!” 

 His lawyer looked irritated. “My client is adamant that this evidence is false.” 

 “So somebody is framing you, Peter?” 

 He nodded vigorously. “Yeah. You! You’ve had this case hanging there, unsolved, for twelve years because you are too damned incompetent to crack it, and now you want to close it so you think, oh, we’ll pin it on the guy who found the arms in the first place!” 

 I looked at his lawyer. “You should explain to your client just how difficult that would be.” 

 He ignored my suggestion and asked me, “Have you any more questions, Detective?” 

 “Yeah. Tell me about the house on Jackson Avenue.”  

 Petere closed his eyes and sank back in his chair. His lawyer was looking at him like he wanted to shoot him. “What is this now, Peter?” 

 Peter covered his face with his hands. “God! You people!” 

 “You had better explain. Did you take Dehan there?” 

 “No! For God’s sake, Detective!” He stuck his arm out, like he was pointing at the house on Jackson Avenue. “It’s a… a place where I go to relax. You’ve seen my wife, Detective. She is a very good, dutiful wife, but she isn’t exactly setting the world on fire, is she?” 

 “I wouldn’t know.” 

 “Well, I can tell you, she is not! A man needs…” He stared at me, furious that I was forcing him to lose his dignity. “A man has certain needs! I use that house to satisfy those needs.” 

 “Needs like killing and dismembering young women?” 

 “For God’s sake! No!” He ran his fingers through his hair. “This is madness!” He sat forward. “Even you must be aware that there are a lot of prostitutes in that part of the Bronx. They provide me with a level of sexual satisfaction that my wife cannot.” 

 “Did you pick up prostitutes in San Diego and L.A.?” 

 “Once or twice.” 

 “Did you kill them?” 

 “No!” 

 “Have you ever been to Oacoma?” 

 “I have passed through…” 

 “Twelve years ago?” 

 “Almost certainly, more than once—why?” 

 His lawyer had given up and was just staring at his hands. I drummed the table with my fingers.  

 “Say I wanted to go with a really hot whore, could you recommend one?” 

 The lawyer raised his face to stare at me. Peter looked astonished. He hesitated. His lawyer turned to look at him. “Well, yes, a couple. But they’re not cheap.” 

 “How much?” 

 “The really good ones you’re talking about two hundred or two hundred and fifty an hour.” 

 I smiled. “And how long would you keep going, Peter?” 

 His face turned serious. “Well, we’ve had sessions of a couple of hours on occasion.” 

 “Couple of hours, huh? Five hundred bucks. And what do you get for that? What will they do for you?” 

 “A bit of bondage, domination…” 

 “You or them?” 

 “Depends what mood I’m in. Both.” 

 “I want their names.” 

 He heaved another sigh and wrote down a couple of names with phone numbers. I folded the paper and put it in my wallet. Then I took out my cell and took a photograph of him. 

 I was quiet for a moment, thinking. Then I leaned forward across the table. 

 “Peter, I don’t know if you fully appreciate how much trouble you are in. There is very compelling evidence tying you to Detective Dehan’s abduction and attempted murder. And that, in turn, ties you to the murder of a young girl in San Diego who disappeared during one of your trips out there. Her head turns up in Oacoma, where you passed through, and her arms turn up in your lockup.” 

 His lawyer butted in. “That is purely circumstantial.” 

 I nodded. “Yeah, but it is tied so tight to the abduction and attempted murder that any jury is going to buy the whole lot as a package, and you know it.” I turned back to Peter. “Now, so far your only defense is that the cops are trying to frame you so they can get shot at a cold case. And that is not going to wash. So you need to be doing some real, serious thinking, Peter, either about a credible defense, or about a full, frank confession.” I stood. “We’ll talk again tomorrow.” 

   

 I drove to the hospital. My head was aching, and the squeak and thud of the windshield wipers was like a cruel and unusual torture involving a fork, a chalkboard, and a troll with a hammer. I left the car in the parking lot and ran through the rain to the shelter of the entrance. I rode the elevator, wiping rainwater from my hair with my hands.  

 There was a cop sitting outside her door. I asked him if anybody had been to see her. He shook his head. “Not a soul, Detective.” 

 I wondered briefly about her parents, her family. 

 Dehan was awake when I went in. She still looked pale and pasty, but at least she didn’t look dead anymore. She gave me a feeble smile, and I sat down. 

 “I still don’t remember anything.” 

 I shook my head. “That’s not why I’m here.” 

 “Why are you here?” 

 I shrugged. “I’m going to pick up a couple of hookers, and I thought I’d drop in and let you know.” 

 She gave her head a small shake. “I don’t want any. I’m trying to give them up.” 

 “Anyone you want me to call? Anything you want me to bring over?” 

 She blinked a slow blink. “I’ll be back at work tomorrow.” 

 “Let’s play that one by ear.” 

 I stayed a while till her eyes closed, and then I stepped out. I shut the door and stood thinking. The cop looked up at me. “Don’t let anybody in to see her except her doctor and the nurses. And whoever goes in, go in with them. I don’t want her left alone with anyone—I don’t care if it’s the second coming of Mother Theresa. Got it?” 

 “You got it, Detective.” 

 Back in my car, I called Peter’s hookers, Zeta and Cherry Tipple. I told them I was a friend of Pete’s and I wanted to meet them at the usual place on Jackson Avenue. 

 “How much is this party going to cost me?” I asked Cherry. 

 “Seein’ as you’s a friend of Pete’s, we can give you a special price, honey.” 

 “How special is special?” 

 “Two hundred an hour, fo’ each of us luscious ladies.” 

 I laughed. “You better be worth it.” 

 “You won’t have no complaints ’bout us, mistah.” 

 “You come prepared. I’m into the same shit as Pete.” 

 “No problem, big boy. See you in an hour.” 

 I arrived early. The captain had arranged for the lock to be fixed. I dumped my coat on the dining table and stood looking at the room. It was hard to imagine how anybody could get aroused in a soulless, desolate place like that. I sat down by his DVD collection and worked my way through them. They were mostly bondage and domination. Not so much sinister as sad. 

 Twenty minutes later, the doorbell rang, and I went to let them in. Zeta was a tall, peroxide blonde making a brave, if misguided, attempt to look ten years younger than she was. What she was was forty and extensively renovated, with some of her original features, but not many. Cherry Tipple was buxom and dark. Her features were all original and plentiful, and once upon a time she’d had a pretty face, but life and people had turned it sour. 

 They pretended to admire me. I winked at them and told them to go ahead into the living room. I locked the door and followed them.  

 “Sit down.” I gestured to the chairs, and as they sat I placed four hundred bucks on the coffee table. “This will take less than an hour.” 

 Cherry said, “Already I’m not liking this.” 

 I dropped onto the sofa and showed her the key. “The door is locked, Cherry. I’m a cop. And I need to ask you a couple of questions about Pete.” 

 They looked at each other. Zeta said, “Pete? Who’s Pete?” 

 “Pete may be a man who abducts hookers, kills them, and dismembers them, and then distributes bits of them all over the country.” I pointed at the black window, speckled with dreary, orange raindrops. “Right now, as far as the world out there is concerned, I am just a John and you girls are showing me a good time. I’m happy for it to stay that way. But I need you to do me this favor. Do it, and you walk out of here with four hundred bucks, and maybe you help put a son of a bitch away who preys on ladies like yourselves.” 

 They looked like I might have got through to them. I showed them the picture of Pete. “This your man?” They nodded. “What’s his taste? What does he like?” 

 They looked at each other and giggled. Zeta said, “I put a collar ’round his neck and lead him around the room on all fours, while Cherry smacks his ass with a ping-pong bat.” 

 I frowned. “That’s it?” 

 Cherry shrugged. “A few variations sometimes, but that’s basically it. Sometimes I ride his ass!” 

 They screamed with laughter. 

 “And that takes two hours?” 

 They both sighed. “You’d be amazed.” 

 “Does he ever try to hurt you?” 

 “You kidding?” It was Cherry again. “I’d taser the motherfocker and stamp on his balls! No, he likes to be dominated. That’s it. It don’t go beyond that. And when we’s finished, every time we have to listen to the fockin’ little lecture about how we could be doing something so much better with our lives. One of these days, I swear! I am going to say to him, ‘Yo! Motherfocker! How much money you make in the last hour? Coz I made two hundred bucks leading a stupid asshole around the floor on his hands and knees while he got his sorry ass whipped!’” 

 I drummed my fingers on the arm of the chair for a while. Finally, I said, “The money is all yours, ladies. You have a profitable evening.” Cherry smiled as she picked up the cash.  

 “You sure you don’t want something, sugar? You’re all paid up.” 

 “I’m good, thanks.” 

 “Suit yourself.” 

 “Be safe.” 

 I let them out and watched them scuttle away into the shiny, wet darkness. I stood staring at my car. The windows looked real black. I thought of the unknown girl, the skull and the arms. I thought of her parents again. For them, until they were tracked down and informed of her death, she would be both dead and alive. Why did that thought keep haunting me? The thought that somehow it wasn’t real until you knew.  

 And suddenly I thought I knew. 





TWENTY-FOUR


 It was still dark. The only sound was the wet, desultory tap of raindrops on the windowsill and on the leaves of the trees outside. I turned my head and looked at the clock. The luminous green numbers seemed to be carved out of the blackness. 


5:45. 

 The door bell made me jump physically. It jarred my senses, stopped, and then jangled them again. I slipped out of bed, grabbed my piece, and ran silently down the stairs. I could see a silhouette through the frosted glass panel, backlit by the amber streetlight. 

 I moved to the side of the door, reached over, turned the handle, and yanked it open. Then thrust my automatic through the gap. 

 Into Dehan’s face. 

 She grinned. 

 “Morning, Stone.” 

 “What the hell… do you know what time it is? Why are you not…?” 

 She stepped in, closed the door, kissed me on the cheek, and said, “Thank you.” She moved toward the kitchen talking over her shoulder. “I slept like a babe. I woke up at half four and started getting flashes. I remember bits and pieces. I thought you’d want to know.” 

 “At five forty-five in the morning?” 

 She was opening the coffee pot and glanced at the clock on the fridge. “It’s five to six. Man up, Detective. Have a shower, you’ll feel better.” 

 I showered and dressed and came down to the now familiar bacon, eggs, toast, and coffee. I sat. 

 “You know, normally, I have a piece of toast and a cup of coffee.” 

 “My grandmother would not approve.” She put the plate in front of me. “One of my uncles said to her one day, ‘Mammy, I’m gonna die!’ She said, ‘You’ll die, but foist you’ll eat!’” 

 I laughed. “Your paternal grandmother, I assume.” 

 “Uh-huh.” 

 “So—” I stuffed bacon in my mouth and spoke around it. “—tell me whachou wemembah.” 

 She looked disapproving and raised an eyebrow at me. “I got a call while I was in the observation room.” 

 “Can you remember who from?” 

 “It was a woman.” 

 I froze. Then smiled. 

 She went on. “She said she had vital information regarding the case of the two arms. She said she was right outside. She didn’t want to come in because her life would be in danger if anybody saw her. She wanted me to go down to the deli on the corner. 

 “I got about halfway there. You know there’s an exit from the parking lot on the left. A van came out and pulled up. It was dark. The driver beckoned me. Next thing I felt a brick wall hit my head, and that’s all I remember.” 

 “Do you remember waking up at any point?” 

 She nodded. “Twice. The first time I was on a mattress in the back of a van. I was cuffed to a rail. There was a night-light burning, and there was a camera mounted on a bracket near the ceiling, watching me. About five minutes after that, the light went out. I heard the side door open, felt a sharp jab, and I went out. 

 “The second time I woke up and I was bound hand and foot. I couldn’t see anything, and I was lying on a concrete floor. I knew that couldn’t be good. Shortly after that, I heard the hiss of gas, started to feel ill, and passed out.” 

 I had finished mopping up the egg with the toast and was sitting back, sipping coffee, watching her in the dim light of the dawn.  

 I told her about Zak and about David, and about finding her pendant at Peter’s place, and his prints on the duct tape. She listened carefully and thought about it. “So the woman is his wife.” I didn’t say anything, and she shrugged. “Obedient to the last, huh?” 

 I nodded. “That she is.” 

 “Did you get a confession?” 

 “He swears he is being framed by the cops just so we can clear up an old case. His lawyer knows he’s going down, but he won’t accept it.” 

 She was pensive for a bit. “It would be good to get a confession.” She shrugged. “We have no idea how many girls he killed. How many moms and dads are there out there, wondering…? It would be good to give them closure.” 

 Closure. 

 The word sat there staring at me. “Not closure.” 

 “Not closure?” 

 “No. Aperture. I’ll tell you what we need. We need to open the box.” 

 “What are you talking about, Stone?” 

 I stood and started collecting up the plates and the cups.  

 “I keep getting this nagging feeling.” I carried them to the sink, then turned and rested my ass against the side to look at her. “This guy, he may be an asshole and he may have a below-average IQ, but he has a genius for making everything seem like something it’s not. His whole thing seems to be, so long as you don’t know the answer—the truth—everything is possible. It is time to open the box.” 

 “What box? And how are you going to open it?” 

 “I need a couple of hours’ research on the computer, and then a little help from my friends.” 

   

 We got to the station house at eight and went straight down to the cells. Peter was awake. He had a breakfast tray in front of him, but he hadn’t touched it. He looked drawn and pale. He watched us with sullen eyes as we stepped in. 

 “What do you want now? To gloat?” 

 “Detective Dehan has started to remember.” 

 He laughed a sour, twisted laugh and said, “Oh, I get it, now the evidence against me will be incontrovertible. Not only have you got manufactured fingerprints, now you have the eyewitness account of the victim!” 

 “Come on, Peter. We’re going to talk to your wife.” 

 He stared at me, and there was real hatred in his face. “You plan to destroy me completely. Not only the rest of my life in prison, but you are going to tell her my little secret. Can you leave me nothing?” 

 “Come on.” 

 He stood. I cuffed him and we led him up the stairs. He looked surprised as we stepped out into the early-morning drizzle.  

 “Where are you taking me?” 

 “I told you.” 

 “You’re not bringing her here?” 

 “Nope.” 

 He and Dehan climbed in the back, and we drove through the damp hiss of the traffic, along the Bruckner Expressway to Revere Avenue. I kept my eye on him in the mirror. He looked anxious and fretful. I pulled up in front of his house, and he and Dehan got out. We stood a moment in the spitting rain. I could see Bob and his wife looking out the window at us. Then Pete’s door opened, and his wife stood there, staring, waiting.  

 I walked over to her and climbed the stairs. “Mrs. Smith. May I have the keys to your garage?” 

 “To the garage?” 

 “Yes, Mrs. Smith, to your garage.” 

 She walked away, into the kitchen, and came back a moment later with two keys on a ring. She handed them to me. “What are you going to do with Peter?” 

 I didn’t answer. I took the keys, and Peter and Dehan followed me down the side of the house. I unlocked the garage and hauled up the door. I looked back at Dehan. Across the road I could see that Bob and his wife had come out onto the porch.  

 I walked inside and scoured every surface. Peter said, “What are you looking for?” 

 His wife joined us, her hands clenched in front of her. She didn’t look at her husband. I studied her face for a couple of seconds. It struck me that she had the same look of sick anxiety that he had. “You know, I keep going over in my mind what happened that night, twelve years ago. If only there had been a witness, somebody like David. Because David has an eidetic memory. What is commonly known as a photographic memory. Then it struck me. When Detective Dehan and I first came here, we had a chat with your neighbor, Mr. Luff, and he told us his wife not only has what he described as an elephantine memory, but she notices things.” 

 Peter swallowed. “And what do you think she noticed…?” 

 I smiled. “Oh, I think she noticed who turned up with a couple of arms in a plastic garbage bag. I think she noticed all sorts of interesting things. In fact, as they’re here, why don’t we go over and have a chat with them?” 

 The wet crunch of our feet made a strange echo in the early-morning street as we crossed the road. 

 “Good morning, Mr. Luff. Mrs. Luff. I wonder if we could take just a few minutes of your time?” 

 Bob was staring at Peter with an odd frown on his face. Then he switched to me and said, “Of course! Come in. I’ll get chairs…” 

 Mrs. Luff ushered us in. She looked satisfied that we had at last accepted her invitation to tea. “Now come in, come in!” She pinched her lips and shook her head. “Peter! Jenny! What a mess! What a situation! Sit, sit, I’ll make tea. Bob, chairs. Come on!” 

 Dehan and Mrs. Smith sat on the sofa. I sat in an armchair, and Peter sat in the other. Bob came scuttling in with two more chairs while his wife bustled efficiently in the kitchen. Peter’s eyes were shiny, and he kept swallowing. Jennifer was fiddling with the hem of her blue cardigan and looked like she might be sick.  

 Bob helped his wife bring in the tray, and between them they poured and distributed tea. Peter was looking at us like we had all gone insane. Maybe he was right. The setup had something of the Mad Hatter’s tea party about it. 

 Mrs. Luff said, “You took the children to your sister’s, Jenny?” 

 Jennifer nodded. 

 Mrs. Luff nodded back. “It was the only thing to do. They’ll be okay there. She’ll look after them.” 

 Bob cleared his throat. “So, how do you think we can help you, Detective Stone?” 

 I sipped my tea. It was perfect. I set the cup down on the table and sighed while I organized my thoughts.  

 “It has been a fascinating and challenging case. Definitely not run-of-the-mill. I will admit, and Detective Dehan will back me up on this, I think, that we made a fundamental mistake, right at the start, that set us on the wrong course. It was almost catastrophic, and almost cost Detective Dehan her life.” 

 Mrs. Luff tutted. “You were very lucky to have Detective Stone.” 

 I raised an eyebrow at her. “The mistake we made was to call in one of the bureau’s profilers and set about seeking a serial killer who fit the classic profile.” I glanced at Peter. His eyes were like two needles with which he was trying to pin me to the chair. “Somebody who was methodical, meticulous, narcissistic, domineering…” 

 I glanced at Jennifer. She was staring hard at the hem of her cardigan, and I could see her lower lip curling. 

 “But our killer was a very different kind of man. He had what I described to Detective Dehan as a special kind of genius.”  

 Bob and Mrs. Luff were both staring, engrossed. This was not how they had expected to spend the morning. I could see Peter’s chest rising and falling. His face was flushed. I went on. 

 “His special genius was—is—to make everything seem to be what it is not. I first realized this when he sent us a photograph showing his supposed next victim. But in fact, he had reversed the photograph and the victim was not the woman who was highlighted in the picture, but the one concealed in the foreground.” 

 Bob and Mrs. Luff nodded in perfect unison. Peter had turned to stare at Dehan. I went on.  

 “And he kept drawing my attention to a clock, advising me that time was passing. So I rushed to Detective Dehan’s side. But again, it was an illusion. The abduction was timed for later, when I had relaxed my guard. All along…” I stood and walked to the window, to look out at Peter’s house. “All along, this killer’s aim has been to cast suspicion on other people—other people, all connected by just one thing. The lockups.” 

 I turned and set my ass on the windowsill. I shook my head, as though I still couldn’t work it out.  

 “It was when I realized that his genius lay in inverting things to make them look like the opposite of what they were that things started to drop into place. He had never made a mistake. Zak, like most people, believed that paper does not hold a fingerprint. But this guy knew that it did, and every note I received from him was as pure as the driven snow. So I was surprised when he started making careless mistakes.” I glanced at Peter. He and Jennifer were staring hard at each other. “Of course, the bureau profiler had told us that sometimes careful, organized killers will grow overconfident with successive, successful kills and start to make mistakes.” 

 Bob leaned forward, frowning. “But?” 

 Mrs. Luff looked at him and nodded, like that’s what she was going to ask.  

 “But he had already told me that he had been twelve years without killing. It was as though he had defeated the cops back then and had nowhere left to go. But when I turned up, nosing around, it fired him up again.  

 “The thing was, he had not killed for twelve years. So how could he become overconfident? He started out meticulous, and then suddenly, for no apparent reason, he became careless. And every act of carelessness pointed—just as the photograph pointed clearly and obviously at the wrong victim—every act of carelessness pointed at the wrong suspect.” 

 I paused. There was absolute silence in the room, and five pairs of eyes fixed on me.  

 “We were meant to get it wrong with David, and we were meant to realize we had got it wrong with David, so that we could then be sure we had got it right with Peter.” 

 Peter screwed up his face like his brain hurt, and Jennifer began to sob. Bob and Mrs. Luff were goggling, with eyes and mouths like six perfect zeroes. Peter exploded, “What the hell are you saying, Stone? It was David after all?” 

 I laughed. “Oh, we could have! We could have gone around the mulberry bush again! But the chances of David having a female accomplice were slim, to say the least. No, I realized I needed to back up and look at who was creating this picture. Who was the artist, the painter, or photographer, who did not appear in the picture?” 

 “What does that mean?” 

 I shrugged. “Well, the first thing, and this actually saved Detective Dehan’s life, was Schrödinger’s cat.” 

 Bob looked surprised. “Schrödinger’s cat?” 

 “Yes, you actually drew my attention to it on the first day, when we were visiting you. Schrödinger’s cat was a thought experiment, intended to illustrate that the Copenhagen interpretation of Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle was wrong. In this thought experiment, a cat is locked in a box with a device that at some unknown point will release a poison. If we follow the Copenhagen interpretation, until the box is opened, the cat is both alive and dead. Once we open it and we know, then the cat is either alive or dead. And you said to me on that day, Bob, that the lockup with the arms in it reminded you of Schrödinger’s cat.” I paused, staring at him. “And it was when I remembered that, that I realized Dehan was in one of the lockups, with a timed device. And of course, I was right.” 

 There was total silence in the dull gray of the morning light. Bob suddenly said, “I am so glad I was able to help.” 

 “So am I. Because I have to confess, I have been behaving in a rather bizarre manner recently. Peter will attest to that, won’t you, Peter? I have actually been going around smelling people’s shoes. For example, Bob, I notice that you wear rather exquisite, handmade Spanish shoes.” 

 Bob and Mrs. Luff both stared down at his feet. He gave a small laugh. “Yes, it was actually Peter who introduced me to them. I have always admired Peter’s unfailing good taste and his relentless determination always to have the best.”  

 I smiled. “Even when he doesn’t deserve or appreciate it. He acquires these things, doesn’t he, Bob? And then he doesn’t value them.” Bob looked blank and I held out my hand. “Call me crazy, but I do love the smell of good Spanish leather. There is nothing like it. May I, Bob?” 

 “May you what?” 

 “Smell your shoes.” 

 “You want to smell my shoes?” 

 “Please.” 

 Everybody was staring like they were following a tennis match. After a moment, he took off his shoes and handed them to me. He looked really uncomfortable. “Really, Detective, I don’t know what you hope to…” 

 “Humor me, Bob, it is just a small demonstration.” I briefly sniffed the soles and carried on talking. “You see, when I stopped looking at the pictures that the killer was feeding me, I started looking further afield, and I began to discover interesting things like, for example, the fact that you do not work. You live on a pension paid to you by your ex-employer after an accident at work incapacitated you. You worked, back then, as a master butcher at the Manly’s chain of superstores.” 


“That’s true, but…” 

 “It is a comfortable income, but not a handsome one. I discovered that you had originally bid for a house with a lockup. But the bank would not extend you that much credit. You were the odd one out. You had no lockup. 

 “And the more I thought of my killer as the person making the picture, the more I kept remembering this window here, staring straight out at Peter’s house. Peter with the attractive wife whom he always left alone, Peter with the well-paid job, Peter with the house which was just a little bit bigger and better than yours. Peter, with the very lockup that you wanted to buy. Peter, whom you have detested and resented since the very day he moved in here, and you fell in love with his wife.” 

 “What absolute rubbish!” 

 “Really? I think when we start questioning Jennifer, another picture may emerge, about how you have hounded her for the last fifteen years, how every time her husband was away you would be there…” 

 Jennifer spoke suddenly, and her voice was twisted with grief, frustration, and relief.  

 “Both of them! Him and his damned wife!” She turned to her husband. “I tried to tell you! How many times did I try to warn you? And all you could say was, we must keep the peace with the damned neighbors.” She pointed a trembling hand at Bob and his wife. “They are crazy! But you won’t listen! Because you always know best!” 

 I nodded. “Make a note, Peter, listen to your wife. Because having terrorized her into compliance, they repeatedly went to your house when you were out, stole your cell phone, stole your prints, probably using liquid silicon, planted Dehan’s pendant in your drawer, and planted your prints on the duct tape and the pendant.” I paused. “A jury might have bought it. But it was just a little too obvious, having been so careful, to suddenly leave two, perfect thumbprints on such perfect exhibits.” 

 I turned to Bob and held up the shoes. “You wanted his lockup, you wanted his house, you wanted his wife… Your obsession extended as far as buying the same shoes online.” 

 Bob was laughing. “It is true that I am fond of Jennifer, we both are!” He gestured at his wife, who was smiling comfortably. “And I will not deny that Mrs. L. and I have often sat here and discussed how—forgive me, Peter—how wasteful Peter has been. He has been granted all the opportunities I never had, and frankly, he has thrown them away. And as I said, I—we—have always admired Peter’s good taste. But I am afraid it is a quantum leap from there to inferring that I am a serial killer who gets his amusement from framing my neighbor for murder! Please!” He laughed. 

 I nodded. “I agree. And that is why I bought liquid iron.” 

 “You did what?” 

 “I was expecting another one of your notes. You’d already visited me once, and I thought it was at least even chances that you’d be back. So I spilled Floradix liquid iron all over my porch. It was cold and damp enough that it would not evaporate. I planned to keep doing it all week if I had to, but as it was, at five a.m. you showed up to leave me your note. Liquid iron not only stinks, it shows up with Luminol. Detective Dehan, have you got…?” 

 She reached in her pocket and tossed me a small plastic spray bottle. She then got up, closed the drapes, and went to stand by the door. I sprayed the Luminol over a patch of the sole. The room was dark enough to see the bright blue glow as it mixed with the oxidizing agent in the liquid iron residue. I held it up to show her. Then showed it to Bob. 

 Mrs. Luff turned to him and took his arm in both of hers. “Oh, Bob!” She gave him a cuddle and a squeeze. “I told you not to take it up again.” He smiled ruefully at her, and she grinned. “But it was fun, though, wasn’t it?” 

 He gave her a kiss. “Yes it was, Mrs. L. Worth every minute.” He wheezed a laugh, screwing up his eyes. “Especially when you thumped her with your fist! What a punch! You should be in the ring, Mrs. L!” 

 Dehan was calling for backup, and I went to unlock Peter’s cuffs. 





EPILOGUE


 I placed the sizzling leg of spring lamb on the table, removed the lid from the roast potatoes, and poured her a glass of rather fine Rioja. Then I began to carve. 

 “Okay, Stone, admit it, this one had you foxed.” 

 I nodded. “It did. I knew who it wasn’t right from the start. I knew in my bones it was none of our three suspects, but what threw me was that there didn’t seem to be any other option. 

 “Of course, with David and Peter, the red herrings were deliberate. But with Zak, it was just bad synchronicity. He came looking for me, not you, at just the time when Bob snatched you.” 

 “So when did you start to think it was Bob?” 

 I loaded up my own plate, poured my wine, and sat.  

 “It’s hard to say, because while I was beginning to suspect Bob, I was also coming around more to the view that it could, after all, be Peter. I have to admit that Bob was clever. Very damn clever.” I raised my glass. “Here’s lookin’ at you, kid.” 

 “Amen to that.” 

 We sipped. “I guess when I realized that the photograph was not of Nancy Pierce, but of you, all the pieces started to fall into place and I began to get the feeling that the killer was outside the picture, creating a picture for us to look at. And then I remembered that impression I’d had the first day when we stepped into Bob’s place. And that made me remember Bob talking about Schrödinger’s cat. That pretty much clinched it. But I needed to be sure.” 

 “That was clever, the Floradix liquid iron thing. That was smart.” 

 “Hey, I’m a smart guy.” 

 “Whatever. He confessed to six murders.” 

 “And one attempted.” I ate in silence for a moment, then said, “That did surprise me, them working together, like the Wests, and Brady and Hindley. She was the one who gathered the information about Peter, and then about Hank and David. And he put it all together and made the plans. They traveled together to San Diego and L.A., at the same time as Peter and David. Who would suspect a married couple? But they were too good. The investigation died, and the sport lost its appeal.” I shook my head and sipped. “She is pleading not guilty. She says she was just helping her husband, like any good wife should. And in the end, it was she who stopped him killing.” 

 “Talk about the fucking cuckoo’s nest.” 

 We ate in silence for a bit. Then, I said, “Did I tell you Peter telephoned?” She glanced at me. “He wanted to apologize for having been unsupportive. He wanted to tell me he and his wife are seeing a marriage counselor, after they come back from a six-month cruise. He said this case has taught him a valuable lesson, that he should appreciate the good things he has in life.” 

 “Wow.” She sighed and set down her knife and fork. She picked up her glass and said, “Maybe he’s right about that. You don’t know how valuable the good things in your life are until you are about to lose them.” 

 We held each other’s eye for just a second. We touched glasses, and I said, “I’ll drink to that.” 

 And we did. 





BOOK 3


GARDEN OF THE DAMNED



ONE


    For reasons I couldn’t really put my finger on, it was somehow appropriate. Out the window, April was coaxing the first, tender green leaves from bare branches and withered twigs after a dark, cold winter. This seemed like a suitable counterpoint. I tossed the file onto the desk, narrowly missing my feet, and said, “This one looks interesting.” 

    Dehan picked it up, leafed through it, and read the abstract on page one.  

    “John Doe,” she smiled at me in a way that said she wasn’t really smiling at me, “good start.” She carried on, “Aged about thirty, found in a dumpster at the corner of Lafayette and Bryant, in the Bronx. No papers, no ID. Clothes suggest a vagrant. Cause of death, a single gunshot wound to the back of the head, possibly a .38. No slug recovered and no blood found in the vicinity.” She looked at me. “What makes this interesting?” 

    I frowned at her and spoke with some severity. “The fact that a young man got murdered.” 

    She raised an eyebrow at me. “No. That is why we should investigate it. That doesn’t make it interesting. So far it looks like a guy nobody cares about got whacked by another guy nobody cares about. You said it was interesting, why?” 

    “Look at the photographs.” 

    She leafed through till she came to the photographs, three six by eights. She spread them on the desk and spent a couple of minutes staring at them. They showed a man of about thirty, in old, filthy clothes, lying face down in a dumpster full of rubble and builder’s trash. She shook her head. “Help me out. I’m not seeing it.” 

    I gave a small smirk as I handed her my magnifying glass. “Have a look at his hands.” 

    She stared at the glass a moment and then at me before taking it, then she looked at John Doe’s hands. She sat back. “Okay, they appear to be manicured. You are observant, Sensei.” 

    “And the hair. That is definitely a hundred dollar haircut.” 

    She leaned forward again and studied the photographs. She nodded. “So,” she said and handed back the glass. “How do we figure this? He’s in the neighborhood of Lafayette, maybe looking for a whore, he gets mugged…” 

    Even as she was saying it, she was seeing the flaws. I said, “Let’s suppose he had a thousand dollar suit that, by some fluke, happened to be the right size for our killer. So he kills him, takes his suit, his shoes and his watch, plus his wallet. Why then go to the trouble of dressing him as a homeless person and dumping him in a dumpster?” 

    She looked back at the file.  

    “Single gunshot wound to the back of the head. Execution style.” She shrugged. “These days any kid who wants to be in a gang is likely to shoot you in the back of the head just so he can boast he killed you ‘execution style’.” 

    “True enough.” I stood. “But if you look at the ME’s report…” She leafed through to the report and read while I spoke. “You’ll see that entry was at the base of the skull, and the exit wound was where the two clavicles meet above the sternum. Which means the shot was at about a ten to twenty degree angle. Like so.” I demonstrated. “John Doe was kneeling, the killer was standing behind him.” 

    “Execution style.” 

    I nodded. “You haven’t got a lot of dark back alleys around there. It’s all mainly big, broad streets and open spaces. Plus we know they searched the area and found no blood, no slug. There was no bleeding inside the dumpster.” 

    Dehan was watching me and nodding. “So it’s clear he was killed somewhere else and then thrown in the dumpster.” 

    “Right, so the killer gets him on his knees. Shoots him in the back of the head. He has either already made him strip, or he now strips off his clothes, and he dresses him as a vagrant. Then, presumably in the small hours of the morning, he takes him and dumps him. What benefit does the killer get from doing that?” 

    Dehan arched her eyebrows and spread her hands. “The benefit he actually got was that the case went cold almost immediately, and if you hadn’t pissed off Captain Jennifer Cuevas it would probably have stayed cold.” 

    “Hidden in plain sight,” I nodded, “a guy nobody cares about murdered by another guy nobody cares about. So there is probably a missing persons report that relates to this guy, but nobody ever made the connection with our victim, because they assumed he was a vagrant. Let’s find out who he is.” 

    “Something else.” She tapped the photographs. “Why that particular dumpster? Is it because it was close? Did they own it and they were planning a more thorough disposal, but it went wrong? Maybe it was just random, but I think it’s worth looking into.” 

    “Good, I agree.” 

    The next couple of hours were drudgery fuelled by coffee. The dumpster belonged to a company called Hagan’s Dumpsters, which was a spawn from a parent company called Hagan Construction, which in turn belonged to Conor Hagan, a guy known to be the head of a clan in the Irish Mob. Hagan’s head office was on East 116th Street, one block from the Supreme Criminal Court. You’ve got to love the Irish and their sense of humor. 

    I was about to tell Dehan when she stretched out in her chair and sighed. “A lot of people went missing in New York in 2005. But when you filter out the women, guys over thirty-five and under twenty-seven, and people with a criminal record, you wind up with two, and one of them was a car mechanic.” 

    I could hear the printer churning out a photograph. She stood and walked away, coming back a few seconds later with a photograph and a sheet of printed paper. She dropped the photograph in front of me and sat. This was our guy. She read from the printed sheet. 

    “Sean O’Conor, thirty years old at the time of his disappearance, an attorney specializing in human rights, junior partner at Stanley and Cohen, in Brooklyn. Also worked on a pro bono basis at the Drop In Center, on Sheridan Avenue, a free representation unit funded by charities, which he helped to set up. There was him, David Foster, and Arnav Singh. The office closed down shortly after Sean disappeared.  

    “Parents, James and Kathleen O’Conor, apparently still living.” 

    I sat back and scratched my chin. 

    “So, we have a case of an Irish human rights attorney from Brooklyn found, dressed as a vagrant, murdered execution style, in the Bronx, in a dumpster owned by the Irish Mob.”  

    “Really?” 

    “Hagan construction.” I told her what I’d found. 

    “Where do you want to start?” 

    I stared at Dehan’s face. It was a nice thing to stare at and she stared back at me. It was a thing we did. Other people found it unsettling but it helped us to think.  

    “My gut,” I said, “tells me whatever Sean O’Connor was doing in Brooklyn did not get him killed in the Bronx. I want to talk to his partners at the Drop In Center, then maybe we have a chat with his mom and dad.” 

    “My thoughts exactly, Sensei. You want to forage some food while I find out where Foster and Singh are?” 

    I left her to it and made for the deli on the corner. 





TWO


    I got two beef on rye and Dehan met me outside the station, sitting on the hood of my Jaguar. Not many women can sit on the hood of a 1964 Mark II and look good. Mostly you want to move them off so you can get a good look at the car, but Dehan looked like she belonged there. I handed her her sandwich and she began to unwrap it. 

    “His office is in Manhattan, but he’s at home today. Harbor Road, Oyster Bay, Long Island, I called and they are expecting us.” 

    I opened the car. “I guess we can assume he isn’t doing pro bono work anymore.” 

    “Seems a safe bet.” 

    We took the Bronx Whitestone Bridge and then, at Cunningham Park, we turned east onto the Long Island Expressway and followed that as far as Jericho. The Jericho Oyster Bay road was long and straight and leafy in the dappled sunshine, and there were cute houses hiding among the trees, with chimney pots poking out and leaded bow windows. It was like driving into a chocolate box.  

    We arrived at Oyster Bay and crawled through a sleepy town where it seemed almost everybody lived in a mansion, and the small houses were the ones with only five bedrooms and no tennis court. It was a tasteful place but none had the gaudy ostentatiousness of Manhattan. You had the impression that poverty was not allowed here, not because it was immoral, but because it was in bad taste, like stretched limos and tie-pins.  

    As we turned into Harbor Road, Dehan was looking around her with a kind of rueful air. “Jeez, I bet even the muggers here wear Ralph Lauren and say please and thank you.” 

    “We have become cynics, Dehan. We devote our lives to fighting crime, but have you ever thought what it would be like if we won?” 

    She didn’t answer for a moment, staring out at the rows of sweeping lawns, white picket fences and rambling houses. “It never crossed my mind,” she said at last, “that we might win.” 

    He had an ample driveway, so I pulled in and parked beside his Porsche. As I climbed out and Dehan walked towards the front door, I glanced at the two cars. I thought mine fit better than his. It was less gaudy. Maybe I needed a house to go with my car. 

    David Foster had a polite Latin-American housemaid who opened the door to us. We told her who we were and she led us out to the pool. It was not warm enough to swim yet, but it was pleasant enough for tasteful pre-prandial drinks on the patio. David was sitting at a white, wrought iron table reading some documents, with what looked like a bone dry Martini by his elbow.  

    He looked up as we approached, smiled agreeably, and stood to greet us. We showed him our badges. 

    “I am Detective John Stone, this is my partner, Detective Carmen Dehan.” 

    We shook and he gestured toward the table. “Please, take a seat. Can I offer you a drink? You are on duty, so perhaps some homemade lemonade?” He didn’t wait for an answer, but turned and said, “Rosalía, dos vasos de limonada, por favor.”  

    She gave a cute little bow and walked back toward the house. We all sat. He was handsome in an Anglo-Saxon sort of way, with sandy hair and blue eyes. He smiled at Dehan and said, “When you called, you mentioned that you wanted to discuss Sean O’Conor with me. I haven’t seen Sean for about twelve years. I am not sure what I can tell you about him, but may I ask what your interest is?” 

    Dehan glanced at me.  

    I said, “You worked together at the Drop In Center, on Sheridan Avenue in the Bronx, is that right?” 

    He smiled. “Yes, there were three of us. They were good times. There was me, Sean and Arnav… Arnav Singh!” He said it as though remembering their names was an achievement of some sort. 

    Dehan gestured around her. “It seems a long way from this.” 

    “Oh, it is! But my uncle insisted on it. If I was going into his firm, he wanted me to experience life, and the law, at the sharp end. I’m glad I did it, and I’m glad it’s over. But your interest is in Sean, not me, I gather. And I am still not sure why.” 

    I asked him, “Do you recall what cases Sean was involved in back then?” 

    He frowned. “Only vaguely, and I am not sure I would be allowed to discuss them with you. If he discussed them with me in a legal capacity…” 

    “Privilege would extend to you, I understand that. The thing is, Mr. Foster, Sean was murdered, and we believe it may have had something to do with a case he was working on at that time.” 

    His frown had become incredulous. “Murdered? Sean? But that’s…grotesque! Poor Sean. What on Earth happened?” 

    Dehan said, “That is what we are trying to find out. I’m not a lawyer, Mr. Foster, but if he was murdered, surely you could be a little flexible.” 

    He nodded. “Of course.” He stared hard at the tabletop for a while. “Sean was a bit stereotypic, you know, very much the Irish firebrand. Always ready—a bit too ready if you ask me—to take on the big boys and strike a blow for the underdog.” He looked at me and frowned. “That was what always surprised me. One day he just didn’t turn up at the Center. Arnav and I stuck it out to the end of the month, but the driving force behind that place had always been Sean. So we just closed up shop and went our separate ways.” 

    “Can you remember any particular cases he was working on just before he disappeared?” 

    He stared at me. “Is that why he disappeared? Because he was murdered? Twelve years ago?” 

 I nodded. 

 “Jesus…!” He sighed. “Yeah, his big thing at the time was a squatters’ rights case. You should talk to Singh. He and Sean were thick as thieves. He was going up against a big construction company that wanted to evict, or was in the process of evicting, a bunch of people who were squatting in a building. The company wanted to knock down the site and develop it. Of course there were millions—tens of millions—of dollars at stake, but Sean’s point was, quite correctly, that the rights of the people who were living there were being trampled on.” 

    Dehan asked, “Can you remember the name of the construction company?” 

    He shook his head. “I can’t, but I do remember him making a big thing at the time of the fact that they were Irish, like him. The whole Irish, Catholic thing was a big deal for him.” 

    Rosalía came out with two glasses and a pitcher of iced lemonade. She poured us a glass each, left the pitcher, and went back inside. 

    I sipped and Dehan said, “You mentioned he was close to Arnav. You guys stay in touch?” 

    “No, he moved down to Washington. His thing was playing politics, not my scene. I get more than enough of that at work. But he was smart and ambitious, so he shouldn’t prove hard to find. Then there was his church. Not Arnav, Sean.” 

    I frowned at him. “His church?” 

    “Oh, yes! When I say to you that everything, and I mean everything, revolved around God, Jesus, and the Roman Catholic Church, I am not exaggerating even a little. I don’t know when he found time for his actual, real job, but he used to spend every spare moment he had at the church, doing everything from distributing clothes to running a soup kitchen, reading to little old ladies… you name it.” 

    “Some guy.” It was Dehan, she was looking skeptical. 

    “No, don’t smirk, detective. He was the real deal, an honest to goodness good guy. I try, let’s face it, most of us try and do the best we can. We all care a bit, right? Not him. He was the genuine article. He really cared, completely. If you talk to the priest there, I am sure he will remember him.” 

    I asked him, “What church?” 

    “St. Mary’s, it was… let me see if I can remember… Lafayette. It was a big church. Old. You know, the ones that actually look like churches. You won’t have any trouble finding it. The padre was Irish too. One of those ‘O’ names.” 

    Dehan said, “O’Neil?” 

    He snapped his fingers and smiled. “That’s the fellow. Father O’Neil, Padraig O’Neil!” 

    She nodded. “I know it.” 

    Foster had got into his stride. “It’s coming back to me now. He had a girl, too. You should talk to her, although oddly enough she wasn’t Irish. I think she was Venezuelan or Mexican maybe. Anyway, for sure she was Latin American. He was pretty sweet on her. I definitely remember that.” 

    I asked, “Can you remember her name?” 

    He shook his head. “As I say, he and I weren’t real good pals. I think I was too much of a WASP for his taste, Boston Brahmins, English ancestors... not his cup of tea. He was a nice guy, though.” 

    We chatted a bit longer, finished our lemonade, and left.  

    Dehan closed her door and I sat drumming my fingers on the steering wheel. Dehan glanced at me. “Don’t tell me, it’s too easy.” 

    I grimaced, turned the key in the ignition, and took off. 





THREE


    James and Kathleen O’Conor had a house in Corona, just by the Flushing Meadows Park. It was a nice, detached place on 46th Avenue, which would probably have fit comfortably into David Foster’s kitchen. As I pulled up in front of their gate, I paused a moment to think about relative values. I get deep like that sometimes. Dehan said, “You think the pool and the tennis courts are in back?” 

    I climbed out and looked at her across the roof of the car. The first green leaves of spring were coming out on the plane tree behind her. “Is that the whiff of sour grapes I detect in your voice, Dehan?” 

    She shook her head. “No, I’m just wondering, what didn’t these guys do, that David Foster did do…?” 

    “If your point is that life isn’t fair, you’re a little late. We already knew that.” 

    She sighed. “I know.” 

    I pushed through the gate and rang on the bell.  

    The door opened and I looked down at a small woman of maybe five feet. She had a squint and short hair, jeans, a pink cardigan, and a mischievous smile. 

    “Can I help you?” 

    I showed her my badge. “Detectives Stone and Dehan, NYPD. Are you Kathleen O’Conor?” 

    “I am, what have I done now?” she said, and grinned.  

    I smiled back. “Nothing we know of, Mrs. O’Conor. We would just like a quick word with you and your husband, Jim. Is he in?” 

    “He’s watching the TV, for a change. Come in.” She walked ahead of us into the front room, speaking as she went. “Jim! Would you turn the feckin’ TV off for five minutes? We have visitors.” 

    We followed her in. There was a an immensely tall man, with a shock of snow white hair swept back from his face, folded into an armchair opposite the TV. He fumbled with the remote control, switched off the television, and levered himself to his feet. Once he had managed all that, he smiled. He must have been six foot six if he was an inch. 

    I told him who we were and they both told us to sit down. I watched Jim lever himself back into his chair and Kathleen sat on the sofa, next to Dehan, with her feet barely touching the floor.  

    I sighed. “We need to talk to you about your son, Sean.” I pulled the photograph Dehan had printed from my pocket and showed it to them. “Is this Sean O’Conor, your son?” 

    All the humor drained from their faces. Kathleen put her hand to her mouth and tears glistened in her eyes. Jim seemed to turn gray. 

    “Yeah. That’s our son. Did you find him?” 

    “I’m afraid I have very bad news. Sean was found murdered.” 

    Kathleen gave a scream. Her eyes went wide and she stared at me. Jim seemed to crumble. He sank back in his chair and put one massive hand over his eyes. Kathleen kept saying, “No! Oh, no! God no, please.” 

    Jim spoke without opening his eyes. “When did this happen? Where has he been all this time? What has he got himself mixed up in…?” 

    I took a deep breath, but it was Dehan who answered. “It happened twelve years ago, Mr. O’Conor, but we were only able to identify the body this morning.” 

    Kathleen’s hands dropped into her lap. “What?” 

    Jim opened his eyes. “Twelve feckin’ years?” 

    “Why were we not notified? Why was he not…” 

    “Twelve feckin’ years!” Jim said it again, looking around the room as though he might find an explanation on the walls somewhere. 

    “I know it is hard to understand.” Even as I said it, it sounded lame. “We were pretty surprised ourselves. But all his papers had been removed, and he had been dressed in the clothes of a vagrant. There was no possible clue to his identity.” 

    Kathleen’s face twisted and she started to sob. “Oh, God bless him, poor Sean!” Dehan put her arm around her. 

 Jim shook his head. His voice was a rasp. “Who would do a thing like that to my son?” 

    “That’s what we mean to find out.” 

    Dehan said, “We know this is really hard, but if you can help us, if you can answer a few questions for us…” 

    “We can come back later if…” 

    But they were both shaking their heads. Kathleen spoke into her handkerchief, twisting her nose. “I knew it. I knew he was dead. I said so, didn’t I, Jim?” 

    “Ah, sure, we both knew, Kath. It’s just, when you come face to face with it like that…” 

    “When you have it confirmed. And murdered… sweet mother of God, murdered…” She started sobbing again. 

    “Shall I make a cup of tea?” It was Dehan, stroking her back. 

    Kathleen gripped her hand and looked up into her face. “Would you, love?”  

    Dehan went out to the kitchen. I heard the cupboard doors bang and the tap hiss. 

    I said, “Did he ever talk much about his work with you?” 

    “All the feckin’ time!” It was Kathleen, talking into her handkerchief again. She blew her nose. “It’s all he ever feckin’ talked about. His work, and the f… and the church.” 

    Jim said, “He was very devoted to his work, and to the church, detective.” 

    “Do you recall what he was working on just before he disappeared?” 

    Jim nodded. “Oh yes. How could I not? We both do, don’t we, Kath?” 

    “Some feckin’ squatters. Lazy feckin’ no-good layabouts, want every feckin’ thing handed them on a feckin’ plate…” 

    She dissolved into tears. Jim watched her a moment, then turned to me. “They had taken over a building on Tiffany Street, in the Bronx. Big, five-story apartment block, so it was. Semi-derelict, no water, no electric, but there must have been some handy lads there ’cause didn’t they get it all working? Illegal, like, but still...” 

    “And charge it to the feckin’ honest taxpayer!” 

    “Not at all, Kath! Taxpayers had nothing to do with it.” 

    “So you say!” 

    I coughed. “So, what did your son have to do with these squatters?” 

    “Didn’t the landlord want to sell the site, so they could tear it down and make offices there? See, it was worth a hell of a lot more as offices than as apartments. So, one of the parishioners at St. Mary’s, some down and out, one of them squatters, tells Sean they’re being evicted, and doesn’t he only go and start a case against the company that’s selling the site. He claims agents for the company had taken rent from the residents, and therefore owed them compensation for evicting them.” 

    “Can you remember the name of the company?” 

    He gave a dry laugh. “Well, that was another thing. It turns out, according to Sean, the company selling the property and the company buying the property, are both owned by the same parent company, and they both have city officials sitting on the board of directors. It stank to high hell. And he was goin’ after them, goin’ for the jugular, so he was.” 

    “Can you remember the name?” 

    “Remember it? I’ll never feckin’ forget it. Hagan Construction. That was the parent company, belonged to Conor Hagan and you being a policeman, you’ll be familiar with the name. Any Irishman who has lived in the Bronx is familiar with that name. Head of the Hagan clan, a big shot in the Irish Mob, a very dangerous man to cross.” His bottom lip curled and he began to sob. “I never wished so bad that I’d had a coward for a son. May God forgive me, wasn’t it his courage and his faith that cost him his life?” 

    Dehan came in with a tray, four cups, and a pot of tea. She set it down on the coffee table and started to pour. While she did, I sat back and stared out their bow window at the tree across the road.  

    Dehan handed me a cup and sat down next to Kathleen. I said, “So Sean was taking a case on behalf of the residents of this building on Tiffany Street, against Conor Hagan.” 

    “Residents?” It was Kathleen. “Squatters and parasites, more like!” 

    A flash of irritation crossed Jim’s face. “He was a good Christian, Kath. He lived by his faith…” 

    “And feckin’ died for it!” 

    Dehan cut in before it escalated. “I believe he was active at a church in the Bronx.” 

    Jim sipped. “St. Mary’s. He was born in the Bronx, and we moved out here when he was a young lad, to get away from the crime. But we stayed in contact with the priest, a good man so he was, always ready to help, if he could.” 

    “Father O’Neil. So Sean must have had friends at the church.” 

    “Oh, he did that.” 

    Kathleen smiled briefly. “And a lovely girl. God alone knows what she thought when he just vanished, Mexican, but a lovely sweet child, as devout as he was. Isn’t that how they met? In the soup kitchen, and delivering clothes during the bitter winter. They were both besotted, bless them.” 

    Dehan asked, “What was her name, Kathleen?” 

    “God forgive me, I can’t remember. Isn’t it a shame? I only met her the one time when he brought her over for dinner. But it’s that long ago, I cannot remember her name. Can you remember, Jim?” 

    He shook his head. “No. It was one of them Mexican, Spanish names. Maria, was it? Or Carmen…? I don’t recall.” 

    I asked, “Any idea how we could find her or contact her?” 

    Kathleen looked at me as though I were a bit slow. “Sure, won’t he have her address and telephone number upstairs?” 

    I smiled. “Upstairs?” 

    “Of course! I have all his stuff upstairs. His computer, all his papers, his diary… everything, I mean, until today…” Her face started to fold up into wet grief again. “…We had no idea if he was coming back. He might have turned up at any time, walked through the door…!” 

    I watched her a moment, trying to conceive what kind of hell she must be going through. I couldn’t even begin. I turned to Jim. I saw the same hell behind his eyes, but I knew from his face he was going to keep it together until we were gone, until Kathleen couldn’t see him.  

    I said, “We need to take his things away and examine them. Have you any objection? It will all be returned to you after the investigation.” 

    “We have no objection. Take what you need. Just catch the bastard who did this to our son.” 

    I pulled out my phone and called the 43rd. “I need a CSI team to collect evidence from the following address…” I told her where it was. Then added, “It is just papers and IT stuff. No, no body.” 

    When I hung up, Kathleen said, “Of course, it all depends how much was taken in the burglary.” 

    Dehan sat back and sighed. I tried not to look at her. “Burglary?” 

    “Didn’t it all happen at the same feckin’ time. They say it never rains but it pours. The very night after he never came home, didn’t we have a feckin’ break in? They went into his room, God alone knows what they expected to find up there…” 

    Jim shrugged. “The policeman said it was probably opportunistic, you know, broke in on the off chance.” 

    I stared at them both for a moment, trying to fathom the depths of human stupidity. 

    “It didn’t occur to you, or the cop, that his disappearance and the break in might be connected?” 

    They looked blank. Kathleen said, “No. Why would it?” 

    I smiled. “Sure, why would it? Did anything go missing from Sean’s room?” 

    “I couldn’t tell you,” said Jim. “He kept all his stuff very private. Nobody was allowed to touch it, but I wouldn’t have thought so. Sure, they left the computer, didn’t they? A real fancy one at that, and who’d be interested in a lot of papers? So you’re probably all right.” 

    I nodded and looked at Dehan. “No doubt.” I made to stand. “We won’t take up any more of your time. A van will be here shortly to bag up and take the stuff from Sean’s room. Please don’t go in there or disturb anything. We’ll keep you posted as to any developments.” 

    We left them holding each other at the door and climbed into the Jag. Dehan frowned at me. “You don’t want to look through his stuff before we leave?” 

    I shook my head. “I’m more interested in what isn’t on the computer. We’ll go over everything at our leisure back at the station, but I think we’ll find anything of interest has already been taken.” I fired up the engine. “Where to now, Dehan?” 

    She smiled. “Sure, isn’t it time you spoke to Father O’Neil?” 

    I nodded. “It sure is.” 

   





FOUR


    We took the I-678, crossed back over the Bronx Whitestone Bridge, and arrived at Lafayette Avenue, in Hunts Point, about twenty minutes later. The sun was slipping in the east and evening was insinuating itself into the air. I parked, climbed out of the car, and stood staring at the massive, stone temple. I was tired and in need of a beer, but I wanted to talk to Father O’Neil before Dehan and I chewed the cud over a drink.  

    The church was big, set back from the road in its own grounds and surrounded by trees that made it hard to distinguish the details of the building. The walls were gray stone and the roofs were sharp, red-tiled gables. They looked stark and unhappy against the fragile, early spring sky. The whole thing occupied half a block and was surrounded by a black, iron railing, maybe seven feet high.  

    Dehan pointed at the corner. “The entrance is on Faile Street.” 

    “Let’s take a look around before we go in.” 

    I walked east, toward the corner with Bryant. The church railing ended where it joined with the wall of a six-story brownstone apartment block. I stopped outside the door and pointed at the curb. “That’s where the dumpster was.” I looked back at the church grounds. “What is that, thirty feet from the railing?” I looked at the apartment block. It had a fire escape on either side of the building, with a CCTV camera over the arched doorway. “I’m figuring they didn’t bring it down the fire escape. This is a busy street, patrol cars are frequent in this area…” I jerked my head at the entrance. “CCTV, unlikely they brought it out the door.” 

    Dehan nodded and walked to the corner of Bryant. I followed her and we strolled down to the end of the block. There was an alleyway that led down the side of the brownstone to the church yard. There was a gate with a padlock at the near end, and another where it connected with the church. 

    “What are you thinking?” She had her skeptical face on. 

    I smiled. “I’m not. I just want to know what the place looks like.” 

    We walked back up Lafayette and made our way through the large, iron gates that guarded the entrance to the House of the Almighty. There was a gravel path that led, among lawns, to the Gothic arch of the main door. To the left, attached to the main nave, was a house built in a similar style, also made of gray stone, though the gabled roof was of dark slate tiles. The door was a cheerful, fire engine red, with a shiny brass knocker in the middle. 

    “What do you think?” I asked. “Is he at home having tea, or is he doing God’s work?” 

    She didn’t answer. Instead she followed me around the side of the church, through the grounds. There were a lot of trees, mainly plane trees, though there were some poplars and cypresses too. 

    “This was my mom’s church,” she said. “When I was a kid, we used to come here on Sunday.” 

    A footpath ran along the side of the building. At the end, where the main body of the church ended, there was a sharp angle to the left. It had the depth of the nave, maybe forty or fifty feet, and formed another angle with an old red brick building that looked as though it might have been a coach house or a stable. A number of fruit trees had been planted in the lee of the walls.  

    The footpath continued past this recess until the grass was replaced with concrete, and two steps led down to the iron gate that we had seen at the end of the alleyway. I surveyed all this and asked, “Did your dad come with you?” 

    “No, he used to go to the synagogue.” 

    We started back toward the front of the church. “How come you went with your mom and not your dad?” 

    “I went to both. Sometimes it was one-week mom, one-week dad. Sometimes it was months. They were never sure how to handle it and they were never sure how best to please God.” 

    “I never got it,” I said. 

    “Never got what?” 

    “Three religions, all devoted to the same god, all trying real hard to please him, and instead of being grateful, he gives all three of them a real hard time.” 

    She gave a small laugh. “He gave the oil to the Muslims, the banks to the Jews, and the empires to the Christians, but the tortured souls He distributed evenly amongst all three.” 

    We had reached the main entrance. The massive doors stood open onto an impenetrable darkness. I stood looking at the dark arch. “Do I gather you are an atheist?” 

    She shrugged. “Do I need a label? I read all the holy books and came to the conclusion they were all written by men. Mostly men who had been too long in the desert, suffering from dehydration.” She looked at me with a bland smile. “Hydrate a man and put him in a lab, he will tend to talk more sense.” 

    “Or a woman.” 

    “There’s that.” 

    “I feel a disturbance in the Force. I think he is in the church, doing God’s work.” 

    We stepped through the portal into the cool, echoing darkness. Our footfalls seemed to slide up the walls and scamper around the vaulted ceilings. Two rows of arches supported on marble columns separated the aisles from the central nave. A red carpet led to the vast, golden altar, where archangels and saints stood watching, with apparent indifference, as Jesus, raised up on a vast wooden cross, continued his two-thousand-year ordeal of suffering and self-sacrifice.  

    There was a figure kneeling before the altar, dressed in black. He heard the echo of our feet approaching and when we came to a halt behind him, he crossed himself and stood. As he turned, I said, “Father Padraig O’Neil?” 

    “That’s my name.” He smiled. We showed him our badges and told him whom we were. He remained impassive and asked, “How can I help you, Detectives?” 

    “Do you recall a young attorney who used to volunteer here about twelve years ago, name of Sean O’Conor?” 

    His face lit up. “Sean? Do I remember Sean? Well, of course I do! A rare and wonderful young man, but if you’re looking for him, I’m afraid I have no idea where he is.” 

    When Dehan spoke, she had a harshness to her voice that made me look. “We’re not looking for him, Father O’Neil. We’d like to talk to you about him. Is there somewhere we can speak, in private?” 

    He noticed her tone too and frowned slightly. “Of course, let’s go through to the rectory, we can talk there.” 

    He led us to a small wooden door at the end of the North Transept. He unlocked it with an old, chub key and ushered us through. 

    The rectory had the same feeling of hushed reverence and contemplation as the church, but without the distant, vaulted echoes. We were in a broad, carpeted hallway with the front door on the left; probably the bright red one I had seen earlier. There were a couple of rooms up ahead with tenuous sunlight filtering through half open doors, and a wide, solid mahogany staircase on the right that climbed to a landing over our heads.  

    Father O’Neil closed and locked the door behind us.  

    “I was going to have some tea.” He smiled. “It’s hard to shake the habits of the old country. Would you join me?” 

    Dehan said nothing, but I thanked him and he asked us to go into the parlor while he spoke to Mrs. Doyle about a brew.  

    The parlor was large, comfortable, and old world. There was an open fireplace with a vase of chrysanthemums in it. An old TV stood pushed away in a corner on a trolley, attached to a DVD player and an old video machine. A large crucifix dominated the room over the fireplace. There was one bookcase and most of the volumes were hardbacks on the subject of Catholic Theology.  

    Two large, leather armchairs and a leather sofa were arranged around the fire. They looked out of place in that room, and expensive. I sat in one of the chairs and Dehan sat on the sofa.  

    Father O’Neil came bustling in in his cassock, muttering that ‘that was sorted’, and settled himself in the remaining chair. He smiled at us each in turn and asked, “Now, how can I help you? You wanted to ask me about Sean?” 

    “Anything you can tell us, Father. I believe he did a lot of charitable work here.” 

    He nodded vigorously. “Oh yes, indeed. He was one in a million. Nothing, nothing, was too much trouble for him. He had a very good job over in Brooklyn, at a very distinguished law firm. But he devoted every spare minute of his time to helping those in need. He was a true Christian and no mistake.” 

    Dehan was watching him like a cat watching a mouse hole. 

    I nodded. “Did he ever confide in you with regard to the cases he was handling?” He hesitated and I added, “In particular, the pro bono work did on behalf of the needy.” 

    His face became grave. “He did, Detective.” He frowned at us both and looked confused. “But you must know that Sean has been missing for, oh… ten years at least.” 

 Dehan said, “To be precise, Father, twelve years and three months. He went missing in January 2005.” 

    He narrowed his eyes at her for a moment, then looked at me. “So you are looking into his disappearance?” 

    I weighed it up in my mind for a moment, made a decision, and said, “We are looking into his murder, Father.” 

    “Oh, sweet Jesus…” He crossed himself and said a quick prayer. “I had a feeling… When he just disappeared like that, with no explanation, it was just, not like him.” 

    I waited. I felt Dehan glance at me. Finally, I said, “The cases, Father? We believe one of the cases he was working on might have had something to do with his death.” 

    Mrs. Doyle came in carrying a tray and set it on a table by the window. She smiled at me as though she’d done something naughty but she knew I was going to let her off with a light spanking, and said, “Now, who’s going to have nice cup of tea, and some fresh biscuits? My own recipe—you can’t say no!” 

    We all agreed we couldn’t and she took her sweet time distributing the fruits of her labor. When she left, Father O’Neil smiled beatifically after her and said, “Truly, I do not know what I would do without that woman.” 

    Dehan dunked her biscuit as though she was trying to drown it and said, “Did Sean ever confide in you, Father, regarding any of the cases he was involved in just before his disappearance?” 

    He heaved a huge sigh. 

    I said, “I am beginning to get the impression, Father, that this is a subject you are uncomfortable discussing.” 

    He grimaced at his tea, like he didn’t really want it. “Of course you are quite right, Detective Stone, and I must apologize. The matter is not as simple as it might seem.” 

    “What is it that makes it complicated?” I asked the question, but I was pretty sure I knew what the answer was going to be. He didn’t disappoint me. 

    “The Irish community in the Bronx, in New York as a whole, is a complex one. There are many loyalties, and occasionally those loyalties come into conflict…” 

    Dehan said, “Can we move from generalities to specifics, Father?” 

    “Yes. He did confide in me, and seek my guidance, regarding some of the cases in which he was engaged. Especially those cases he took on which were on behalf of the needy.” 

    “Is there any case in particular that he mentioned at that time, that you felt might have threatened his life?” 

    He looked sick and drained. “The Tiffany Street squat. Sean was brave to the point of recklessness. If he saw just one person suffering injustice, he had to act. He had to do something.” 

    There was an edge to Dehan’s voice. “Is there something wrong with that?” 

    “Of course not, except that life is rarely that simple. Conor Hagan is a very powerful, and dangerous man. I am sure you are well aware of him, and what he is capable of.” He gave a small laugh and nodded several times. “What people are less aware of is the good he does for the Irish community. Things are very rarely black and white, Detective Dehan.” 

    “Putting people on the street doesn’t sound much like benefiting the community. Or were they not Irish?” 

    He glanced at her resentfully. “Some of them were indeed Irish. Others were Mexican. There were people of all colors and races. But that was not the point. The point was that Conor Hagan was going to develop that plot for the benefit of the community. Perhaps he was not following the letter of the law, and perhaps people would have been made temporarily homeless…” 

    “In January, in New York.” 

    “Indeed, but left to his own way of doing things, Conor would have made sure that those people he evicted were taken care of. But Sean, he had to play Galahad. He had to go charging in, and upset the apple cart.” He saw the way we were looking at him and made a hasty retreat. “Don’t get me wrong. I had the greatest admiration for Sean, and for everything he wanted to do. I just felt he might have gone about it in a more… circumspect way.” 

    “It seems,” I said, before Dehan could get in, “that you are suggesting that Conor Hagan might have killed Sean O’Conor, or at least had him killed.” 

    His face went crimson and he began to laugh. “Well now, steady on! That is not in fact what I said.” 

    “What are you saying, Father?” 

    “What I’m saying is that, the way Sean went charging in, where Angels fear to tread, was liable to upset somebody, sooner or later.” 

    Dehan snapped, “So he had it coming?” 

    “That is not what I meant!” 

    “I’ll tell you what I think, Father O’Neil,” I said. “I think that you are being vague and evasive because you don’t want to go charging in where angels fear to tread. But I am going to be very clear with you, Father. If you are withholding evidence in a murder investigation in order to protect a killer, I will come gunning for you. And you may not believe it, but I am a much more dangerous man than Conor Hagan. Because if Conor Hagan is guilty of this murder, I will take him down, and if you conceal evidence, I will take you down, too.” I leered. “And believe me, if Hagan goes to prison, you really don’t want to be in there with him.” 

    He had both hands up, like I was pointing a gun at him. “Steady, lad! Slow down! This is getting a little out of hand. I never said I would not cooperate with you. I was simply trying to make you appreciate the complexity of the situation!” 

    “I appreciate the complexity of the situation. What I need to know now is whether Sean had received any concrete threats, if anybody from Hagan’s organization had contacted him and told him to leave the case alone… was there anything specific that made Sean fear for his life?” 

    He thought about it for a long time, chewing his lip. Finally, he said, “A couple of days before he disappeared, he came to me and told me that he had received a number of threatening phone calls telling him to leave the case alone or face the consequences.” 

    “Did he recognize the voice?” 

    “He didn’t say so, but he was in no doubt that it was Hagan.” 

    Dehan said, “And when he went missing, it never occurred to you to inform the police?” 

    He shook his head. “To be honest, I thought he had run off. I thought it had finally dawned on him that he had gone too far…” 

    Dehan said, “Gone too far? What does that mean?” 

    He flopped back in his chair. He was obviously embarrassed at his own cowardice. “Too far means, Hagan is much more than a man. If you put Conor or any of his henchmen in prison, there will be ten more behind him to take his place. And if he warns you off and you don’t heed the warning at the time, you will be punished, and it’s no good heeding the warning later. That’s too late. If you do not toe the line, you will be punished.” 

    Dehan’s voice was scathing. “Does that apply to priests as well?” 

    He snapped, “Yes! And police officers!” 

    I said, “Good to know. So you thought that Sean had finally seen the light, but too late, and done a runner. What made you think that?” 

    He shrugged. “Well, there was no reason to believe any harm had come to him. If he had been hurt, there would have been some news, or a report or something, or a message from his parents. Also, didn’t his fiancée go missing at the same time! I assumed they’d run off together.” 

    Dehan sat forward. “Just so I can get this clear in my mind, Father, do I understand…” She shook her head and started again. “Are you telling us that when your parishioners come to you and ask you for guidance because they are being bullied, abused and threatened by gangsters, you advise them to toe the line, look the other way and keep quiet?” 

    His face flushed and suddenly he looked mad. “Well, what do you suggest I tell them, Detective? To go to the police? Because for your information, a good number of you are on Hagan’s payroll and I, personally, have never accepted money or gifts from him, but if I ever oppose him or confront him, it will not be I who suffers! It will be them, the parishioners. He has made that abundantly clear to me, and that was what I tried to make Sean understand!” 

    I sat forward. “Well, it wasn’t the parishioners who paid, Father O’Neil, it was Sean. And you did get news, only you didn’t realize it.” 

    “What are you talking about?” 

    “Do you remember a tramp, a vagrant, whose body was found in a dumpster at the end of the road at the very same time that Sean went missing?” 

    His mouth dropped and he stared from me to Dehan and back again. “Don’t… Surely you’re not telling me…” 

    I nodded. “We won’t take up any more of your time, Father. But before we go, did you say his fiancée went missing at the same time?” 

    “I assumed they had eloped together.” 

    “What was her name? I’d like to try and trace her.” 

    He heaved a big sigh and sank back in his chair. “Poor child, I suppose now this means… Sweet Jesus, it doesn’t bear thinking about…” 

    “Her name, Father?” 

    “I’m trying to remember.” He looked me in the eye. “Alice. Alicia Flores.” 

    Dehan said, “Alicia Flores Delgado?” 

    He stared at her. “Yes, that’s her. Did you know her? Are you from this neighborhood? You do look familiar.” 

    “Yeah, I’m from the hood.” She didn’t sound friendly when she said it. 

    I asked him, “Do you have a phone number or an address for her parents or next of kin?” 

    He went to rise but Dehan said, “I know where they live.” 

    I stood. “Thank you, Father, you have been very helpful. We may need to talk to you again.” 

    He spread his hands and gestured at the building around him. “I’m not going anywhere.” 

    He saw us to the door and we stepped out into the gathering dusk. 





FIVE


    We drove in silence along Bruckner Boulevard as far as Castle Hill Avenue and then turned left over the bridge and stopped at Jimmy’s. All the way she was trying not to scowl, although all the way she scowled.  

    The evening crowd wasn’t in yet and we found a quiet table near the corner. As we moved toward it, I called to Jimmy and held up two fingers, like the peace sign. When the beers arrived and Jimmy had left, I said, “You going to tell me what’s going on?” 

    She did that thing where she gave her head a couple of small shakes and made a ‘no idea what you’re talking about’ face while avoiding eye contact. I persisted. 

    “Is it something I said or did that has annoyed you?” 

    This time she looked down at her drink, shook her head and made a ‘no that’s ridiculous’ face. 

    “Is it something related to the case?” 

    She closed her eyes and sighed. 

    “Then you have to tell me, Dehan.” 

    “So you can take me off the case?” 

    I drank and wiped the foam from my mouth with the back of my hand. “Only if it impairs your ability to perform your duty.” She drew breath but before she could speak I went on, “And if you don’t tell me what’s going on, I’ll have no choice but to conclude it has impaired your ability, because you will be keeping relevant information from me. Tell me what’s on your mind, and trust me to make the right choice, Carmen.” 

    She scowled, curled her lip and spoke through gritted teeth. “You’re so feckin’ reasonable!” 

    “Ah, Jaysus! Isn’t that the truth after all! Now, spill.” 

    She heaved another sigh, leaned back in her chair and stared me in the eye. “Alicia Flores Delgado was my cousin.” 

    She watched me while I stared at my beer, then at the wall and then out the window, where the air was turning from dusk to dark. Finally, I asked her, “Did you know that Sean was her fiancée? Before?” 

    She shook her head. “No, we were very close as kids, but as we got older,” she shrugged, “she got involved in the church… that wasn’t my scene.” 

    I believed her. “Is there anything else? Anything you’re not telling me?” 

    She thought about it, then shook her head again. “No.” 

    I leaned forward and stared hard at her. “I want you to keep me in the loop every inch of the way, you understand me?” 

    “Yeah, of course.” She nodded. 

    I shook my head. “No, not ‘of course’. I mean it, as your partner and as your friend. Do you understand me?” 

    Her face changed. She looked grateful, though she tried to hide it. 

    “Yeah, I understand you. Thanks.” 

    I sucked my teeth for a moment, reflecting that this case was becoming complicated. His hair and nails had told me it would from the start, but this I had not anticipated and I was wondering where to start. 

    “What did you mean, she ‘was’ your cousin?” It was as good a place as any. 

    She kind of shrugged with one shoulder and shook her head. “You’d have to know Alicia. She was…” She searched for the right words and suddenly expostulated, “She was everything I am not! She was the quintessential good girl. She was sweet, always ready with a smile, good-natured, could never do enough to help…” She paused, holding my eye. She looked real sad. “And she would never—not in a thousand years—she would never just up and go without telling her family where she was going. It just isn’t credible. Her family was everything to her, and if she hasn’t contacted them, it’s because she can’t…” 

    She left the words hanging, ugly with meaning.  

    “I can see why Hagan would want Sean O’Conor out of the way. Hell, I can see that it would be an imperative for him to make an example of Sean. But Alicia?” I thought about it and Dehan, nodding, spoke my thoughts. “Alicia would only make sense if Sean was still alive.” 

    “Exactly. Her only value to Hagan is as leverage with Sean, or as a way of punishing him.” 

    She sighed. “It doesn’t make a lot of sense. The Irish Mob are about as tough as they get, but they have a reverence for family, and for women. A good Catholic girl like that, active in the church… I don’t see it.” 

    She was right. “We need to talk to Alicia’s family.” 

    She shifted her position, leaned back and crossed her long legs at the ankle on the side stretcher of my chair. She nodded absently and said, “So what are we saying, then? Sean O’Conor has a Galahad complex. He gets involved in the charitable work at St. Mary’s, and at the same time gets into this Drop In Center, offering pro bono legal representation. He decides to take a swing at the big guy, Conor Hagan. Conor executes him, for some reason he dresses him as a tramp and throws him in one of his own dumpsters, right by the church. Maybe it was a message to the local population. And then…” 

    She went into a kind of daze, staring at her boots. 

    I said, “Maybe she committed suicide?” 

    She pulled a face. “Where’s the body?” 

    “Jumped off the Bruckner Expressway into the river?” 

    “Without being seen?” 

    A human body is not an easy thing to lose, or to hide, especially when it’s dead. Live humans are a lot easier to conceal and camouflage. Dead ones just keep doing embarrassing, awkward things like decomposing, smelling, and generally looking out of place. It is very difficult for a dead body simply to vanish. Which was what Alicia seemed to have done. 

    “Also,” I said, “Why leave Sean in full view, and dispose of Alicia so that no one will find her?” 

    As I said it, I knew that was an important question, and by the way Dehan looked at me, she did too. 

    I held up the fingers of my left hand and enumerated. 

    “First, tomorrow morning we go and visit Alicia’s parents, set that up tonight if you can. Second, after that, we pay a visit to Conor Hagan, see what he has to say about the Tiffany Street squatters. Third, we go through the contents from Sean’s room with a fine-toothed comb. There is something here we are missing.” 

    She pointed at me like she was going to shoot me with her finger.  

    “Different motives, but it would be too bizarre for it to be coincidence. So, same killer, same overall crime, but different personal motives.” 

    I nodded. It made sense. 

   

    I had been expecting it. So when I was awakened from my sleep by the incessant ringing on my doorbell, I wasn’t surprised or alarmed. I groped for my keys in my pants pocket and leaned out the window. It was cold and still dark. The sun wouldn’t be up for another half hour at least. Dehan was doing her cold weather dance and grinned at me. “They are early risers,” she said. 

    I threw the key down to her and groped my way to the bathroom. 

    As was her custom, when I got downstairs she was frying bacon and eggs and making coffee. I sat at the kitchen table. 

    “Did you sleep?” 

    She gave her head a quick shake. “No.”  

    The toast popped. She buttered it and shoveled bacon from the pan onto the plate with a spatula. Then she broke the eggs into the pan. 

    “When we were small, we were like sisters, always in and out of each other’s houses. Her parents didn’t care that my dad was a Jew.” 

    I blinked. These were big issues for before coffee. But she didn’t need an answer, now she was shoveling eggs. 

    “These days, Jews and Christians are uniting against Islam, a common enemy, but not so long ago Catholics hated Jews about as much as Muslims do.” 

    She put two huge plates of eggs and bacon on toast on the table. She had even found some mushrooms and fried those too. She went back for two cups and the coffee pot. She was still talking. 

    “But Alicia’s parents weren’t like that. Gregorio and Marcela. They were good people, you know what I mean?” She sat and attacked her food with a kind of determination to get the job done. “And I was thinking about that all night. How do you know a person is good? I mean, really good?” She glanced at me as she stuffed food into her mouth. It didn’t stop her talking. “I meam, whadish goom, righ?” 

    “What is good?” 

    She nodded. I sipped my coffee, hoping it would give me strength, and speared a rasher of bacon. She swallowed, as though she was getting the food out of the way of her stream of thoughts. 

    “Yeah. Nobody has ever been able to define good or evil. It’s one of those things, like love. You can’t define it. But we know, don’t we, when a person is good. We know when they are false, hypocrites, on an ego trip—and we know when they are genuinely good.” She waved her knife at me. “Me? I’m just confused. You, you’re basically a good guy who is smart and has learnt to be careful. Gregorio, Marcela, and Alicia, they were genuine good people.” 

    She was starting to carry me along with her relentless flow. I said, “That’s a lot of genuinely good people: Sean, Gregorio, Marcela and Alicia. What are the odds?” 

    “Astronomical. But you get enough monkeys with typewriters, one of them will write the Torah. The point is, they found each other, they came together, and they tried to do good. Sean was a kind of catalyst for them, do you see that, Stone? His energy, his conviction, his faith—whatever! He acted as a catalyst and they started to do something to bring about change. And that is why they died. It’s wrong, Stone. They—people like Conor Hagan—they own the world, and they can’t be allowed to keep getting away with this kind of shit.” 

    “You didn’t sleep at all?” 

    “No. You done?” 

    “No, I am still mopping and I still have my coffee. Your revs are too high. Let in the clutch and breathe.” 

    “It makes me mad, Stone.” 

    “I can see that.” 

    “Why?” 

    “Why can I see that?” 

    “No. Why do they get away with it?” 

    “I don’t know. It’s the nature of the world we live in.” 

    “It shouldn’t be.” 

    I drew breath, looked at her, and killed my reply before I said it. She had tears in her eyes as I reached across the table and gave her hand a squeeze. “We do the best we can, Carmen. It’s all we can do.” 

    The horizon was turning pale and the dawn chorus was in full swing as we stepped into the street. There was a fresh, green smell of hope in the air. Somewhere in the distance, a car radio was giving the weather report for the day, and a bus, grinding through it gears, ferried yawning people from slumber to morning. Hope, I thought to myself, was it one of those things that Dehan had talked about, like good and evil, and love? Something you couldn’t define, but you knew it was there. 

    I sighed and climbed into the car. I was no good with all that abstract stuff. I was good at getting the job done and that was exactly what I planned to do. 





SIX


    Gregorio was still at work. He did the night shift, but Marcela was home. They had the top floor of a double fronted house on Irvine Street, near the corner of Garrison Avenue. We climbed the stairs to the top floor, where a plasterboard wall had been put in to turn what should have been a family home into two apartments. Once the wall was up, somebody had started to paint it, but given up half way. The landing was big enough for just one person. Dehan went ahead and rang the bell.  

    Marcela was short, overweight, and pretty. Dehan had to stoop to hug her, and winced at the shriek of pleasure the woman let out in her ear. They babbled in Spanish while I waited on the stairs, and Marcela kept coming in for follow up hugs and kisses. Finally, Dehan turned and said, “Marcela, this is John, he’s my partner.” 

    She dragged Dehan into the apartment so she could get at me, gave me two big kisses on my cheeks and told me how handsome I was in two languages. Then she pushed us both into her living room.  

    They sat together on the sofa and Marcela pinched her cheek and squeaked, “Ay, mi Carmencita preciosa!” 

    Dehan smiled and held her hand in both of her own. “Tita, we need to talk to you. It is really important.” 

    Marcela became serious. “Is this police business?” 

    “It’s about Alicia, Tita.” 

    Marcela put her hands to her cheeks and gasped. “Ay Dios mío! Did you find her? Is she okay? Did something happen to her?” 

    “We don’t know yet, but we found Sean.” 

    “You found Sean?” She could tell from Dehan’s face that it wasn’t good news. “Is he dead?” 

    Dehan nodded. “Yes, Tita, he was murdered twelve years ago, when he disappeared.” 

    Marcela’s face drained white. “So, Alicia…?” 

    Dehan reached quickly for her hand. “No, Tita, not necessarily. We don’t know what happened to Alicia. Sean’s body was there all along, right by the church, tu me entiendes? But nobody recognized it because they changed his clothes. But Alicia, there was no body found anywhere, so maybe she escaped. Maybe she went away where they couldn’t find her.” 

    There were tears in Marcela’s eyes. “She would call. She would tell me where she was.” 

    “Not if she was trying to protect you.” 

    “Protect me? Who from?” 

    “That’s what we need to find out, Tita.” 

    I sat forward. “Marcela, did Sean come to your house often?” 

    Her face lit up. “Oh, yes, all the time. Such a nice boy, very handsome and so kind. They were going to get married.” 

    “How did he and Alicia meet?” 

    “At the church. He was a good Christian. Very devoto.” She gave a cheeky smile. “Maybe too much, huh? I think maybe I never get grandchildren!” She laughed uproariously, slapping Dehan on the leg.  

    I smiled. “And Alicia was also a good Catholic, right?” 

    She clasped her hands to her heart and cocked her head. “So good, such a good child. Loved her mammy, didn’t she, Carmencita?” 

    “She sure did, Tita.” 

    “So, what was Alicia doing at the church, Marcela?” 

    She shrugged and pulled a face. “The soup kitchen, distributin’ the clothes for the poor people. ’Cause it gets real cold for the homeless people in the winter. She work with the huerfanitos…” 

    “The what?” 

    “The little orphan children. Some of them, their parents have died, others their parents have gone to prison, or they can’t care for them because they drinkin’ or takin’ drugs, you know? These kids got nowhere to go, no school, nowhere to live.” 

    “And Alicia helped them? How?” 

    “Father O’Neil is a good man.” She turned reprovingly to look at Dehan. “I know you don’t like him, but he is a good man.” She looked back to me. “He organize classes for the kids to learn reading and writing, math, the basic things you gonna need, and he provide a place for them to sleep and stay when is cold.” 

    “And Alicia was involved in this program?” 

    “Involve? She run it! She was runnin’ the program, and Sean was trying to get compensation for the eviction on Tiffany Street. They were both really trying to help the community. Like two saints.” She started to cry. “But they was too good, and God take them to his bosom. Lord know we need people like this in the world. Why he takes them away?” 

    Dehan put her arms around her and held her. “We don’t know he did, Marcela. Let’s wait and see, okay?” 

    “Marcela, we only have a couple more questions.” 

    She blew her nose and nodded at me. 

    “Did he ever talk about what he was doing? Did he ever mention any people, any names?” 

    She rolled her eyes and threw her hands up in the air. “Ay! Always! Always! He was talking about Conor Hagan. He was obsessed with Conor Hagan. I tell him, ‘Sean, there are more bad guys in the world than Conor Hagan!’ but he don’ wanna know. He is obsess, he gonna bring him down and punish him for the bad things he done. I tell him, ‘back off a little or you gonna get problems,’ but he don’t listen to me.” She paused a moment to fold her handkerchief. “A week or a few days before he disappear, he come and he say to Alicia, ‘they callin’ me, warning me to back off,’ they are tryin’ to buy him off and threatening him. He said to her, ‘you want we can split up, so you and your family are not at risk?’ She said no, she was gonna stand by him. That is the kind of girl she is.” 

    “So Sean told Alicia he had received threats from Conor Hagan?” 

    “Oh yeah, for sure.” 

    Dehan held her hand tight. “Tita, have you got anything, letters, emails, a computer, a cell phone, anything from back then that might have something on it that we can use…” 

    “You mean like proof?” She shrugged and shook her head. “No, Cielito, I ain’t got nothing. She never had no computer, and her phone disappear with her. That day, she go to the church like always, and she never come back.” 

    She insisted we have coffee; we talked some more without making any progress, and finally made our way back to the car. I leaned on the roof and sighed. The morning was bright and optimistic, but I wasn’t. 

    Dehan opened her door, stopped, and leaned opposite me. We stared at each other. She said, “Everything confirms the same hypothesis. It’s simple and logical. Maybe we’re over-thinking it.” 

    “Maybe, but some concrete evidence would be nice. And I still don’t like Sean in a dumpster and Alicia vanishing without a trace. It doesn’t make sense.” 

    “I know.” 

    “Let’s see if the tech guys got anything from Sean’s computer, and let’s have a look through his papers. You never know, there might be something. I’d like to have a little more than theories and hearsay before I confront Hagan.” 

    She nodded and we got in. 





SEVEN


    Spring is real ugly and depressing when it’s on the other side of the glass and you’re sitting, wading through twelve-year-old legal notes about people getting evicted from their homes.  

    The only thing the tech guys were able to tell me at that stage was what I already suspected, the hard drive had been wiped clean. They were working on trying to recover some of the files, but they didn’t want to make any promises. Twelve years was a long time. 

    Most of the physical files he had stored in two large sports bags in his wardrobe, and most of them related to cases from the previous year. Hard as we looked, we could barely find a single reference to Tiffany Street, Conor Hagan, or squatters. Dehan spoke absently as she leafed slowly through a notebook. 

    “It’s negative, but even that is pointing in the same direction. They killed him and Alicia, then they went and took his files and wiped his PC.” 

    I took the last file from the bag. I had seen several like it. It was about Carolina, a child of thirteen. Her dad was unknown; her mother was a prostitute and a junkie. Her nationality was unknown and she apparently had no Social Security number. Cristina, twelve, wasn’t sure where her mother was. Sean was trying to get them both taken into care. He was also trying to get the authorities to recognize there was a crisis with this kind of child in the Bronx. Meanwhile, Father O’Neil was providing somewhere to sleep and somewhere to eat, and Alicia was providing lessons in basic literacy and numeracy. 

    I threw the file on the desk and rubbed my face with my hands. 

    “What am I not seeing, Dehan? What am I missing? Everything is perfect. We should just be looking for hard evidence, witnesses, forensics—but there is something missing.” 

    She nodded. “I agree.” 

    “What the hell did they do with Alicia, and for what purpose?” I stood and walked to the window, looking out resentfully at April having fun out there, budding all the almond trees. “Sean and Alicia… No, just Sean, who became a pain in Hagan’s ass. Alicia wasn’t. As far as we know, Dehan, Hagan doesn’t even know Alicia exists, and so he has a couple of his guys wait for Sean. They bundle him in the back of a car and take him to a building site or a warehouse. They put him on his knees and they shoot him.”  

    I paused, running through it again in my mind. Dehan closed the file she was reading and turned her chair so she could see me. I went on. 

    “So far it is a bog-standard, textbook gangland hit. But then, for some reason, they take all his clothes off, dress him up as a tramp, take him to their own dumpster and throw him in.” 

    Dehan sighed. “It’s a reach, Stone, but maybe Hagan wanted the locals to know about it, but, like we said before, he wanted it to go cold for the cops.” 

    I nodded. “It’s the only explanation that makes sense for now, but you’re right, it’s a reach.” I wandered back to my chair and stood looking down at the file on the desk, thinking of Alicia, and Carolina and Cristina and their junkie mom. “And then, for no apparent reason, they go and find Alicia, kill her, and dispose of the body in such a way that nobody will ever find it.” I turned and stared at her. “What the hell for?” 

    “As a warning?” 

    “To whom? Alicia was no threat to anybody. And you heard yourself, whatever else Hagan was, he also liked to play benefactor to the community, surely he would want to encourage people like Alicia, not kill them.” I shook my head. “No, he had a very particular reason to kill her, and to make her disappear.” 

    She thought about it. 

    “That’s a pretty strong statement, Sensei.” 

    “But it’s the only thing that makes sense.” 

    She sighed and threw her own file on the desk. “Well, we are going to have to find some evidence pretty soon, Stone, because we are hitting one dead end after another.” She stretched, arching her back over the back of the chair till I heard the vertebrae crack. “Maybe you should talk to Hagan.” 

    I shook my head. “I don’t want to. It’s too soon. That guy is going to be tough and cool. I need something concrete before I go up against him.” 

    I picked up the empty bag off the floor, dumped it on the desk, and put a handful of files back in it. The weight was badly distributed; it overbalanced and slid to the floor. Dehan snorted and grinned. “One of those days.” 

    I bent and retrieved the bag. The files slid to the end. I put the bag back with more care. The base was soft, floppy, that was why it had overbalanced and slid off the desk. But there was something odd about it. I picked it up again by the handles and lowered it gently onto the edge of the desk. It buckled. I raised it and lowered it again, but a bit further along. It didn’t buckle. I took the files out and dropped them on the floor. Then tipped the bag back and forth in a seesaw motion. Dehan was watching me like she thought I had finally lost it and was ready for sectioning. 

    I said, “Listen…” I tipped the bag again. There was a slithering sound. “There is something in there.” 

    I put it back on the table, pulled my penknife from my pocket and gently cut away the bottom of the bag. And there it was, a thick, A4 file. 

    “Holy shit, Stone.” 

    I threw the bag on the floor. She stood and came to stand beside me. I put the file on the desk and opened it and there were thirteen color photographs. A4 size. The first was a group of twelve kids, they were in a large room that was hard to identify. It had a burgundy carpet and you could make out what looked like a white, wooden windowsill on the far left. The kids were standing in a group. They were all girls of varying ages, the youngest about twelve, and the oldest about fifteen. They all looked Latin American. 

    I set that photograph aside and looked at the next one. My skin went cold. It was one of the girls from the group. She was nude. She was sitting on a bed, smiling, but the smile, and her eyes, showed fear. Real fear. She was smiling because she had to. I went through the rest, one photograph after another, with a black rage building inside me. Each of the kids in the group was photographed individually in the same way. 

    “We have to get these copied and sent to the lab for fingerprints.” 

    “What the fuck does it mean?” 

    “It means Sean O’Conor was involved in more than protecting squatters’ rights.” 

    She stared at me. “You think these were Sean’s pictures?” 

    I shook my head. “I didn’t say that. We don’t know whose they are, but what is certain is that they provide a powerful motive for murder. They provide several powerful motives for murder.” 

    She walked slowly back to her chair while I copied the pictures and sealed them in a plastic envelope for the forensic lab. She sat. 

    “This complicates things a lot, Stone.” 

    I nodded. “Talk me through it.” 

    She thought for a moment. “One, he found Hagan was not only screwing the squatters, he was running a child prostitution ring.” 

    I nodded. “Okay.” 

    She held up a hand. “This makes sense, because if Hagan was preying on the homeless kids, on orphans, on the very kids Father O’Neil and Alicia were trying to help, suddenly he has a reason to kill her. Father O’Neil he can intimidate, but Alicia, encouraged by Sean’s support, defies him. So he kills her along with Sean.” 

    I nodded again. “It’s a possible scenario. What else?” 

    She frowned. “What else? You don’t like that?” 

    I raised an eyebrow at her. “I love it, but what else?” 

    She sighed. “Okay, she discovers that Father O’Neil, intimidated by Hagan, is running a child pornography ring, she goes to Sean with evidence, they confront him and he goes to Hagan, who has them both killed.” 

    I shrugged. “What else?” 

    She spread her hands. “What else…?” 

    “Neither of your two scenarios explains why Alicia disappeared. You are assuming that the photographs are Sean’s evidence against somebody.” She didn’t like it and her face said so, so I went on. “So what would Alicia do if she discovered that her perfect man was into child pornography?” 

    She looked at me like she wanted to hit me. 

    “Kill him and disappear.” 

    I shook my head. “But I don’t like it. It explains why she disappears, but it doesn’t explain Sean dressed as a tramp in a dumpster.” 

    “So why…?” She looked exasperated. 

    “Because, young grasshopper, you discard a hypothesis after you explore it, not before. Just because Sean seems to be a nice guy, it does not mean he has no dark secrets.” 

    “Yes, Sensei…” 

    “Come on, let’s get these to the lab.” 





EIGHT


    On the way, Dehan phoned the Hagan Construction Company and made an appointment to see Conor Hagan. His secretary said he was out of town, but he would be in his office the following day at noon, if we wanted to come and see him then. Dehan said we did. 

    By the time we’d left the photographs at the lab, it was lunchtime, so we grabbed a couple of hot dogs and sat on the hood of my car eating them. Dehan was licking ketchup from her fingers with the concentration of a cat. As she did it, she asked, “What now?” 

    I crammed the tail end of the sausage dog into my maw and said, “I shink I bonch dishtur paja O’Neesh runsh.” 

    She stopped licking and considered me a moment, while I too licked ketchup from my fingers.  

    “You want to disturb Father O’Neil’s lunch…” 

    “Mh-hm!” 

    I fished my cell out of my pocket and made the call. 

     “Father O’Neil, it’s Detective Stone here again.” 

    He didn’t sound elated. “Detective Stone, yes, how may I help you?” 

    “A couple of unexpected things have come up, Father, and I need to ask you a few more questions.” 

    “Of course.” 

    “Shall I send a car for you, or can you get to the precinct yourself?” 

    There was a stunned silence. Then, “You want me to…” 

    “That’s the idea.” 

    “I see, well, yes, of course. I have a lot to do here…” 

    I gave him my best dead, toneless voice and said, “I can send a car for you.” 

    “No, that won’t be necessary.” 

    “Shall we say half an hour?” 

    He said he thought he could manage that and we headed back to the 43rd.  

    I took the long way home, via Eastchester and Silver Street. I had never liked the original theory on Sean’s murder. It was too easy and left too many unanswered questions. But the photographs had confused the picture even more, and I was having trouble putting the puzzle together in my head. As we turned onto East Tremont Avenue, Dehan said, “You were pretty tough on Father O’Neil back there.” 

    “You think I was wrong?” 

    “No, I’m just curious.” 

    I nodded. After a moment, I said, “You weren’t real warm toward him yourself when we went to see him.” 

    “You answering my question with a question of your own?” 

    I smiled. “He’s hiding something. He’s scared of Hagan. I want him to be more scared of me than he is of Hagan. So what’s your beef with him?” 

    She didn’t answer straight away. She stared out the side window at the red brick and concrete desolation, the steel, roll-down shutters sprayed with unoriginal graffiti, and the broad, open spaces of blacktop and sidewalk that nature had intended for meadows and woodlands, but Man had decreed should be artificial desert. She spoke suddenly, without looking at me. 

    “My Mom went to him for help and guidance, a long time ago. Everything he said this morning was an echo of what he said to her back then. Don’t fight, don’t defend yourself or your family, accept your fate and surrender to those who abuse you. Pray for forgiveness.” 

    I turned into Castle Hill. A few small leaves tinged the dead branches with green in the fragile sunlight of the early afternoon.  

    “What happened?” 

    She shook her head. 

    I glanced at her. That was the only answer I was going to get. I said, “That about sums it up. With a man like Father O’Neil, you can be pretty sure he’s in Hagan’s pocket. He is influential enough in the community to be of use, and scared enough not to face up to him. The million dollar question is, what is the point beyond which Father O’Neil will not go?” 

    “You think there is one?” 

    “Sure. I don’t read him as a bad guy, do you? I think he’s weak, but I think he’d rather do good than not.” 

    She shrugged. 

    I followed Castle Hill down to Bruckner Boulevard and turned right over the bridge. Five minutes later, I was pulling up outside the station. As Dehan was opening the door, I said, “You going to be okay in this interview?” 

    “Sure. Why not?” 

    “We both know there’s stuff you are not telling me, Dehan. You have an issue with Father O’Neil. I’m not pushing you to tell me what it is, but I need to know you’re going to be objective.” 

    “I’ll be objective.” 

    Father O’Neil was already there. He’d been shown into an interview room and was sitting there fiddling with a paper cup of coffee. He looked up as we came in and smiled nervously. 

    “Detectives, I must confess I am a little surprised…” 

    He probably expected me to apologize and explain. Instead, I sat, dropped a file in front of me and waited for him to finish his sentence. He didn’t. He trailed off and glanced at Dehan, then back at me. When he didn’t say anything, I asked him, “Father, what is the nature of your relationship with Conor Hagan?” 

    He frowned. “My…” He turned to look at Dehan again, as though he suspected the question had been her idea. Then he looked back at me. “My relationship…?” 

    “Is there something about the question you don’t understand, Father?” 

    “Well, I have no relationship with Conor Hagan.” 

    I shook my head. “No, you have some kind of relationship, Father. I am asking you about the nature of that relationship. How long have you been the parish priest here?” 

    He felt he was on safer ground here and smiled. 

    “More than thirty years, Detective. And if you want to talk about relationships, the relationship I have built up with the parish over those years is one of mutual love and respect. We have run many, many programs, with the help and support of the parishioners, to assist the needy and the homeless, to…” 

    “I am aware of that, Father. Is Conor Hagan one of your parishioners?” 

    He nodded. “Yes, indeed he is.” 

    “He must have been a young child when you took over as parish priest. You may even have christened him.” 

    He was silent for a moment, studying his coffee. “Not quite,” he said at last, “but he was a very small boy. His parents were, and still are, devout Catholics and I have watched him grow into a man.” 

    “Not quite accurate to say you have no relationship with him?” 

    He sighed and met my eye. “I have the same relationship with Conor that I have with any one of my parishioners, Detective.” 

    I nodded. “I see. I’d like to know a little more about these programs you run. What is their main focus?” 

    He was a little more cautious this time, but again he felt on safer ground. He didn’t like the subject of Conor Hagan. 

    “Mainly it’s the children. Not exclusively, there are many, many lost souls in the Bronx, Detective, as I am sure you are well aware. We care for the homeless as best we can, providing shelter and clothes and food. We provide help for women who…” 

    He hesitated and Dehan said, “Whores.” 

    He stared at her, a little aghast, then nodded and said, “Women who have lost their way. Many are addicted to drugs, or live in fear of their boyfriends, or the men who…” 

    “Their pimps.” 

    “Yes, thank you, Detective Dehan, but our main concern must be the children. For them, we have shelter, clothes and food, and we also do our best to provide them with schooling, even if it is just basic literacy.” 

    I drummed my fingers on the table a moment. “This was the program that Alicia was involved in.” 

    “The blessed child was instrumental in setting it up.” 

    “Who funds these programs? Even with volunteers, something like this requires money.” 

    His face went hard. He said, “Donations,” and clamped his jaw shut. 

    I waited. Dehan sighed and said, “Donations from whom, Father.” 

    “There isn’t a single donor…” 

    I snapped, “We can find out. It will take longer, but we will find out. I already have the feeling you are holding back information, Father, do you want to compound that feeling or do you want to cooperate with us?” 

    He drew breath but Dehan was in before he could speak. 

    “What is it you are trying to hide?” 

    “I am not trying to hide anything!” 

    “So who funds these programs?” 

    “I told you! All sorts of people!” 

    “This morning you were at pains to stress that Conor Hagan does a lot to help the community. Is he one of your contributors?” 

    He sighed, and it was shaky. “Of course.” 

    “Does he fund the orphans program?” 

    “Amongst others.” 

    “He, amongst others? Or he funds that program, amongst others?” 

    It took him a surprisingly long time to answer. 

    “He funds that program, amongst others.” 

    “Who else contributes to the orphans program?” 

    He hesitated. “Off the top of my head, collections from the parish, Conor, a couple of local businessmen.” 

    “Names?” 

    “Sadiq Khan.” 

    I stared at him in silence. Eventually, Dehan said, “Excuse me?” 

    “Sadiq Khan, he runs a shipping company…” 

    Dehan leaned forward. “Is he a convert to Catholicism?” 

    “…No.” 

    “He is a Muslim, then.” 

    “I assume so, we have never discussed his religious beliefs.” 

    Her voice was becoming tense, but I was curious to see where this would lead. “You never questioned the fact that a Muslim was funding a Catholic charity for orphans, in which the children were taught in the Christian faith?” 

    “Detective! It is not for me to question his motives! If he helps our children then I am grateful. We both worship the same god, after all!” 

    “So the bottom line is,” I said, “that this orphans charity is funded by Conor Hagan and Sadiq Khan.” 

    “Yes, that is correct.” 

    I sat back. “Not exactly ‘all sorts of people’ is it, Father?” 

    “I suppose not.” 

    I opened the folder and slid a photograph in front of him. It was the photo of the twelve kids standing together. His jaw dropped. 

    “Holy mother of God…!” 

    Dehan raised an eyebrow. “Do you know these children?” 

    He nodded. “Yes, but how…?” 

    “How what, Father?” She leaned forward, staring at his face. “How did we get the photograph?” 

    He nodded again, staring at the picture. He picked it up and surprised me by smiling. He pointed. “Look, that is little Mati, this one is Jennifer… That little one with the cheeky grin, now what was her name? I’m pretty sure she was dyslexic, poor love. Sole, I am pretty sure it was Sole…” 

    “Who are these children, Father?”  

    He looked up at me, surprised, a little irritated. 

    “Sure, this is Alicia’s first class. Isn’t that why you’re showing it to me?” 

    Dehan frowned. “They are all girls.” 

    “Well, of course they are, Detective Dehan! We segregate the boys from the girls, especially at that age! How else are you going to teach them? Have you ever seen a Catholic school that didn’t?” 

    I could feel the rage building in her and I acted before she could open her mouth. I slid the next photograph in front of him.  

    “Is this also standard practice in Catholic schools, Father O’Neil?” 

    “Oh, sweet Jesus!” 

    He tried to stand, staggering back as he did so. The chair toppled and he fell over the chair, sprawling on the floor. He was struggling to his feet as Dehan and I moved around the table. His breathing was quick and ragged and he was holding out his left hand, like he was trying to ward off the photograph. He kept saying, “What…? What…?” 

    Dehan picked up his chair and I took his arm. 

    He was staring into my face. “What is that?” 

    I raised my eyebrows at him as I guided him back to the chair. 

    “It is a picture of a naked child, Father; one of the children in your orphans program, funded by Conor Hagan and Sadiq Khan, and run by you.” 

    “No.” 

    He said it as he sat. He refused to look at the picture and said again, “No.” 

    I sat, too, but Dehan remained standing, leaning on the back of her chair. 

    “What do you mean, ‘No,’?” 

    His voice was shrill. “What are these pictures? Where did they come from? Who took them? Who did this?” 

    I spoke quietly. “I was hoping you would tell me that.” 

    “Jesus, Mary and sweet Joanna! How in the name of all that is holy should I know?” 

    Dehan’s voice was harsh. “You don’t like to upset Conor, do you, Father?” 

    He was shaking his head, staring at her like she was a dangerous lunatic.  

    “You can’t think…” 

    “It’s a profitable racket.” 

    “No!” 

    “What do you get out of it, Father?” 

    “No, no!” 

    “Or maybe all you have to do is look the other way, advise the kids to accepts God’s will and pray for his forgiveness. Is that what you do?” 

    “No! No, no, no, and a thousand times no!”  

    He’d managed to silence us. He stared furiously at us in the ringing silence. “You are wrong! I don’t know what this filth is, but it has nothing to do with me and I can tell you it has nothing to do with Conor!” 

    Dehan’s voice was heavy with scorn. “He sticks to the moral high ground of extortion and drug trafficking, does he?” 

    Father O’Neil was shaking and his face was flushed. He leaned across the table, thrusting his face at Dehan. “Listen to me! I will admit that I try to keep the peace with people like Conor. It would take a much braver, and a much cleverer man than I to run that church, with as many charitable programs as I have, without a deal of give and take with the criminal community. Because the whole, damned community is the criminal community! And if I don’t toe the line, Detective, then people’s legs get broken and people die!” He pointed a furious finger at her. “So don’t come to me with your holier-than-thou airs and bloody graces! Before you lecture me on morality, young lady, you come down to Lafayette and run that church for six months, and tell me you never made a deal or an accommodation!” 

    We were quiet for a moment while he breathed and got a grip. Dehan spoke softly. “I lived in that neighborhood for twenty years, there is nothing you can tell me about it that I don’t know.” 

    He nodded, staring at the tabletop, and then raised his face to look at her. 

    “And how many people came to you for guidance and help? What do you tell a woman who comes to you weeping, Detective, saying that a gang member wants her for his girlfriend, he wants to have sexual intercourse with her, but she doesn’t want to? She asks you for guidance and you know…” He raised his hand and pointed at her again. “You know that if you tell her to say no, he will kill her, or her husband, or her children! What advice do you give that woman? When the whole community looks to you for guidance, and you know that if you guide them on the right path, the repercussions to them will be death, brutality and violence, what do you do?” 

    I looked at Dehan to see if she would answer. Her eyes were shining with anger, but she had no answer for him. I looked back at him and said, “You call the cops, Father O’Neil.” 

    He burst out laughing. There was something manic to it.  

    “The police, is it? Is that the answer?” His face twisted suddenly into a mask of rage. “And what, Detective Stone, when it is the police doing the murdering and the raping? Whom do you call then?” He stood. “I have no idea who took these disgusting photographs, Detective, but I can tell you categorically that it was not me and it was not Conor. He may be a gangster, but he is not a twisted pervert.” He pointed at the stack of photos in front of me. “For that kind of filth, maybe you should look closer to home!” 

    And with that he walked out. 

    We both sat in silence for a good thirty seconds. Finally, Dehan said, “What did he mean by that, Stone? What did he mean, closer to home?” 

    I pulled the photographs back across the table, careful only to touch the rim, and stared at them a while. 

    “What do you think he meant?” I said. 





NINE


    The door opened and a uniformed sergeant leaned his head in. 

    “Detective, you have a call from the lab. He has been trying to reach you on your cell.” 

    “Thanks, Sanchez. I’ll call him back.” 

    I dialed Frank’s number and put it on speaker. 

    “Stone, I’ve been trying to reach you. It’s about the computer.” 

    “What have you got, Frank?” 

    “Not much, I’m afraid. Twelve years is a long time, but we managed to salvage a couple of emails and what appears to be part of a list. Some of the names had deteriorated beyond salvaging, but I’ve left two that were partly intact because they had recognizable letters remaining. I’ve sent the files to you. The emails are interesting, you’ll see why straight away, but I’m not sure how useful they’ll be.” 

    “Thanks. Any word on the photos?” 

    “Yes, the word is, I am not Harry Potter. I’ll have something for you as soon as I can get to them.” 

    “Thanks, Frank. I did mention it was child prostitution, didn’t I?” 

    There was a pause. 

    “I’ll get onto it straight away.” 

    “Good. I’m sending something else over to you for comparison.” 

    While I was talking, Dehan had left the room. I caught up with her at the desk, she was printing the emails and the list. She handed me copies of each and dropped into her chair. I sat and started to read. 

    The first was short, but it was a bombshell. 

   


Sean, Darling, let’s not let this thing get out of hand. I have made up my mind. You are the man for me and I do not plan to let you go. You know what I am like when I make up my mind…



Sonia


   

    The sender’s name and email address were at the foot: Sonia Vincenzo. Dehan whistled. I looked up. We stared at each other. 

    “You thought it was interesting because of his haircut? Stone, this case is Pandora’s Box. What’s next? Love letters from the White House?” 

    I closed my eyes and shook my head. “Sean O’Conor in bed—literally, not figuratively—with the capo of the New Jersey Mob’s only niece? That is a serious plot twist.” 

    She was scanning the next sheet. She said, “Keep reading.” 

    I flipped it over and read: 

   


Listen, you sad piece of shit, if you think you can climb in these pants and then just walk away with a kiss and a wink, think again! Your Irish fucking charm don’t cut no ice with me or with my uncle. I hope you got your knees insured, Sean, because you are going to need all the fucking medical attention you can get when Dino and his pals get through with you, you fucking Mick bastard. You are dead!


   

    “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. If that’s how she felt about Sean, how do you think she felt about Alicia?” 

    I spread the third sheet on my desk and looked at it. It was just a short list of names. 

   

    Padraig O’Neil


    Sadiq Khan


    Robert Bellini


   

    Dehan dropped the paper on the desk. 

    “Who is Robert Bellini?”  

    I shook my head. “I have no idea.” 

    “Sonia Vincenzo is an attorney, isn’t she?” 

    “Yeah. And she works for her uncle. Talking to her is going to be about as useful as talking to the wall.” I gazed out at the gathering dusk. “Unless…” 

    Dehan spoke my thoughts, “Unless you can lure her into trying to incriminate Sean.” I nodded and she went on. “Sean is dead, but the legend of the saint lives on, and once the press gets hold of this, he will become a martyr. However, if she can be induced to talk, his memory might be ruined forever.” 

    “Yup, and once she starts talking, maybe I can catch her in a lie. It’s worth a try. I don’t want you to come along.”  

    She raised an eyebrow at me. “Any reason?” 

    “Yup. She’ll open up to a man, the minute you give her a taste of your attitude, she’ll clam up.” 

    She grinned. “Fair point. What do you want me to do?” 

    “I want a name for every single one of those kids in that photograph and I want to know what happened to them and where they are today. If we are going to get any real evidence, it will be from them. Talk to the Captain, see if he’ll allocate us some help tracing those kids.” 

    She nodded and went upstairs. I found Sonia Vincenzo’s firm, called, and made an appointment for the following morning at ten. I was yawning and stretching when Dehan came back down. She looked drawn and tired. I realized she’d been about thirty-six hours without sleep. I got to my feet. 

    “Come on, kiddo, that’s enough for one day. I’m taking you home.” 

    She stood nodding, lots, like she really agreed with me, but gazing at the floor like she couldn’t make up her mind about something.  

    “I left my car at your place.” 

    “You okay to drive?” 

    “Yeah, I’m fine, but let me stop off at a supermarket on the way. Okay?” 

    “Sure.” 

    We stopped at Kmart on Bruckner Boulevard. She jumped out and said, “Two minutes!” as she slammed the door. She ran across the parking lot and I smiled at how long her legs were. Not many women could get away with legs that long and slim, but she had all the elegance and grace supermodels pretended to have. Only, with Dehan, it was real. 

    I frowned at myself and changed my train of thought. I thought about Sean and Conor, and Father O’Neil, the photographs, and now Sonia Vincenzo. It was like having a jigsaw puzzle with too many pieces. The picture was already pretty much complete, so what the hell do you do with the extra pieces? I drummed on the wheel. Granted, there were uncomfortable questions, but how did the photographs, and the niece of the New Jersey Capo, explain Sean being dressed as a tramp, and Alicia’s disappearance? 

    I rubbed my face with my palms and told myself, enough. Dehan was walking back toward the car with a paper bag. She had a nice swing to her hips and she was smiling. She climbed in the car and slammed the door. 

    “Okay, let’s go.” 

    I looked at the bag as I turned the key. There was a bottle of wine poking out and a few other bits and pieces. I smiled and pulled away. 

    “You got a date?” 

    She laughed a bit too loud. “Yeah. This guy I’ve been seeing.” 

    I was surprised. “Really? Is it serious?” 

    She stared out the side window. “You kidding? It’s like we’re married.” 

    I pulled onto the Boulevard. “Wow! That good, huh? How come you didn’t tell me?” 

    She looked at me a moment with an odd expression.  

    “I didn’t say it was good. I said it was like we were married.” 

    I laughed and said no more, wondering why I felt suddenly tired and irritable instead of just tired. 

    I pulled in behind her car and we both climbed out. She stood staring at me over the roof as I locked the Jag. She spoke suddenly. “What are you having for dinner?” 

    I raised my eyebrows and made a ‘pfffff!’ noise. “I hadn’t thought about it really. Cheese on toast?” 

    She held up the bag and smiled. It was an odd expression, timid, apologetic, hopeful, almost pleading. “I got sirloin. I also got bacon, and eggs, to replace the stuff I keep eating.” 

    She caught me off guard and I didn’t know what to say. After a moment, I laughed. “Sure! That’s great! You didn’t have to, but I’m glad you did.” 

    She didn’t move, just stood staring at me. “You sure you don’t mind?” 

    “Yeah! Of course I don’t. Come on, let’s go inside.” I took a step, but she didn’t move. “Carmen, are you okay?” 

    “Stone?” 

    “Yeah?” 

    The pale amber glow from the street lamp was touching her face in the growing darkness. I saw the wet gleam of a tear on her cheek. She looked scared. 

    “I need to talk to you.” 

    “What about, Carmen?” 

    “Promise me…” 

    I took a step toward her. “Promise you what, Dehan?” 

    “Promise me you’ll keep me as your partner. Promise me you won’t dump me or request a transfer.” 

    “What are you talking about?” 

    “Promise me!” 

    “Of course I won’t, Dehan! What’s this about?” 

    “I am going to tell you the truth… The truth about me.” 





TEN


    A soft breeze moved her hair across her face. It seemed to be the only movement in the world at that moment. I nodded once, said, “okay,” and turned and walked to the door. I opened it and went in, leaving it open behind me. I switched on the kitchen light, proceeding to turn on the living room lamps and pull the drapes. I heard the door close behind me.  

    She was in the kitchen, putting her bag down on the side. She took a plate from the draining board and dropped the steaks on it, still wrapped in paper. I approached the breakfast bar and stood watching her a moment unpacking the bag and opening the wine. She spoke without looking at me. 

    “Young Jewish man has been shot, he’s bleeding to death. He manages to stagger home to his parents’ house, where he rings the bell and falls to his knees. His mother opens the door and he says to her, ‘Mamma, I’m dying!’ She puts her hands on her hips and says, ‘You’ll die, but foist you’ll eat!’” 

    I smiled. “You told me that one already, but you told me it was your aunt.” 

    She shrugged. She still wouldn’t look at me. “It might have been. Kind of thing she would have said.” I drew breath and she raised a finger. “Don’t ask. I’ll tell you in my own time.” 

    “I was going to say I could peel some potatoes.” 

    She nodded. The cork popped and she poured two glasses. “It needs to breathe. I got a good one.” 

    I pulled a bag of potatoes from the vegetable trolley. “You hungry?” I wasn’t.  

    I was too tired to be hungry, but Dehan said, “Starving.” 

    I chose four big ones and started peeling. She started making a large salad. 

    “That’s what my dad was like: ‘You’ll die, but foist you’ll eat.’ He was gentle, the true meaning of a gentleman. He was generous, and kind. But he was strong, what we call a mensch. And his family was everything to him.” 

    I smiled at the potato as I cut it into strips. “Were you a daddy’s girl?” 

    “You bet. When does a stereotype become an archetype, Stone?” 

    “I don’t know. I never thought about it.” 

    “It was the kind of question my dad was always asking. And he had an answer for all of them. A stereotype is always consistent. An archetype is full of contradictions.” She took the chopped potatoes and dropped them into the oil. They hissed loudly. “He was talking about himself.” She imitated his voice, “‘If I had been a stereotypic Jew, I would not have married your mother. But as a Jewish archetype, I had to marry your mother!’” 

    I smiled again. “An intelligent man.” 

    “Part of the archetype.” 

    I nodded. “I guess.” 

    She was quiet for a while, watching the potatoes fry. She said suddenly, “Why is north up? Why are the French rude? Why does the Earth wobble? Why are Africans black? You name it, he asked it, and had an answer. It was like he was trying to get inside the mind of God, and explain it.” 

    She tested one of the French fries. Then she put the griddle on to heat with a bit of oil and sprinkled coarse salt over the meat. When the griddle was smoking, she threw the steaks on. They hissed and flames leapt up around them. 

    “But there are no answers, Stone, no explanations. All you can do is describe, you can’t explain.” 

    “Isn’t that a little fatalistic, Carmen?” 

    She shrugged and flipped the steaks. “Maybe. You want to put the fries on the plates?” 

    We sat and ate in silence for a while. The steaks were good, so was the wine. After a bit, she said, “The fifteenth of January, 2005, was a Saturday.” 

    I sat back. Sean O’Conor’s body had been found on the Sunday morning, on the sixteenth.  

    “Mom and Dad had closed the café. We’d had dinner and I was eighteen. They had rented a movie, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban. My dad loved that kind of thing, he was such a dreamer. Mom said she loved it, but we knew that after ten minutes she’d go make a cup of tea, start washing up, clean the windows…” She smiled, focused on my face, then my plate. “You’re not eating.” 

    She sipped. I couldn’t eat, but I forced myself. I cut a slice of meat and stuffed it in my mouth.  

    “It was nine o’clock. We heard hammering on the door. My dad went down to see who it was. We heard voices, my dad trying to reason with somebody. The other voice was…” She was searching for the word. “Sneering, contemptuous, amused, overpowering. It scared me. Then we heard feet on the stairs.” 

    “Who was it?” 

    She cut savagely into her steak. “I should tell you first that for a few weeks he had been coming on to my mom. He didn’t like me; I was ‘too Jewish’, but my mom was real pretty, even at forty she was trim and cute. She went to see Father O’Neil for advice because she didn’t know what to do. My dad was strong, in his mind and in his personality, but physically he didn’t stand a chance.” 

    “Against who, Dehan?” 

    “So Father O’Neil tells her…” She laughed a dry, sick laugh. “He tells her to pray, this was his guidance. From a church that sacked the wealth of the western world, that marched to war against the most powerful warriors and empires in history, his advice is, accept the fate that God has decreed for you, and don’t forget to pray. Pray for forgiveness. And now the time had come, there in our living room, with the TV on, and my father standing there shaking, and I felt so sick I was going to throw up right there on the floor. He was there, drunk, stinking of whiskey, to claim what he said was his.” 

    “Father O’Neil?” 

    “Mick Harragan.” 

    I went cold. “Mick.” 

    “He raped her. My dad tried to stop him, but Mick beat him to a pulp. He put him in the hospital and he beat me up too, until I couldn’t move. Then he raped her, right there in front of us. He told us that if we talked, we would all watch each other die, and if he didn’t do it, the Sureños would, or the Jersey Mob.”  

    I searched for words, but it was like she had said, there were no answers, no explanations. There was nothing I or anybody else could say. I watched her attack her steak with a kind of controlled fury. She chewed, swallowed, sipped her wine. 

    “He was in hospital for six weeks. He didn’t want to come home. Every time he looked at Mom, his heart was filled with shame and humiliation. Her heart was broken. She had been violated, and her husband, her man, and her daughter had watched it happen. Mick Harragan had not only destroyed them physically, he had broken their souls and destroyed our family. On the twelfth of June, 2005, my dad died. Three weeks later, my mom died. I promised them, I literally swore on their graves, nobody would ever do that to me. Nobody would ever break me or take my soul.” 

    I sat staring at the half-eaten steak on my plate. My mind was racing, trying to get a grip on all the implications, on what it meant. I said, “Kirk?” 

    “Downstairs, in the car, keeping watch.” 

    “That’s why you knew where he lived.” 

    “I’d been hunting for Harragan for a long time.” 

    “They are dead now, Dehan, both of them.” 

    She smiled. “Yeah, I was robbed of that right, but I guess Maria Garcia had earned it.” 

    “It’s over.” 

    “Is it?” 

    “You have to let it go.” 

    “You promised…” 

    “I am not going to dump you! We’re partners. We are more than partners. Hell…!” I gestured at the table, the food, and the wine. “But for your own sake, you need to let go. They are dead!” 

    “On Saturday. the fifteenth of January, 2005, Sean O’Conor was executed, dressed as a tramp and thrown in a dumpster on Lafayette. Just around the corner, just down the road from my parents’ house, Alicia vanishes on the same night. And on that same night, Mick Harragan comes to my parents’ house and rapes and murders my family. Do you think that is all coincidental?” 

    “No.” 

    She reached in her pocket and pulled out some folded A4 papers. As she opened them, I saw they were the emails and the list. She turned to the last page and put it in front of me. 

   

    Padraig O’Neil


    Sadiq Khan


    Robert Bellini


   

    “Do you remember what Father O’Neil said to us just before he left?” I nodded. She went on, “Because I have it branded on my memory, verbatim, ‘…what when it is the police doing the murdering and the raping? Who do you call then?’ He was talking about Harragan, and you know it.” 

    She was right. 

    “Harragan is dead, Dehan. So is Kirk.” 

    She held my eye a long time. Finally, she said, “So are my mom and my dad, and my cousin Alicia, and so probably are those twelve girls in the photo.” She put her finger on the list. “But Father Padraig O’Neil, Sadiq Khan, Robert Bellini and ‘H’ are not.” 





ELEVEN


    She stayed the night in the guestroom. I didn’t sleep well, and by six I had showered and gone down to make coffee. I found her sitting at the kitchen table staring into a cup of coffee.  

    “It’s hot. I heard you and made a fresh pot.” 

    I poured myself a cup and rested my ass against the sink. “No bacon this morning. What’s wrong, you don’t love me anymore?” 

    She didn’t smile, but seemed to study me for a minute.  

    “Do I need to regret telling you what I told you last night?” I shook my head and drew breath to answer, but she interrupted me. “Don’t give me a clever, evasive answer, Stone. Be straight with me.” 

    “Have I ever been anything else?” 

    “No.” 

    “I’m not about to start. You don’t need to regret it. I’m not going to ask for you to be transferred, or for a different partner. I like working with you. But I am going to make something real clear, so there is no mistake and no confusion. We are cops, we are not vigilantes, and it is our job to catch suspects, not punish bad guys.” She just kept watching me. She didn’t answer or react. “I am trusting you, Dehan. Don’t betray my trust. Don’t put me in a position of having to choose.” 

    “I won’t.”  

    She stood and started making breakfast. I heard the hiss of the bacon in the pan, and smelled the rich aroma on the air. 

    “But you’re wrong about one thing, Stone.” She said it as she was cutting bread and putting it in the toaster. “We are not vigilantes, that’s true, but we are not cops, either.” She turned to face me. “We are people, hot-blooded, living, people.” 

   

    Roberts and Levine, the firm Sonia worked for, was on First Avenue, near the corner with East 64th. It occupied the two top floors of an unassuming red brick that was only four stories high. But the inside left you in no doubt about what league they were in. The reception was small and cozy, and all the available wall space was taken with photographs of Roberts and Levine, and their senior partners, drinking champagne with various presidents and film stars, as well as the heads of the main Manhattan ‘Families’.  

    The receptionist cocked her head on one side and smiled in a way you just knew she practiced in front of the mirror at home, and said, “She’s in a meeting right now, but said you should go right on up anyway.” 

    I frowned. “She’s in a meeting, but she wants me to go up?” 

    “That’s what she said.” 

    I took the elevator to the third floor. There were just two offices and a girl sitting at a desk. She gave me the same smile as the girl downstairs. Maybe they practiced together. I told her who I was and she pointed at a door, “They’re expecting you. Just go right on in.” 

    “They?” 

    She smiled. I went in.  

    It was a corner office, the size of an average apartment. It was decorated with old world elegance. The walls were lined with books. Some of them even looked as though they were used sometimes. Her desk was large and made of oak. She was sitting behind it and her uncle, Don Alvaro Vincenzo, was sitting on the corner of it. Over to the left, there was a sofa with two chairs and a coffee table. There was a man sitting there on the sofa, who looked as though he could break bricks with his face. All three of them were watching me. 

    I smiled sweetly and closed the door. “Good morning, which one of you is Sonia Vincenzo?” 

    The guy with the dangerous face glanced over at Sonia and her uncle with a, ‘Well, it’s not me, so it must be one of you guys,’ expression. 

    Alvaro said, “I like a man with a sense of humor, Detective Stone, it’s a shame you haven’t got one.” Then he laughed out loud, staring with manic eyes, first at his hard man and then at his niece. 

    Sonia said, “Come in, Detective, I hope you don’t mind, I have asked Don Alvaro and Mr. Vitale to join us.”  

    She was beautiful. She looked like she’d been made by Armani: today she was exquisite, tomorrow she’d be out of fashion, and by next year, her seams would be coming undone. I shook my head. 

    “I don’t mind at all. I am just wondering why.” 

    She indicated a chair across from her desk and I sat. Don Alvaro smiled down at me. He was a tall, elegant man with expensive, gray hair and an expensive suit.  

    “We don’t often talk to the cops these days, Detective Stone, usually it’s the Feds.” He said it with urbane humor, like he thought he was being sophisticated.  

    Sonia said, “It pays to take precautions. With all the micro-technology that you boys use now, it is good to have some reliable witnesses to contextualize the stuff you record. It would not be the first time the NYPD have tried to entrap a member of my family.” 

    I grinned. “Yes, I have often wondered why we target the Vincenzo family, such decent, upstanding members of the community.” I turned to Alvaro. “How is Pro, by the way?” 

    His smile wasn’t so much thin as anorexic. “What do you want, Stone?” 

    I turned back to Sonia. “Actually, I have no interest in your family at all, Ms. Vincenzo. I wanted to ask you about somebody else.” 

    Her eyes narrowed. “Who?” 

    “Sean O’Conor.” 

    If I had slapped her in the face with a wet mullet she wouldn’t have looked more surprised. I glanced at Don Alvaro. His face was like granite, but he had two cute pink spots on his cheeks. Sonia shrugged.  

    “Sean… Why, I have had no contact with Sean for over ten years.” 

    The Don slid his ass off the desk and walked over to stare out the window. 

    “What was the nature of your relationship, Ms Vincenzo?” 

    “Relationship…? I wouldn’t describe it as a relationship… We were acquaintances…” 

    “Acquaintances. How did you meet?” 

    “We met at law school. We were both working in Manhattan. We met occasionally for a drink…” 

    I studied her face a minute, still smiling. “If you’ll forgive me saying so, you seem…” I spread my hands. “Odd bedfellows, metaphorically speaking, of course.” 

    She frowned. “What do you mean?” 

    “Him a devout Catholic, champion of the poor and the needy, savior of souls, you, a member of the…” I smiled at Don Alvaro’s back. He was rigid. “… immensely powerful Vincenzo empire.” 

    He turned to raise an eyebrow at me. She said, “We were just acquaintances, Detective.” 

    “Not bedfellows? Do you happen to know where he is now?” 

    “We lost touch.” 

    “Did you correspond?” 

    “Correspond?” 

    “By email, for example. Did you ever exchange emails?” 

    She could sense a trap. So could her uncle and he was watching her like a hawk.  

    “We may have exchanged a few.” 

    I let her see in my eyes that I knew that. What I wasn’t sure about yet was whether her uncle knew that. I took a slightly different tack.  

    “What kind of man was he, Ms. Vincenzo?” 

    “Well,” she shrugged, “I didn’t know him that well…” 

    “Really?” I waited, giving her space. She glanced at her uncle, but didn’t say anything, and so I moved in, “Because I was under the impression that you two were pretty close.” 

    “I don’t know what could have…” 

    “Didn’t you, for example, write to him threatening to put him in hospital if he broke up with you?” 

    I felt rather than heard the tough guy stand up. Alvaro gave him a ‘hang on’ look.  Nobody spoke for a moment.  

    “I don’t know what the source of your information is, Detective.” 

    I put a smile on the right side of my face. 

    “Cute, a lawyer’s answer. But you and I both know what the source of my information is. You wrote that email, and clearly, if I have read it, it must still exist.” I looked up at the Don. “Did you know about their relationship, Don Alvaro?” 

    He didn’t answer; he just gave me the dead eye.  

    “See, the thing is, Sonia, that right after you wrote him that email, he was executed.” I looked back at Don Alvaro. “And I do mean, executed.” 

    She looked shaken. “I didn’t even know he was dead.” 

    “What, didn’t you ask your uncle not to tell you when it was done?” 

    She sighed. “I’m an Italian, Detective Stone, we are hot-blooded and passionate. When we fight, we say things in the heat of the moment, but we don’t mean them. It’s bluster. It doesn’t mean anything. Sean and I were having an affair. I wanted to make it more permanent. He was… He was a very special kind of man. He told me he couldn’t live with me. He believed the stories about my family, and me. So he told me he was breaking it off. I was hurt; my pride was hurt, so I wrote him a very foolish email. That was all there was to it.” 

    “And within the week he turns up dead.” 

    “That had nothing to do with me.” 

    I made a skeptical face and gave my head a little shake. “I just keep wondering, keep turning it over in my mind, how does a guy like Sean, as pure as the driven snow, wind up being killed in a textbook Mob execution?” 

    “I don’t know.” 

    “Because, right now, Sonia, your email comes damn close to being a confession.” I looked at her uncle. He had a face that could have sent a zombie back to its grave. “I think you had better explain, Don Alvaro, that this is a time to be cooperative, because two things are about to happen. First, I am this close,” I held up my thumb and my index finger to show how close I was, “to pulling you both in on a charge of murder one.” 

    Alvaro said, “You’re bluffing,” but he wasn’t sure. 

    “And two, Sean’s murder is about to hit the news. He is not only going to become a national hero, an Irish Catholic battling organized crime single-handed, he is also going to become a martyr in the local, Catholic communities that you prey on. He’s going to be the guy who stood up against the Irish Mob and the Mafia to fight for the little guy, the homeless children and the exploited mothers, and was ruthlessly murdered for it, by you. And I am wondering, how is it going to look when Don Alvaro Vincenzo’s niece is implicated, and her email, threatening to have him murdered, is leaked to the press? If I were you, I’d be thinking about avoiding that ever happening. And your best way of doing that right now is to tell me everything you know about Sean O’Conor.” 

    I sensed King Kong sit down behind me. The tension eased and Don Alvaro looked at Sonia. “So?” 

    She studied my face for a long time. You could almost hear the cogs turning in her head. Finally, she shook her head, “So nothing. There is nothing more to tell, I was young, he was an exceptional man. I guess I thought he could offer me a way out of this.” She looked up at her uncle. “An escape from la cosa nostra. We fucked a few times. For him it was some kind of release, a moment of madness, for me it was hope. It was never going to last.” 

    “That’s very touching and insightful. Did he ever share information with you about what he was involved in?” 

    She sighed, hesitated. “If I were smart, Stone, this is where I would tell you that he was corrupt, trying to blackmail my family, secretly taking payoffs from the Irish, and that’s why he got hit. But I am not going to do that. Aside from screwing me, he was everything he appeared to be.” She thought a moment. “Was I mad enough to have him killed? Yeah, I was. Did I think about it? Yes, I did. Did I do it? No. No because my dad and my uncle would have been furious with me for getting involved in the first place, and because bottom line was, I still loved him.” 

    I repeated, “What was he involved in?” 

    “As far as I know, he was going up against the Hagan clan. Something to do with squatters.” 

    “Anything else?” 

    She frowned. “There was something. He was real vague about it. He said it was going to send shockwaves through the Catholic establishment, but he never told me what it was.” 

    I looked up at Don Alvaro. His face was about as expressive as a frozen Swede who’d died of boredom waiting for a bus.  

    “How’d you feel about shockwaves in the Catholic establishment, Alvaro?” 

    “I don’t give a fuck what the Irish do. Who gives a fuck about the fucking Micks?” 

    I turned back to Sonia. “What about other women?” 

    “Sean?” She sounded incredulous, giving a little laugh. “I don’t think so.” 

    I stood. “You don’t need an Irish saint to come and save you, Sonia. You just need enough backbone to keep you upright while you walk away.” I glanced at Don Alvaro. “Say high to Pro for me.” 

    He didn’t answer. 





TWELVE


    I picked Dehan up outside the precinct and we headed for East 161st Street to meet Conor Hagan. His construction company had the top floor on a 1930s red brick office block on the corner of Park Avenue. We arrived punctually at five to twelve. We told the pretty receptionist who we were. She listened with interest, cocked her head on one side and smiled. Maybe they taught them to do that in Receptionist School.  

    “He’s not here? He went out to lunch? But he said to tell you where he was if you wanted to join him.” 

    I smiled back. “Good. Tell me.” 

    “He’s at the Shamrock? Two blocks down, on Melrose Avenue?” 

    I frowned. “Are you telling me or asking me?” 

    She frowned back. 

    Dehan said, “She’s telling you. Come on.” 

    In the elevator, I said, “We’ll get in the car now? We’ll drive to the Shamrock? Talk to Conor Hagan?” 

    “You’re a real ass, you know that?” 

    “You’re, like, hurting my feelings?” 

    “Stop it or I will hurt you. And not just your feelings.” 

    Conor Hagan was hard to miss. He was six four and looked like Michaelangelo’s less talented cousin had made him out of concrete. He was sitting at a table in the corner with a pint of Guinness and a couple of beef sandwiches. There was a sheaf of papers in front of him and he was absorbed in reading them. He looked up as we approached. He ignored our badges and studied our faces as I told him who we were. 

    He indicated the chairs opposite and put his papers away in a briefcase by his side. As we sat, he said, “What do you want?” 

    His accent was Bronx, with overtones of Dublin.  

    “We’d like to talk to you about Sean O’Conor.” 

    “Who?” 

    Dehan said, “Sean O’Conor, he…” 

    “That’s like saying to an Englishman, I want to talk to you about John Smith, or to an Indian, I want to talk to you about Arjun Patel. I must know at least a hundred Sean O’Conors. Who the fuck is Sean O’Conor?” 

    His eyes were pale blue and hard. They were the eyes of a killer, ruthless and dispassionate. 

    Dehan sighed. “Out of the hundreds of Sean O’Conors that you know, how many of them have tried to block a building project while protecting the rights of the squatters who were inhabiting the building you wanted to develop?” 

    He bit into his sandwich and chewed. “You’re talking about Tiffany Street.” It wasn’t a question so I didn’t answer. “2004. Sean O’Conor. He was the piece of shit who organized it, from his shabby little offices on Sheridan Avenue. What about him?” 

    “When was the last time you saw him?” 

    “I never saw him. He talked to my lawyers. My lawyers tried to talk to him.” 

    She persisted. “What did your lawyers think? Did he have a case?” 

    His eyes were not just hard, they were aggressive, seemingly tearing her apart to see what was going on inside. 

    “No.” 

    “Why not? He said he had proof your agents had accepted rent.” 

    “Some of them had, without my knowledge, and they were dealt with. But before he ever came along with his little crusade, I had already made arrangements with the church to have them re-housed, and those that couldn’t be re-housed, given shelter. The building was unsafe and unfit for human habitation, and there were kids in there that were not being schooled. Some were orphans. There were mothers out of their fucking minds on crack; some of the fucking kids were addicted. I wanted them out and on some kind of program to get them re-housed and the kids into school. The government was less than fucking cooperative so I talked to the church, offered them money, and we made a deal. So Sean fucking O’Conor had no case from the word fucking go.” 

    I frowned and scratched my chin. “You got proof of this?” 

    He leaned forward and stared hard into my eyes. “I don’t need fucking proof. You got a problem with me, it’s up to you to adduce proof. Isn’t it, copper?” 

    “I haven’t got a problem with you, Conor. I’m just trying to understand what went down. Have you got proof?” 

    “Of course I’ve got fucking proof. The whole thing was drawn up with lawyers and contracts.” 

    “And Sean knew this?” 

    “He should have. He was told often enough and I had my lawyers take him the fucking documents to see. But he wouldn’t have it, so fucking stupid. Nothing would do for him but that the work was stopped and there be a fucking inquiry into the conditions in which those people were living.” 

    “Did you ever talk to him?” 

    He thought about it and nodded. “Yeah, in January, just after Christmas. I phoned him and told him to leave the fucking case alone, he didn’t stand a chance. I told him if he didn’t drop it I’d fucking bury him and he’d never practice again in New York.” 

    “What did he say?” 

    “He was babbling some shite about how he was going to expose me for the scum I was.” He sat back and his face sank into shadows. “Anyway, I must have got through to him because he dropped the case and nothing more was ever heard of him. Why all the questions?” 

    Dehan said, “He was murdered.” 

    He leaned forward and raised an eyebrow. “Good, but my beef with him was twelve years ago. If I had been planning on killing him, I would have done it back then. Plus, I would have enjoyed the whole fucking court case farrago because I would have shown the miserable twat up for the fucking gobshite he was.” 

    There was a trace of a smile on her face. She gave it a beat, then said, “He was executed twelve years ago, on the fifteenth of January, just after you spoke to him and told him you would bury him. And his body was found in one of your dumpsters, on Lafayette, just by Father O’Neil’s church.” 

    He was quiet for a long time, staring at his Guinness. He didn’t look scared or worried, he was just thinking, calculating. Finally, his brow contracted and his eyes narrowed. He looked up at Dehan. “The tramp. That tramp was Sean O’Conor.” 

    I raised my own eyebrow. “You’ve got a good memory.” 

    “No. I have a superb memory. And I’m not a thick, fucking Mick, so don’t think you can pull one over on me or stick me in the frame.” He pointed a finger like a beef sausage at me. “Come after me, Stone, and I will destroy you both. Make no fucking mistake.” 

    I gave him a look of boredom. “Bring it down a level or two, Conor. Nobody is coming after you and you are not going to destroy me. If it wasn’t you who had Sean executed that night, who was it?” 

    “I don’t know.” 

    Dehan said, “Whoever it was, was operating on your patch.” 

    “I know.” 

    “So you must have some idea who it was. Was it the Italians?” 

    His face was sour. “I told you, I don’t know. Get out. I’m sick of looking at your fucking faces. You spoiled my lunch, just fuck off out of here.” 

    I said, “I’m not done yet. What about Father O’Neil?” 

    He picked up his Guinness and drained half of it. He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. 

    “What about him?” 

    “How well do you know him?” 

    “Very well.” 

    “What’s your opinion of him?” 

    “He’s a gobshite. He wishes he was Mother Theresa but he hasn’t got the balls. Now have you got any more stupid questions for me? ’Cause I’m losing my patience.” 

    Dehan smiled. “What happens if you lose your patience, Conor?” 

    “I call the cops and have youse removed.” 

    Outside, we walked slowly toward the car. Spring was still trying to make things look beautiful, but it wasn’t doing a great job.  

    I looked up at the sky. It was very blue. “What do you make of him?” 

    “A showman. Underneath that noisy exterior, he’s a ruthless businessman. Whatever he says about how he would have enjoyed the trial, he did the numbers and saw it would be cheaper and more expedient to have Sean killed. He killed him.” 

    “Makes sense.” 

    She watched her feet as she walked for a bit. “He got upset when I told him the tramp had been identified as Sean.” 

    I nodded. “He did. That’s when he told us to leave.” 

    We came to the car and I sat on the trunk. I could see my face distorted in the lenses of her aviator shades. “The way it looks right now, Sean was threatening to expose a child prostitution ring run by Conor Hagan, with the possible collusion of Father O’Neil and three other people…” 

    She was shaking her head. “Run by Conor Hagan and Mick Harragan, with the possible collusion of Father O’Neil and two other people.” 

    “Okay, Conor warned him off, he wouldn’t listen, so he and Alicia were murdered.” 

    She nodded. 

    “Now, we have a problem, Dehan. The only piece of physical evidence we have points to a completely different person, and a completely different motive. Sonia Vincenzo, the jilted lover, and her rage and jealousy.” 

    I had told her about my meeting with Sonia on the way in the car. She sighed and thrust her hands into her pockets. “You don’t buy that, do you?” 

    “Right now I’m not buying anything but lunch. But the fact stands that that is our only piece of evidence.” 

    She nodded. “The Captain gave us two uniforms to help with tracking those kids, Stevens and Ortega. Let’s see if we’ve had any hits.” 





THIRTEEN


    While I was talking to Sonia Vincenzo, Dehan had got a complete list from the Parish Archive of the twelve girls who had been in Alicia’s class in January of 2005. Of the twelve, three had no national insurance number. Those three, and four others, were either orphans or presumed orphans, in that nobody knew where their parents were. Of the confirmed orphans, none of them had ever known their father, in four cases the mother had died of an overdose, and John had murdered one. In all cases—all twelve—the mothers were prostitutes. The five girls who were not orphans were theoretically in foster care, but three had escaped to go on the game and two had been kicked out for their violent behavior, and nobody had bothered to inform the agency or the court. 

    Dehan had gotten a large whiteboard and put it by the desk. Then she’d cropped the photographs so you could only see the face and taped them on the board, with their names written by the picture.  

    When we got back, that was all that was written by any of the pictures and Stevens and Ortega were packing up to leave the station. Stevens saw us approaching the desk and stood. 

    “Detectives, we have had consistently negative results on all the names and the NI numbers. The parish record lists the course as closing down on the 21st January, 2005. That is the last official record that we can find of those children. We have checked state and Federal databases, hospitals, FBI…” He shook his head and shrugged. Ortega rose and joined us, nodding his confirmation of what Stevens was saying. “There is just no record of any of these kids. They haven’t acquired driving licenses, they have no credit cards, they haven’t been sick, got married, died…” 

    Ortega shrugged with his eyebrows. “Not officially, anyway. So we were on our way to the neighborhood to canvass the homes around there, see if anybody remembers them.” 

    I nodded. “Good, good work.” 

    They left. We followed. Sometimes—often—that’s what detective work is, walking door to door, ringing on doorbells, stopping people in the street, and that’s what we did. We put up flyers, we handed out photographs, we knocked on doors and visited community centers.  

    In the Bronx, the cops are not everybody’s favorite people. So canvassing is often not a productive method of investigation. You tend to get blank stares, shrugs, and shaking heads. But when missing kids are involved, it’s different, especially with the women. We found plenty in the neighborhood of Tiffany Street and Lafayette who remembered one or more of the kids. Nobody knew where they were now, and nobody, not a single person, remembered seeing them after January 2005. 

    By half past seven, we gave it up and went back to the precinct. Stevens and Ortega came in shortly after us, reporting the same result. The kids were known. The kids were remembered, but nobody had seen them since those pictures were taken. I thanked them for their help and turned to Dehan.  

    “Let’s go see the captain.” 

    We climbed the stairs and knocked on his door. 

    “Come!” 

    We went in and he smiled broadly, like he thought we were amusing.  

    “Ah, Stone and Dehan, the Dynamic Duo, what can I do for you? Please, sit!” 

    We sat and I laid out the case for him. He frowned and listened without interrupting. When I had finished, he said, “And they missed the haircut and the nails back in the original investigation?” 

    “Yes, sir. To be honest, I don’t think there was an original investigation. There was no shell, no slug, no blood, no witness…” I shrugged. “Unsolved.” 

    “So you have done well to get this far, but it is hard to see where you go from here.” 

    Dehan stared at her boots. I could feel her aura crackling, but fortunately, the captain didn’t have that kind of sensitivity. I coughed. 

    “Well, it seems to have progressed from a simple murder investigation, Captain, because we now seem to have also a child prostitution ring, and twelve missing girls.” 

    “Yes, I see that. What do you propose to do?” 

    I stared at him a moment and sucked my teeth. When I spoke, even Dehan looked at me in surprise. 

    “I want to dig up the churchyard.” 

    “You want to do what?” 

    “Where are those girls, sir?” 

    “But, Stone, you know I am always very supportive of you, but you can’t just go marching in and dig up the grounds of a church!” 

    I nodded. “I know, sir, but the church was their last known location. It was also the last known location of Alicia Flores.” 

    “Even so…” 

    “One skilled person may be able to disappear—vanish from all state and federal databases, if they were determined and put their mind to it. For twelve young girls, some as young as eleven years old, collectively to vanish is almost impossible, unless there was some concerted effort…” 

    Dehan added, “Or unless they were dead.” 

    “And, sir, there is the same thinking behind both Sean and the girls.” 

    He frowned. “What do you mean?” 

    “Sean was dressed as a tramp on the assumption that people don’t give a damn about down and outs. They were right. If Captain Jennifer Cuevas had not decided to sideline me by giving me these cold cases, nobody would ever have investigated Sean’s death. Nobody would even have known he was dead. And exactly the same is true of those girls. They were chosen because they were people nobody would ever care about. The same mind that killed Sean O’Conor, killed those girls.” 

    He looked horrified. I felt Dehan frown hard at her boots. He said, “You cannot possibly be certain of that. You have no evidence other than theories and surmise!” 

    “That’s why I need to dig up the churchyard.” 

    “What makes you think these twelve girls are buried there?” 

    “Thirteen. Sean’s fiancée.” I sighed. “Think it through. Thirteen bodies. They are hard to dispose of. You can dump one in the river, maybe two. But thirteen?” 

    “I’m sorry, Stone. No judge is ever going to sign off on such slim evidence. I can see where you’re coming from, and maybe you are right. But you need something a lot more convincing that just a theory.” 

    I nodded. “I imagined as much, sir, but I thought I had better appraise you of where we are at in the investigation. Thank you. I’ll keep you posted.” 

    “Yes, do, please.” 

    Dehan got to her feet with a rigid face. I opened the door for her and as she went out, the captain said, “Stone?” He looked like his face was trapped in a slow wince. 

    I said, “Yes, sir?” 

    “Don’t do anything… you know… crazy.” 

    I looked surprised. “Of course not, sir!” 

    On the stairs going down, Dehan said, “So what are we going to do?” 

    I gave her the same surprised look I had given the captain. “Dig up the churchyard, of course.” 

    “How are you going to do that?” 

    “I don’t know yet. But if we are going to get evidence of Sean and Alicia’s murder, and the murder of those girls, we have to find the bodies.” 

    I stopped at my desk and grabbed my jacket. I stared down at the file on my desk with the photographs in it. I opened it and pulled out the list of names.  

   

    Padraig O’Neil


    Sadiq Khan


    Robert Bellini


   

    She came and stood close by my side. She ran her finger down the names. 

    “Even if you have a church yard to bury them in, it takes some organizing to make fourteen people disappear from the face of the Earth.” 

    I nodded. “Mick knew how to make friends in high places.” 

    “You remember when we investigated the Nelson Hernandez murder, when we found Mick’s body?” 

    “Mm-hm…” 

    “I always had the feeling that Pro and the Jersey Mob were being informed of what we were doing.” 

    I nodded. “I had that feeling, too. And it wasn’t only Jennifer.” I placed my finger next to hers on the last name on the list. She said, “‘H’.” 

    I looked at her. “Yeah, ‘H’.” 





FOURTEEN


    Dehan still had her car at my place. We drove in silence through the gathering dusk as the lights started to come on in the city. Headlamps glowed and shop fronts spilled amber onto the sidewalks, while everything that was not illuminated in some way turned gray and grainy. As we turned off Morris Park Avenue into Haight, she said, “Can I borrow your computer for five minutes?” 

    “Sure, what for?” 

    “It’s just a gut feeling. Something nagging at the back of my mind.” 

    I opened the door and switched on the lights. I pointed to the corner by the bow window where the computer sat on a small desk between the sofa and an armchair.  

    “Help yourself. You don’t need to sign in.” 

    She sat at the PC while I threw my jacket on the chair and went into the kitchen. I heard the Windows tune and said, “You want a drink?” 

    She was quiet for a moment and then spoke as she typed. “What you got?” 

    “Beer or whiskey.” 

    She turned to look at me. She was smiling, a little surprised. “What are you going to have?” 

    “I need a whiskey, it’s Irish. You want one?” 

    She turned back to the computer with a small laugh. “Yeah. Can’t let you drink alone, right?” 

    I poured two generous measures, carried one to the computer and sat on the sofa with the other. I pulled one of my occasional tables around, stretched out, and put my feet up. The first sip of amber fire eased my muscles and I sighed. I was aware Dehan was excited, but figured she’d tell me why when she was ready. It didn’t take long. 

    She switched off the PC and came and joined me on the sofa, sitting at the far end with her back against the armrest. 

    “Robert Bellini, born Roberto Bellini in Rome, Italy, is the Bishop of the Diocese of St. Mary, which includes Lafayette and Father O’Neil’s church.” 

    I closed my eyes. 

    “Oh, Dehan, you just switched on the fan, lined up your cartload of shit and took your best shot, didn’t you?” 

    I opened my eyes and looked at her.  

    She grinned. “I figure, if you’re going to make a mess, may as well make a big one. Cheers, Big Ears.” 

    I raised my glass and we drank.  

    I studied the whiskey in my glass for a bit, thinking about each of our suspects in turn. I spoke to my drink. 

    “Leaving aside the evidence for a moment, not that we have much to leave aside, but what we have, forget it for now. Does your gut tell you that Father O’Neil is capable of murdering fourteen people, twelve of whom are young girls and children?” 

    She sipped her drink and sat staring into the middle distance, holding the drink in her mouth. After a bit, she swallowed and said, “That is so hard to answer. So many killers don’t look the part…” 

    “But that’s not what I’m asking you, I am asking you what your gut tells you.” 

    She shrugged and pulled a face. “My immediate reaction would have to be no. But it’s like that quote, you know the one? ‘All that is needed for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.’” 

    I curled my lip at my glass. “Edmund Burke. He never actually said it, but I get your point. Father O’Neil is the type to let sleeping dogs lie, and feeding dogs feast.” 

    She seemed to sag suddenly. “Can I take my boots off?” 

    “That depends. Did you wash your feet this month?” I closed my eyes. “How about Hagan?” 

    “Funny.” I heard her boots thud on the floor and felt her feet settle on the sofa beside me. “Does my gut think he could kill fourteen people? Yes, and fourteen hundred and fourteen thousand. That guy is a sociopath, he will do anything to achieve his ends.” 

    “How about getting involved in child prostitution in the first place?” 

    She was quiet so long I opened my eyes and looked at her. She was staring at the carpet and chewing her lip. She met my gaze and shook her head. “My gut would say no.” 

    “So Father O’Neil would get involved simply not to incur the wrath of the powerful, and Hagan would do the killing, but there is somebody missing who would act as a catalyst and actually make it happen in the first place. Somebody powerful enough to make Father O’Neil comply…” 

    “And to make Hagan do the killing…” 

    We stared at each other for a while. “Then there are Mick and Bishop Roberto Bellini, both of whom would have Father O’Neil dancing to their tune with no trouble. If we only had some physical evidence, something, to link one person to the girls or Sean.” 

    She frowned. “Have you noticed how everybody in this case is Irish except the bishop…” 

    “And Sonia Vincenzo.” 

    “They are both Italian.” 

    She drained her glass, slid down to rest her head on the armrest and closed her eyes. “An alliance of Catholic mobs to run child pornography? It seems a little far-fetched.” 

    I drained my glass too and closed my eyes. She was right, it did seem far-fetched; everything about this case seemed far-fetched. Mick Harragan’s ghost rising from the shadows of the past, his rape of Dehan’s mother, her sworn vengeance, honestly it all seemed a bit unreal. The twelve missing children, and Sean O’Conor dressed as a tramp, murdered, lying in a dumpster while his fiancée disappeared, along with the girls, all seemed excessive, like a nightmare that keeps getting darker and crazier. And in the background, in the shadows, the massive, wild form of Conor Hagan, lowering like some diabolical spawn from Hell, and behind him, backlit by dancing red flames, the laughing form of the bishop. 

    I opened my eyes. There was gray light filtering in through the window. My right leg was numb because Dehan’s socked feet were resting on it, cutting off the blood. Her eyes were closed and her mouth was open. She was snoring softly and still gripping her whiskey glass in her hands. My glass had fallen on the floor. I looked at my watch, it read six twenty.  

    I carefully eased myself out from under her feet and limped to the toilet. I washed and combed my hair, and when I got back down she was still asleep, though she had changed her position. 

    The phone rang while I was making coffee and bacon. 

    “Frank, good morning.” 

    “Is it too early, Stone? Tell me to go to Hell if it’s too early, I have no sense of time.” 

    “It’s fine, Frank. I was up. I spent the night with a woman on the couch and had to get up because I had a cramp in my leg.” 

    There was a long silence. “Really?” 

    “Yup.” 

    “Wow…” 

    “Whatcha got, Frank?” 

    “Fingerprints on the photographs. They were very clear and well preserved, and the same prints were on every picture. Apart from your own, there are three sets. Thumbs on the front, index, middle and ring on the back, as you would expect. By the size, they are men.” 

    “You run them through IAFIS?” 

    “Natch, ol’ buddy, no matches. Whoever handled those pictures is not in the system.” 

    “What about the comparison?” 

    “I was coming to that, it was a match. Who was it?” 

    “I’ll tell you later, Frank, and thanks for rushing it. Remember to sleep. You got any rafters you can hang from there?” 

    “Anybody ever tell you you were funny? They lied.” 

    I hung up. Dehan was sitting up, looking at me with sleeping eyes.  

    “We got prints?” 

    “Yup.” 

    “That’s good.” 

    I nodded. “It’s great. It’s a breakthrough.” 

    “Did we sleep on the sofa?” 

    “Don’t worry. I still respect you.” 

    “You’re cooking! That’s my job.” 

    “Go upstairs and have a nice, hot shower. You’ll feel better. I have something to tell you after.” 





FIFTEEN


    When we arrived at St. Mary’s, the mass was almost over. We sat at the back and listened to the end of the sermon. He had chosen Luke 18:16, suffer little children to come unto me. He had a good voice, compelling and strong, and it filled the church without the use of a microphone. 

    “And I ask you to meditate on this: what is the Lord telling us, when he says, suffer little children to come unto me? Is he telling us to be kind to little children? Is he telling us to be lenient and understanding with them? Is he telling us to provide for them, both physical and spiritual nourishment? 

    “Indeed he is. But he is telling us more than this. He is telling us that to achieve the Kingdom of Heaven, we must ourselves be as children. For only in that blessed state of innocence can we truly understand love, the love of Jesus Christ our Savior, and the sublime love and grace of God and the Holy Spirit. Only in that childlike state of sacred innocence can we find the divine echo of our holy state before the original sin, when we were fresh from God the Creator’s hands. 

    “Therefore, teach your children, feed them, care for them and love them, for they carry the divine spark of our Father in their innocent hearts, but more than that, learn to be as they are. Let us all learn to be God’s children in our hearts, for nothing is closer to God’s heart, than a child…” 

    It went on like that for another five minutes, and shortly after that they all started filing out. Dehan and I made our way down the nave and found Father O’Neil descending from the altar. He looked a little startled. 

    “Detectives, I thought we had said everything to each other that we needed to say.” 

    Dehan smiled like a woman who is scared to open her mouth because she is not sure what might come out. 

    I said, “I’m afraid not, Father. We need to talk to you some more about those photographs.” 

    I said it loud enough to make him glance at the exiting congregation. He gestured at the door to the rectory. 

    I shook my head. “Actually, I would like to talk to you in the churchyard.” 

    He looked a little sick. “In the churchyard? Whatever for?” 

    I didn’t answer. After the last stragglers had departed through the great doors, we made our way through rolling echoes toward the vast wedge of light that lay across the stone floor at the entrance. He stood a moment, watching me. I passed him and led the way along the footpath around the back of the nave, where it was shielded from the road and the apartment block by dense, mature trees, and made a closed angle with the old coach house.  

    I stopped among the fruit trees that stood there in the shelter of the old walls and studied his face. I saw anxiety there. 

    “Yesterday was not the first time you had seen those pictures, was it, Father?” 

    “This again?” 

    “Was it?” 

    “I already told you…!” 

    I interrupted him. “Father O’Neil, yesterday was not the first time you had seen those photographs, was it?” 

    His breathing was short and I could see his hands were trembling.  

    “I had never before seen those photographs. You cannot… There is no way…” 

    “Your fingerprints are on them. You handled each and every one of them twelve years ago.” 

    “That is an outright lie! There is no way fingerprints could last twelve years! You are trying to trick me into admitting something that is not true!” 

    Dehan was shaking her head. “A common mistake, Father. Fingerprints will last for years if they are protected. We have enough, right there, to arrest and convict you and put you away for the rest of your life and believe me, Father, there is nothing I would rather do. Although, my partner thinks you can be useful to us, so he is in favor of cutting a deal with you.” 

    His eyes were bulging and he was sweating. His voice shook when he spoke. “What kind of deal? I am admitting nothing, mind! But what kind of deal…?” 

    I said, “I want to dig up the churchyard.” I pointed to the small patch of fruit trees. “Right there.” 

    His skin turned a pasty gray and his legs seemed about to fold. “Oh sweet Jesus.” 

    I saw Dehan ball her fist and curl her lip. I put my hand on her shoulder. She stared at me. I shook my head. She looked back at Father O’Neil and snarled, “Suffer little children to come on to me? I ought to gut you right here and feed you to the dogs.” 

    “What’s it going to be, Father? We take you in and you take the fall, or you cooperate with us.” 

    He did what he had to do, what he had always done, and yielded to the prevailing wind. He stared first at Dehan and then at me, with a crying face that made you want to slap him.  

    “I will cooperate, of course, but it’s not what it looks like. It isn’t what you think, you have to let me explain.” 

    “Oh, believe me, I can’t wait. We will have plenty of opportunity to talk in depth and in detail, but first, there are a couple of things I need to do. Number one, you are going to write me a letter of authorization, on letter-headed paper, with an official stamp, allowing me to dig up the whole, damned churchyard if I need to. If you don’t, I will get a court order from a judge. You understand me, Father O’Neil?” 

    He nodded. “Yes.” 

    “Now you have one chance, one shot. I haven’t decided what to do with you yet, but cooperate with me and I will listen to your story.” 

    “I understand.” 

    “After you have written the letter of authorization, I want a full confession, detailing the parts played by Mick Harragan, Conor Hagan, Sadiq Khan, Bishop Bellini…” I watched his face carefully as I mentioned each name, the frowns, and the winces. “All of them. Do we have a deal?” 

    He seemed to sway, like he was about to pass out. “Yes. Please, take me inside, I don’t feel well. ” 

    “Okay.” I took his arm. “Let’s go.” 

    We went to his study where he wrote out the letter of authorization in careful long hand, then signed and sealed it. After that, he called Mrs. Doyle and asked her to pack him an overnight bag. 

    “I shall be assisting the police with their inquiries over the next couple of days.” 

    She looked impressed and hurried upstairs to prepare his bag. 

    At the station house, we left him in the care of a uniformed officer in one of the interrogation rooms and Dehan and I climbed the stairs to the captain’s office. I knocked and opened the door as he answered. He looked surprised, but not as pleased as he had been the day before. 

    “Stone, Dehan. It seems like only yesterday…” 

    I dropped the letter on his desk and didn’t sit down. He looked at it, then at us. He opened it and read it, then sighed.  

    “Detective Stone, you are an implacable man. I am glad I am on your side…” There was an implied ‘but’, but he didn’t go there. He dropped the letter on the desk and asked, “How did you secure this? Presumably if he is agreeable, there is nothing to dig up?” 

    It was Dehan who answered. “His fingerprints are on each and every one of the photographs, from twelve years ago.” 

    He echoed the Father. “Sweet Jesus!” 

    I took back the letter. “He has agreed to cooperate fully on the condition we listen to his story, and on the off chance of a deal.” 

    “There was no trickery or entrapment?” 

    “Of course not.” 

    He rubbed his face with his hands. “The shit is really going to hit the fan, Stone. I don’t want any of it to land on the 43rd, you understand me?” 

    I took a moment to answer. “The shit is going to land where the shit is going to land, Captain. We are cops simply doing our jobs, and if the investigating officers had done their jobs twelve years ago, we wouldn’t be in this situation now.” 

    Dehan had to speak up. She couldn’t keep quiet.  

    “Sir, there are probably twelve or thirteen young girls’ remains buried in St. Mary’s churchyard. Those girls were probably forced into prostitution and murdered, and Father O’Neil has as much as admitted all of this. I am having trouble understanding exactly what the options are, and what it is we are discussing.” 

    His face went rigid, but he couldn’t think of an answer. I gave him a sweet smile and said, “Detective Dehan isn’t looking to get promoted any time soon, sir, but I would have to agree with her. We have no option but to dig.” 

    He nodded. “Take four men, and a Crime Scene team. Where is Father O’Neil now?” 

    “In interview room three, waiting to give us a statement.” 

    He frowned. “You can’t hold him without charge. Once he has given you his statement, you either charge him or let him go.” 

    I sighed. “Yes, sir.” 

    He said, a little reluctantly, “It’s good work, both of you.” 

    “Thank you, sir.” 

    As I opened the door, he said, “Stone, don’t ambush me again. I’m on your side.” 

    “Wasn’t my intention, Captain, I just did what I needed to do to get the job done.” 

    “And Dehan?” 

    “Yes, sir?” 

    “It was a fair point, it’s just,” he spread his hands, “things aren’t always that simple on this side of the desk.” 

    “Yes, sir.” 

    On the stairs, Dehan said, “You want me to take O’Neil’s statement while you assemble the team and call Frank? I can join you at the church when we’re done.” 

    I stopped and stood chewing my lip for a minute. Then I shook my head.  

    “No, he’s going to wriggle and writhe and squirm like a worm on a hook. He won’t know whether to implicate the world and his cousin to save himself, or protect them all to save himself. We’ve got a few hours before we need to let him go. Let him sweat and think through all the angles. Sooner or later, he’ll realize he’s out of choices. Meanwhile, I want to see what we find under those trees before we talk to him.” 

    “Makes sense to me.”  





SIXTEEN


    Frank’s team had brought a Bobcat in the back of their truck, and before the guys with the shovels and spades could get started digging pits, the Bobcat had to uproot and remove the fruit trees. Meanwhile, I had the uniformed officers seal off the churchyard with tape. Once the trees had been pulled out and removed to one side, I had them set up screens and the CSI team moved in. While the guys in uniform dug, the CSI team sifted. It was a slow and painstaking task, and it drew attention. Pretty soon there was a small crowd peering through the railings and standing behind the tape at the church gate, seeing if they could catch a glimpse of what was going on. 

    I saw Dehan looking at them. 

    “They were inevitable, we all knew some people would show up to watch.” 

    “It will get back to Hagan pretty soon.” 

    “And the bishop and Sadiq Khan, I’m counting on it.” I looked at my watch. “We need to get back to Father O’Neil.” I glanced at the shallow pits. There were no bones yet, but they had barely got started. “I’d hoped to have something to pressure him with, but we’ll make the most of what we’ve got.” 

    I called over to Frank where he was sifting through a pile of earth. “I’m going back to the station. Call me as soon as you find anything.” 

    He didn’t look up, but touched his forehead with two fingers in an affirmative salute.  

    My cell rang just as we were approaching the car. It was the precinct. 

    “Stone.” 

    “Detective, it’s John, the captain.” 

    “Yes, Captain.” 

    “Listen, Father O’Neil has gone.” 

    “What?!”  

    “You left him too long, Stone. He got tired of waiting and he got spooked. He said he was leaving and there was nothing I could do to stop him. You hadn’t charged him, and I couldn’t arrest him without screwing up your investigation. You overplayed your damn hand, Stone!” 

    He was right and I knew it, and I swore accordingly. 

    “Did he say where he was going?” 

    “No, he just said he was leaving.” 

    “God dammit!” 

    “Fix it, Stone. Now!” 

    He hung up. Dehan had stopped walking and was watching me. “He’s gone.” 

    “Gone?” 

    “He walked out. I tried to be too damned clever, Dehan. I should have charged him.” 

    She shook her head. “If you had, he would have clammed up like an oyster.” 

    “Where is he going to go?” 

    “To the bishop?” 

    I shook my head. “The bishop won’t touch him with a barge pole.” 

    “Hagan?” 

    “Too dangerous, none of his associates. Where the hell is he going to go?” 

    “Stone?” I looked at her, but I already knew what she was going to say. “His life is in danger, and right now he is all we’ve got.” 

    “I know. Call in; get an APB put out to notify me if he’s seen and then try calling his cell. I’m going to talk to Mrs. Doyle.” 

    I found her in the kitchen making a beef stew. She looked pissed. She gave me a look that would have had Mikhail Bakunin standing to attention. 

    “Would yiz mind at all tellin’ what in the name of Jaysus is goin’ on? The Father gone and youse uprootin’ me feckin’ trees!” 

    “Mrs. Doyle, I need your help.” 

    “It’s not enough that you’re causin’ me all this feckin’ hassle. I have to help you an’ all!” 

    She picked up two handfuls of bloody meat in her hands and dumped them into a big, cast iron pot. There was a loud hiss and clouds of steam billowed out. 

    “Father O’Neil has gone missing. He’s in trouble, Mrs. Doyle, he could be in danger and we are trying to help him.” 

    “Help him, indeed! Indeed! This is what youse call help, is it? A fine feckin’ way to help a body, this is!” 

    She started peeling potatoes like she was auditioning for a slasher movie.  

    “You know who Conor Hagan is?” 

    “That bastard!” 

    “The Father may have got into trouble with Hagan…” 

    The ferocity of her peeling eased. 

    I pressed. “He was trying to help people and things got out of hand. He was helping us, giving us vital information, but he panicked…” 

    “He’s a good man, but he never did have any balls.” 

    “He walked out of the station and we don’t know where he’s gone.” 

    She threw the potatoes in the pot and started axing some carrots. She threw them in too and scowled at the contents of the pot like they didn’t deserve her pity. “He wouldn’t go to the bishop, dirty fecker. He might go to Father Sullivan, at St. Patrick’s, or if he’s got any sense, he’ll come back here, to me.” 

    “If he does…” 

    “You want me to call yiz.” 

    “He needs protection.” 

    “Don’t you worry, I’ll protect him!” 

    “Mrs. Doyle…” 

    “I’ll call yiz, aye. Don’t worry.” 

    Dehan was waiting for me, sitting on the hood of my car. As I approached, she said, “His cell is switched off.” 

    I opened the door.  

    “We’ll try St. Patrick’s.” 

    St. Patrick’s was at Clason Point, on Lacombe Avenue. It wasn’t far, but the traffic was heavy and it took us almost twenty minutes to get there via Bruckner Boulevard and Sound View Avenue. It was a quiet, residential suburb of detached houses with large gardens. I parked a hundred yards up the road by the junction with Thieriot and watched the church for five minutes. Nothing happened. Nobody went in or came out. No cars arrived. 

    “Let’s go in and talk to Father Sullivan.” 

    The road was really still and really quiet. The slam of the car doors was loud. There was a gentle breeze and the sound of birds in the maple trees. I felt uneasy, and though we started out at a steady walk, by the time we were approaching the church we had both broken into a steady jog.  

    It was a modest church, much smaller than St. Mary’s. A simple nave with a small steeple and a bell tower. A broad flight of six steps led up to the porch and I took them three at a time. We stepped inside. Like the street, it was still and quiet, though not completely silent. There was a murmur of voices that was interrupted by our footfalls. 

    Two men were standing by the north transept, talking softly to a dark-haired man in a hassock. They looked at us standing in the doorway. We crossed ourselves and sat in the rear pews, like we were praying. The men left the priest and approached down the left aisle. They were both tall, sandy-haired and blue-eyed. They looked tough. They looked Irish. 

    They stepped out the door and I could hear their feet on the steps outside and rose. The priest looked as though he was about to leave through a side door to the vestry. I raised my voice. “Father! Father Sullivan?” 

    He stopped and turned to face me.  

    “I am Father Sullivan.” 

    We approached and showed him our badges. “Detectives Stone and Dehan. We are looking for Father O’Neil.” 

    “And why are you looking here?” 

    Dehan smiled. “You don’t seem surprised that two NYPD detectives should be looking for Father O’Neil.” 

    He was younger than Father O’Neil, maybe in his late thirties or early forties. He returned Dehan’s smile with the same lack of feeling that she had given it. “Presumably, you have your reasons. What I am curious about is why you think you might find him here.” 

    “Whatever you are curious about, Father,” I gave him my own unfeeling smile, “we think he is here. Is he?” 

    “I haven’t seen Father O’Neil for some time.” 

    “You’re a good Catholic, Father, you’re working hard not to lie, but with every evasive answer you give us, you put father O’Neil’s life more at risk. Where is he?” 

    He narrowed his eyes at me. “His life is at risk?” 

    “I haven’t got time to explain, Father Sullivan, but if he dies because of this delay, you will have to live with that on your conscience. Where is he?” 

    Somewhere in the distance, I heard the hum of a car engine. He heard it, too. He shook his head. “I don’t know.” 

    The impulse to smack him was hard to resist. Dehan said, “You’re a damn fool!” 

    I pointed at the exit. “Who were those men?” 

    He gave Dehan a once-over that had more disdain than regret and turned back to me. “They wouldn’t tell me who they work for. They were also looking for father O’Neil.” 

    I took a step closer to him and stared him hard in the eye. “He is a key witness in a murder investigation. Those men may have been looking for him to silence him. If you don’t help us find him, you could be sentencing him to death, Father Sullivan. You need to get with the program. Where was he going from here?” 

    He had the good grace to look a little ashamed and said, “He refused to tell me. I don’t think he knew himself.” 

    “You lend him your car?” 

    He nodded. I gave him my notebook and my pen. “License number, make and model.”  

    He wrote it down and I gave it to Dehan. “Get an APB put out, will you?” She walked away, dialing the precinct. I turned back to Father Sullivan. “If he comes back, keep him here and call me. If he contacts you, find out where he is and tell me. If you hear anything at all, I want to know.” 

    He nodded.  

    The sun was sinking in the west and the shadows were growing long when I stepped out onto the stairs. Dehan was a couple of steps down, hanging up the phone. She looked up at me. 

    “White Ford Ka.” She gave me the license number. “APB is out. What now?” 

    I scanned the empty streets. The first haze of dusk was enfolding the trees. “I don’t know. I really cocked up, Dehan.” 

    She shrugged. “If you did, we both did. I agreed with your plan. I don’t see what else we could have done.” She shrugged and shook her head at the same time. “Who could have foreseen he’d run? What the hell did he run for? Where could he be safer? And he had the chance of a deal…” 

    “Doesn’t make much sense. What the hell was he looking for?” 

    The voice came from behind us, at the top of the steps. Father Sullivan stood looking down at us, a black shadow against the arch of the church door. 

    “Confession,” he said. “And absolution.” 





SEVENTEEN


    By the time we got back to St. Mary’s, dusk was turning to evening and the CSI team had set up a string of ark lights over the dig. It was an eerie sight, with the guys in their plastic suits appearing and disappearing behind the screens, in the glow of the lamps against the church wall. We ducked under the tape and made our way along the footpath. We could see they had dug four trenches at right angles to each other, and the team was about waist deep in them. 

    The uniformed cops had removed their jackets and had their shirt sleeves rolled up. They looked tired. Dehan quickened her pace and pointed but I had already seen it. There was a large plastic sheet laid out, and on the sheet there were bones. 

    Frank saw us approaching and climbed out of the trench. He held up one hand as though to stop me. 

    “Before you ask me, John, I don’t know. At this juncture, I know what you know, you predicted they’d be here, and they are. So that tells you something, but not much. As to the bones, whom they belong to, whether they are male or female, what age, how many…” He shook his head. “Don’t bother asking me because I don’t know, and I won’t know until I get them back to the lab.” He pointed at the sheet. “You can look, but you can’t touch. Now, I have to get back to work.” 

    He didn’t wait for an answer. He turned and hurried back to the trench. Dehan and I moved to the plastic sheet. There were two skulls. They were small. There were a few bones that might have been ribs. Nothing more. 

    “Is one of them Alicia?” I looked sharply at Dehan. She had tears in her eyes. “I used to play dolls with her when we were kids. Is that her, there?” She turned to look at me. Her eyes were large and dark, and the amber light of the arc lamps was reflected in her tears. 

 I had no answer for her. No explanation. 

 “Let’s get out of here, Stone. They’ve got this.” 

    “Sure.” 

    We walked back toward the gates. Evening was shutting down and night was closing in. I glanced over and saw lights in the rectory. It looked like the kitchen. She put her hand on my shoulder. “Let’s have a word with Mrs. Doyle before we leave, she might have heard something.” 

    The door was open and we went in. We found her in the kitchen, sitting at the long pine table staring at a mug of tea. She looked up but didn’t say anything. Dehan smiled at her. “You got one of those for a couple of tired cops?” 

    Mrs. Doyle didn’t smile. She looked back at her mug and said, “In the pot, love. Help yourself.” 

    Dehan glanced at me. I shook my head. She poured herself a mug and we sat. I said, “No word?” 

    She shook her head. Then, in exasperation, “Sure, where would he go? His family’s all back home in Ireland, them that’s still livin’, most of them are dead, God rest their souls. Amn’t I all he’s got? The feckin’ old fool! God forgive me for sayin’ it but he is, so he is.” 

    Dehan smiled. “He’d been at Father Sullivan’s. You were right about that, but he left just before we arrived. Where do you think he’d go from Father Sullivan’s?” 

    “Isn’t that what I’m tellin’ you? There is nowhere for him to go. I made him his favorite stew an’ all.” 

    “I saw you making it. It looked good. Every cop in New York is on the lookout for him, Mrs. Doyle, even at the airports, shipping ports, railway stations… He’ll show up sooner or later.” 

    She didn’t look very convinced. “I’ll have somethin’ to say to the silly feckin’ eejit when he does.” 

    “You’ll let me know the minute he does?” 

    It was as though I hadn’t spoken. She stared into my face with total incomprehension. “Where, in the name of all that’s holy, is he going to go? Where is he going to sleep? Who’s going to feed the silly gobshite?” 

    Dehan finished her tea and we stepped back into the night. We crossed the gravel drive to the sidewalk, and I leaned on the roof of the Jag. She came and leaned next to me. 

    “He’s going to come back here, isn’t he?” 

    I nodded. “He had a crisis of conscience, or faith, or whatever religious people have. He’s in fear for his life and he needed to confess, to make peace with his creator before he died. Now he’s alone in the city. He’s scared and he’s going to get cold and hungry. He will come home.” 

    She nodded. “He’s all we’ve got to connect the bones to Sadiq Khan, Bishop Bellini, and the others. If he dies, the case dies with him.” 

    “I know.” 

    “We have to stay.” 

    I looked into her face. “You okay? You want to go? I can stay.” 

    She shook her head, and as she did it, I saw the car parked fifty yards away under a plane tree. The young April leaves cast dappled shadows in the limpid light of the street lamp, but you could see it was white. It was a white Ford Ka. I pointed at it and suddenly knew where he was. Dehan ran for the car, I began to walk back toward the church.  

    She caught up with me at the steps.  

    “The car is empty.” 

    The great wooden doors were unlocked and I pushed them open. The huge nave was in darkness, except for four candles that burned at the altar, illuminating the statues of the saints, the elaborate gold leaf, the frescoes and the giant crucifix. There was absolute silence. Father O’Neil was on his knees in front of his tortured, weeping lord, a bent, broken figure in black. I walked down the central aisle and stood behind him. He was hunched forward, his hands clasped in prayer in his lap.  

    He had died as he had lived, on his knees, but he had died, as he had wanted to die, making peace with his God. It would have been quick, and virtually painless. There was barely a mark on him, save for the small puncture mark at the base of his skull. 

    Dehan sat on the pew behind him and looked at me.  

    “We’re fucked, Stone.” Her eyes traveled down to gaze at him where he knelt, and almost echoed my thoughts. “He died as he lived, fucking things up for everybody else.” 

    I pulled out my cell and dialed the captain. 

    “Stone! Did you find him?” 

    “Yeah. He went to confess with his pal Father Sullivan, then came back to St. Mary’s, where he was killed with an ice pick while he was praying.” 

    “He was murdered?” 

    I closed my eyes and counted to ten before answering. I wanted to tell him, no, it was a freak accident, he fell backwards onto an ice pick while kneeling in prayer at the altar. Instead, I said, “Yes, Captain, he was murdered.” I didn’t add that that was the usual way to acquire an ice pick in your brain. 

    “And this happened with fifteen cops on the premises?” 

    “Yeah, they are kind of busy at the moment, digging up skeletons.” 

    “How is that going? Have they found any?” 

    “When I last checked they had two skulls and several ribs. It is painstaking work.” 

    “I know.” 

    “Nobody is to blame, Captain.” 

    “Okay, Stone. I’ll have a team sent over, meanwhile, seal the area.” 

    We took a reel of yellow tape from the CSI truck and sealed the church. Dehan told the cop on duty we had a second crime scene and followed me back to the rectory to give Mrs. Doyle the news.  





EIGHTEEN


    They worked through the night, and all through the following day. They recovered a total of fourteen bodies, more than I had expected. Frank had the remains taken to his lab where he and his team carefully, painstakingly, started to reassemble the bones into skeletons. After that, the slow, detailed process of analysis would begin, to establish the age and sex of each one, and if possible, the cause of death. It could take weeks. 

    All he was able to tell me, after they had started assembling the skeletons, was that it was very unlikely that there were any boys, and that only one of the skulls appeared to be over fifteen years of age. 

    Alicia. 

    Dehan went to see her aunt, to give her the news and to ask for Alicia’s dental records. She asked me not to accompany her, so I spent the time tracking down Sadiq Khan, then called Bishop Bellini’s office. Sadiq Khan was out of the office and Bishop Bellini was out of the country. 

    Joe, the CSI team leader who had processed the scene of Father O’Neil’s murder, called to tell me what I already knew. It had been a very professional job. There was not a trace of the killer. His spinal cord had been severed at the base, where it met the brain, with a single thrust of a small, sharp blade, probably an ice pick. 

    Dehan came back about four in the afternoon and dropped into her chair. 

    “I sent Frank the details so he can contact her insurance company. He said he’d give her priority, as a favor. We should know soon.” 

    I nodded. After a bit, I said, “We seem to have hit a dead end. We uncovered all this from a haircut and a manicure, but I can’t see a way of linking what happened to the people who did it.” 

    She leaned back in her chair and rolled her head. I heard her vertebrae crunch. 

    “Mick is dead, Father O’Neil is dead, that leaves, who? Sadiq Khan…” 

    “Out of the office.” 

    “The bishop…” 

    “Out of the country.” 

    “‘H’…” 

    “Untouchable until we have more evidence.” 

    “And Conor Hagan.” 

    I sighed. “Conor Hagan…” I reached in the file and pulled out the two emails and the list and placed them on the desk. “He isn’t on the list.” 

    “God dammit, Stone!” I looked at her. “There is no evidence! How can you investigate a case where there is no evidence? It’s twelve years ago!” She mimicked, “‘Where were you on the night of the fifteenth of January, twelve years ago?’” 

    “Hmmm… You’d need somebody with a superb memory.” I picked up my phone and called Hagan Construction.  

    “Hagan Construction, how may I…” 

    “This is Detective Stone of the NYPD. I need to talk to Conor Hagan on a very urgent matter, now.” 

    “Thank you caller, please hold the line while I try to connect you.” 

    I put the phone on speaker, picked up a pencil and methodically broke it into matchwood. Then a voice like talking concrete emerged from my cell. 

    “This is Conor. What do you want, Stone.” 

    “I need to talk to you. This is important for both of us.” 

    “I’m at the Shamrock.” 

    “Will you still be there when I get there?” 

    “Yes.” 

    He hung up. I picked up the folder of photographs. 

    He was at the same table when we arrived. He was still studying papers and he still had a Guinness, but this time, instead of a beef sandwich he had a whiskey chaser. As we approached, he looked up and nodded at the bartender. We sat. 

    “I’m guessing you know that Father O’Neil was murdered the night before last?” 

    He nodded. 

    “Do you know who did it?” 

    “I don’t murder priests.” 

    “That’s not what I asked you. I asked you if you knew who did do it.” 

    “I’ve no idea.” 

    “We have reason to believe—good reason to believe—that his murder is connected to Sean O’Conor’s murder.” 

    “What’s that got to do with me?” 

    “I’m coming to that, Conor. My partner thinks I am crazy, maybe I am, but my gut tells me that whatever you might be, and whatever you might do, you didn’t do this.” 

    “Am I supposed to be fucking grateful?” 

    I nodded. “Yeah. Because Sean’s murder turned out to be about a hell of a lot more than squatters.” 

    His eyes narrowed. “Like what?” 

    The bartender came over with two pints of Guinness and set them in front of us. “It’s on the house,” he said, and returned to the bar. 

    I raised my glass to Conor and said, “Slánta.” He nodded and turned to Dehan. She had the good sense to do the same. 

    She sipped and said, “You were putting money into his relief program, and to provide shelter for the people you were evicting from the building on Tiffany Street, and education for the children. There were a few other people who were putting money into that program, too. But the program, and the kids, were being exploited and used for something else.” 

    His eyes went hard, his face slowly flushed red, and his breathing grew heavier. This was anger, not fear. 

    “What are you telling me?” 

    I showed him the list of names. “This is a list that Sean made. These people are all people involved with the program, but your name is missing.” 

    He pulled the list over and studied it. “Who are these two?” 

    He pointed to the two decayed names. 

    I raised my eyebrows. “Who do you think they are?” 

    “This one is that cunt Mick Harragan. This one I have no idea.” 

    “You know the others?” 

    “That’s the bishop, and Sadiq I’ve met, but I didn’t know he was involved in the program. What fucking interest could he have in helping Catholic kids and educating them in the Catholic faith?” 

    “None,” I said, and pulled out the first photograph, where the kids were all standing together, fully clothed. I slid it across to him. “Do you know who these kids are?” 

    He studied the picture and after a while, he nodded. “I’m not fucking Mother Theresa, Stone. You know who I am and what I am, and I’ll be damned if I pretend to be anything else. I didn’t go and fawn over the kids and pretend to be a fucking saint so they could praise me and thank me. I’m a bad man and I’ll probably go to hell. So be it. But I didn’t want them sleeping on the streets, going into prostitution, getting hooked on drugs. They were only kids. I don’t deal in fucking child prostitution or drugs, and I don’t hurt children. Okay?” He sighed and looked back at the picture. “Sure, I remember these kids, most of them. They were on Father O’Neil’s program.” 

    I slid the folder across. He opened it. He raised his eyes to glare at me and for a moment I thought he was going to attack me, but he looked back at the picture, then methodically worked his way through all twelve of them. I could see his hands were shaking and his chest was rising and falling hard. Dehan decided to add some fuel to the fire. 

    “Their remains were dug up from Father O’Neil’s churchyard yesterday and the night before. Among them were the remains of my cousin, Alicia, who was their teacher.” 

    “Alicia was your cousin?” 

    Dehan nodded. “And Sean’s fiancée.” 

    “What do you want from me?” 

    I shook my head. “Anything, Conor, anything that will link these bastards with those bones.” 

    His face flushed crimson. “I had no fucking idea that they were doing this. Father O’Neil knew that if I’d had the slightest idea I would have broken every fucking bone in his body, and his pals. Personally! Priest or no fucking priest.” 

    “I believe you, but your anger doesn’t help me. I need you to think, remember, was there anything, anything at all at that time, that might connect the bishop or Sadiq Khan with these bodies?” 

    “I already told you. I was not involved personally.” 

    Dehan said, “If we can’t prove a connection, Father O’Neil will take the rap and these two, or three, will walk.” 

    He looked at her through hooded eyes. “I know. If I think of anything, I’ll give you a bell.” 

    I took a long pull on my Guinness and stood. I gave him a nod. “Thanks for the drink. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 

    Dehan stood. Hagan watched me a moment. “I don’t know what you wouldn’t do.” 

    I held his eye a moment. “Not a lot.” 

    We stepped out into the late afternoon sunshine and started walking towards the Jag. Dehan was frowning at her boots as she walked. 

    “I am not sure what you just did in there, Stone.” 

    I held up a finger and pulled out my cell. I dialed Khan’s number. It rang twice and his secretary answered.  

    “This is Detective Stone of the NYPD. I have a very urgent message for Mr. Sadiq Khan.” 

    “Yes?” 

    “Tell him that Father O’Neil is dead. He has been murdered and that Detective Stone needs to talk to him first thing tomorrow morning. Have you got that?” 

    “Yes, Detective, I will tell him as soon as he comes in.” 

    “Call him and give him the message.” 

    “Yes, Detective.” 

    Dehan was frowning at me. I smiled and dialed the bishop’s number. His secretary answered. 

    “Bishop Robert Bellini’s office.” 

    “This is Detective John Stone of the NYPD. I have an extremely urgent message for the bishop.” 

    “The bishop is out of the country at the moment. He will not be back for a couple of days.” 

    “I know. I need you to get a message of the utmost urgency to him. Tell him Father O’Neil is dead, murdered, and that Detective Stone needs to talk to him as soon as it is physically possible. His life may be in danger, you understand?” 

    “Yes, Detective, I will communicate your message to him immediately.” 

    Dehan was frowning at me. “What are you doing?” 

    “If Mohamed can’t get to the mountain, then the mountain will have to come to Mohamed.” 

    “That’s the wrong way around.” 

    “Everything in this goddamn case is the wrong way around.” 





NINETEEN


    Dehan finally made it home that night. We were both exhausted and needed a few hours thinking about something that wasn’t Sean O’Conor, his fiancée Alicia, and the kids who had died in the church of St. Mary’s. 

    I was thinking of a sirloin steak, French fries, and a glass of wine, watching some mindless crap on the TV. I pushed open my front door and switched on the lights, and my cell rang. I knew who it was. I had been praying he wouldn’t call till the morning, but it had been a forlorn hope. 

    His voice was refined, in a slippery kind of way, with a slight accent. 

    “Detective Stone?” 

    “I am guessing you are Sadiq Khan.” 

    “Yes, indeed. I understand you have been desperately trying to reach me.” He sounded amused. 

    “I’m not sure that desperate is quite accurate, Mr. Khan, I am just doing my job, and I have no personal interest in either your safety or your survival. If you haven’t either, then we can end this conversation right here and now.” 

    There was a long pause, long enough that I was about to hang up.  

    “What is this about, Detective? My secretary mentioned a Catholic priest…” 

    I sighed. “Mr. Khan, why don’t you can the bullshit and we get down to business? I am tired and, frankly, bored. You are telling me you don’t know who Father O’Neil is, so how do you know he was a Catholic priest? If you think I am stupid, Mr. Khan, think again and please stop wasting my time. You put money into his program to rescue children who were being evicted from Conor Hagan’s Tiffany Street property. Why does a Muslim businessman invest in a project to teach Catholicism to orphaned kids? There is you, O’Neil, Harragan, and Bellini. I know everything, because before he died, O’Neil told me.” 

    There was another long silence, but this one had a different flavor to it and I wasn’t about to hang up. 

    “What do you want?” 

    “I want what Harragan had.” 

    His voice was a sneer. “Well you can only have half of what Harragan had, can’t you!” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “You can’t screw the pretty Latinas now, can you? They’re all dead! You’ll have to make do with the money. You cops are all the same.” 

    “That’s cute. I’m getting lessons in morality from a pedophile and a murderer.” 

    “I didn’t…” 

    I waited. “You didn’t what?” 

    “Never mind. How much do you want?” 

    “To keep my mouth shut, I want twenty thousand dollars in used bills. Tomorrow at noon, Barreto Point Park, at the amphitheater. I’ll be sitting on the top step.” 

    He was sneering again. “Will you have a carnation in your lapel, Detective?” 

    “No, but I will have my snub nose .38, and if I even suspect that you have been talking to Bellini, you’ll be joining O’Neil in hell a damn sight sooner than you expected. Have I made myself plain, Sadiq?” 

    “How do I know it’s not a trap?” 

    “You don’t. You’ll just have to put your faith in human greed. Think you can do that?” 

    “And what do I get for these twenty thousand dollars? I want more than silence.” 

    I let the smile seep into my voice. “A long and beautiful relationship, outside of Riker’s Island.” 

    “I want something, Stone, something concrete. I don’t want this hanging over me for the next…” 

    I cut across him. “We’ll talk tomorrow. Noon. I’ll be with my partner. You come alone or there is no deal.” I hung up. 

    I played back the conversation. It had recorded successfully. I emailed it to myself at work and cc’d Dehan. Then I called her. She sounded sleepy. I could hear Walker Texas Ranger in the background. 

    “No, I will not come and cook you dinner.” 

    “We have him. I recorded the conversation on my phone. I emailed it to you. We have Sadiq Khan in the bag.” 

    She was quiet for a moment. “What are you… like… magic?” 

    “Must be.” 

    “You’re lucky you’re over there, I might embarrass you.” 

    “You having a glass of wine?” 

    “Mm-hm.” 

    “Good, have one for me. I’ll have one for you. Sleep well, Carmen.” 

    “G’night, Sensei.” 

   

    The captain stared at my phone on his desk and listened to the conversation. When it had finished, he shook his head in disbelief. Dehan was grinning at her boots. He looked at her and back at me. 

    “I have to hand it to you, Stone, you seem to have a bottomless bag of tricks. You are sailing damn close to the wind. His defense attorneys are going to be screaming entrapment to high heaven.” 

    I shook my head. “I didn’t induce him to commit a crime, Captain, I simply got him to admit that he had.” 

    He nodded. “You’ll need back up.” 

    “No, Dehan will be there with me. I don’t want to spook him. It has to look like the real deal. We can bring him in. He’ll be alone.” 

    He gave me a look. “Don’t lose this one, Stone. You have dragged triumph from the jaws of defeat. Don’t screw it up!” 

    “I won’t.” 

    “We won’t.” 

    We both looked at Dehan. I smiled. “We won’t.” 

    “Okay, so you bring him in, you charge him, right? Tell me you are going to charge him.” 

    “We charge him. Let him believe we have a full confession from Father O’Neil, but let him believe also that the evidence is thin against Bellini. If he gives us Bellini, we cut him a deal.” 

    The captain sighed. “The bishop. I don’t mind telling you I am going to catch some flak because of this.” 

    Dehan fixed him with her eye. “Sir, with all due respect, anyone who wants to defend that son of a bitch isn’t worth listening to. He colluded in the rape and murder of children.” 

    “You are right, of course, Detective. But politics is rarely that simple. Anyway, you know you have my full support, whatever the political consequences.” 

    We thanked him and left. 

   

    It was a short drive in the spring sunshine. We took Bruckner over the bridge and then Garrison and Tiffany Street all the way down to Viele Avenue. Even the Hunts Point industrial estate looked pretty, in some ghastly way, in the spring morning light. We left the car in the lot outside the park, in the shade of the maples, and strolled down to the water’s edge. We had fifteen minutes to spare, so we sat on the rocks and stared out at the East River. I had that feeling I often had with Dehan, that she had somehow managed to get inside my mind, or she was already a part of it. 

    “Will he show?” 

    I gave a small shrug. “You heard him. He was real motivated last night.” 

    She picked up a small stone and threw it out into the water. It hit the river with a hollow ‘plock’. 

    “If we lose him that will only leave the bishop.” 

    “And ‘H.’” 

    “You know who ‘H’ is, don’t you?” 

    I gave a few small nods. “Probably. But so do you.” 

    “I think so.” 

    “What do we do if Khan doesn’t show, Stone?” 

    I studied her face. She looked lost. She looked as though she was reaching out to me for a way forward. 

    “That depends on why he doesn’t show.” I looked at my watch. It was five to. “Let’s go.” 

    We climbed the steps of the amphitheater to the top. I sat and Dehan stood staring back along the path toward the entrance to the park. Noon came and slipped into afternoon by five minutes, then ten, then fifteen. At twenty past, I stood and said, “Come on, we have work to do.” 

    She was giving me a weird, searching look. “What work?” 

    It was a 25-minute drive, though it took a little longer because of the lunchtime traffic. Most people think of the Bronx as a place of ghettos, prostitution and crime. They are right; much of the Bronx is like that, but not all of it. Riverdale is one part of the Bronx that is definitely not a ghetto. And that was where Sadiq Khan had his house, on West 232nd street, opposite Seaton Park. It was a green, leafy suburb of large, luxurious houses and small mansions. It wasn’t Oyster Bay, but it wasn’t Hunts Point, either.  

    Sadiq’s house was a three-story, oddly angular building painted an unpleasant shade of sage green. It was set back from the road beyond a sweeping lawn. I could see a C Class Mercedes and a Citroen Clio in the drive. Something told me the Clio was his wife’s.  

    I pulled in and parked in front of them. I killed the engine and we climbed out. Dehan peered through the windows at the front and I rang the bell. There was total silence apart from the sporadic singing of the birds.  

    If they had kids, they’d be at school. Maybe his wife was shopping, but if she was, why didn’t she take her car? And why was his car still in the drive? And if both cars were in the drive, why was nobody answering the door? 

    Dehan wandered back to me with her hands in her back pockets. “There’s nobody at home, Stone.” 

    I shook my head and pointed at the Merc and the Citroen. “Nobody is answering. That’s different. Besides, I think I hear somebody shouting, or calling out, don’t you?” 

    She raised an eyebrow at me. “Yeah, I thought I heard a woman shouting ‘help’.” 

    “Good, me too.” 

    I went around to the kitchen door at the back, smashed the glass with my elbow, and reached in to unlock the door. It grated on the shattered glass as I pushed it open. Dehan had her piece in her hand as she followed me in. The glass crunched under her boots. It sounded really loud in the stillness. 

    The living room was empty. There were no pictures on the walls, no ornaments, no bookcases. There was a gray carpet, a gray sofa, a vast glass and brass coffee table and a TV the size of a cinema screen. A curving staircase, also carpeted in gray, led to the upper floor. We climbed it, listening for some sound, some sign of life. There wasn’t any.  

    We came to a landing. The door to the bathroom stood open, and I saw a mug with four toothbrushes in it. I touched Dehan’s shoulder and pointed at it. She nodded. She looked a little sick. The first door we opened was obviously one of the kid’s rooms. It was painted pastel blue and there was a princess bed with a lace net hung over it. Mrs. Khan and her two daughters were sitting on the floor. The girls were wearing school uniforms. Their ankles and their wrists, like their mother’s, were bound with duct tape, and they had duct tape over their mouths. Their eyes were huge and they looked terrified. 

    Dehan put her piece away and I showed them my badge. Then I knelt and cut the tape from their wrists and ankles. As Mrs. Khan pulled the tape from her own mouth, she started crying and shouting at me in a language I didn’t understand. 

    I held her shoulders and said, “Mrs. Khan, listen to me. Listen. Detective Dehan is going to take you downstairs. Do you understand? And she is going to call an ambulance. Go with her. Take the children and go downstairs.” 

    She was incoherent, and the kids, taking their cue from their mother, also began to cry. Dehan gathered them up and led them down to the living room. I went to the master bedroom.  

    He was there, if you could call it him. The bed was saturated with blood. He was naked and badly bruised all over. His body was a pasty gray color because he had pretty much been exsanguinated, but you could see large, yellowish patches where the bruises would have been. His face was grotesquely disfigured and he had several teeth missing. He was also bound hand and foot with tape, as the rest of his family had been. 

    The blood had come from a single wound. He had been castrated. His entire penis and testicles had been removed and lay next to him on the bed. 

    I took my phone and dialed the captain. 

    “Stone. What news?” 

    “Khan has been murdered and castrated at his house in Riverdale. You’d better talk to the local precinct to sort out jurisdiction. Then we’ll need a CSI team and a meat wagon.” 

    “Stone…?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “What the hell is going on?” 

    “Looks like we are running out of people to prosecute.” 

    “Can you even get to the bishop now?” He sounded mad. 

    I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. “Sure.” 





TWENTY


    With that almost maternal care that seemed, on the surface, so at odds with her brash manner and her aggressive attitude, Dehan had sat them on the sofa, wrapped them in blankets, and made them hot, sweet tea. When I got down, the three were shivering with shock and clinging to each other, crying. 

    I gave Dehan a nod and we stepped into the kitchen.  

    “They’re on their way. He’s in the master bedroom. They did a job on him. He was castrated…” 

    For a moment, she almost looked mad. She stared into my face, but her eyes made little shifts, like she was trying to read my features. I gave her a blank page. After a moment, she said, “Completely different to Father O’Neil’s murder.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “This was vengeance.” 

    “Looks like it.” 

    “Or punishment…” 

    I nodded. “Or punishment.” 

    She sighed. “So where does this leave us? Bishop Robert Bellini and ‘H’ get away?” 

    “I don’t see why.” 

    Her face flushed and her open hand shot out, gesturing toward the stairs. “He was our last chance, Stone! He could have given us the whole ring! He could have told us the whole story!” I gave her a moment. She blurted, “You shouldn’t have opened up to Hagan like that! I’m sorry! I have never criticized you before, Stone, but that was a mistake and it may have lost us the case!” 

    I nodded. “I can see how you’d think that.” 

    Far off, the wail of a siren stained the air with tragedy. It was incongruous against the green lawn and the spring blue of the sky.  

    Minutes later, they crammed in to the driveway, with their lights flashing, and began to disgorge men and women in uniform who went, with mechanical precision, about the task of processing a scene where four lives had been destroyed. The yellow tape went up, the ME arrived with her black bag, the CSI team climbed into their plastic suits and tramped, like something out of a sci-fi B movie, around the wreckage of Mrs. Khan’s home. And meanwhile, Mrs. Khan and her two little girls sobbed and struggled to assimilate the impossible.  

    I showed Lisa, the ME, up to the room. It was bad enough to make her stop in the doorway and wince. Dehan came in after her. She shook her head and turned to stare at me, like it was my fault.  

    Lisa said, “I can tell you straight away the cause of death was exsanguinations. Anything else will have to wait till I get back to the lab.” 

    I met Greg, the CSI team leader, on the stairs on his way up. We stopped and his team filed past us, headed for the two bedrooms.  

    “I’m guessing there was more than one of them, Greg. Nobody seems to have put up a fight, and they were able to bind him, the wife and the kids without resistance before separating them into two rooms. We didn’t find any sign of forced entry, so I’m guessing maybe they waited till the family was leaving for school and work. The doors are open, they’re all out in the drive, and they came up, blocked the exit, and forced them back in to the house, maybe at gunpoint. Mrs. Khan will confirm that later, right now she is in no state.” 

    He listened carefully, then gave a nod. “Okay, see what we can find.” 

    He went on up after his team. I knew they wouldn’t find anything.  

    When we got back down, Mrs. Khan had settled a little and was drinking her tea. Dehan went and sat next to her. 

    “Can you tell me what happened, Mrs. Khan? I know it’s hard, but the sooner you can tell us, the sooner we can catch whoever did this.” 

    It was as I had thought. 

    “We were going to school.” She gestured at her daughters. “I always drive them. Is not far. Sadiq…” Her eyes flooded and her face flushed. Her breath shook. Dehan took her hand. “… He said he had an important appointment at midday. We were all standing together, in the drive, and then a big SUV came into the drive. It blocked our way, there was no way out. And two men got out. They were very big. They wore black sweatshirts, black jeans, all black, and black balaclavas over their faces. They were holding guns. They forced us inside. Upstairs.” 

    “Did they say anything?” 

    “Nothing, not a word. One of them bound us and locked us in the bedroom. Then he went next door…” Her face collapsed and she started to sob. “We heard horrible noises, Sadiq screaming…” 

    We called her doctor and had him come out to sedate her. Then we called her sister to come and take care of her. After that, we stepped out to the Jag and I negotiated my way past the patrol cars and the meat wagon onto the road. I headed east toward the Deegan Expressway.  

    We drove in silence, but it wasn’t the silence I was used to. It was an uncomfortable silence. Eventually, I asked her, “Have you lost confidence in me, Dehan?” 

    She looked away from me, out the side window. 

    “I don’t know.” She turned to face me for a second, and then looked away again. “I don’t understand. I get why you left Father O’Neil to sweat. It made sense to me, and there was no way we could have known he was going to run to Father Sullivan.” 

    “But…?” 

    “But I don’t get…” Now she shifted in her seat to face me, gesturing back at the house with her hand. “You knew that Conor Hagan would react like this! I didn’t! It didn’t cross my mind. But you! Shit, Stone! You are the sensei! You knew! And now I am asking myself, why the hell did we go there and have that conversation with Hagan? Why the hell did you show him those photographs?” 

    I glanced at her to see if she had finished. She was waiting. 

    “I had to be sure.” 

    “Sure of what?” 

    “That he wasn’t part of it.” 

    She made little shakes with her head in a ‘what the hell are you talking about?’ gesture. 

    I sighed. “It could be one of two ways, Dehan. Either Hagan was a part of it or he wasn’t. If he was, we had a very different kind of set up on our hands. You saw him, you spoke to him, and this guy is a damn good administrator. He is efficient and he rules with an iron fist. He has never been arrested. He has never been the subject of an investigation, even though every cop in New York knows he is the head of the Hagan Clan.” 

    She was frowning. That was a good sign. It meant she was thinking. “What’s your point?” 

    “My point is that if Hagan was involved, we were looking at a very well organized criminal operation involving child prostitution, one that was probably still operational.” 

    “Okay…” 

    “But if he wasn’t involved, we were looking at Father O’Neil, an incompetent fool, we were looking at Mick Harragan, who relied on violence, terror and low cunning, but didn’t have a fraction of Hagan’s intelligence—and in any case has been dead for the last ten years—we were looking at a businessman and a bishop, both of whom were dabbling, and ‘H’, all three of whom needed to remain as uninvolved as possible. A very different proposition, Dehan, a small group of sick pedophiles, with no competent organizer at the head.” 

    “So you confronted Conor to see how he would react.” 

    I turned off West 230th onto the Deegan Expressway and began to accelerate. 

    “I was pretty sure by then that Hagan was not involved, but I needed to be sure.” 

    “Did he kill father O’Neil?” 

    I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Why would he?” 

    “But you must have been aware of the risk that Hagan would come after Sadiq!” 

    I frowned at her. “Dehan, I need you to think this through. This gang of pedophiles, who were prepared to murder fourteen young girls to conceal their crime, cheated one of the most dangerous men in New York, one of the most dangerous gangs in the country. He donated money, probably tens of thousand of dollars, to the care and education of these girls, and they used that money to enslave, rape, and murder them. And you think that it was my actions that put Sadiq at risk.” She turned away from me and stared straight ahead at the expressway without answering. After a bit, I glanced at her. “I have never lied to you, Dehan, and I never will. So I have to say to you that, in the first place, I don’t think it was my actions that put him and his family at risk, I think it was his actions. And in the second place, if it was, I don’t honestly give a good goddamn. He had it coming.” 

    She didn’t talk again until we were approaching the junction with the Cross Bronx Expressway. 

    “Just tell me this, Stone, did you deliberately have him executed?” 

    She watched my face as I answered. “No, but I knew Hagan might. I weighed it up, Dehan. In the end, I followed the investigation in the way I had to and Sadiq had to face the consequences of his own actions.” 

    The second call came as we were approaching the 43rd. I put it on speaker and laid it on the dash. 

    “Stone.” 

    “Detective Stone, I believe you have been trying to contact me.” The voice was cultured, and supremely arrogant. “This is Bishop Robert Bellini.” 

    I waited a beat, and then asked him, “Can you speak freely, Bishop?” 

    “Yes, I am alone.” 

    “Good, are you back in the States?” 

    “Why don’t you tell me what it is you want, Detective?” 

    “You heard that Father O’Neil was murdered.” 

    “So I am told.” 

    “Were you also told that Sadiq Khan has been murdered, too?” He didn’t answer. I gave him a minute and went on. “Were you also told that the bodies of the girls have been dug up from the churchyard? I tell you, Bellini, you step out of the country for a couple of days and all hell breaks loose.” 

    I waited, but he still didn’t speak. 

    “You don’t want to talk to me, Bellini, that’s fine.” 

    I reached out to hang up and his voice, rich with contempt, said, “What do you want, Stone?” 

    “People keep asking me that these days. What do I want? I want to see you in person and talk to you.” 

    “What for?” 

    “Well, you see, I figure we can do this one of two ways. I can be Detective John Stone, the ruthless, unrelenting investigator who always gets his man, or I can be a friend to you and to the Church.” 

    “What makes you think I need a friend?” 

    I sighed loudly. “I haven’t got time to fuck around playing your stupid games, Bishop. Call me when you’re ready to talk sense.” 

    I reached over and hung up. I pulled into the parking lot and killed the engine. Dehan was staring at me with no expression. I counted to nine and the phone rang. 

    “Stone.” 

    “I need a little more than your words.” 

    “You, Mick Harragan, Sadiq Khan, and…” I paused. “Let’s just call him ‘H’ while we’re on the phone. O’Neil made a full confession. I am sitting on that confession for now. But on the strength of it, I dug up the churchyard. We’ve found the bodies of fourteen young girls; we also found photographs that Sean O’Conor was holding, of the twelve girls who made up the first class that Alicia was going to teach. Father O’Neil identified the girls… Shall I carry on, or is that enough for now?” 

    “It’s enough.” 

    “Listen to me, you piece of shit. Mick Harragan was your friend. Now I am your friend, you understand me? The big difference is that Mick was stupid and I am not. Now, if you play your cards right, we can make this profitable, and a lot of fun for everybody involved. Play them wrong, Bellini, and I will hit you so hard your fucking head will be spinning for a week.” 

    “Very well, you are my friend. Now what?” 

    “We meet.” 

    “Where and when?” 

    “In your office. I don’t want to be seen with you in public. I have legitimate reason to come and see you to discuss Father O’Neil. When are you back?” 

    He sighed. “I am at the airport now.” 

    I felt a sudden wave of disgust. “I had a feeling you might be. I’ll see you this afternoon, at four. And Bellini?” 

    “What?” 

    “I want you to think long and hard about this. Have you any idea what they do to men like you in prison?” 

    He was quiet for a moment. Then, he said, “I am not going to prison, Stone.” 

    He hung up. I played it back and we listened to what he said with care. When it was finished, Dehan shook her head. “It’s not enough. He doesn’t want to incriminate himself.” 

    “I agree. We’ll see what we get this afternoon. Right now, there is one thing we have to come out with from his office.” 

    “What?” 

    I lifted up my hand and wiggled my fingers. “Prints.” 

    She nodded once. “Yes…” 

    “I am going to scare the bejaysus out of him. I am going to make crazy demands and blackmail him. While he’s focusing on that, I’m going to get his prints.” 

    She nodded and said, “It’s a good plan.” Then she climbed out of the car, slammed the door and walked inside. 





TWENTY-ONE


    When I got inside, she was sitting at her desk. She was on the phone and writing something on a piece of paper. I dropped into my chair. 

    She said, “And he is willing to talk to us…” She nodded a couple of times, then said, “Thank you Mr. Foster. That’s very helpful.” 

    She hung up. She drew breath to tell me what it was about but I interrupted her. 

    “Have we got a problem?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Is it going to jeopardize the investigation?” 

    She stared at me hard and seemed about to say something, then stopped herself. Finally, she said, “I don’t know.” 

    I tried to keep the anger from my voice but didn’t do a great job. 

    “How long is it going to take you to find out?” 

    She sighed. “That was David Foster.” 

    “I know who it was.” 

    “He managed to track down…” 

    “Arnav Singh and he is willing to talk to us, I got that.” 

    I saw tears spring to her eyes and she gestured at the paper in front of her. “I have his number…” 

    I watched her face a moment. I felt a sudden rush of irritation, which was probably more fear than anger. “You going to call him, or shall I?” 

    She picked up the paper and tossed it over to me. Then she stood up and walked out. She might have gone to the toilet or she might have gone to the captain. It was impossible to tell. I dialed the number. It rang twice and a very pleasant, cultured voice that could almost have been English said, “This is Arnav Singh.” 

    “Mr. Singh, this is Detective John Stone of the NYPD.” 

    “Ah, David said you might call. Look here, I’d rather not have this conversation over the telephone.” He laughed in a self-deprecating way and added, “And please don’t use any buzz words. I am a little paranoid, let’s meet.” 

    “Where are you?” 

    “I’m in Washington. Can you come here?” 

    “Yeah. Tomorrow?” 

    “Good. Do you know the National Gallery Gardens on Madison Drive NW?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “There’s a café, the Pavilion. I’ll meet you there. One PM.” 

    He hung up. 

    I spent twenty minutes tapping a pencil on my desk and spinning it in my fingers. Dehan came back with two beef sandwiches and two cups of coffee. She put one of each in front of me and started to eat. I looked at mine a second and felt sick. 

    “Are you coming to see the bishop?” 

    “Of course.” 

    “I thought maybe you’d gone to see the captain.” 

    She shook her head. 

    “I phoned Arnav Singh.” 

    “What did he say?” 

    “He’s in DC. I arranged to go and see him tomorrow at one PM. I figure on the I-95 it should be four hours, four and a half at most.” She nodded and ate in silence. “So I thought I’d leave about seven, beat the traffic and have a look around before he arrives. It’s not likely to be a trap in such a public place, but still, with two witnesses dead, I’d like to see him arrive, and see who arrives before him and with him.” 

    “Makes sense.” 

    “You going to be there?” 

    “Yes, of course. Stop asking that.” 

    I sighed and picked up my sandwich. I didn’t feel like eating but I forced myself.  

   

    Bishop Robert Bellini’s offices were on the top floor of a large, gothic building on Beach Avenue, beside the Church of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. We were led up six flights of stairs by a lackey in a black hassock who tapped reverently on the huge, studded oak door and opened it to announce us. As he stepped in, he said, “Your Excellency, Detectives Stone and Dehan to see you.” 

    I heard him mutter something and the lackey stepped aside to let us in. 

    Bellini was handsome the way Italian men are handsome. He was short and had tight black hair that was graying at the temples. He was dressed in a black suit that was probably from Armani’s Bishops line, a black shirt from their Mafia line, and a dog collar from their special Sub-Dom line. He was standing by a window that was considerably taller than he was, and watched us come in. He studied Dehan with prurient eyes. 

    “I thought you would come alone.” 

    “Did you deal with Mick, or with Mick and Kirk?” 

    He didn’t answer, but strutted behind his vast mahogany desk and settled into an equally vast black leather chair.  

    “Michael Harragan was a well connected man. I have made some inquiries about you, Detective Stone. You are not a well connected man.” 

    “Yeah? Who did you ask, the Pope?” 

    “People who take an especial interest in the affairs of the Bronx. There is a long-standing Italian community in the Bronx, Detective Stone. Somebody has to look out for their interests, keep an eye on them and protect them.” 

    “The way the girls at Father O’Neil’s orphan’s program were protected?” 

    “That was very lamentable.” 

    “Lamentable?” It was Dehan. 

    He smiled at her without warmth while he undressed her with his eyes. “Sadly,” he said, “it is human nature to give in to the appetites of the flesh. It is not for us to judge, however, but to offer up prayers and beg for forgiveness for our own sins.” 

    Before Dehan could answer, I said, “Are you done? Because I have had a bellyful of bullshit. Are we going to do business or what?” 

    He sighed deeply and pulled one of those expressive Italian faces where the eyebrows go all the way up and the mouth goes all the way down. 

    “Business, Detective, what are you selling?” 

    “Our silence and cooperation. You interested or not?” 

    He shrugged like he couldn’t give a damn. 

    “I hear a lot of talk, but I have not seen anything. Where is this confession? You have even a copy of it? What are you going to take to the DA? What are you going to adduce in court? Your word? The word of two corrupt police officers against the word of the Roman Catholic Bishop of the Diocese of St. Mary’s?” 

    I sat forward. “Let me ask you something, Bellini, do I look stupid? You think I am stupid enough to bring O’Neil’s confession to your little Mafia HQ? You think I don’t know you’re in bed with Vincenzo? The confession stays where it is until I see the cash. A copy? You want a fucking copy? What am I, your fucking office boy? I have every word of his confession in my head. You want me to run through it for you? You want to discuss the details of what you and those fucking animals did to those little girls? Or would you rather see it reported in the New York Times tomorrow morning?” 

    He was cool. He wasn’t shaken. He watched me with dead eyes and said nothing. He was smarter than Sadiq by a long chalk, but he hadn’t made up his mind that I was bluffing either. In the end, he said, “I need more than your word.” 

    “It’s all you’re getting till I see your money.” 

    “How do I know I can trust you?” 

    “Trust me? What’s the matter with you? You can’t trust me. That’s why I’m here, because I’m bent. Make your arrangements, cover your back, do what you have to do, but I want my money, and I want involvement, you understand me?” 

    “What do you mean, you want involvement?” 

    I put a big smile on the side of my face. “I want you dirty, Bellini. I am not dealing with intermediaries. I am putting my career, and my life on the line here, and so is my partner. You commit, too. If one of us goes down, we all three go down. And any business you and Vincenzo conduct in the Bronx, I’m a part of it. I told you, I want what Mick had.” 

    He didn’t look awfully impressed. “I need to think about it.” 

    “Seriously, you need to think about it?” I stood and pointed at him. “You’re a fucking asshole. You’re not useless to me, Bellini. You will be useful as an example to those who come after you, and to Vincenzo. Make sure you get the New York Times tomorrow, and expect a visit from the DA.” 

    Dehan stood. Bellini held up a hand. 

    “Wait. How much do you want?” 

    “For what?” 

    He frowned. There was suspicion in his eyes. I laughed. “I want a one-off payment, then there is the retainer, and then there are percentages on the jobs. What are you talking about?” 

    He nodded once, and then hesitated. “The one-off payment for the confession.” 

    I sat back in my chair. I was aware the meeting was coming to an end and I still didn’t have his prints. 

    “Fifty grand in used bills.” 

    He closed his eyes and sighed. “Where and when?” 

    I thought about it a moment. “Ferry Point Park, corner of Emerson Avenue and Shurz Avenue, by the river. You know it?” 

    He gave a weary nod. “I know of it. When?” 

    I was suddenly tired. I looked at Dehan. She was staring at the bishop, like she was entranced by some movie. I forced myself to focus. The next day we were going to be eight or nine hours driving, plus however long we spent in DC. We wouldn’t be back before four or five at the earliest, and we might need time to consider whatever Singh gave us. 

    “Day after tomorrow. Ten A.M.” 

    “All right, Stone. But be aware, I will have you both executed at the earliest chance I have.” 

    “Good to know.” I turned to Dehan. “Anything you want to add?” 

    She caught the irony in my tone, looked at me a moment, and shook her head. She stood and we left.  





TWENTY-TWO


    The streetlamps were coming on when we got downstairs, but the sky was still light. I walked to the Jag and got in. She got in beside me. She didn’t slam the door. She closed it softly. I fired up the engine and drove straight up Beach Avenue for a block and parked just before the junction with Westchester. When I stopped and killed the engine, she looked at me with a query on her face. I ignored her and got out. She got out after me and we crossed the road to the South of France. A bar that is hideous to look at on the outside, but good enough to drink in on the inside.  

    I ordered two beers and took them to a table. I put one in front of her. She said, “You didn’t get the prints.” 

    I ignored her and said, “This place closes at two A.M. But we are not leaving until we have resolved this. So talk.” 

    She heaved a sigh and slid back in her chair. 

    She took a long pull and then set about making interlocking rings on the tabletop with the base of her glass. 

    “It’s hard for me to talk about this kind of stuff.” 

    I looked at my watch. “We have eight hours. If necessary, we can continue at my place.” 

    “Stone, you are the first and only person I have ever trusted, apart from my parents. I was a weird kid from a weird family growing up in a tough neighborhood where weird kids were not welcome. I learned early, real early, not to trust people. Not to trust anybody but my mom and my dad. I made an exception with you.”  

    She paused and made a few more interlocking rings, like she was trying to link her thoughts. When she spoke again, she was staring at the table. 

    “Stone, my mom and dad were murdered, destroyed body and soul, by a bent cop. Not just a bent cop, a cop who was sadistic and cruel and violent. When I met you, when we were partnered, you were everything that Mick Harragan was not. In your own, dinosaur way you were honorable, decent, good…” 

    “Stop, you’re going to make me blush.” 

    She didn’t laugh. “It’s not a joke, Stone, it meant a lot to me. I felt I could trust you. I never got that close to anybody before.” She looked back at the table for a moment, like she had her thoughts laid out there. “You were tough, you had attitude, you could be as mean as the next guy when you had to be, but the bottom line, I always knew you were going to do the right thing. You were honorable.” 

    I took a pull of my beer. “All of this is in the past tense.” 

    She gave her head a shake, but it wasn’t a denial. It was a shake of reluctance. “I don’t recognize you, this you I have seen in the last couple of days, this you that fed Conor Hagan information that would get Sadiq killed, that exposed his daughters to a trauma from which they will never recover. And now you have set Bellini up for the same fate. You’re not taking him into protective custody, you’re not arresting him. But you know Hagan is going to come after him. Suddenly, I don’t know you.” 

    I smiled and rubbed my face with my hands. It was ironic and I let that show on my face. “Couple of days ago, you made me promise that I would not dump you, or ask the captain for a change of partner. I did promise, and I will stick by that promise, because, though I am fallible, like any human being, what you said about me is basically true. I try to be honorable, and I try to do the right thing where I can. Now, ironically, it is you who are going to dump me.” 

    “I didn’t say that.” 

    “You don’t need to. It’s written all over you. I may as well have been alone back there in Bellini’s office. I didn’t get his prints, but neither did you.” 

    “I’m sorry.” 

    “Dehan, if you want me to, I can explain what I did and why I did it, but I am not going to justify it, apologize, or beg you to stay. I want you to stay. You’re the best partner I ever had and the best friend. But you have to make your own choices according to your own conscience.” I paused and took a deep breath. “I just hope if you do decide to transfer, you know why you’re doing it.” 

    She looked hard at me. “What do you mean?” 

    “Ever since you saw those two girls, when you look at me, you don’t see me, you see Mick Harragan. You partner with somebody else, you’ll be trying to walk away from Harragan, but you’ll be breaking up a damn good partnership, and maybe a friendship with it.” 

    “That’s blackmail, Stone.” 

    “No, it’s not. It’s reality. And that’s the difference.” 

    “The difference with what?” 

    “What Mick did was abuse and brutalize weak, vulnerable people so that he could exploit them for money and sex. And because he was cunning and had no inhibitions, he escaped the law. Remember, Dehan, the justice he received in the end was unlawful. It was Maria who killed him. 

    “What I do, Carmen, is to try to see things as they really are—not how I want them to be or how the law says they should be, but as they really are. And I saw thirteen girls—more, as it turned out—who had been raped and murdered by this gang of sadistic monsters who felt entitled, because of their power and their privilege, to take these girls’ lives. And I saw that they were going to get away with it because all our evidence was either decayed or dead.” 

    Her eyes were locked on my face, but her expression was one of fear, anticipating that I was going to destroy the trust she had put in me, in my care. 

    “But I did not hand Sadiq—or Bellini—over to Hagan for him to execute them. God knows I would have been justified in doing so. But I didn’t. I had two options: shelve the case, file it as unsolved, and betray the memory of those children, your cousin, and Sean O’Conor, or investigate. And investigating meant two things, finding out if I was up against Hagan or not, and exposing Sadiq and Bellini to the risk of being executed by Hagan.” I shrugged. “Maybe I am not as honorable as you would like me to be, maybe you are misguided in your idea of what honor is, maybe both are true. But if Sadiq had not raped and murdered those children, or at least colluded in their murder and rape, Conor Hagan would not have gone after him.” I picked up my glass. “And besides, I don’t see it as any part of my job to protect creatures like Sadiq and Bellini from the consequences of their own actions.” 

    She was quiet for a long time, thinking. 

    “What about the girls? What about what they witnessed?” 

    I spread my hands. I felt genuinely helpless. “Dehan, I wasn’t able to protect you from Mick Harragan, either. How many kids have we failed to protect this year? If we start limiting our investigations because of the collateral damage we might do to a criminal’s family, we will end up completely paralyzed. Think what Sadiq would have gone through in prison. How do we protect his daughters from that?” 

    “It sucks.” 

    I nodded. “Yuh, that is reality, and don’t we know it!” 

    She smiled in a way you could call rueful. 

    “But Sadiq is not your dad, Mrs. Khan is not your mom, you are not those little girls, and I am definitely not Mick Harragan. For a start, I haven’t got four million bucks in an account in Belize.” 

    She looked at me and gave another rueful smile. She sat forward and put her hand over mine. “Sorry, partner. You’re a good man and I shouldn’t have doubted you. It was all a bit close to home.” 

    I put my hand over hers. “Hey, don’t worry about it. I got your back. What do you say, spaghetti Bolognese, bottle of wine, and an early start?” 

    She smiled. For a moment she looked really happy. She blinked a couple of times and I realized she was blinking away tears. She nodded, then got up and went quickly to the toilet. I watched her go and thought about all the male partners I had had over the years. I tried to remember any of them ever doing something like that. I was pretty sure none of them ever had. 





TWENTY-THREE


    We arrived at noon, parked on Indiana Avenue, and walked a block back to the park. We had a look around. There were few people and nobody seemed to have any interest in us. At twelve forty, we found a place for Dehan to sit on the edge of the fountain, where she could cover the entrance to the park and the entrance to the Pavilion Café. Then I went inside and chose a table close by the glass wall where she could see me and I could see her.  

    She sat cross-legged, tied her hair into a knot at the back of her head and started looking at her phone. When I was a kid and used to go to the movies, she would have been reading a book or a newspaper, but Orwell’s nightmare of a screen for every human being had become a reality in a way he could never have imagined; that people would actually pay for their screens, and carry them around with them voluntarily. 

    Every few seconds, she looked up and scanned the area. At one o’clock precisely, she looked directly at me and then back at her phone. A few seconds later, a man in a suit appeared. He looked Indian, with olive skin and very black hair. He was in his late thirties or early forties. 

    He stepped into the café, saw me and came over. He sat and smiled. 

    “Don’t shake my hand. There is nothing unusual about our meeting here. I meet a lot of friends and acquaintances here.” 

    I leaned back in my chair. “That’s fine. Who do you think is watching you?” 

    He hailed a waitress and shrugged. “Maybe nobody, but in this city, in this job, you learn to be careful. Cappuccino please, Astrid.”  

    This last was directed at the waitress who had rolled over and was smiling at us. I smiled back. “And two double espressos.” 

    He grinned as the waitress rolled away. “Your friend on the fountain.” She had got off the wall and was pushing through the door. “She’s good. I almost missed her.” 

    She slipped into a chair. 

    “He came alone.” 

    He nodded. “I did. I came alone. Because I am the only person in the world who knows what I am about to share with you.” He smiled apologetically. “It sounds melodramatic, but it is the truth.” He laid both hands on the table and seemed to study them for a moment. “Sean and I didn’t actually know each other very long. We came from very different backgrounds and had very little in common, but we were both very idealistic.” He glanced at each of us in turn. “You understand, we both really wanted to make a difference.” 

    The coffees arrived and we were instructed by the waitress to enjoy them. Dehan gave a lopsided smile and said, “We’ve learned enough about Sean in the last few days to believe that much.” 

    “For me, it was always a question of making subtle changes from the inside. Get into the corridors of power and influence change from there.” He gave a laugh. “You know? The cynics are as mistaken as the idealists. Politicians are just like the rest of us, neither good nor bad, but somewhere in between. Most people would rather do good, if they can. Most people’s sin is not evil, but indifference.” 

    Personally, I prefer to get my philosophy from Hume and Locke than from a guy who spends too much time reading Facebook thought-bites. So I smiled and said, “You were telling us about Sean.” 

    “Yuh, sorry. I get carried away sometimes. Anyway, that was my approach, but Sean.” He got a far away look in his eyes, smiled and shook his head. “He was the fearless warrior. I don’t know if it was that Celtic fire in his blood or what it was, but he had to be reckless and bold, and meet his enemy in open battle. Nothing else would do for him. He was truly fearless.” 

    For a moment, the incongruity of it struck me. This fearless warrior, who was devout almost to the point of fanaticism, who must meet his enemy in open battle, had died on his knees. It somehow didn’t seem to fit. I filed it away for further consideration. 

    “David Foster told us he didn’t talk much about his cases.” 

    “That is true. We used to have regular meetings at the Drop in Center and discuss points of law and give each other a hand. Sean was a very good lawyer, and also a tiny bit arrogant. He would discuss our cases with us, but very rarely confide in us about his. But later, as he and I became closer friends, he did begin to confide in me a bit.” 

    Dehan sipped her coffee. I could tell she was becoming impatient. She said, “About which cases in particular?” 

    He nodded at her, like she had asked just the right question. “That’s it, exactly, it was about two particular cases. The first was the eviction of squatters on Tiffany Street. He was awfully indignant about that. He had several meetings with the Hagan Construction Company’s lawyers and he seemed to be pleased with the progress they were making.” He paused, frowning. “You know about his fiancée?” 

    Dehan nodded. “Alicia.” 

    He beamed. “Lovely girl. Lovely! So beautiful, so sweet, so kind, he met her at the Church of St. Mary, where he was always doing voluntary work, as was she. And straight away, they hit it off and fell in love. It was a fairy tale love affair, worthy of a movie, I am telling you. So he made an arrangement with Father O’Neil, with Alicia and with Conor Hagan, that the church of St. Mary’s would take care of the evicted squatters and provide education for the orphaned children, with Alicia as their loving teacher. Conor Hagan would provide a sum of money. It was considerable, one hundred grand I think was the agreed amount…” 

    “One hundred grand?” 

    “Oh yes! It was a big sum of money!” 

    Dehan whistled through her teeth. “No wonder he’s mad.”  

    “And a small group of benefactors would match his contribution so that Father O’Neil could provide help for the dispossessed. Of course, their contribution was just on paper. No payment was ever made. They just stole Hagan’s money.” 

    I scratched my chin. “So, as far as Sean was concerned, his case against Conor Hagan had been resolved.” 

    “Yes, indeed. That is exactly right. It was always really more a matter of brinkmanship and negotiation than a likely court case.” 

    I turned to Dehan. “Of course, David Foster wouldn’t have known that, because Sean didn’t discuss his cases with him.”  

    Arnav nodded. “That is correct. Because even as the resolution was found, Sean became extremely worried by things that began to emerge.” 

    Dehan said, “The prostitution ring.” 

    Arnav shook his head. “Oh no, it was not prostitution. It was much worse than prostitution.” 

    Dehan frowned. “Worse?” 

    He nodded. “They were slaves. They were sex slaves. For the personal use of the cabal, but above all, for clients or political allies that needed to be appeased or coaxed.” 

    I felt sick. “How did he find out about this?” 

    “It was Alicia. There was a child, her name was Sole. It is ironic; it is the diminutive of ‘Soledad’, which in Spanish means ‘loneliness’, and I have often thought how alone those girls must have felt in those few months that they were there. 

    “It was Sole, who was only eleven years old, who began to confide in Alicia about the parties that they were taken to at night sometimes.” 

    Dehan spoke tonelessly. “Parties…” 

    “Sometimes Father O’Neil would take them. He would tell them to pray for God’s forgiveness!” He looked away, shaking his head. Gathered himself and went on. “He would tell them to pray for God’s forgiveness because they were going to be made to sin, but if they repented and prayed for forgiveness, God would still allow them into Heaven.” 

    I asked, “Did he ever participate in these parties?” 

    “Apparently not, he was just the chauffeur. Other times, some men would come and take them and then bring them back. 

    “At first Alicia thought that Sole was making it up. The child had had a very traumatic infancy; it would not be uncommon for her to indulge in fantasies sometimes. But then she began to display bruises. When she approached Father O’Neil, he dispelled her concerns, saying that sometimes the girls had squabbles at night, but eventually she began to talk to the other girls. Some of them, the older ones, were too scared to admit that it was true, but some of the younger ones did. And once the young ones did, they all did.” 

    “So what did she do? She didn’t go to the cops.”  

    He gave a harsh laugh and looked at me like I was crazy. “No way, Jose! There was a cop in the cabal. One Michael Harragan, a man with a special passion for Latina girls. A very violent and dangerous man at that. He was always at the church, demanding one girl or another, and Alicia was very careful to stay away from him, apparently, because he would have gone for her good and proper, I don’t mind telling you!” 

    Dehan nodded. “So she told Sean?” 

    “Exactly, and he and I discussed it. We decided that the only thing to do was to get depositions from all the children. So, using various pretexts, such as Sean wanting to check on the progress of the children, he and Alicia worked together, gathering statements from each of the girls, and it was as they did this that they began to realize the extent of what was being done, and the grave danger that all of them—all of us—were in. For not only was the Bishop of the St. Mary’s an active member, but he was intimately connected with the major Mafia crime family of New Jersey, the Vincenzo family. They gathered a lot of evidence, photographs that were taken of the girls, voice recordings, footage of one of the parties.” 

    “So what happened? He got caught?” 

    He spread his hands and shook his head. 

    “The last few times I spoke to Sean, he was very worried. He was beginning to talk a bit crazy. He said he had committed a sin with a woman who was not Alicia, to try to gather information about the Vincenzo family. He was very worried because he needed absolution, and he could not go to Father O’Neil, obviously. He was also scared because he thought Father O’Neil was beginning to suspect him and Alicia. He did not know how long they had, and he said they needed to act fast but he feared for his life and Alicia’s, so he gave me a big file and told me to keep it safe, not tell him where, and if anything happened to him, to give it to the authorities. After that, he disappeared.” 

    Dehan raised an eyebrow at him and I thought she was about to hit him. 

    “But you never handed the information to the authorities?” 

    He looked at her face for a few moments. “I am not a hero. I was quite frankly scared. There was no doubt in my mind that he and Alicia had been bumped off. I knew I could not go to the local PD, because of Michael Harragan, and I did not know how many associates he had, and to make matters worse, I knew also that one of the members of the cabal was a Special Agent with the FBI. I know enough, because of my specialized line of work in the law, to know how the tendrils of power spread. I honestly did not know whom to go to, to expose this thing. And so, a week became a month, became a year, became a decade, until David tracked me down and phoned me, and told me about you.” 

    I didn’t admire him, but I understood him. Not everybody can be a Sean O’Conor, a fearless Celtic warrior. 

    “Who is this FBI agent?” 

    “I can’t remember his name. Sean rarely mentioned him and he never went to the church. He was a contact of Harragan’s.” 

    Dehan glanced at me. I said to Arnav, “Where is this file now?” 

    “In New York, in a bank vault. The key is held by an attorney, somewhere in the United States, and if I don’t contact that attorney once every six months, a copy of the file goes to the DA, and another copy to the New York Times.” 

    I smiled. “You covered your bases.” 

    “Oh yes, and there are other measures that I am not even going to tell you about.” 

    “So, now we need to get the file to the DA without anything happening to you. How do we go about that?” 

    He closed his eyes and heaved a huge sigh. “I will come to New York. We will go together to the bank and we will collect the file. You can examine it there and then we will go together to the DA and hand it over, and I will make a deposition.” 

    I thought about Bishop Bellini and his rendezvous with Dehan and I the next day at Ferry Point Park. “When?” 

    “The sooner the better. Tomorrow?” 

    I looked at Dehan. She was watching me. With Arnav’s evidence, maybe I wouldn’t need Bellini to incriminate himself. But I didn’t know how good the evidence was, or how probative. It sounded good, but until I saw it for myself, I couldn’t rely on it. I still needed Bellini red-handed. And I still needed his prints. 

    “Tomorrow afternoon.” 

    He nodded. “Fine. I’ll aim to be there around three. I’ll go to your precinct.” 

    I tipped my cup this way and that. It was empty and cold. “You know O’Neil is dead?” 

    “No, I didn’t know that.” 

    “He was executed, so was Sadiq Khan.” 

    “Good. That man was a monster.” He hesitated. “What happened to the girls?” 

    “They were all killed, along with Alicia, and buried in a mass grave in the churchyard.” 

    “Oh, my God…” 

    “From what I can gather, it all happened on the same night. Your handing in this file would not have saved their lives.” 

    “It is kind of you to say so, Detective, but I should have acted. When good men do nothing, evil prospers…” 

    I shrugged. 

    “Does anybody else know anything about this?” 

    He shook his head. “You, Detective Dehan and me.” 

    “Good, let’s see if we can stop the body count rising any higher.” But even as I said it, I knew it was a forlorn hope. 

    He left and we stayed, sitting in the Pavilion. It was an odd place, a latticework of green metal designed to look like a giant arbor of interlocking branches over a glade. The walls were glass; to keep you indoors while making you imagine you were outdoors. We ordered a couple of club sandwiches and a couple of beers. 

    While we waited, Dehan stretched back in her chair and looked at me. “So we now have one very angry Conor Hagan, who has a big beef against the Vincenzo family, and we have one bishop who is in bed with the Vincenzo family, and helped to steal one hundred grand from Hagan. I’d say Bellini has short odds on making it to the weekend.” 

    I nodded. “We also have all the ingredients for a gang war. Conor Hagan is not a man who will back down easily, and the Vincenzos can’t allow their friends to be murdered willy-nilly, it’s bad for their reputation.” 

    “But if we take him into protective custody, we blow the sting.” 

    The sandwiches and the beer arrived and we ate in silence. When I’d finished, I drained my beer and sat looking at my empty plate. Eventually, I shook my head. “I am not his babysitter.” I looked her in the eye. “He has the whole of the Jersey Mafia for his bodyguard. He knew what he was doing when he stole from the Irish Mob. I’m not going to blow the operation just to protect his life, so he can walk away afterwards scot-free.” 

    She finished her sandwich without answering and then sat for a bit picking crumbs from her plate. Eventually, she nodded and said, “I agree.” 

    I sighed. “Good.” 





TWENTY-FOUR


    There are no benches in Ferry Point Park. It’s more like a stretch of wilderness by the river that humanity hasn’t destroyed yet. I was sitting on the bank, watching Dehan down on the pebbles looking out at the cold, black river. It was nine fifty. We’d had a meeting with the captain at seven AM and, though he was approaching the end of his tether, he also knew he had no choice but to give me what I wanted. And he had.  

    At three minutes past ten, Dehan turned and stared past me at the entrance to the park. Her face went hard and she said, “Not good.” 

    I turned and looked. There was a man walking toward us. It wasn’t Bishop Bellini. It was Conor Hagan. He stopped beside me, with his hands in his pockets, and looked out at the stygian water.  

    “Imagine meeting you two here.” 

    I didn’t say anything and he sat next to me on the bank, studying my face. 

    “I figure I owe you, Stone.” 

    “You don’t owe me a goddamn thing.” 

    “That’s not for you to decide, is it? That’s for me to decide.” 

    Dehan took three or four unsteady steps over the pebbles to stand on the moss, a couple of feet away or three. Hagan studied her a moment. She said, “Where is Bellini?” 

    “He’s alive.” 

    “If you feel indebted to me, Hagan, stop the killing.” 

    He gave a lopsided smile. “You think I can stop the killing? No man, or woman, can stop the killing, Stone. You should know that.” 

    Dehan snapped, “So you brutalize and murder Sadiq, and then Bellini, and then Vincenzo tortures and murders three of your people, and you take four of theirs, and where does it end, Conor? You have the power and the influence…” 

    “Stop.” He didn’t shout. He didn’t even raise his voice. He said it quietly. “I have read my Kant and my Russell, and my Nietzsche, Detective Dehan, I don’t need a lecture on ethics, or morality. And I am not here to discuss my actions with you. I have evaluated the situation and I have made my decisions.” 

    “Why are you here, Hagan?” 

    He turned to me. “I told you, I figure I owe you a debt, and I want to pay it off.” 

    “How?” 

    “These bastards stole a lot of money from me, money that I had intended to help homeless and dispossessed people, and orphaned children.” He glanced at Dehan. “And before you come in with one of your wisecracks, Detective, I don’t expect to praised or admired for it. In fact, I’d rather nobody knew about it because it’s bad for my image. But I actually think it’s the least any man in my position should do.” 

    He turned back to me. 

    “What really pisses me off is that those twisted, perverted bastards used my money to fund their sick fucking operation. Now I want my money back, and I will get it back, plus twelve years fucking interest.” 

    Dehan narrowed her eyes. “How are you going to do that?” 

    “I have something Vincenzo wants.” 

    “The bishop.” 

    “He knows that if he ever wants to see that little shit again in one piece—and I mean that literally—he needs to pay me back what Bellini, Sadiq, O’Neil, and Harragan stole from me.” 

    Somewhere overhead, a sea gull cried havoc and laughed. I looked at my shoes a moment.  

    “Okay, first, there is a name that is notably absent from your list. Second, how does any of this pay back your supposed debt?” 

    “You’re talking about Vincenzo and Harragan’s man at the Bureau.” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “I’m coming to that. Here is how I am going to pay you back, Stone. I’ve arranged a meeting, at the abandoned Fish Fare warehouse on Coster Street. They give me my money, they get what’s theirs returned to them. I have demanded that Vincenzo be there personally, as well as your man from the Bureau. Show up, with the 7th Cavalry, at ten PM tonight, not a minute before, storm the place, and you will get your prize. Show up early, Stone, and you get nothing. I guarantee it.” 

    “I want Bellini alive, Hagan.” 

    He spread his hands and shook his head. “You say that like I had some say in the matter. I am just giving you information, do with it as you will.” He stood. “You have a good day.” 

    And he turned and walked away across the park toward Emerson Avenue. Dehan watched him go, and when he was out of the park she said to me, “Son of a bitch! He did not incriminate himself once. Not once!” 

    I smiled and shook my head. “He knew one of us had a wire. Whatever Bellini told him, he knew that we were not bent and this was a sting.” 

    “You think he’s on the level?” 

    “In as much as a man like Hagan is ever on the level, yeah.” I stood. “Let’s go see Frank, then we’ll go see the captain about this raid.” 

   

    It was a grim sight. It’s a truism, but when you’re a detective in the Bronx for twenty-five years, you get to see some pretty dark things. But nothing really prepares you for seeing the skeletons of fourteen young girls, all murdered in cold blood, laid out on a table in order of size from smallest, aged eleven and twelve, to oldest, aged about twenty. 

    I saw Dehan waver as we stepped through the door.  

    “You going to be okay? You want to wait outside?” 

    She was pale, but she shook her head. “I’m okay.” 

    Frank approached us across the room. He looked businesslike, but glanced apologetically at Dehan. 

    “I’m sorry, Carmen, I know this has a personal dimension for you, but it’s hard to be delicate about…” 

    “You don’t need to be delicate. I’m okay.” 

    “Sure… Well, first things first.” He walked the length of the table, to the tallest of the skeletons. “This here is, I am afraid, your cousin, Alicia Flores.” 

    She nodded. “I had pretty much accepted that was the case.” 

    “We were able to determine cause of death when we put the skeleton together. The second cervical vertebra was completely shattered, and the first and third had sustained damage that was consistent with a bullet wound.” 

    I said, “She was shot in the back of the neck.” 

    “I think that’s what I said.” 

    “Could you determine the caliber?” 

    He winced. “Probably a .38.” 

    Dehan said, “Like Sean.” 

    Frank nodded. “But it is impossible to be more accurate than that.” He pointed over at a whiteboard, where they had taped a blown-up photograph of the orphan girls from Alicia’s class. “The other skeletons we have been able to match with the girls in the picture, by age and general anatomy. We are running DNA profiles on them, but of course, we have nothing to match them against as yet. It’s the best we can do.” 

    “What about cause of death?” It was Dehan. “Did they all die the same way?” 

    He heaved a big sigh. “The simple answer is no. In a couple, we have not been able to determine cause of death. In those cases, it was probably damage to a vital organ that did not affect the skeletal framework. In several of them, there was damage to vertebrae that was consistent with their necks being crushed, either manually, with a garrote, or even with the foot. It is impossible to be more precise. A number show lacerations on their ribs, consistent with stab wounds to the heart. There are a couple who have what are clearly gunshot wounds to the chest, again, consistent with a .38 caliber bullet.” 

    I looked at Dehan. She was pale and her pupils were dilated. When she spoke, her voice was devoid of any emotion or feeling. “So basically, either one man set about massacring these girls in a variety of ways, or two or three people had an orgy of killing, one with his hands, another with a gun, and a third with a knife.” 

    Frank nodded. “Yes, assuming they all died at the same time, that is correct.” 

    I sighed. “I’ll talk to the captain about organizing some kind of campaign, maybe a hotline, some TV exposure, to see if we can identify some of these girls. Some of them might have family. Somebody might remember them.” 

    Frank nodded. “Yes. Somebody should do something to bring peace to these girls.” 

    We left him running his DNA tests and made our way down to the parking lot. When we got there, Dehan sat on the hood of the car and stared at me.  

    “It wasn’t just Mick, was it, Stone?” 

    I shook my head. “No.” 

    “It was Sadiq and Bellini too.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Why?” 

    “I don’t know, Carmen. It was expedient. They didn’t know how much Sean and Alicia had discovered and they had to conceal the evidence.” 

    “How can somebody do a thing like that?” 

    “I don’t know.” 

    “Were they high? Coke or meth?” 

    I shrugged. “Maybe they were just plain evil.” 

    She was quiet for a while. “That’s where he came from.” She looked up at me. “That night. He was fresh from the slaughter.” 

    I stepped forward, pulled her to me and put my arms around her. She clung to me and started sobbing. It was convulsive, a pouring out of pain she’d held inside for twelve years, of anger and rage and impotence. We stood like that for maybe five minutes, until the storm subsided, then she stepped back and wiped her eyes on the back of her sleeves. 

    Some women, when they cry, look puffy and red and unattractive. Dehan was definitely one of them. Her nose was shiny and her cheeks were soaked. I pulled out a handkerchief and gave it to her. She gave a silly laugh and blew her nose in a way you could describe as anything but feminine. When she’d finished mopping her face, she hesitated and tentatively handed the handkerchief back. I smiled and shook my head. “Keep it.” 

    She laughed. It was an oddly girly laugh, strangely out of character. “I’ll wash it for you.” 

    “I want you to take the night off, Dehan.” 

    Her face hardened suddenly. “No way! Don’t do this to me, Stone. Do not do this to me!” 

    I held up both hands. “Okay, if you want to come along, do. But I think this thing is too close to you. I think if you are wise, you will stay…” 

    She interrupted me. “I’m a girl! We do this kind of shit sometimes! I am fine, and you have got to let me be there at the…” 

    “At the what? At the kill?” 

    “I was going to say at the finish.” 

    But we both knew she was lying. 





TWENTY-FIVE


    We had four cars plus mine, and eight officers plus myself and Dehan. We approached along Ryawa Avenue in the south and Viele in the north, without sirens. The first two cars turned down Manida Street and took up positions at the back of the warehouse. We turned down Coster Street and blockaded the exit with the cars. The windows were boarded up and the steel door was closed, but a close look showed there was no padlock on it.  

    I detailed two officers to stay with the cars, training their weapons on the door. The other two were to come in with Dehan and me and make the arrests. I checked my watch. It was nine fifty-five, and we waited in silence.  

    At exactly ten o’clock, I stepped to the door and eased it back. I expected it to wake the dead, but the rollers had been oiled and it was quiet. I opened it enough to allow us access and slipped in. Dehan followed, and then the two uniforms. We took up positions and listened.  

    We were in a large hangar. It was dark, but there was a soft glow coming from the back. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I could see that the hangar formed an ‘L’ shape and turned right at the end. That was where the glow came from, as well as a faint murmur of voices. I gestured we should move forward and the two uniforms headed for the wall at the angle of the ‘L’. Dehan was behind me and we made for a pillar that covered the angle, and the source of the light. We were in shadow. 

    We crouched behind the pillar and, keeping low, I peered around. What I saw was not what I expected to see. 

    Vincenzo was there, in his Armani suit. He was standing. He had two of his boys with him. One of them I recognized as the Neanderthal who’d been in Sonia’s office. They were standing in front of a chair. It was like a scene from a noir B movie from the fifties. There was a man tied to the chair. He looked badly bruised, but he was alive. It was Bishop Bellini. 

    I could see the two uniforms looking over at me, waiting for instructions. I gestured ‘stand by’. 

    Alvaro Vincenzo spoke suddenly, spreading his hands in an exaggerated Italian mannerism, making funny steps with his feet. “I’m confused, Monsignor. You know, maybe you can give me some guidance. Because, you, being a bishop, you got a direct line to God, right?” 

    Bellini muttered something. Vincenzo ignored him. 

    “That’s your thing, right? Everybody’s got a thing in this world. Tony here, and Joe, their thing is breaking people’s bones. They are really good at that, and with pliers. You like the pliers, right, Tony? Tony is real good with pliers, because pliers are like his thing. 

 “My thing?! My thing is making money, and keeping money. Money is my thing, Monsignor. And like Tony and Joe, I am real good at my thing.” 

    He took a couple of steps closer to the bishop, jutting out his knees as he walked. He leaned forward so his face was close to the bishop’s. 

    “You know why I am good, Monsignor Roberto Bellini? Because… because I am not stupid! Because I do not allow people to screw me! Because I am fuckin’ ruthless!” 

    He looked back at his boys. They looked passive, as though they were watching a TV show just because it was on, not because they were interested. Vincenzo’s knees were still going, like he had a nervous condition that affected his legs, first one and then the other. His little ‘I am a tough guy’ dance. 

    “Your thing is talking to God. So I am wondering…” He laughed an incredulous laugh. “I am wondering how come, how come, if you can talk to God, He allowed you to do something so fuckin’ stupid as stealing money from me!” 

    I frowned at Dehan. She was frowning back. Had Hagan sold Vincenzo a line? 

    The Don was talking again. 

    “What’s that? What’s that? You didn’t steal from me? No, no, no!” He was raising one hand. “Let’s see, Monsignor, if we understand each other here, because you, and that fuckin’ Mick, Father O’Neil, and that other fuckin’ Mick, Mick Harragan…” He turned laughing to his boys. “You see that? They’re so fuckin’ stupid they even call themselves Mick!” The boys laughed and he turned back to Bellini. “And that fuckin’ Arab, Khan, see, you all enjoyed my protection, which you were always very happy to use when it suited you. But you see, that comes at a price. It means, you run a business, you pull a heist, you do a job, and I get my percentage. Anything, anything that goes down, I get my interest, my fuckin’ consideration. And you had the fuckin’ gall! You had the fuckin’ affrontery! You had the fuckin’ impudence to scam Conor Hagan, without my fuckin’ permission, and steal one hundred fuckin’ thousand dollars from me!” 

    With that, he gave him three powerful back handers that echoed around the warehouse. 

    I turned to Dehan and nodded. Conor Hagan was a subtle and intelligent man, who should never be underestimated. I looked over at the two officers and signaled again to await my signal. 

    Then another voice spoke. It was deep and resonant, and familiar. 

    “Let’s get this over with, Alvaro. I am not comfortable here. I don’t even know why you called me.” 

    I couldn’t see the speaker. He seemed to be sitting on a crate behind Tony. Vincenzo turned toward him. “I told you. Hagan wants to talk to you. He’s given us a gesture of goodwill; the least we can do is listen to him. He’s a fuckin’ Mick but we are all Catholics. I’d rather cooperate with him than get into a fuckin’ war with him.” 

    “I’m giving him another five minutes. If he doesn’t show, I am out of here.” 

    “He’ll show, if he wants his fuckin’ money.” 

    I knew in that moment that he did not plan to show and he had written off the money. He was going to recover it another way. I gave the uniforms the thumbs up and stepped out from behind the pillar. At the same time, Dehan stepped out from the other side, and I shouted, “Freeze! NYPD! You are surrounded! Drop your weapons!” 

    Tony reached for his piece. I shot him in the heart and he kind of folded up and lay down. Immediately, there was an answering shot from behind Vincenzo, and one of the two uniformed cops fell. I shouted again, “Freeze!” 

    Dehan was shouting into her radio to the two cops I’d left at the cars, “Officer down! Officer down! Move in!” 

    Then, everything happened at once. Vincenzo stuck his hands up in the air, while Joe pulled his piece to fire. The other uniform screamed, “Drop it!” and the unseen shooter fired twice and dropped him. Dehan and I both fired and Joe went down. Feet were running behind us. Another shot and the light went out. Dehan was shouting, “A flashlight! A flashlight! Get back to the car! Get a flashlight!” More feet running, and for a moment there was a silhouette against the pale oblong of the open door. One of the uniforms, a crack, a spit of fire, and the silhouette cried out and fell.  

    Then there was stillness and absolute silence. Dehan’s voice again. “Officers down! Repeat, officers down! Request immediate back up to Coster Street!” 

    I whispered to Dehan, “Cover me!” and sprinted headlong for the door, keeping low. I threw myself on the floor and rolled to the left of the opening. Two cracks and two whining ricochets off the steel blind. I crawled toward the opening, took a hold of the door and heaved it back, widening the gap by about four feet. Then, I frantically scrambled and rolled over the threshold under a hail of bullets, next I was up and running for the nearest car. A movement behind me and a voice shouted, “Detective! This one!” 

    It was the other uniform, making for his car. As he jumped in, I said, “I’ll cover you!” In the distance, I could hear the screeching of rubber on blacktop as the other cars approached. He fired up the engine, hit the gas, and, with his lights on long and a wild screaming of tires, he slammed the patrol car through the entrance. The hangar was immediately flooded with light. I followed him in and dodged to the side, into the shadows, swinging my piece left and right, searching the warehouse for the shooter. 

    Next thing, I was hit by an express train and slammed onto the floor. The wind was knocked out of me and instinctively I covered my head and face with my arms. They took the full brunt of a fist like a ball of rock that slammed into me twice. Then a big foot stamped on my ribs and my assailant was gone. 

    I staggered to my feet, feeling like somebody had rammed a crowbar through my lungs. As I went back through the door, the two cars that had been covering the back, in Manida Street, came blazing in from north and south. I winced in the glare of their headlamps, searching for my assailant. I couldn’t see him. I stepped into the road, waving the cars to stop, shouting at them, “Search the road! One man! Six two! Black! In a suit!” 

    Then they were out of their cars, the beams from their flashlights bobbing in the darkness, probing behind the cars, under the cars, moving away from me. My mind was spinning.  

    I ran back to my car and called dispatch. “We have three officers down and two suspects, all injured or dead. We need ambulances. We have one escaped suspect. Request back up patrols to search the Coster Street area, black male, six two or six three, powerfully built, armed and dangerous, wearing an expensive suit.” I gave them the parameters of the search, but even as I was doing it, I knew it was hopeless.  

    The uniforms came back at a jog. “No sign of him, detective. What do you want us to do?” 

    “You two take the car, start searching west, he may have made for the park. I’ll see if I can get a chopper.” They scrambled for their car. I turned to the other two. “You two, get inside, assist Detective Dehan with the arrest.”  

    They headed inside at a run and I called the captain.  

    “Stone, what the hell is going on?” 

    “Not now. You’ll have my report. I need a full manhunt. I need a chopper over Baretto Park and I need every available car crawling over every inch of Hunts Point.” 

    “Have you…” 

    “Now, Captain! Every second counts! I’m bringing Vincenzo in. We’ll talk then.” 

    “You wha…” 

    But I’d hung up, and as the sirens began to wail across the night, I went back inside. The officer who had been shot while trying to get the flashlight was on the floor, receiving first aid from his partner. The other two who had gone down in the firefight were dead. Dehan had Vincenzo in cuffs, sitting on the floor, and the two cops from the patrol car were untying Bellini. He looked rough. 

    The sirens swelled in volume and the pulse of red and blue lights filled the hangar to the screech of brakes. Next thing, paramedics were streaming in like ants and somebody was barking, “Get this damn car out of the doorway!” 

    I stepped over to Dehan. She was looking down at the bishop, talking to him, reading him his rights. Then the cops had him on his feet, and they were pulling his arms behind his back. His face was ugly and swollen. One eye was completely closed and the other swiveled, looking at me with pure, undiluted hatred. And in that moment, he keeled over and fell. 

    He sprawled in a heap next to Tony’s lifeless body. One of the cops shouted, “Paramedic! We need a paramedic here!” 

    Then everything happened in slow motion. I could see his eye, still focused on me. I could see Dehan, looking down at him, taking half a step back. One cop was shouting, looking for the ambulance teams, the other was bending to assist Bellini. And Bellini’s right hand was reaching, reaching out for Tony’s automatic. He swung it around in a slow arc till it was leveled straight at my chest. I was aware my legs ached, my head was foggy, and I had shooting pains like blades in my chest. I knew I had to move, but I knew I was going to be too slow.  

    There was a noise like two doors slamming in rapid succession. Bellini was still staring at me. His gun was trained on me. He seemed to convulse and gurgle, and blood spewed from his mouth. There was a big, ugly hole in his chest. He lay back and died. I turned and looked at Dehan. She was staring at Bellini and she was holding her automatic in both hands. 

    She turned to me. “Are you okay?” 

    “I’m not sure. How many rounds did you pull off?” 

    “Two.” 

    I nodded. “Then I’m okay.” 

    “Detective?” 

    I turned. There was a paramedic looking up at me, frowning. She was pretty and I smiled at her. “Hi.” 

    “You’re bleeding. Quite a lot.” 





TWENTY-SIX


    “We have to get you to the hospital, Detective.” 

    “No, what you have to do is give me something for the pain, plug the hole and let me do my job.” 

    I was sitting in the back of an ambulance with my shirt off, a drip in my arm and the pretty paramedic examining a hole in my shoulder. Overhead, I could hear the thud of the chopper searching Baretto Point. I was watching Vincenzo being loaded in the back of a patrol car and the dead cops being wheeled out on gurneys and loaded into the back of a meat wagon. Dehan was staring at me. 

    “Don’t be an ass, Stone.” 

    “I yam what I yam and dat’s what I yam.” 

    She sighed. I made a ‘whatcha gonna do?’ face.  

    The pretty paramedic said, “You were lucky, detective, it’s a through and through. Couple of inches down and it would have punctured your lung. Even so, you need to get to a hospital.” 

    I smiled at her. “It means a lot to me that you care. Put a plaster on it and I promise to go to the hospital tomorrow, first thing, after breakfast.” 

    She sighed and started patching me up. Dehan was shaking her head. I noticed the way the red and blue lights washed the planes of her face and her cheekbones and realized I was still a little high on shock. A car pulled up and the captain climbed out. He had a look of outrage on his face.  

    “What in the name of…?” 

    Dehan cut across him with a voice like frozen hydrogen fashioned into a blade. 

    “Detective Stone was injured in the line of duty, sir! He was shot while attempting to save myself and other officers!” 

    He frowned at her a moment, then looked at me. “Is it serious?” 

    “Just a graze.” 

    The pretty paramedic had to speak up. “It is not just a graze! It is a gunshot wound and needs proper medical attention at the hospital.” 

    “Stone, you are to go to the hospital and have that wound seen to, then I want a report on my desk.” 

    I smiled at the paramedic. I said sweetly, “Don’t talk.” Then I smiled at the captain. “Captain, I will do that, but we are not done and I cannot afford the time to do that right now. There are things you need to know.” I was aware I was not speaking normally. 

    Dehan opened her mouth and I gave her a look that Julius Caesar might have given Brutus seconds before he stabbed him. She closed her mouth, the Captain didn’t.  

    “Detective, I am giving you…” 

    I interrupted him. “Please don’t make me disobey a direct order, Captain. It would look so bad on TV and in the papers. Especially when they report the bent FBI agent angle.” 

    His open mouth sagged, then closed. “I hope you know what you are doing, John.” 

    “That is a wish we share, John. Now, with your permission, I need to go and talk to Mr. Alvaro Vincenzo.” 

    I turned to the paramedic. “Did anybody ever tell you you are real pretty?” 

    She gave me ‘that look’ and said, “Yeah, my mom. Did anybody ever tell you you’re a real ass? Oh, yeah, your partner, who knows you best. Put this on.”  

    She looked past me and winked at Dehan, then slipped a sling over my neck and fitted my arm in it. I gave Dehan the keys to my Jag and said, “To the station, Detective.” 

    A dull, penetrating ache had started in my shoulder and was sending the occasional needle into my back and lungs. I ignored them and put my hand on the captain’s shoulder. “The man we are hunting for, Captain, is Special Agent Paul Harrison, and I have got to be in at the kill. You understand that, right?” 

    He followed me to the car, gripping my arm, trying to pull me back. “What the hell are you talking about? Who the hell is Special Agent Paul Harrison?” 

    “He was the liaison between the Feds, Vincenzo and Pro, Maurice Learner, Vincenzo’s top hit man.” 

    “And what in the name of all that is holy, Stone, has he got to do with this?” 

    I opened the door to the passenger seat and heard the reassuring growl of the Jaguar firing up. 

    “I’ll fill you in at the station, Captain.” 

    We eased out of Coster Street and on to Viele Avenue. I slid back in the seat and gave myself a few seconds to indulge in shameless suffering. Dehan’s voice invaded my pain. 

    “I am this close to taking you to the hospital.” 

    I spoke without opening my eyes. “If you do, I will never be your date again. I’m fine, just give me a second, talk me through it.” 

    She sighed noisily. 

    “You were right, as usual, ‘H’ was Harrison. But he and Bellini were working behind Vincenzo’s back, using Father O’Neil to steal money from Conor Hagan, playing on his twisted ethics about serving his community.” 

    “A fact,” I said, wincing as a four-foot shard of glass stabbed through my right lung, “that Conor Hagan learned from Bellini, probably under torture, and exploited with some skill tonight.” 

    We joined the Bruckner Expressway and she began to accelerate.  

    “Yeah, he wrote off his hundred grand, or figured it was a fair price to pay to get the Italian Mob off his turf. What I am not clear about is whether he knew about Harrison.” 

    I nodded. “He indicated as much when we talked to him at the Shamrock, and it was him who insisted he should be there tonight.” 

    “Right, his payback to you for revealing Father O’Neil’s scam to him, but what I don’t get is how he could have known about Harrison.” 

    Maybe the pretty paramedic had given me a painkiller. The pain was subsiding and I was getting an agreeable floating sensation, like my body was drifting away from me. I smiled. 

    “Remember when we were hunting for Harragan? The Nelson Hernandez case? The original investigating officer in that case put us onto Special Agent Harrison as a way of contacting Pro, Vincenzo’s hit man, remember?” 

    “Of course, he was in witness protection.” 

    “Right. Pro and Mick were tight, because Mick facilitated the Jersey Mob’s operations in the Bronx. Harrison was Pro and Vincenzo’s man in the Bureau.” 

    “Okay, I get all that, but…” 

    “Well, Dehan, Mick was also Hagan’s facilitator, probably more so than anybody else’s, because they were both Irish. Mick would have bragged to Hagan about his man in the Bureau. Hagan would have known all about him.” 

    She nodded. “Of course.” 

    “So he handed us Vincenzo and his man in the FBI, as an act of enlightened self-interest. He pays me back and at the same time gets the Italians out of his manor.” 

    We pulled up outside the precinct and she killed the engine. She sat looking at me like an angry mother. I tried not to snicker.  

    “I think she gave you morphine.” 

    “You should always have some in your kitchen cupboard.” 

    “You’re in no state to conduct an interrogation, Stone.” 

    I held up two fingers. “Just one question, Dehan, then you can take me home and mother me. But if ever you have trusted my judgment, trust it now.” 

    She got out and slammed the door, then helped me out and we walked together to the station house.  

    Vincenzo was in interrogation room six. When Dehan and I walked in, he pointed at me like his finger was a revolver and I half expected him to say, ‘Bang! Bang!’ Instead, he said, “I ain’t sayin’ nothin’ to you until my lawyer gets here. Murder! Murder of a Bishop! Attempted murder! I am going to have your job, Stone! I am going to have your fuckin’ ass!” 

    I sat down and regarded him with a feeling of peace and goodwill that was entirely chemical.  

    “I can’t blame you for the way you feel, Alvaro. Anyone in your position would feel the same, I am sure.”  

    Dehan put her hand to her brow and discreetly covered her eyes. I managed to repress an inappropriate chuckle. It may even have been a giggle. I knew I had a very few minutes before I had to go somewhere and sleep.  

    “Just tell me something, Alvaro, because in the morning I am going to be thinking in terms of whether I can cut you a deal. I couldn’t see clearly, was it you who fired the shot that killed the officer, or was it Paul Harrison?” 

    “It was Paul. I didn’t fire a shot. It was Paul.” 

    “Thank you.” I stood. “I just wanted to confirm that Paul Harrison was there.” I turned to the uniform by the door. “You can put him in the cell now.” 

    He scowled at me as we left. 

    My legs were turning into anacondas as Dehan helped me down the stairs and into my car. As she climbed in next to me, I said, “Take me home, baby.” And after that, darkness enfolded me. 





TWENTY-SEVEN


    The sun was bright, too bright. My shoulder hurt, but I no longer felt high, or like giggling. Good smells of coffee and bacon, now inextricably linked with Dehan for all time, came to me from the kitchen. I was on the sofa, dressed. I raised myself on my good elbow, which meant I was uncomfortably facing the back of the sofa.  

    “What time is it?” 

    “Time you got up and had a doctor look at your dressing.” 

    “You done the first aid course?” 

    A sigh audible over the sizzling of bacon. “Yes…” 

    “You can do it. What time is it?” 

    “Ten.” 

    “Shit!” 

    I swung my legs off the sofa and suffered in silence for a few seconds. When the pain subsided, I said, “We need to interrogate Vincenzo. And Singh is coming at three.” 

    She carried the pan to the table and started putting bacon on the plates.  

    “You’ll interrogate, but first you’ll eat. The captain called.” 

    I stood. “Did they find Harrison?” 

    “Uh-uh.” 

    “Dammit!” 

    “But now the Bureau is hunting for him nationwide. They are embarrassed.” 

    “Damn right. They should be.”  

    I walked gingerly to the kitchen and sat. I tried removing my right arm from the sling but my shoulder told me that was a bad idea by setting fire to my arm. I made small gasping noises. Dehan put two eggs on my plate, then sat opposite and took my plate away from me. I watched her cut my toast, my eggs and my bacon into small, manageable pieces, then she put the plate in front of me again and put my fork in my left hand. 

    “Can you manage or you want me to feed you?” 

    “I can manage.” 

    She started to tuck in with her usual enthusiasm and vigor. “So explain something to me.” 

    “What?” 

    “Why the big to-do last night? You had to ask Vincenzo one question! Just one question! Who shot the cop, him or Harrison? We both saw clear as daylight who shot the cop.” 

    “Oh, that.” 

    “What? Oh that? What?” 

    “Did you see Paul Harrison at any point?” 

    “No, but I assumed you did when he attacked you at the door.” 

    “Uh-uh. I didn’t see him. I thought I recognized his voice, but I wasn’t sure.” 

    “You told the captain…” 

    I shrugged. “I’m pretty sure it was him, and I wanted the captain motivated in his manhunt. I figured he would be more motivated hunting a mole in the FBI than just a Mafia goon. But I couldn’t swear in court that it was Harrison. So I thought I’d cover my bases.” 

    “So you asked Vincenzo a fake question…” 

    “So he would confirm Harrison was there. Yup.” 

    She ate in silence for a bit and drank her coffee while I struggled left-handed. Then, she said, “Vincenzo lawyered up and he says he wants a deal.” 

    “What did the captain say?” 

    “He says he wants to know your opinion. Vincenzo says he can give us the New Jersey family, plus new evidence to convict Pro, and Harrison.” 

    “We already got Harrison.” I shrugged. “Let’s see what Sean had, then we can talk to Vincenzo about a deal.” 

  

    Arnav Singh was as good as his word. He arrived at the precinct at ten to three. I had arrived there with Dehan at twelve and been debriefed by the captain. We had discussed how to approach a deal with Vincenzo and, after much talk, reached the conclusion I had already reached that morning over breakfast. That we should first see what evidence Sean had collected.  

    We didn’t waste time. Singh had the key to the bank deposit box and we took my car. Dehan drove. The United Commercial Bank was on the corner of Fletcher Street and Pearl. We found space to park on John Street around the corner and walked the hundred yards to the bank.  

    Inside, we crossed the cold, green marble floor under cavernous, echoing ceilings to a highly polished desk, where Singh showed a card and his ID to a nervous man who kept pushing eyeglasses that were too heavy back up a nose that was too short.  

    “I’d like to withdraw the contents of this box.” 

    “Of course, please follow me.” 

    He led us through a security door, down a long carpeted passage, through another security door into an anteroom, and finally into a concrete vault with ranks of impregnable steel boxes. The clerk identified the box in question and discreetly stepped outside to wait. 

    Singh opened the box and pulled out a blue file that was at least four inches thick. He placed it on a table and opened it. 

    “I know he was ready to go to the cops, or to the Feds. His only worry was that he knew Father O’Neil had bent connections, but I think what he collected here will be enough for a conviction.” 

    I glanced at Dehan. I knew she was thinking the same as me, there was practically nobody left to convict. Just Harrison, and he had only been marginally involved. I leafed through it. There were more pictures of the girls, others of boys. There were copies of bank statements, emails, telephone records with numbers highlighted, CDs, and DVDs. It was too much to take in, but it looked detailed. Very detailed. 

    I nodded at Singh. “It looks good. I need to go through it in detail, but it looks good, Singh. Thanks for coming forward.” 

    He sighed and shook his head. “It will be a relief to put it behind me. It has been a weight on my conscience for all these years. What I will never be able to shake is the fact that I didn’t act sooner.” 

    Dehan picked up the file. “We were all too late to save the kids, Singh. At least now we can lay them to rest in peace, and close the case.” 

    “Yuh, thanks.” 

    The clerk led us back along the carpeted corridor and out into the vast, echoing marble hall. Singh pushed his way through the revolving glass doors. Dehan was just behind him. I watched him come out onto the sidewalk and stop to wait for her as I pushed with my left hand. Through the glass, I saw Paul Harrison jogging across the road, through the traffic. Dehan hadn’t seen him. I shouted, but the glass was too thick and she didn’t hear. I roared and heaved with all my weight, but it was like I was pushing through cold treacle.  

    Dehan looked at him as he came up on the sidewalk. He stuck out his arm, rigid and straight. He had a silenced 9 mm Sig Sauer 226 in his hand. It bucked twice and a plume of blood erupted from Arnav’s head. It was just a couple of seconds. I was still screaming and heaving on the door. I watched as his rigid arm swung round. I saw the perfect black circle of the muzzle pointing directly at Dehan’s head. I saw the file fall to the sidewalk, and then Dehan moved like a striking viper. 

    Her left hand had the muzzle of the automatic. Her right smashed into his wrist and she levered the gun out of his fingers. In less than a second, he was disarmed. Her right foot lashed out in a blinding kick, but he was already dodging, dropping.  

    As I exploded from the revolving doors, he was scooping up the file and running, half stumbling, weaving through the crowds. Dehan was screaming, “Freeze! Stop! Stop!” But there was no way she could shoot in the crowded street. I didn’t pause. I ripped off my sling as I ran and bolted after him, shouting, “Call for back up!” 

    He was ten years younger than me, and an athlete, plus he was pretty much running for his life. I was ten years older, bruised and injured, and my lungs were threatening to explode, but I would be damned sooner than see him get away. Also, the crowds were not allowing him to get into his stride.  

    He dodged into John Street and bolted across the road. Brakes squealed and angry drivers bellowed at him. I stayed with him as he ran into Front Street and headed for the covered market. He plowed through the terraced cafes there, sending deck chairs and tables flying. It slowed him down, but my lungs were screaming and I knew I couldn’t keep going much longer.  

    He was just turning the corner to sprint toward Beekman Street and I was asking myself where the hell Dehan and her back up were, when a blur flashed past my left shoulder and I saw Dehan, doing an Olympic sprint, streak across the corner and launch herself into a flying tackle. She flung her arms around his legs, like they were a long lost lover, and he slammed face first into the sidewalk. The file skidded ahead of him and I hobbled after it.  

    She got to her feet and stuck the Sig against his head. 

    “Get up, you motherfucker!” She was panting hard and her face was flushed. He slowly got up, his nose gushing blood. He turned to look at her. He was out of breath, too, but not much.  

    A Black Audi 8 came around the corner at speed and skidded to a halt. The back door flew open, but nobody got out. Harrison didn’t say anything. He just looked at Dehan, and walked toward the car. She looked stunned. 

    “Freeze!” 

    “It had two rounds in it. You’re empty.” He climbed in the car and closed the door. It took off at speed.  

    “What the fuck?” She looked at me. “What the fuck, Stone?” 

    I held up the file. 

    “He has friends in high places, and he is obviously still useful to somebody, but we have the file. Come on. Let’s go close this goddamn case.” 





EPILOGUE


    She had her hair tied in a knot behind her head. She had her sleeves rolled up above her elbows and she was perspiring. She had finished turning over the soil and was now making holes about four inches across, five or six inches deep. The sun was warm, but gentle, declining in the west towards a sweet, mid-April evening. The church was closed, pending the naming of a new priest, but the parish had given us permission to dedicate a garden to the children.  

    Dehan had had the sign made and she’d brought along her own masonry drill to fix it to the church wall. It was in brass so, as she said, it would never fade and never be forgotten. It said simply, ‘The Garden of the Orphaned Children’. Now she was planting flowers and small trees. She had twenty-four of them, two for each child who had been buried there. I had offered to help, one-handed, but she had refused. It was something, she said, she had to do herself. I guess I understood. 

    She was on her knees now, with the evening sun on her, and a few strands of hair falling across her face, pressing the earth around a small rose bush. 

    “Your job,” she said, “when I have finished, is to take me on a date, to eat a damn good steak that I can get intense about.” 

    “You expect me to do that one-handed?” 

    “You’re such a wimp. Here, hand me those azaleas.”  

    I passed them over to her. She was quiet while she set the small bush in the ground and packed it with dirt. Then, she said, “Will we ever get Harrison?” 

    “I don’t know. I’ll never stop trying, but I think the Bureau have a better chance than us. He could be anywhere.” 

    She nodded. “A strange case, Stone. Did we solve it? Did we close it? The only survivor got away. All the others died, but nobody was brought to justice.” 

    I shrugged. “What can I tell you, I’m not one for philosophizing, Carmen, but sometimes life has a justice all its own. Our justice is just overlaid, on top of it.” 

    She made a face, reached out her hand and said, “The orange tree.” I handed it over and she went on, “You talking about a god?” 

    “No.” I thought about it a moment, then said, “It just seems sometimes that things have a way of working out. Not always, but sometimes, it works out right.” 

    She still didn’t look at me, but she smiled. She stood and dusted the soil from her hands, then wiped them on her jeans, looking down at the small garden. “There,” she said. “Give it a couple of weeks, it will look nice.”  

    “It’s beautiful.” 

    She linked her arm through mine and we stood in silence for a minute, then she gathered up her things and we walked slowly back toward the car. She put her stuff in the trunk, and as I closed it, she said, “Did we do the right thing?” 

    I rested my ass against the old Jaguar and gingerly crossed my arms. “If we’d cut a deal with Vincenzo, sure, we would have trawled up ten or twenty of his lieutenants, maybe even a few people from the Manhattan families. We’ll never know. But the man responsible, the man who made the decisions, would have lived the rest of his life in comfort, like Pro, without ever paying for what he did, keeping his hand in here and there. I couldn’t rest easy with that. We’ll get the others, in time.” I shook my head. “We can’t catch everybody, but those we do catch, let’s make them pay.” 

    She nodded, “Okay. Answer me something, who killed Father O’Neil? I’m still not clear about that.” 

    “It wasn’t Vincenzo. He didn’t know yet that Father O’Neil had screwed him, and it wasn’t Hagan for the same reason. It had to be Bellini. When we started digging up his churchyard, word got to Bellini of what was happening, and he sent somebody to silence him. Maybe he called on Vincenzo for a couple of hit men. I guess we may never find out for sure.” 

    She nodded. “And how did Harrison know about the file? Arnav said we were the only people who knew about that.” 

    I wondered about that. Then I realized, when Mick killed Sean, Harrison must have burgled his house and wiped his computer. “There must have been a reference in his diary, or his papers, to the file he gave Arnav.” 

    “Do you think Sean died here, in this church?” 

    I nodded. “I think so. He died on his knees. The only way I can see that happening is if he was praying. Mick shot him while he was in prayer, dressed him as a vagrant, knowing he could make the case go cold that way, and threw him in the dumpster. Then he and Khan and Bellini murdered the girls.” 

    She was silent a while. “I guess so. A strange case,” she said again, and then, looking back into the churchyard, “We dug up the garden of the damned, and replanted it with oranges and azaleas.” 

    “Come on, Carmen, let’s get you cleaned up and go get that steak. And then maybe a few tequilas, purely for their medicinal effect, you understand.” 

    She pulled out the keys to my car from her pocket and said, “Oh, I can use some of that medicine, Stone. I can use some of that medicine!” 

    And we drove away, across the dark river, leaving the garden of the damned behind us, thinking now of good food, good wine, and home. 





BOOK 4


LET US PREY



ONE


 Even the mad dogs were panting in the shade, and the Englishmen were mopping their brows and sipping G&Ts. There was a fly on my desk that I was sure had died of heat exhaustion a couple of hours earlier. Every now and then, the electric fan ruffled its wings, but that was all the movement it was capable of. The technicians who’d come in to fix the air-conditioning were too hot to work, so we were trapped in a negative spiral of heat and eventual death by dehydration. 

 Dehan, who had her boots on the desk and her hair tied in a knot behind her head to keep her neck cool, said, “Edgar Gonzalez, known member of the Chupa Cabra gang, shot down in a drive-by outside his parents’ house on Irvine Street.” 

 She tossed it in the “not now not ever” box. We had unofficially established the criteria for investigating a case as A) having some remote chance of being solved, and B) that the crime was not itself a positive benefit to humanity as a whole. 

 I said, “Clive Henderson, on holiday from California, mugged and stabbed on Commonwealth Avenue.” I put it in the “maybe” pile. In this weather, a trip to California was appealing, even though the case hadn’t an ice cube’s chance in a supernova of ever being solved. 

 “So, what’s the deal with you, Stone?”  

 Dehan was leafing through another file. I reached for one and settled back to read it. I had no intention of answering a question like that, but she persisted. 

 “You ever been married? You got a long string of exes? You gay? What gives? Why do I never see you with a woman?” 

 I made my eyebrows climb my forehead. “Why do you want to know?” 

 “C’mon. We’re partners. I told you all about me. It’s your turn.” 

 I sighed. “Meth dealer shot outside the fish market on Food Center Drive.” I threw the file in the “not now not ever” pile. It satisfied both criteria. “I was married,” I said. “Seven years. It was enough.” 

 She studied me a moment, then carried on reading. “How long ago?” 

 “Five years.” 

 “Do you date?” 

 I sighed more loudly and said, “Yeah, I date this babe—she’s a lot younger than me, but she has a filthy attitude and she’s too nosy.” 

 She chuckled, and the internal phone rang. I picked it up. 

 “Stone.” 

 “Good afternoon, Stone, it’s the captain. Will you and Detective Dehan please come to my office?” 

 I hung up. “Come on, Nosy, get your butt out of that chair—the captain wants us.” 

 We climbed the stairs mopping sweat from our brows and knocked on his door. He told us to go in, and we did. His window was open, letting all the warm air in.  

 “It’s not the heat,” he said as we sat down. “It’s the humidity.” I’d never heard anybody say that before. As I drew breath to make a wisecrack, he said, “Have you ever heard of Karl Baxter?” 

 I shook my head. “Nope.” 

 Dehan echoed my shake. “No, sir.” 

 “He’s a private investigator, operates out of an office on Melrose Avenue.” He pulled a face and made a “so-so” gesture with his hand. “Moderately successful because he’s not too scrupulous about the kind of cases he takes. I’ve been looking into his background because he called me today to ask to have sight of a file on one of our cold cases.” 

 I frowned. “Has he turned bounty hunter?” 

 The captain shook his head. “No, there is no reward on this case.” 

 Dehan went straight to the point. “What’s the case?” 

 “Stephen Springfellow. Shot to death in his apartment on 155th Street. As usual, lack of forensic evidence and witnesses led to the case going cold.” 

 “We’ll have a look at the file and have a chat with Baxter. I’d like to know why he’s interested in the case.” 

 “Precisely. Whether it’s a personal interest, or a client’s interest, it could shed light on the murder.” He pushed a sheet of paper across the desk. I reached for it. It was Baxter’s address. “Normally does ‘wife watching’—” He made the quotation marks sign with his fingers. “—but he has been known to track down missing persons who were trying to keep a low profile. They have somehow tended to wind up in hospital or in the river after he finds them. Not that he does the hit; he’s just the finder. And gets a finder’s fee.” 

 Dehan raised an eyebrow. “A rat.” 

 He looked at her and smiled. “Yes, Detective Dehan, but try not to beat him up or terrorize him. We need his cooperation.” 

 She smiled back. “Who, me?” 

 He chuckled without much humor. “All right, Detectives, go and see what you can find out.” 

 Back downstairs, Dehan found the file in the box. She dropped into her chair and started reading, while I stood in front of the fan. 

 “Stephen Springfellow, white male, thirty-two, found shot through the heart in his apartment on East 155th Street on June 14, 2015.” She pulled a happy face and glanced at me. “Recent. Makes a change. He was tied to a chair and had been badly beaten. He had his wallet in his back pocket with a hundred bucks in it, plus his credit card, ID, and driver’s license. Nothing appeared to be missing from his apartment. The lock had not been forced. The neighbors heard nothing, except that the one who called it in heard two gunshots close together and reported seeing a couple of members of the Sureños gang nearby. However, she then refused to make an official statement, and in any case, it was not enough to make an arrest.” 

 She pulled out some photographs of the crime scene and spread them on the desk. They showed a small, seedy apartment with an unmade bed, a table with three chairs around it, and a small, open-plan kitchen. Near the table, Stephen Springfellow was sprawled over the fourth chair. His ankles were tied to the chair legs, and his hands were tied behind the backrest. His face was badly bruised and swollen, and the front of his shirt was drenched and clotted with blood that was beginning to dry. You could see the dark circle of the entry wound to the right—his left—of his sternum.  

 I sat, pulled one of the pictures over to me, and started to examine it. Dehan was leafing through the file. 

 “He had previous. He was a small-time crook. Burglary, petty theft, brawls, but nothing major. Spent a couple of years in San Francisco, came back east 2014.” 

 “Maybe he was trying for the next level, wanted to play with the big boys.” I said it absently because something in the picture had caught my eye.  

 Dehan grunted. “Maybe. He obviously got the wrong people pissed. One slug was recovered. It was a .38.” 

 “What does it say about the blood on the floor?” 

 She looked at the photograph and frowned. “Huh!” She read for a bit, then said, “Blood on the floor, about two feet in front of the victim, possibly consistent with a second victim, though no other victim was found at the apartment or in the vicinity. So they looked.” 

 I stared at her. “Possibly consistent with another victim? That’s what it says?” 

 “Yup.” She tossed the file across to me and started examining the photographs. 

 I read again. “Nobody heard anything, except the neighbor who called it in. Saw some Sureños… then heard two shots close together…” I looked up at her. “Two shots.” 

 She sat back. “Okay. So he decides he wants to move into the big leagues. He partners up with some tough guy, does a job that steps on the Sureños’ toes. They get pissed, pay him a visit, and ice him…” 

 “Ice him? You been reading Mickey Spillane?” 

 “Of course. Questions: Who is this tough guy? Why did they leave Stephen but take away the second victim? Where is the second victim now?” 

 I leaned back. “Speculation: did the second victim come up with the information that they were trying to beat out of Stephen?” 

 “So Stephen was no longer of any use. They iced him and took away victim two.” 

 I nodded. “It’s possible.” 

 I picked up the phone and dialed. It rang twice and a voice on the other end said, “Baxter, private investigator. How may I help you?” 

 “Mr. Baxter, this is Detective Stone of the NYPD. You wanted to have sight of one of our files.” 

 “Ah, Detective Stone, yes indeed. Good of you to call back. The Stephen Springfellow case.” 

 “We would like to talk to you about that. Are you available this afternoon?” 

 There was a smile in his voice. “I rather imagined you would, Detective. Yes, come right on over. Six-eighty Melrose Avenue, over the African hair-braiding salon.” 

 “We’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 





TWO


 Outside, a harsh glare was added to the relentless, humid heat. The streets were practically empty, and the plane trees across the road looked depressed. My Jag, a burgundy 1964 Mark II, was like an oven. The steering wheel was almost too hot to hold. I smiled—at least we had working air-conditioning.  

 As we accelerated down the Bruckner Expressway, luxuriating in the cold air from the dash, I said, “The other question, Dehan, is what is the connection between Baxter’s client and the victim or victims?” 

 “Yeah, I was making a mental list.” She held up her thumb. “Client is seeking revenge. Could be a husband, wife, son, daughter, sister, brother. So we should have a look at Stephen’s close relationships.”  

 She held up her index finger. I glanced at it and was struck by the fact that it was long and slender, like a pianist’s finger. “Or it could be another kind of revenge…” 

 “Professional, as of a gang, a mob… something of that sort.” 

 “Yeah, or three—” She held up thumb, index, and middle finger. “—Baxter’s client is looking for whatever Stephen’s killers were looking for. Whether that is information or an actual, physical object, we don’t know. And of course, all of this applies to Stephen’s co-victim. It’s possible Baxter’s client has no interest whatsoever in Stephen.” 

 “Mm-hm.” I nodded. “The fact that the second victim was removed from the apartment suggests that he, or she, was of interest to the killers. How do we feel about the Sureños?” 

 She shrugged. “They were probably there, but then, they are everywhere. It’s a bit early to say.” 

 I had pulled off onto East 163rd and was headed west toward Morrisiana. 

 “He won’t want to tell us who his client is, and he doesn’t have to. But he’s ready to trade something, or he wouldn’t have invited us to go see him.” 

 Ten minutes later, I pulled up across the road from the African hair stylist. The hot air as we climbed out of the Jag was like a furnace blast. We dodged through the traffic and buzzed at the door. The door opened and we stepped into the relative cool of the lobby. An old-fashioned elevator with concertina doors carried us to the fourth floor. Baxter’s was the second door down. It had a frosted glass pane with his name on it in gold letters, like in the movies. We knocked and went in. There was no gorgeous secretary, but I guess you can’t have everything.  

 He stood as we came in and approached us smiling, with his hand stuck out.  

 “Karl Baxter. Thanks so much for taking the trouble to come and see me.” 

 We shook and showed him our badges. He glanced at them as he ushered us toward two chairs across from his desk. He was no Philip Marlow or Sam Spade, more the Continental Op. He was short, maybe five five, with balding, black hair and horn-rimmed glasses. He was perspiring, his belly was becoming a paunch, and he hadn’t shaved that morning. He was nervous, too; of a nervous disposition. 

 We sat and declined coffee. There was a fan in the corner blowing warm air around the room and occasionally ruffling the papers on his desk. When he’d finally sat down, I smiled at him and asked, “Mr. Baxter, what is your interest in the Stephen Springfellow case?” 

 He hesitated a moment, like he had several lies lined up and hadn’t decided which one to use yet. In the end, he plumbed for, “As a matter of fact, I am writing a book on cold cases.” 

 Dehan raised an eyebrow. “You reckon you can get a whole paragraph out of that case?” 

 His cheeks colored. “It has some interesting features.” 

 “Like?” 

 He smiled nervously. He was obviously wishing he’d gone with one of his other lies. I offered him a tolerant smile. 

 “How about we start again, and this time you tell us the truth? I am not opposed in principle to letting you see the file, Mr. Baxter, but please, don’t insult our intelligence.” I shrugged. “And play ball with us; we’ll play back.” 

 He looked embarrassed. “I apologize. My client insists on the utmost discretion…” 

 “I understand. Can you tell us who your client is?” 

 “Out of the question.” 

 “What can you tell us?” 

 He sighed deeply and made a big show of looking reluctant. “You may not be aware of this, Detectives, but besides Springfellow and his killer, or killers, there was somebody else in the apartment.” 

 I looked skeptical and glanced at Dehan. She made a ‘yeah, right’ face. “What makes you say so?” 

 “If you examine the photographs—refer to the ones that were published in the press—you’ll see there is a patch of blood that does not belong to Springfellow.” 

 I shrugged. “So Springfellow cut one of his attackers before they subdued him and tied him to the chair.” 

 He smiled and blinked a few times. “No, Detective, there was somebody else in the room.” 

 “How do you know?” 

 “I am not at liberty to tell you that.” 

 Dehan sighed loudly and looked as though she was about to stand and leave. “You’re blowing smoke, Baxter. We’ve gone to the trouble of coming here, and we are willing to cooperate with you. But you’ve got to do better than, ‘there was somebody else in the room.’ That’s bullshit and you know it.” 

 I gave him a bland smile and said, “I might express myself differently, Baxter, but my sentiments are the same. You are wasting our time and your own.” 

 I made to stand. 

 “Wait.” 

 I paused and looked at him. 

 “I can tell you who was there.” 

 I sat. “You mean you know who the killer was?” 

 “No. I don’t. I mean I can tell you who else was there.” 

 “The other victim?” 

 “The other person who was present, besides Stephen Springfellow and his killers, was a woman. Her name was Tamara Gunthersen—Tammy. She disappeared and has never been seen or heard of again.” 

 “And this is who your client is looking for?” 

 “I am not at liberty to tell you that, Detective.” He shrugged and smiled. “But if you draw that conclusion, I can’t stop you. Now… do I get to look at the file?” 

 I’d brought it with me, and it was sitting on my lap. I dropped it on the desk in front of him. “I made a copy for you. There isn’t a lot in it. You understand that any information you uncover that is, or could be, relevant to a criminal investigation, you are obliged to share with us.” 

 “I am aware of that, Detective.” 

 Dehan said, “In that case, Baxter, can you tell us what Tammy was doing at Stephen’s house, and what interest his killers could have had in her? Why would they remove her body, or indeed kill her, in the first place?” 

 He spread his hands. “I don’t know. That is what I have been hired to find out. That really is all I know.” He gestured with both hands at the file. “Why else would I be asking you for this file?” 

 I nodded. He had a point. “What else can you tell me about Tamara Gunthersen? You must know something about her.” 

 “I can tell you she was born in San Francisco on January 5, 1993. And that really is all I can tell you for now. You have my word that as soon as I unearth any more information, you will be the first—” He gave an ingratiating smile. “—perhaps the second, to know.” 

 “We appreciate it, Baxter.” 

 Back down in the searing glare of the afternoon sun, I climbed in behind the wheel, and Dehan put the air-con on. I fired up the engine, and we started back toward the 43rd. 

 “I don’t know about you, Dehan, but I am having trouble visualizing this whole situation.” 

 She nodded. “Yup, me too.” 

 “Talk me through it.” 

 “Okay, here is Steve the yegg…” 

 “Yegg?” I laughed. “You have been reading Mickey Spillane.” 

 “I love Mickey Spillane. So here is Steve, a small-time yegg. He’s in his apartment. Maybe Tammy is there with him, over from Frisco for some reason.” I smiled at her, but she ignored me. “There is a hammering at the door, and one of them opens it. Maybe Tammy. And the boys come in. Let’s say for now it’s the Sureños. Maybe he burgled some place for them, or he stole something that belongs to them. Whatever the case, they either want it or they want to know where it is. Okay so far?” 

 “Keep shingin’, shweetheart, you’re doing fine.” 

 “So they slap him around a bit. They tie him to the chair, and they lay into him. What’s she doing meantime? She’s crying, ‘don’t hurt him, don’t kill him,’ yadda yadda. Then what? She’s getting on the Sureños’ nerves and they shoot her? They threaten him, if he doesn’t talk they shoot her? Maybe she tried to protect him. Point is, for some reason they shoot her…” She sighed and shook her head. “But it doesn’t make any sense. The report says the two shots were close together. So, what, they shot her and then shot him? Why, if they were after information that one of them had? Why kill both? Maybe they got the information and decided to kill them both, but then why take her away with them and leave him?” She stared at me through her aviators. “Shooting her doesn’t make sense.” 

 “That’s the bit I’m having trouble visualizing.” 

 “So where do we go from here?” 

 “We need more background. We need to carry out research.” 

 “What kind of research?” 

 I looked out at the oppressive, sweltering city outside. I turned to her and grinned. “You know? San Francisco rarely rises above sixty-eight Fahrenheit, even at the height of summer.” 





THREE


 Back at the station, the air-con still wasn’t fixed. Dehan grabbed a bottle of cold water from the dispenser and set herself to doing a background check on Tamara Gunthersen. I went to have a chat with the captain.  

 He scowled out of the open window from his desk, and the ventilator moved his hair on its steady sweep across the room. He had his jacket slung on the back of his chair, and I could see the damp patches on his shirt under his arms. 

 “San Francisco, huh? How long for?”  

 “I wouldn’t think more than a day or two at most.” 

 He turned a smile on me that was less a smile than a malevolent leer. “This wouldn’t be just an excuse, would it, John? I wouldn’t mind a couple of days in the Bay myself—get away from this infernal heat!” 

 “No, sir, but I do think it is important to get the background on Tamara Gunthersen. At the moment, the whole case seems to revolve around her. It seems Baxter’s client is trying to find out what happened to her. Her past may hold the key to what she was doing here, and why they were both killed.” 

 “Hmm… well, if you think it’s essential. But just a couple of days, John, and try to keep your expenses down, will you?” 

 “Of course, sir.” 

 I skipped down the stairs feeling somewhat buoyed and found Dehan at her desk, on the phone. She hung up as I sat down.  

 “Tamara Gunthersen has no police record. Information available on her—” She tapped at her computer and brought up the research she’d done while I was talking to the captain. “She was a homeowner; property is a house on Brooks Street, San Mateo. There is no foreclosure notice on it, so I’m guessing the mortgage was all paid up. She had a credit card, and she is listed as having defaulted on payments for the last two years. She has a bank account with First Republic that is in credit. That’s what I have been able to find out so far.” 

 “Good work.”  

 “I also called the lab and asked them if they had taken samples of the blood on the floor. He wasn’t sure, so I asked him to find out. I also asked him, if they had, to please analyze it and compare it with Stephen’s. And if it wasn’t his, to run it through the system.” 

 “Great. Good work.” I gazed out the window. The long dusk was settling outside, preparatory to a muggy, sultry evening. “We’ll need to look inside her house. I’ll get the captain to clear it with the San Mateo PD.” I turned to face her. “Book us on the first flight out of here, Dehan. Then let’s go pack.” 

   

 We touched down at San Francisco International Airport at eleven a.m. the following morning. The sun was bright, but the temperature was an agreeable sixty-eight degrees. I had rented a Mustang V8 convertible, because I like to have a good car, and we turned left out of the airport along the Bayshore Freeway, with the wind in our hair, and headed for San Mateo.  

 Dehan had booked us a couple of rooms at the Hillsdale Inn, which was about a mile and a half from Brooks Street, where Tamara had her house. The hotel was remarkable for being completely unremarkable, and also for having a parking lot the size of an international airport. We checked into our rooms, which were functional, and Dehan called Hank, our liaison officer at the San Mateo Police Department, which was two hundred yards away, across East Hillsdale Boulevard.  

 We met him in the lobby fifteen minutes later. He was big and friendly and looked as though he’d put on his even bigger brother’s clothes by mistake that morning. He walked toward us with big strides and shook hands with us like he was really genuinely pleased to meet us. He shoveled his floppy blond hair out of his face and pulled an envelope from a small folder he was carrying. 

 “I talked to the judge yesterday evening, Dehan, and explained the situation—you were coming from New York, grounds for suspecting homicide, blah blah—and got you a search warrant for the premises. Do you need me to come along?” I drew breath to answer, but he didn’t let me. “Strictly, I should, but I am happy to let you go on your own if that works for you. Obviously, if you need to damage the property in any way, dig, knock down walls, blah blah, you should call me. Or if you find anything of importance like a meth lab or a body. But if you are just going to look around…” He made a face and spread his hands—hands I figured were pretty full and could do without babysitting visitors from the Big Apple. 

 “We’re fine. We’ll call you if anything major shows up.” 

 He handed me a card. “I’ve arranged for a locksmith to meet you there in…” He glanced at his watch. “Twenty minutes. You’ll report back to me when you’re done?”  

 We told him we would and made our way to the car as he strode back to his, shoveling his hair out of his face once more.  

 It was a short drive down East Hillside Boulevard and left onto South Norfolk. Brooks Street was in a quiet, residential area that couldn’t have been further from the Bronx. She had a cute, two-story house beyond what had probably been a nice front garden two years ago, with a crazy paved path winding through flower beds to a friendly red door by a big bow window. Today it was overgrown and running to seed. 

 The locksmith was there, waiting in his van. He unlocked the door for us, made us sign a piece of paper, and went on his way. We stepped inside.  

 There was a pile of mail behind the door. Dehan hunkered down to gather it up. The place smelled musty and unlived-in. The drapes were drawn, and there was only a filtering of light to alleviate the gloom. To the right of the door, a flight of stairs rose to an upper floor. To the left, there was an open-plan living room, dining area, and a kitchen, separated by a breakfast bar. There was a sofa and two chairs arranged around a TV. A framed photograph of a very pretty young girl with a middle-aged man and woman stood on a small bookcase that held mainly DVDs and CDs. The books were Carlos Castaneda’s Don Juan trilogy, three books by Stanislavski, Norma Jean by Fred Lawrence Guiles, and three self-help books by authors I had never heard of: Dream Yourself Happy, It’s Not Your Fault, and Rebirth in Life: A Guide to Rebecoming. There was also a scrapbook in which she had pasted reviews of plays she had been in.  

 As I was reading through them, I became aware of the hum of the fridge. There was a table lamp nearby, and I reached out and switched it on. It cast a dull, amber glow. Dehan was at the table leafing through the mail and turned to look at me. I stood, went to the kitchen, and opened the fridge. It was full of rotting, moldy cheese and vegetables. I closed it and leaned on the breakfast bar to look at Dehan. 

 She said, “There’s been enough money in her bank to cover her electricity bills, which must have been minimal. But more important than that, she was intending to come home. She was not planning on staying in New York, or on disappearing. If she had been, she would have cleaned out her account and disconnected the electricity.” 

 I nodded. “What have you got there?” 

 “Not much. A few bills, invoices. But this could be useful. It seems she’s an actress; this is a letter from her agent, Philip Shaw.” 

 I frowned. “I didn’t think anybody wrote letters anymore.” 

 “These are statements. Maybe she wanted hard copies.” She glanced at me and smiled. “Maybe her agent is a dinosaur.” 

 “There are a few of us left. We’d better go and have a talk to him.” 

 We had a look upstairs. There were still clothes in her closet and her dresser. They were of a surprising variety, from torn jeans and sweatshirts to elegant ball gowns and cocktail dresses, from the demure to the downright outrageous. Dehan raised an eyebrow at them. “I guess an actress needs all this.” 

 “Most women,” I said, with the air of one who knew, “like to dress differently for different occasions. They don’t wear the same jeans and boots day in, day out.” 

 “Like you’d know.” 

 She had a dressing table with lots of makeup, and in the bathroom, her toothbrush was gone, but most of her toiletries were still there. Dehan sat on the end of the bed and scrunched up her face. 

 “So here is an actress, living in a nice house in the Bay Area. She has an agent, and she is obviously working because she has money in the bank and she’s keeping this house on her own. One day she ups and goes to New York, but not just New York—the Bronx. She is not planning to stay there; she is planning to come back soon, so it’s just a visit. While she’s there, she visits this loser, Stephen Springfellow, the Sureños show up, beat seven bales of shit out of him, and then shoot them both. They leave him dead where he is on the chair, and take her body away with them.” 

 I was leaning on the bathroom doorjamb listening to her. “Doesn’t make a lot of sense. We need to know why she went to New York.” 

 “Maybe she got a gig there and that’s how she met Stephen…” But even as she said it, she was looking unconvinced. “He doesn’t strike me as the theater-going type. I think they met here.”  

 There was something nagging at the back of my mind. “Didn’t the file say Stephen had been living in San Francisco?” 

 She nodded. “Yeah, for a couple of years. Then went back east in 2014. They could have met here.” 

 “So maybe she went back for some kind of reconciliation.” 

 “Why suddenly? What happened to make her suddenly want to go out east and meet up with him?” 

 “We need to talk to her agent.” 





FOUR


 The Philip Shaw Agency was on Pine Street in the Nob Hill district. We found a parking space just outside the Intercontinental Hotel and walked the short distance through the gentle sunshine to the agency. It was on the top floor of an elegant, early–twentieth-century, three-story building. There was no reception area and no elevator. So we climbed the blue-carpeted stairs to the top floor, knocked, and went in without waiting for a reply.  

 There was a bright, efficient-looking woman of fifty with permed hair sitting behind a desk. She smiled at us as though she really was pleased to see us. Maybe it was a San Francisco thing.  

 “Hello,” she said, without affectation.  

 I smiled back and said, “We’d like to see Mr. Shaw. We haven’t got an appointment, but it is urgent.” I showed her my badge. “I am Detective Stone, and this is Detective Dehan.” 

 She looked at the badges with interest. “New York…” 

 She got up and went through a door into what was obviously Shaw’s office. She came out a moment later and said, “Mr. Shaw will see you now, Detectives.” 

 I don’t know what I expected, but he wasn’t it. He was very tall, maybe six three or four, and shaped roughly like an inverted S, with his knees slightly bent and his back slightly hunched, as though his body was too long for his muscles to hold him upright. His feet were huge and so were his hands, one of which he held out now as he strode toward us, while he used the other to sweep a mop of unkempt hair out of his face. Maybe that was a San Francisco thing too.  

 “Detectives, I have very little time.” He said it with a big smile, as if he’d meant to say, “What a pleasure to meet you,” but got his lines mixed up. “You’re a long way from home. What can I do for you?” 

 I smiled. “Yeah, the local PD know we’re here, and they’re cooperating with us. We are just looking into some background, and we wanted to ask you about a client of yours from about two years back.” 

 He gestured me to a chair and pulled up another for Dehan. Then he kind of folded himself up into his own on the other side of the desk, frowning as though he really was interested. 

 “Two years back?” 

 “Tammy Gunthersen.” 

 His eyebrows shot up. “Tammy? What has she got herself into? Gorgeous girl! Gorgeous! Adorable personality. Could have been a big star. But a bit too wild in the wrong ways, and too eager for the quick solution. Talented, very talented. Lovely girl. But I haven’t seen her for… well… yes, two years would be about right.” 

 Dehan was watching him with a small frown on her face. “Can you think of any reason why she would have gone to New York?” 

 He looked blank and shook his head. “None whatsoever. One day she just stopped calling, stopped answering my messages, and I never heard from her again.” 

 I scratched my chin. “She doesn’t seem to have been short of money. Did she get plenty of work?” 

 Shaw nodded and spread his hands, like he was about to explain a difficult lesson to a class. “In many ways, Tammy was the perfect client. She was always willing to work. She’d take the good jobs with the bad jobs and always put in one hundred percent. Plus, she was gorgeous and had a charming personality, so people always wanted her back. But of course that meant doing all kinds of work, from small ads for local channels, to local theater groups and…” He made a reluctant face. “…‘gigs,’ what we call ‘gigs.’” 

 Dehan scowled. “What are gigs?” 

 “Gigs come in all shapes and sizes, and believe me, I will not touch the more unsavory ones! But often they can be lifesavers for young actors, the difference between paying the rent and being out on the streets.” He hunched his shoulders and nodded several times. “So, it can be some kind of living theater: a guy is having a big party, and he wants some gangsters to break in with guns and he single-handedly defeats them. Then it is all revealed as a play. Or a fight breaks out between two female guests and they start fighting, but using spectacular, choreographed kung fu. You get the kind of thing. That’s at the high end.” 

 “And at the low end?” I asked. 

 “Mainly guys acting out their fantasies. They go to a bar, and a gorgeous girl comes in and picks them up. Where it goes from there is up to the girl. I am not a pimp. A visiting businessman wants a beautiful woman on his arm, but he’d rather a talented actress who can hold a conversation than some bimbo whose whole repertoire is giggle and fuck.” 

 Dehan asked, “And Tammy did a lot of gigs?” 

 He made a “so-so” face. “She had pretty regular work at the Melpomene Theater on Jones Street. Mainly experimental, high-brow stuff, but she was popular and she was getting lots of work with them. Then she would supplement her income with the occasional gig.” 

 I asked the question that was begging to get asked. “I know it’s a long time, Mr. Shaw, but can you remember what the last job you gave her was?” 

 He thought for a moment, knitting together his big eyebrows. “As a matter of fact, I can. Partly because I never saw her again, and partly because it was quite some gig.” 

 Dehan narrowed her eyes. “Yeah? How so?” 

 He glanced at his filing cabinet, bit his lip for a second, and muttered, “Let me see…” Then he rattled at his computer for a moment. He clicked his mouse a few times and then smiled. 

 “Mr. G. Sanders. He was interviewing actresses for a very special gig. It was for a party at a millionaire’s house, and he was going to put on an impromptu show in honor of his host. He was paying two hundred bucks a night for ten days, plus expenses. A few girls auditioned, but she got the job. He paid up front, and that was the last I ever heard from her.” He frowned. “So, is she in trouble? Is there anything I can do to help her? Does she need a lawyer?” 

 I shook my head. “There is nothing you can do to help her, Mr. Shaw. It seems that shortly after she got that job, she went to New York. We don’t know why. But once there, we have reason to believe she was murdered.” 

 All the color drained from his face, and he dropped back in his chair. “Oh, no. No, poor Tammy. Oh, no…” 

 “I’m sorry, Mr. Shaw.” I watched the tears spring into his eyes. “Were you close?” 

 He spread his hands. “Why do these things happen? We were family. We’re all family. The actors, they come and go, they do stupid things, mostly, but we stay in touch. We’re a family. Poor Tammy. She didn’t deserve that.” 

 “Do you know of any friends or family she had in the Bronx?” 

 “No, she was alone. She had her parents, but they died when she was nineteen, left her the house. Why do these things happen?” 

 I sighed. “We won’t keep you much longer, Mr. Shaw. Have you got an address for Mr. Sanders?” 

 He seemed to come out of a dream or a reminiscence. “Yeah, sure.” He looked at his computer screen. “He was at a hotel—the Hyatt Regency, on Drumm Street.” 

 I made a note and stood. Dehan stood too, but as she did, she asked, “What about at the theater company, the Melpomene—did she have any special friends there?” 

 He thought a moment. “Yes, there was a girl she was close to. Gloria. She was friends with Gloria. She might be able to tell you something.” 

 We asked him if he had some photographs of her we could use. He gave us a couple. We thanked him and left.  

 Back in the street, I stopped and stared around me. My stomach was reminding me I had missed lunch. I turned to Dehan. 

 She stared me straight in the eye and said, “You look like you need a sandwich and a beer, Sensei. You haven’t eaten since seven o’clock this morning. You can’t do that to your body. It’s not right. You know what?” She started to cross the road, and I followed her. “Your body is the temple of your spirit. You have to care for it. I read that somewhere.” 

 I climbed in the car. “Okay, Carmen, you’re hungry. I drive you too hard. I hear you. Let’s play tourist for an hour or two.” 

 We took Bush Street down to the Embarcadero and sat outside at Carmen’s Restaurant on Pier 40. We ordered two beers, crispy calamari, and two burgers. When the waitress went away to get them, I rubbed my face and, for a moment, had a hankering for a Camel cigarette.  

 “So, let’s revisit your analysis back in the house. An actress, living in a nice house in the Bay Area, she has an agent, she is working because she has money in the bank and is running the house on her own. One day she ups and goes to New York, specifically the Bronx. She’s not planning on staying there, she’s planning to come back soon. It’s just a visit. While she’s there, she visits loser Stephen Springfellow. The Sureños show up, beat seven bales of shit out of him, and then shoot them both. They leave him dead where he is on the chair and take her body away with them. But now let’s add to that. Just before she goes to New York, she is given an exceptionally well-paid job by G. Sanders, whose address is a five-star hotel. The job lasts a week and involves putting on a show at a millionaire’s party. Questions: What was she doing for the nine days that were not party days? What was so special about this gig that he was prepared to pay her that well?” 

 The waitress brought our beers, and Dehan pulled off half of hers and wiped her mouth on the back of her wrist. 

 “We need to find G. Sanders. But my bet is he won’t be very communicative, even if we find him. The person who is going to give us—me—the lowdown is Gloria, at the Melpomene Theater.” 

 I nodded. “Reckon you’re right at that, Carmensita.” 





FIVE


 We ate our late luncheon, and as the sun slipped toward what should have been a lazy late afternoon, we slipped back into the Mustang and made our way up through the color and bustle of Market Street to Jones Street, by way of Leavenworth.  

 The Melpomene was a club with a theater in it, rather than an actual theater. It was open, but there was nobody there save the barman, who was polishing glasses behind the bar. The place was dimly lit and smelled vaguely of stale beer and furniture polish. There were forty or fifty tables, each with a small red lantern, ranged around a stage that was painted black and had black curtains drawn across it. Every now and then the curtain moved, and there was a sound of feet on floorboards and furniture being dragged around.  

 Dehan leaned on the bar, and the barman, who sounded South African or Australian, said, “Whadlit be?” 

 “I need to talk to Gloria. She in?” 

 “They’re setting up for the show. Through that door. Don’t know how popular you’ll be if you go back there right now though.” 

 “It’s okay. I’ve never been popular. It unsettles my stomach.” 

 I followed her through the door into a maze of narrow, ill-lit passages carpeted in what used to be gray but was now just dirty. We heard voices, climbed a couple of steps, and found ourselves looking out onto the stage. Two young men who looked as though they needed to eat were arguing in hushed hisses with a girl who looked as though she could take them both with one hand tied behind her back. 

 Dehan sighed and said, “Is one of you Gloria?” 

 They all turned to look but said nothing for a moment. Dehan was about to repeat the question when the girl pointed and said, “In her dressing room.” 

 “Where?” 

 “Right at the intersection. Second door on your right.” As we turned to go, she called, “Say.” Dehan turned back. The girl was smiling. “You free later?” 

 Dehan nodded. “Yeah. And I plan to stay that way.” 

 I followed her to the intersection and then down to the right. 

 “You really need to do something about your attitude. The girl was just being nice.” 

 We came to the door, and she knocked. 

 “Come!” 

 When we opened the door, Gloria was naked. She had her back to us because she was sitting at her dressing table putting on makeup. But her reflection was just as naked as she was, and that was facing us. Her reflection smiled brightly. 

 “Hello!” 

 Dehan blinked and smiled back. “Are you Gloria?” 

 “Sure!” She made it sound like, “Why not? We can be anything we want to be!” We stepped in and I closed the door. She was still smiling and looking expectantly at our reflections. I left Dehan to it and watched Gloria’s face in the mirror. She was pretty. She had a nice face. 

 “Were you friends with Tammy Gunthersen?” 

 She turned on her stool and stared at Dehan, then at me. “Why yes, and I still am. Are you friends of hers? I haven’t seen her for ages.” 

 Dehan did a funny little sideways twitch of the head and said, “You haven’t seen her for two years. May we sit down, Gloria?” 

 Now Gloria looked worried. “Well, sure, but who are you?” 

 Dehan pulled out her badge. “We are police officers. My name is Carmen Dehan, and this is my partner, John Stone. Tammy has gone missing, Gloria. We don’t know for sure, but there is reason to believe that she might have been hurt… or worse. We really need your help.” 

 Gloria had put both her hands to her mouth and was staring at Dehan without saying a word. She looked genuinely distressed. Dehan waited a moment, then, with a small, coaxing nod, asked, “Will you help us, Gloria?” 

 “Well, of course! Poor Tammy! What happened? How can I help? Just tell me how.” 

 Dehan pulled up a chair and sat right in front of her, mere inches away. I removed a bundle of clothes and sat in a chair in the corner, crossed my legs, and watched Dehan with interest. This was the girl nobody could stand at the precinct because she had such a bad attitude. Now she was leaning forward, looking earnestly into Gloria’s eyes. 

 “Do you remember the last time you saw Tammy?” 

 Gloria’s eyes became abstracted. “Let me see… two years ago, we were doing A Woman for All Seasons…” Her face lit up. “Well, sure! She was real excited. She told me she’d been offered a part that was going to change her life. I asked her what it was, but she said she couldn’t tell me just then, because it was a secret.” She grew confidential, as though she were sharing a secret with Dehan. “She said she had met a wonderful man—he was a millionaire, or a multimillionaire, and he was going to change her life forever.” 

 “Did she mention his name?” 

 “Well, I asked, as you can imagine. I was dying with curiosity! She said all of that would have to remain a secret, but when I next saw her she would be driving a Rolls Royce!” 

 “Was she working here at the time?” 

 She shook her head. “No, we went out for drinks. A girls’ night out.” 

 “Where was she working? Did she mention that?” 

 She thought for a moment and sighed. “No. She said she had a great gig. She was being paid big bucks to put on some kind of show for a multimillionaire. I asked her if it was the same guy, and she said no, but I kind of figured it was. It was too much of a coincidence, know what I mean?” 

 Dehan made a conspiratorial face, narrowed her eyes, and smiled. “Sure! She’s met a multimillionaire, and she’s doing a gig for a multimillionaire. No-brainer, right?” 

 Gloria laughed and laid her hand on Dehan’s arm. “Right! That’s what I thought!” 

 “So you think she was having an affair with this guy, the millionaire?” 

 “Well, at first I did, but then she tells me she’s going back to see her ex!” 

 “Her ex?” 

 “Some loser she was with for a couple of years. He was an asshole, always sleeping around and treating her bad. So she sent him packing back to New York. But you know how it is—she always missed him. Why do we always fall in love with bad guys?” She turned to me. “No offense.” She turned back to Dehan. “Anyways, she says she’s called him and she’s going to go and see him. He says he misses her and he wants her back. Says he’s changed, there’s no more sleeping around and now he’s going to treat her right—yuh, right! Like we would believe that! Whatever! She said she was going to go see him.” 

 “In New York?” 

 “Yeah. That’s where he lived.” 

 “This guy have a name?” 

 She puffed out her cheeks and blew. “Pffff… One of those boring names.” 

 Dehan smiled. “A boring name?” 

 “You know, normal, like John.” Again she looked at me. “No offense.” I winked at her, and she turned back to Dehan. “Bob, Steve… It might have been Steve.” 

 “Did she ever mention the name Sanders to you, Gloria? G. Sanders?” 

 She sighed and shook her head. “I don’t think so, but it was two years ago. All I know is that she was really excited because she’d got this part to play, and it was going to make her really successful and rich. And her ex had asked her to get back with him. We met for a girls’ night out, and I never seen her again. I figured she’d got rich and forgotten all about me. You sure that’s not what happened?” 

 Dehan smiled at her. It was a sad smile. “Pretty sure, Gloria.” 

 We left her looking sad and naked on her stool, with all her makeup and her reflection behind her. 

 We stepped out into the street. Evening was tingeing the air. Headlamps and streetlamps were coming on. I rested my ass against the trunk of the Mustang and looked down the hill. Dehan stood in front of me and leaned against the lamppost. 

 I sighed. “We have two, maybe three key people here.” I lifted my hands and looked at them, like I was positioning pieces on a board. “We’ve got Steve. He can’t help us because he’s dead, and in any case, I don’t get the feeling he knew anything until it was too late. Tammy told Gloria Steve had asked her to go back with him, but I don’t believe that. It sounds to me like Tammy was making all the running. She was the one who was suddenly excited and talking crazy, making plans.” 

 Dehan nodded. “I agree. So the question is, what happened to make her excited?” 

 “What happened was the two other people, Mr. G. Sanders and the mystery millionaire. The mystery millionaire can’t help us because right now we have no idea who he is, and we have no immediate way of finding out. Which leaves us Mr. G. Sanders.” I paused, staring at Dehan’s face. She stared back. It was something we did sometimes to help us think. “And when you think about it,” I said after a moment, “Everything starts with Mr. G. Sanders.” 

 “Yup. So we need to go and talk to the Hyatt Regency.” 

 I scowled. “They will not be cooperative.” I opened the door and got in. “Let’s go prod them, see what they do.” 

 She got in next to me. “Then I want to eat, overlooking the Bay. What was that place we ate at when we were on the Nelson Hernandez case?” 

 I smiled and fired up the big V8. “The Epic Steak House.” 

 As I pulled out into the traffic, she said, with a kind of casual air, “I think an epic steak might just inspire us. What do you think?” 

 “I think we are going to go and poke the security manager at the Hyatt and see what he does, and after that we are going to go and have a couple of epic steaks.” 

 “You’re the man, Stone.” 

 “I am the man.” 





SIX


 We stepped through the glass doors into a set from Mad Max—the hotel. Everything was brown and brass and seemed to be the wrong shape for what it was. It was as though Salvador Dali had designed it during his steampunk period. We eventually worked out where the reception desk was and approached it through giant spheres and cubes that turned out to be cubicles where people could sit and talk, and probably make dimensional shifts. A bank of elevators like brass bullets vaguely reminded me of a gigantic church organ.   

 A guy with a name tag that said “Pierre,” but who was probably called Bobby Brown, smiled at Dehan and said, “Meh ah ’elp you, mademoiselle?” 

 She leaned on the desk with her elbows and gave him a wink. “Yeah, we are police officers, and we would like to talk to the head of security.” 

 He looked at her the way a man looks at a glass he thought contained fine old whiskey, only to discover it was a urine sample. He gathered his dignity about him and used the internal phone. A couple of minutes later, a man of about fifty with Navy Seal written all over him came striding across the lobby. It is hard to stride sedately, but he managed it. His face smiled at us while his little blue eyes calibrated us. 

 “Don’t show me your badges,” he said as he took Dehan’s hand in both of his. “You don’t come to the Hyatt,” he added, laughing and shaking my hand warmly, “to see cops flashing badges. Come to my office.” 

 He led us through the vast space, past gigantic orbs and blocks that served no apparent purpose, to a brown door in a brown wall. He opened it and let us in. His office was not designed by anybody who had been abusing chemicals. It was Swedish functional in vinyl and aluminum. 

 He sat behind his desk and said, “May I see some IDs?” 

 We showed him our badges. He took them and examined them meticulously, then stared at us as though he had uncovered a serious crime. “You’re from New York.” 

 “We are here at the invitation of the local PD, Mr…” 

 “Major. Major Payne.” 

 “Major Payne, we are investigating a homicide in New York, and one of the victims had links with San Francisco. May we…?” 

 I gestured at the chairs opposite his desk. Dehan didn’t wait for a reply. She pulled out a chair and sat. I followed suit. He handed back our badges. 

 “What has this to do with the Hyatt Regency?” 

 “We believe one of your guests may have been one of the last people to see her alive.” 

 “And what do you want from me?” 

 “We would like to contact that guest.” 

 “Out of the question.” 

 Dehan scowled at him. “You could be harboring a criminal, Major Payne.” 

 “In the first place,” he snapped at her, like he was telling a private to drop and give him twenty, “you are outside your jurisdiction! In the second place, all you have is that you think our guest might have been one of several people who saw your victim! Third, I have no obligation whatsoever to give you private and confidential information unless you have a court order!” 

 “All we are asking for, Major, is a little cooperation, and we will undertake to be very discreet. The guest is not at your hotel at present, as far as we are aware. The events we are talking about occurred two years ago.” 

 “What you are asking for, Detective, is the address of one of our guests. And I am not going to give you that without a court order. If you have enough evidence to convince a judge, then he will give you that order and I will give you the information. If you haven’t, he won’t and neither shall I. Now, you are wasting my time, and your own. I think it is time you left. You are not welcome here.” 

 Sometimes you come across a person in life who, if there were any natural justice in the universe, you would be allowed to smack in the mouth, drop into a turbo blender, and feed to your cat. But there is not natural justice in the universe. We have to make our own, and sometimes it doesn’t work out. You just have to smile and take it. 

 I smiled sweetly and said, “Thanks for your time, Major. I know you did your best.” 

 We stood and I reached for the door. Dehan hesitated and stopped. “Major, I just have one last question.” 

 He sighed and looked at her. 

 She went on. “How come—when you were promoted to major—how come you didn’t change your name? I mean, Captain Payne I get, but Major? Major Payne? Seriously…?” 

 He gave her a look like a one-eyed cat licking piss off a nettle and snarled, “Get the hell out of here.” 

 As we crossed the vast lobby back toward the door, she gave me a look that was almost frightening. “I am going to bust this son of a bitch.” 

 “How are you going to do that, Dehan?” 

 “Just watch me.” 

 When we got outside, the sky had turned crimson over the rooftops and night was closing in from the east. As I crossed the sidewalk and opened the driver’s door, she said, “Pop the trunk.” I did as I was told, and she pulled out her laptop. She climbed in next to me and said, “Stay here for a bit, will you?” 

 She switched on the computer. I watched her a moment, then asked, “What are you doing?” 

 “I’m going to hack the son of a bitch.” 

 I was surprised and my face said so. “You can do that?” 

 “It’s not as hard as you might think.” She typed for a bit, muttering, “When you’re not a dinosaur. First we put the wireless card in monitor mode…” She typed some more, “Then I need to start airodump-ng.” 

 “Airodumping?” 

 “Yeah… Okay!” She showed me the screen. It had gone black, and there were several columns of numbers and codes. 

 She squinted. “See, this one has the lowest value, so I’m going to guess that’s our boy. Now I need to break the WPA2 encryption… and I am in his network.” 

 “You are?” 

 “Yeah. I am going to lock onto his AP—” She was typing again as she spoke. “—and capture his password hash. I’ll force him to reauthenticate by bumping him off his AP with a deauthenticate sent with the airoreplay-ng command…” 

 “Airoreplaying?” 

 “Uh-huh…” She wasn’t listening, but after a few moments, she smiled. “Okay, Stone, let’s go eat. It may take a few hours, but when we get back we will have his WPA2 password and we’ll be inside his network.” 

 “What does that mean?” 

 She had a big, stupid grin on her face as she climbed out of the car and raised her hand to hail a cab. 

 “It means we can check every guest they’ve had for the past however many years they have been computerized.” A yellow cab had pulled up in front of her. 

 “Oh…”  

 I locked the Mustang and followed her into the cab. 

 We ended up at the Osso Steakhouse—good seafood and large slabs of meat. It was about right for what we both needed. We worked our way through a couple of dishes of mussels with an ice-cold Chardonnay and then two medium-rare eight-ounce steaks with french fries and no damned salad. With that, we had a superb Convento San Francisco. We followed the steak with a cheese board, espresso, and Bushmills in a cognac glass, no ice. We didn’t talk much. We just ate and drank and smiled. 

 Not bad for a Tuesday evening.  

 It was a mild, pleasant evening, and only a mile to walk back, downhill along California Street. She walked with her hands in her pockets, staring at her boots. I enjoyed looking around at one of the prettiest cities in the world.  

 “You know what’s doing my head in, Stone?” 

 “Tell me.” 

 “You’ll agree that everything we have found since we’ve been here has pointed in one clear direction.” 

 “Probably. What is that direction?” 

 “Tammy connected with G. Sanders, he made a proposition to her involving his multimillionaire friend, and she saw the opportunity of making a lot of money and winning her loser boyfriend back.” 

 I pulled a face and nodded. “That is a fair summing up.” 

 “What’s doing my head in is, how do we get from Californian multimillionaires to Sureños in the Bronx?” 

 I sighed. “With any luck, Dehan, your computer is about to answer that question for us.” 

 Ten minutes later, we climbed in the car, and Dehan opened up her laptop to check its progress. She grinned. “We’re in. Let’s get back to the hotel and see what we got.” 





SEVEN


 We brought the laptop to my room, and she sat cross-legged with it on my bed. She rattled at the keyboard, staring at the screen. “What you got in that minibar, Sensei? Take a girl out for a meal like that, you got to round it off somehow.” 

 I found two whiskey miniatures and emptied them into two tooth mugs. I put one on the bedside table and sat next to her on the other side of the bed. She sipped, muttered, and rattled. 

 “Okay, here is the list of guests for May and June 2015…” 

 “It’s going to be the last week of May. By June 14, she was already dead in New York.” 

 She nodded. She scrolled and she sipped again. After five minutes, she shook her head. “I have been through May five times, Stone.” She passed me the laptop and stood up. “You look. I’m going to have a shower.” 

 She picked up her whiskey and walked into my bathroom. She left the door ajar, and I saw her jeans drop on the floor, followed by her shirt. I heard the water and got up to sit myself in the chair at the desk at the foot of the bed, where I could not see the bathroom door.  

 I also scrolled through the list five times. There was no sign of G. Sanders. I stood, stared out the window at the lights of San Mateo, and sipped my drink. I considered the possibility that Shaw had got the name of the hotel wrong. But that wasn’t credible; he had read it straight off the screen. Which left only one explanation: the client had given Shaw a false name. 

 Dehan stepped out of the bathroom. Her hair was wet and hanging loose, and she was buttoning up her shirt. She stared at me for a long moment.  

 “He gave Shaw a false name.” 

 I nodded. I walked to the screen and pointed. “I think it’s this guy right here.” 

 She was watching me from the bathroom door. “Geronimo dos Santos, right?” 

 I smiled at her. “You had the same thought.” 

 “Pseudonyms. People always use either their own initials, or one up or one down.” 

 “Can we get any more information on him?” 

 “Oh yes. What do we want to know?” 

 She sat at the computer. 

 I said, “How did he pay?” 

 She typed, then said, “Credit card. AMEX Black.” 

 “When did he check in?” 

 “May 24. Checked out June 5.” 

 “We need some way to connect him with Tammy. Seems every step we take forward, we wind up in the same place. Let’s get some sleep, Dehan. We’ll brainstorm over breakfast.” 

 “Yeah. I’m beat.” She stood and drained her tooth mug. I opened the door for her, and she stood staring me in the eye for a long time. 

 I said, “What’s on your mind?” and was surprised to hear a catch in my throat. She made a fist and gave me a gentle punch on the chest. 

 “G’night, Stone.” 

 I took another whiskey from the minibar and lay on the bed staring at the laptop. I felt troubled and wasn’t sure why. I was tired, but I couldn’t sleep. Eventually, I got up and sat at the computer. We knew practically nothing about Tamara Gunthersen, so I decided to check what I could find in public records. It probably wouldn’t be any use, but you never knew what you were going to find when you started digging, and at the very least, it might get me to sleep. 

 As it was, it woke me up. After half an hour of trawling through databases, I hit on something unexpected. I almost went and woke Dehan, but something held me back. Breakfast was soon enough.  

 Tamara Gunthersen was not born Tamara Gunthersen; she was Tamara Polachova. Which meant she either changed her name for some reason, or, more likely, she was married. I trawled a little further and found that she had married in 2011, to one Peter Gunthersen of Page Street in Friendly Acres. 

 And that really complicated things. Or maybe it made them more simple. I drained my glass, fell on the bed, and went to sleep. 

   

 I was up and showered by six thirty and went to wake Dehan. She was already up, but her eyes looked tired. She said, “You sleep?” I made a “so-so” gesture with my head. She nodded. “Me too. What you want to do today? I was thinking about dos Santos.” 

 I shook my head. “Let’s go get breakfast in Friendly Acres.” 

 She followed me to the elevator. “Why?” 

 “Because there’s a nice coffee shop that opens at six, right next door to the Friendly Acres Auto Repair Shop.” 

 She shrugged and nodded once, then spread her hands as we stepped into the elevator. I could imagine her father making exactly those gestures. She said, “Sure, why not? You should have said so.” 

 “The Friendly Acres Auto Repair Shop belongs to Peter Gunthersen. I thought maybe we could talk to him.” 

 “You dreamed this? God spoke to you in a dream?” 

 “I told you, I couldn’t sleep.” 

 We stepped out of the elevator and crossed the lobby toward a parking lot that was bathed in the cool, dark blue light of dawn. 

 “So Peter Gunthersen is who, her brother?” 

 I offered her my most smug grin, which is pretty smug. “No, Little Grasshopper, her husband. And they were never divorced.” 

 “Yeah, well done, Stone, because the case wasn’t complicated enough. It needed to get more complicated. Go you.” 

 We turned right onto the Camino Real, headed toward Belmont, San Carlos, and Redwood City. At that time of the morning, the road was practically deserted.  

 “It may simplify things, Dehan.” 

 “You don’t do this before coffee, Stone. You do it after coffee.” I smiled and she was quiet for a bit. Then, she said, “So you’re thinking the gig was just a gig, but maybe there was a promise of more well-paid work. So she contacts loser Stephen and says, ‘let’s get back together, I’m going to be in the money,’ and goes to New York to see him. The Sureños were on the street because the Sureños are everywhere, but jealous hubby Peter bursts in on them. Punishes and kills Stephen, shoots his wife, and then, in remorse, takes her away with him.” 

 I shrugged. “It has a certain simple elegance to it.” 

 “It has. Let’s see how it stands up to coffee.” 

 Peter Gunthersen’s auto repair shop had its own parking lot, which it shared with Katy’s Breakfast Bar. The sky had turned from dark blue to gray, and I was on my second coffee and croissant when Peter rolled onto the lot in his white Ford pickup. Dehan paid and we stepped out to greet him as he climbed out of the cab of his truck. 

 “Good morning. Peter Gunthersen?” 

 “Yuh, why? Who are you?” 

 I showed him my badge. Dehan didn’t show him hers because she was still stuffing blueberry pie into her mouth and licking her fingers.  

 “I’m Detective Stone, and this is my partner Detective Dehan, from the NYPD.” 

 “New York?” He narrowed his eyes. “Little out of your territory, ain’t you?” 

 “We wanted to ask you about your wife.” 

 “Tasha? Why? What do you want with Tasha?” 

 Dehan swallowed and frowned at the same time. “Tasha? Who’s Tasha?” 

 He looked confused a moment, then his face cleared. “Oh, you mean… my wife, Tamara.” 

 “Yeah, that’s what I said. Who is Tasha?” 

 “Natasha is my partner. We’ve lived together for over two years now. I just think of her as my wife.” 

 “What about Tamara?” 

 He puffed his cheeks and blew. “Can we go inside? I got a ton of work to do.” 

 He unlocked the steel blind and rolled it up, walked in, and switched on the lights. Then he came back to us and rested his ass against a half-dismantled truck. 

 “Look, to be honest, Tammy was real cute, I mean real cute. The kind of chick it’s hard not to fall in love with. But being blunt, she was a slut. She would sleep with anything in pants, or a skirt, if she thought it was going to get her where she wanted to be.” 

 “And where was that?” It was Dehan. 

 “Hollywood. That was the one thing that drove her in life: Hollywood. She was going to Hollywood, and nothing was going to stop her.” 

 “So, you’re not a movie producer or a director… why’d she marry you?” 

 He shrugged. “She was young. We were both real young. We talked about moving to L.A. I guess she thought I could help her get away from her parents and move south.” 

 I asked him, “What happened?” 

 “Her parents died in a car accident. She inherited the house and found this agent, Shaw. You spoken to him? Suddenly, she didn’t need me anymore. So she said she wanted a divorce.” 

 I scratched my chin. “But you’re still married.” 

 He sighed. “Yeah, it got complicated. I was crazy about her. I didn’t want a divorce. I wanted her to see sense and come back to me.” He gave a dry, bitter laugh. “Now I wish I had given her the damn thing. I ended up asking her for one, but she just disappeared. Anyway, back then, I really believed I could persuade her to stay with me. I was a damned asshole.” 

 I narrowed my eyes at him. “So tell me about Stephen Springfellow.” 

 You don’t often see pure hatred on a person’s face, but that was what I saw then in Peter Gunthersen’s expression. 

 “That low-life motherfucker. What do you want to know about him?” 

 Dehan said, “I’m just thinking about dates. We know she was involved with him 2012 through 2013. You were married at that time.” 

 “Yeah, we were married, but I had moved out. She was stringing me along—maybe we’d get back together, she needed to straighten out her head and decide what she wanted, all that shit. Turns out all the while she’s living with that son of a bitch.” 

 Dehan shook her head. “That’s got to hurt. You must have really hated the guy.” 

 “He was fucking my wife—what do you think?” 

 I changed the subject. “What do you know about Geronimo dos Santos?” 

 He shrugged. “Not a lot. I know he employed her to do a gig at some fancy party. She reckoned it was going to make her rich. She called me. She was begging me to give her the divorce. She said she was getting married… She was going out east to New York to see Stephen.” He frowned. “Wait a minute… You guys are NYPD. What’s happened?” 

 Dehan sucked her teeth. “Did you agree to the divorce?” 

 “No, not straightaway. I was mad at her.” 

 I sighed and scratched my chin, trying to fit the pieces together in my head. “Did you follow her out to New York?” 

 “No. To be honest, I’d had enough of her. I was about ready to sign the papers, but I never heard from her again.” He looked from me to Dehan and back again. “I think it’s about time you told me why you’re asking me these questions.” 

 I studied his face carefully. He looked worried. “On the night of June 14, 2015, Stephen Springfellow was murdered, and we think Tammy was murdered with him. Her body hasn’t been found yet.” 

 His eyes flooded with tears. He crossed his arms and looked away at the gray dawn outside his garage.  

 “Stupid bitch.” His voice broke as he said it. “Chasing fucking dreams, screwing around with every fucking dick who made her a promise. She had everything she would’ve needed right here at home.” 

 He sniffed and wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his overall. I watched him a moment, then repeated my question.  

 “You didn’t follow her to New York?” 

 He shook his head. “No, I didn’t kill her, Detective. I was conflicted and I was confused, but I had met Tasha by then and I had already started to heal. I’m just sad because it is such a fucking waste of a person who could’ve been real special.” 

 I nodded. “Okay, thanks for your help, Peter.” 

 He moved back into the shadows of his garage, and we climbed back into the Mustang. 





EIGHT


 I called Hank. 

 “Hey, Stone, what can I do for you?” 

 “We’re almost done, and we’ll be off your turf pretty soon. Just one thing you could do for me.” 

 “Name it. Glad to help.” 

 “Peter Gunthersen.” I gave him the address and particulars. “I’m just wondering if he has any priors. He was married to Tamara Gunthersen, formerly Polachova. Maybe there were some domestics. Also, did he, or does he, own a gun.” 

 “You got it. Anything else?” 

 “No, that’s it. I’ll keep you in the loop.” 

 “Thanks, pal.” 

 I pulled onto Bay Road and headed back toward the Camino del Rey. I put the hood down, and the wind started whipping Dehan’s hair about. She reached behind her head, wound it up, and tied it in a knot. 

 “You want to know what my gut says, Stone?” 

 “Mm-hm.” 

 “My gut says we have been building up this case into a huge mystery, because we didn’t know about Peter. We had no motive, did we? That’s what we were looking for. Why did they kill him? Why did they take her body away? Motive. We had a murder with no motive, so we were running around like headless chickens looking for one. Now we have a motive. The oldest motive in the world.” 

 “You think it’s a good old-fashioned case of jealousy.” 

 “’S what my gut tells me. He followed her up to New York, found them together, tied Steve up at gunpoint, beat him up a bit, and made her watch. Then shot them both. It’s what you were suggesting before coffee. It stands up. What’s wrong with it?” 

 “Nothing, except we have no proof.” 

 “So if he owns a gun, or owned a gun, we check ballistics. We also need to check his credit card records, see if he traveled to New York back in June 2015.” 

 I nodded. “Yup. Meanwhile, I want to know more about this gig. Where was it? Whose party? What is the relationship between this Geronimo dos Santos and his host? Why, Dehan, why was he at such pains to provide him with this exotic gift, and why did he give Tammy’s agent a false name? Whether Peter is our killer or not, there is more to this gig than meets the eye.” 

 I pulled onto the Camino del Rey and began to accelerate back toward San Mateo. Dehan was watching the low buildings slide by on the broad, tree-lined avenue in the morning sunlight. While she did that, she gently thumped the door with her fist. 

 “I agree, but how are we going to do it?” 

 “Maybe dos Santos came in his own car. But I’d say chances are even that he hired a limo once he was here, to take himself and/or Tammy to the party.” 

 “True, but to check that we need his AMEX records. To get his AMEX records, we need a court order. To get the evidence for a court order, we need to check his AMEX records. Catch twenty-two.” 

 I smiled. “But, Ritoo Glasshopper, hotels of the swank of the Hyatt Regency provide everything that the discerning gentleman might need, including limo hire services. If he hired a limo, chances are he did it through the hotel, whose records you so skillfully finagled.” 

 She stared at me. I glanced at her and saw myself, duplicated, staring back at me from the lenses of her aviators. She said, “Why didn’t you think of that last night?” 

 It was a good question. I shrugged. “I was tired and I’d had too much whiskey.” 

 She raised an eyebrow. “You disappoint me, Sensei.” 

   

 By the time we pulled into the parking lot at the hotel, it was nine o’clock, the sun was rising over the sierras in the east, and I was ready for more coffee. I ordered some at reception to be sent up, and we rode the elevator back to my room.  

 Dehan pulled up the file, and I pulled up a chair next to her. She typed and clicked for a while, and finally a screen came up with an itemized list and a column of numbers down the right-hand side. 

 “Okay, this is his itemized bill for the week he was here.” 

 “It’ll be on the day before last.” 

 She scrolled to June 4 and ran her finger down the list till she came to the end. “Nothing.” 

 “Damn! Try earlier days, then.” 

 There was a knock at the door. I opened it and a waiter wheeled in a trolley with the coffee. I tipped him and he went away. I poured out two cups and gave one to Dehan. She sipped. 

 She had gone back to the beginning, to the twenty-fourth, and we started going through the list, item by item. We finally found it on the fifth day. A Bentley for the evening of May 29, at six p.m. 

 She stared at me. “May 29? That doesn’t make any sense.” 

 I scratched my chin. “He hired her for the week from the twenty-eighth. This is her second day. So he didn’t hire her for the week to rehearse her part, but… why? What for?”  

 “To do repeat performances?” 

 “Does it say where the car went?” 

 She shook her head. “But it does give the name of the company—Class Limos—and a reference number.” 

 I made a note and drained my cup.  

 “We need to go and talk to them, see if they have a record of where they went. Who knows, we might get lucky and the driver might remember Tammy.” 

 She gave a grim smile. “Well, she sure seems to have been memorable. You never know.” 

 She closed the file and did a Google search for Class Limos. 

 “This looks like it—Mitten Road, right by the airport.” 

   

 Class Limos was on an industrial estate south of the airport. We came off the freeway onto the Bayshore Highway and then turned in to Mitten Road. The office was located on a large parking lot. The two Bentleys, two Rolls Royces, three stretched Caddies, and four Jaguars made it hard to miss. We pulled in and strolled into the office. 

 There was a middle-aged man with a blue blazer and well-practiced smile sitting behind the desk. Dehan moved right in. 

 “I would like to talk to the manager.” 

 “Then you are in luck, young lady. I am the manager.” 

 She beamed and sat, and I pulled up a chair to watch. 

 “Oh, that is wonderful,” she said. “We are planning a rather special night out, and my friend recommended you. In fact, she recommended one of your drivers, but I can’t for the life of me remember his name.” 

 He looked concerned, as though he really was genuinely concerned. “Can you remember what car he drove?” 

 “Why, yes! It was a Bentley!” 

 He beamed. “That narrows it down considerably.” 

 Dehan looked relieved. “Look, I wonder if I could be a real p… an awful bore. My friend said your driver was absolutely perfect. It was two years ago, but he took her to a rather exclusive party. I have the reference number…” 

 “Oh, well, that will do just fine!” He gave a small laugh of relief. The day was saved. She told him the reference number, and he typed it into the computer. 

 “Oh yes, that was Robert, a very reliable driver with a beautiful car. Guaranteed to turn heads!” He winked. I wondered if he was talking about the Bentley or Robert. “In fact, he is here right now. That’s him polishing his car, out there.” 

 “May we just have a word with him? And then we’ll go right ahead and book the car.” 

 He smiled happily at us, and we stepped outside.  

 We crossed the lot, and as we approached Robert, he turned to look at us. I pointed at the beast. 

 “Nice car.”  

 He smiled and nodded. “But I bought it instead of a house. When the car pays for itself, I get to buy the house.” 

 “You Robert?” 

 “Yeah. What can I do for you?” 

 I pulled out one of the pictures of Tammy that her agent had given us. I said, “It was a couple of years ago, but do you happen to remember this girl?” 

 He looked surprised. 

 “Sure, that’s Tammy. What’s this about?” 

 “You knew her?” 

 “Yeah. She used to do the occasional gig. Lots of actors do it to keep the wolves from the door. Whenever she could, she used me as her chauffeur. I wouldn’t say we were friends; we didn’t hang out or anything like that.” He gave an ironic laugh. “I should be so lucky! She was smoking. I tell you, the pictures don’t do her justice. Man, she was something.” 

 Dehan brought him back on task. “But you were friendly.” 

 “Yeah. We talked. She liked to open up to me. She was cool. Real nice personality.” 

 “So do you remember the last gig you took her to?” 

 He leaned against the car. “How could I forget? Not just because I never heard from her again, but what she told me in the car, and where I took her.” 

 I smiled. “Okay, let’s take it one step at a time. Where did you take her?” 

 He gave a lopsided grin. “No, you’re right. Let’s take it one step at a time. Who are you guys?” 

 I reached in my pocket and pulled out my wallet. “We are police officers from New York. We’re outside our jurisdiction, but we are trying to find out what happened to Tammy. She disappeared a few days after that gig, in New York.” I pulled out a twenty and handed it to him. “We would really appreciate any help you can give us.” 

 “Sure, no problem.” He took the money and slipped it in his pocket. “The gig was at Hugh Duffy’s house. You know? Pacific Heights, right on the Alta Plaza park there. It’s not a house. It’s a palace.” He noticed our blank expressions. “Hugh Duffy is like one of the richest men in the world. He’s not a millionaire, he’s a billionaire. Old money too. They made their stash in the gold rush. Then they invested smart, oil in Texas, silicon chips in the IT revolution…” He was nodding in a knowing way, with narrowed eyes and a sneaky smile. “Rich people interest me. They are my stock in trade…” 

 Dehan interrupted him. “So she was doing this gig for Hugh Duffy?” 

 He shook his head. “Not exactly. What she told me in the car—she used to ride up front with me, then when we were getting close to the destination, she’d climb in the back, so when we arrived I could do the whole chauffeur thing, getting out, opening the door for her. She was a scream.” 

 I held up a hand. “What did she tell you in the car?” 

 “Yeah, what she told me in the car was, this guy, she thought he was Spanish or Portuguese, something like that, was paying her a packet to go to a party at Hugh Duffy’s place. She said it was going to set her up for life. She was to play the part like her date had been delayed and she was waiting for him to arrive, but he never does. Meanwhile, she gets close to Duffy. Because Duffy is a widower, see? He is listed as the most eligible bachelor in San Francisco. Has been for a few years. But he never married again.” 

 Dehan was shaking her head. “So this Spanish/Portuguese guy, he never went to the party?” 

 “That’s what she said. She was supposed to make out like she was his plus one, but he was detained or something, and he never showed. So she could get close to Duffy.” 

 “So it was a scam.” 

 He looked at her with a sly grin. “Sure sounded that way to me.” He held up his hands, like Pontius Pilot waiting for a hand towel. “But I’m just the driver, know what I mean?” 

 I nodded. “Yeah, I know what you mean. And you never heard from her again after that?” 

 “Not a word.” He smiled fondly. “I look for her sometimes in the society papers, you know? To see if maybe she married some rich guy. I never saw her though.” 

 I scratched my chin. “I can see why she would want to do that. But what was in it for this Portuguese guy?” 

 He shrugged. “She never told me that.” 

 We thanked him and walked back to the car. Dehan was already on her phone looking for Hugh Duffy’s number. 





NINE


 The phone was answered by a man who sounded like he’d got his dignity stuck up his ass and couldn’t bend at the waist to pull it out again. 

 “The Duffy residence.” 

 “This is Detective John Stone of the New York Police Department. I need to speak to Mr. Duffy—urgently.” 

 He informed me with his prolonged silence that urgent needs were unseemly, then said, “One moment, please.” 

 It was more than one moment, and more than two, but he eventually returned and said, “Mr. Duffy will be free from twelve noon until half past twelve, if you would care to visit at that time.” 

 I told him we would care to do that and hung up. 

 Robert the chauffeur had not exaggerated. Duffy’s house was a palace. It looked like a medium-sized hotel. It wasn’t particularly elegant or beautiful, but it was big, and situated at the very top of Pierce Street, it had views directly onto the park. Its cash value must have been astronomical. We arrived at 11:50 and rang the bell. It was opened at 11:55 by a man for whom disdain was a way of life. He gazed down upon us, even though he was shorter than both of us, and waited. 

 We showed him our badges. 

 “Detectives Stone and Dehan to see Mr. Duffy.” 

 “You are a little early.” He said it as he might have said, ‘You are a little dirty.’ “Please follow me.” 

 We followed him across a vast, domed hall with a checkerboard floor and marble columns, down a gallery with portraits of men with ruthless eyes and big moustaches, to a huge set of walnut doors. He tapped on them and opened them with a certain amount of reverence. Then he turned to us and said, “Mr. Duffy will see you.” 

 We stepped into a library that would not have looked out of place at a respectable university. The carpet was burgundy, the furniture was all chesterfield, and the wood was all dark mahogany. Apart from a magnificent eighteenth-century fireplace and chimney breast, the walls were all lined with bookcases from floor to ceiling. A couple had glass doors protecting the volumes. There were also a couple of stands that held single books that I assumed were of exceptional value.  

 Duffy was standing by the window and turned as we came in. He beamed like we were long-lost friends and strode toward us with his hand held out.  

 “Detectives Stone and Dehan! In which order?” He grinned as though he had said something mischievous and glanced from me to Dehan and back again. I smiled. 

 “I am Detective John Stone. This is my partner, Detective Carmen Dehan. We are from New York, so we are out of our jurisdiction.” 

 “Oh, phooey! We don’t need to stand on formalities here! Come! Sit! What will you drink?” He shepherded us toward the chesterfields. We sat and he remained standing. “Some sherry before luncheon? A martini?” 

 I smiled at Dehan. “Well, I guess we are out of our jurisdiction, so this is not official police business… I’ll have a martini, thank you.” 

 Dehan blinked at me a few times, then said, “A beer, thank you.” 

 The small man with the big dignity was still at the door, waiting. Duffy turned on him with overwhelming enthusiasm and said, “Parks, two martinis, dry, and a Waldhaus for the lady.”  

 Parks left with his orders, and Duffy came and joined us as though he thought that was a really exciting thing to do. 

 “Now, tell me. I am fascinated. What does the NYPD want with me?” 

 I crossed my legs and studied his face for a moment. 

 “I know it’s a while back now, Mr. Duffy, but on May 29, 2015, you threw a party…” 

 “I’m certain I did. I throw a party on May 29 every year. You see, it’s the anniversary of my fiancée’s death.” 

 I was surprised. “Oh, I am sorry to hear that.” 

 “May 29, 2010. People wonder why I never married Sally Brown. She is the reason. I loved her to distraction. She was one of those women who, when they enter a room, the room lights up, as though the sun had emerged from behind clouds over a field of daffodils. She was radiant and had a personality to match. Always laughing, always smiling, never an angry word. Kind, compassionate… Need I go on?” 

 “No.” 

 I was about to continue, but Dehan was frowning and asked, “Forgive me for asking, Mr. Duffy, but you celebrate the anniversary of her death?” 

 He laughed. “It may seem a little macabre, but it’s not, I assure you. It is what she would have wanted. It is a celebration of her life, her vitality. She did not believe in death, you see. She said death was an illusion, an impossibility. So I keep her memory alive by celebrating her life on the day that she… passed on.” He smiled. “A small act of defiance.” 

 I nodded that I understood. “I wonder if you remember this particular party.” 

 “What was the year again?” 

 “2015.” 

 He thought for a moment, and then his face seemed to light up. “Of course! How could I forget?” 

 There was a tap at the door, and Parks came in with a trolley. On it was a bottle of beer, which he carefully decanted into a glass, with just the right amount of froth, and placed on the table beside Dehan’s chair, muttering, “Mod’m.” There was also a shaker with two martini glasses. He shook the shaker and poured out two martinis, in each of which he placed an olive. He handed us our drinks and left, leaving the trolley behind. 

 Dehan sipped her beer and raised an eyebrow. The eyebrow said the beer was good. 

 “What made that particular party especially memorable, Mr. Duffy?” 

 He smiled. “That was where I met the only woman who was ever able to make me love again. The only woman who has ever made me believe I might be able to be happy.” 

 I raised my glass to him. “Here’s to that. Who was this remarkable woman?” 

 “Tamara Gunthersen. The only woman, after Sally, who was able to touch my heart. My goodness! What a remarkable woman. She had that quality that Sally had, only perhaps more so, of being able to walk into a room and illuminate it simply with her presence. When I first saw her, on that night, it was as though the sun had taken human form and walked into my home.” He gave a small laugh. “Yet it was so innocent. In spite of her enormous, magnetic presence, she was shy and uncertain. When we met, she looked like a lost child, yet with the beauty of a goddess.” 

 I sipped my drink and frowned. “How did she come to be alone at your party, Mr. Duffy? A woman as remarkable as that…” 

 “Ah!” He raised an index finger with the air of a master chef about to reveal his pièce de résistance. “Serendipity! I had invited a rather extraordinary man who had visited me a few times because we shared an interest in antique books. Anyway, the man was a crashing bore, but one has to be polite. So I invited him to my annual party and suggested he might like to bring a guest. 

 “Well, as destiny would have it, the car picked her up, but he was detained. He sent her on with his excuses, saying he would be a little late, but he never showed up!” 

 I smiled the smile of a man of the world and observed, “Life will do that sometimes.” 

 He was thrilled by my insight and leaned forward eagerly. “Won’t it just, Detective! Well, naturally, as her host, I could hardly leave her stranded. I myself, naturally, in view of the very nature of the party, had no companion. It struck me that she and I were alone at the ball—her words, not mine—and we sort of sought refuge in each other. It was kismet.” 

 “This is extremely good beer,” Dehan observed in an apparently irrelevant departure, then added, “What happened?” 

 He heaved a huge sigh.  

 “It sounds corny, but it was truly love at first sight. We hit it off instantly. We laughed at the same things, we loved and hated the same things. She was intelligent and, believe it or not, at her age, she was erudite. She knew her Shakespeare, her Shaw… She was remarkable. And, for some bizarre reason known only to herself and the gods, she fell for me. We saw each other every single day for a week, and by the end of that week, we were engaged to be married. We both agreed it was the obvious, simple, natural thing to do. We were in love!” 

 I watched him a moment, frowning, putting the pieces together in my mind. “But…?” 

 For some reason he looked at Dehan. “I am both immensely fortunate and deeply unlucky in love, Detective. I am fortunate because I have loved truly, with my whole self, not once, but twice in this life. But on both occasions, the gods have seen fit to take my loved one away.”  

 He looked down at his drink with an expression of reluctance that masked a deeper pain. 

 “She disappeared. I had suggested to her that she move in with me. She stayed most nights anyway. And she agreed. The last day I saw her, it must have been the fifth of June, she left the house intending to collect her most basic belongings and bring them home. She never came back. She never phoned, never wrote. She just vanished into thin air.” 

 I looked at Dehan. She was frowning. She seemed entranced by his story. She said, “Did you try to find her?” 

 He gave a small laugh. “Of course! I contacted all the hospitals, the police precincts. I even hired a private investigator, but to no avail. She had vanished without a trace.” 

 We were quiet for a moment, each of us momentarily absorbed by our own thoughts. Then a sad smile of reluctant realization twisted his mouth. 

 “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? It’s about Tammy.” 

 I nodded. “I’m afraid so.” 

 He frowned. “New York? Is she dead?” 

 I thought about my answer. Eventually, I said, “We have reason to believe she may have been killed, but we haven’t found a body. Mr. Duffy, would you have anything of hers that might contain her DNA? A hairbrush, for example…” 

 He nodded. “Yes, I still preserve all her possessions. Would you like to take her hairbrush?” 

 Dehan said, “That would be helpful.” 

 “That’s fine.” He rang a bell. “Does this mean you have…” His face went gray. “Something that you can make a comparison with?” 

 “There was a crime scene, Mr. Duffy, two years ago, on June 14. There was blood, but no body. We have reason to believe the blood belonged to Tamara Gunthersen.” 

 Hope contracted on his face like a spasm. “No body?” 

 “No.” I looked at my empty glass and sighed. “Mr. Duffy, forgive me for asking this, but you understand we have to. Did anything go missing from your house around the time that Tammy disappeared?” 

 He smiled and shook his head. “Of course you have to ask. It is the logical question. But the answer is no, and for a very simple reason. Everything I own belonged to her already. You can’t steal what is already yours. I am not a millionaire, Detective. I am not even a multimillionaire. I am a billionaire. What more could she want in material terms?” 

 He had a point. There was a tap on the door. Parks stepped in and Duffy told him to go and fetch Miss Tamara’s hairbrush and seal it in a plastic bag for us. Parks bowed, muttered something about “very good,” and left.  

 Dehan had finished her beer. She placed it on the table next to her and sat forward. “What else can you tell us about the man who should have been Tamara’s date that night?” 

 He gazed out the library window at the silent garden outside. “Geronimo dos Santos. A Jesuit priest. Very peculiar. A collector of ancient texts.” He gestured around him at the hundreds, probably thousands of tomes he had around him. “I have a noted library, Detective. Over the last couple of hundred years, various generations of Duffys have collected many rare and valuable books. He was interested in my collection. He came to tea a couple of times. I showed him my collection. We talked about this and that…” 

 He shrugged. I made to stand. 

 “I don’t think we need keep you any longer, Mr. Duffy. Thanks for the drink. You have been very helpful.” 

 We all stood. He held out his hand and we shook. “If, by some miracle, you find her alive,” he said, looking us both in the eye by turns, “let me know, will you? Tell her she still has a home here.” 

 We told him we would, and we left. The hairbrush was waiting for us on a small table in the hallway. Dehan picked it up and put it in her pocket, and we stepped out into the gentle sunshine. 





TEN


 We walked a couple of blocks through pretty, tree-lined streets to Chouquet’s, where we could sit outside and eat mussels and steaks. I figured we were not going to be in San Francisco much longer, so we should make the most of it. We sat on orange chairs in the sun and gave our orders to a smiling waitress in a long, black apron.  

 Dehan gazed at me through her impenetrable aviators and said, “Do you know how I would define this case?” 

 I smiled. “No, Dehan, I don’t.” 

 “I would define it as a mindfuck.” I laughed and she raised her hand. “No, let me lay it out for you in synthesis.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “A Portuguese Jesuit named Geronimo—and we haven’t even got started yet—employs an actress to turn up unaccompanied at Hugh Duffy’s annual remembrance party for his dead fiancée. Geronimo dos Santos has auditioned and selected her with some subtle ingenuity. He has chosen a girl who is going to step, radiant, right into Sally-the-dead-fiancée’s shoes.” 

 The waitress came out with our beers, and Dehan took a long pull before carrying on. 

 “So at this point, we assume dos Santos and Tammy are co-conspirators planning to scam Duffy. But instead, Duffy and Tammy have a whirlwind romance, get engaged to be married, and Tammy promptly disappears, as does Geronimo dos Santos. Meanwhile…” She gave a small laugh and shook her head. “Tammy is on the phone begging her estranged husband in Friendly Acres to give her a divorce, either so she can marry the billionaire she is engaged to, or so she can marry her loser ex-boyfriend in the Bronx!” 

 She stared at me, and I nodded. She continued. 

 “Next thing, Tammy and Geronimo dos Santos disappear. Her loser boyfriend is found tortured and shot in the heart, there is blood on the floor that is probably hers, but there is no trace of her body, and the case goes cold. Until two years later, when an anonymous client employs a disreputable shamus to investigate the loser’s murder. I call that a mindfuck.” 

 I had to agree. “And the only person with any credible motive for killing her is Peter, her husband. But if it was him, what the hell is with this whole circus?” 

 We were quiet for a bit. Then she asked me, “Do you like him for it?” 

 “Peter?” 

 She nodded. 

 “So far, it’s the only thing that makes sense. The only theory that holds water, as of right now, is that dos Santos was planning to use Tammy in a scam. She was only meant to get close to Duffy, but as everybody keeps telling us, she was so radiant and luminous it went too far, too fast, and they were both swept off their feet.” I shrugged, thinking it through, gazing at the sidewalk but seeing the scenes playing themselves out in my mind’s eye. “She still has feelings for Steve, and before committing to Duffy, she decides to pay a flying visit to her old lover to see if he will reconsider.” 

 The waitress came out with two steaming bowls of mussels and fresh cream. She set them down, and when she’d gone, I continued.  

 “Thing is, Peter has had a bellyful. He follows her to New York, finds them together, and kills them. Like you said before, in all this miasma of people and weird situations, there is only one motive. The oldest motive on Earth.” 

 We ate, not so much in silence, as in slurping. When I had finished off my bowl, I sat licking my fingers. “I don’t see we have anything left to do here in San Francisco.” 

 She sat back and sipped her beer. “We know who she is, we know why she went to New York, at least in general terms, and we have a possible suspect. What are we going to do about him?” 

 “Hank has to get back to us.” 

 “On whether Peter has priors and whether he owns a gun.” 

 I nodded. “Mm-hm. If we get a positive on those two, then we can ask for a court order to see if he used a credit card to buy a ticket to New York in June 2015.” 

 “Makes sense. At least that’s solid ground.” 

 I smiled. “Let me complicate things a little, then. Here’s a thought. How do you like Geronimo dos Santos for Baxter’s client?” 

 She thought about it while the waitress took our plates away and delivered two peppered steaks. I asked for two more beers. Dehan leaned forward and picked up her knife. She pointed it at me like a fencing foil. 

 “It’s got to be somebody, right?” I made a “that’s logical” face and cut into my steak. “Somebody who is looking for Tammy. I’m stating the obvious, but in this case, you kind of have to.” 

 “I agree.” 

 “So we know it’s not Duffy, because he didn’t know she was in New York. And we know it wasn’t Peter because… why?” 

 I spoke with my mouth full. “Because if he killed her, why would he start an investigation? And if he didn’t—he’s moved on, he wants to get married—why would he look for her?” 

 “Yeah.” She nodded. “So who does that leave?” 

 I raised my eyebrows at her. “Geronimo dos Santos. So where does that lead us?”  

 She stuck a forkful of steak into her mouth and spoke around it. “If he is looking for her, he either wants her, or he wants something she has.” 

 “What’s the bet that Duffy lied? What’s the bet she took something from him?” 

 “Something Geronimo sent her to get in the first place.” 

 “Mm-hm. That’s my thinking.” 

 She screwed up her face. “It doesn’t make a lot of sense. We are back to what Duffy himself said. Why steal something you already own?” 

 I gave a small shrug. “Because what she really wanted was Stephen Springfellow. And she thought if she could take him some prize, something really valuable, he might take her back.” 

 “That’s pathetic.” 

 “I don’t know if Stanford has done a study on it yet—it might be considered politically incorrect—but you and I both know that there is a sad tendency among women to throw their lives away on losers. Nothing, it seems, is more attractive to a woman than a deadbeat, parasitical layabout. And if he beats her up occasionally, so much the better.” 

 She stared at me for a bit. “That’s pretty harsh.” 

 “Am I wrong?” 

 She shook her head. “No. You’re probably right.” 

 “So we should do some background research on dos Santos too, when we get back, and run the DNA on the brush to match it with Tamara’s.” 

 We ordered coffee and I called the captain to let him know we would be catching the next flight back. He told me if he was in my shoes, he’d invent reasons for staying. They had topped 95
degrees Fahrenheit, and the air-conditioning was still not fixed.  

 We walked back to where I had left the car, at Alta Plaza Park, and drove back sedately toward the Hillsdale Inn. Neither of us seemed in an awful hurry to book the tickets back.  

 In the end, Dehan made the reservations when we got back to the hotel. The flight was at six p.m, which meant we’d be getting in just before midnight. While she was down at reception printing the boarding passes, I phoned Hank to thank him for his help. 

 “I was just about to call you, actually, Stone. I got an answer to your queries. Peter Gunthersen has owned a Colt .38 revolver for the last five years. He’s a member of the gun club. As to priors, there were a couple of domestic incidents, and he’s been in a couple of brawls, but nothing serious.” 

 I thanked him and hung up.  

 Nothing serious, I thought, except maybe a double homicide. 





ELEVEN


 The next couple of days were hot, humid, and slow. The air-con was still not fixed. We dropped the hairbrush off at the lab and asked Frank nicely if he would prioritize it. He said he would, along with the fifteen other priorities he had going. We talked to the captain and laid out the case so far for him. He had a mildly incredulous squint on his face throughout most of it. In the end, he agreed to seek a court order to view Peter Gunthersen’s credit card and bank account details for the months of May and June 2015. He would also talk to the San Mateo PD about getting a warrant to run a ballistics test on Peter’s .38. 

 Then all we could do was wait. Wait, perspire, and look for Geronimo dos Santos. But he was not easy to find.  

 A couple of days rolled by. I tried the Jesuits, but they were politely vague and gently unhelpful, suggesting I try various different departments and archives, usually in writing, and managing to convey a feeling that my pursuit was not a very hopeful one.  

 Dehan searched on Google and found a Brazilian mixed martial arts fighter who didn’t look much like a Jesuit collector of rare tomes.  

 I called Bernie at the bureau. 

 “Hey, Stone, long time. You only call me when you need something. You’re not the only man in my life, you know?” 

 “Honey, don’t talk like that. You know it makes me sad.” 

 He gave a fat laugh and rounded it off with, “What do you want, Stone?” 

 “A Jesuit priest, a collector of rare books, probably Portuguese or Spanish, name of dos Santos, Geronimo. Ring any bells?” 

 He made a long “pfffff” sound. “Off the top of my head, ol’ buddy, not the slightest chime. I can have a snoop around, get back to you if any flags pop up.” 

 “Appreciate it, Bernie.” 

 “You owe me.” 

 “I know. I’ll buy you something nice. Frilly.” 

 He gave another fat laugh, and I hung up. Dehan was watching me. 

 “You really do need a woman in your life.” 

 “I already have a woman in my life. You think I need another one?” 

 My phone rang. I looked at the screen. It was Frank. I put him on speaker. 

 “What have you got, Frank?” 

 “Okay, the hairbrush.” 

 “Good, what?” 

 “Not a match.” 

 I stared at Dehan. 

 “The blood on the carpet and the hair on the brush are not from the same person.” He waited. I was silent, trying to process the implications. He went on. “I don’t know why the blood from the floor was not processed back in 2015, but it wasn’t. It is clearly not Springfellow’s. We ran it through CODIS and we got a hit.” 

 “You did? Who?” 

 “Ernesto Sanchez, a member of the Sureños gang.” Dehan and I were still staring at each other. I heard Frank say, “Stone? You still there?” 

 “Yeah. Yeah, thanks, Frank. That’s…” 

 “Clearly not what you expected.” 

 “You could say that.” 

 “Sorry!” 

 He hung up. 

 “Mindfuck is right, Dehan.” 

 She was already on the computer, checking the database. “I remember Ernesto Sanchez. He was a real asshole. He lived a couple of streets from me. He had an older brother, Alfonso, another asshole. They used to hang out and be assholes together. If I remember rightly…” She stopped talking and stared at the screen. “Yeah, Alfonso is in jail, Attica, upstate. He’s halfway through a two-year sentence.” 

 “What about Ernesto?” 

 She shook her head. “He’s been off the radar for a while.” She got up and went and stuck her head out the door. She looked around a bit and suddenly bellowed, “Hey, Chavez! Come here!” 

 She came back to the desk, and after a moment a uniformed cop walked into the detectives’ room. He looked as though he was trying not to look pissed. 

 “Yes, Detective.” 

 “You patrol Garrison Avenue, Bryants Hill Gardens, Seneca…” She made a “and so on” gesture with her hand. “Right?” 

 He nodded. “Sure.” 

 “You know the Sanchez boys, Alfonso and Ernesto?” 

 He frowned. “Yeah. Alfonso’s inside.” 

 I said, “What about Ernesto? You seen him around?” 

 He pulled a face. “Now you mention it… I ain’t seen him for a while.” 

 “How long, would you say?” 

 Chavez looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry, Detectives, I couldn’t say.” 

 Dehan said, “More than a year?” 

 He nodded. “I’d say so.” 

 “More than two?” 

 He danced his head from side to side. “Maybe a couple of years.” 

 I reached for my phone. “Thanks, Chavez. That’s great.” 

 He left, looking uncertain. 

 “Dehan, we want an APB on Ernesto Sanchez. I want to know if he is dead or alive. If he’s alive, I want to talk to him.” 

 “I’m on it!” 

 “Meantime, I am going to call Attica.” 

 She grinned. “Road trip!” 

 I arranged a meeting with Alfonso Sanchez for the following day at twelve noon, which meant setting out at six or six thirty a.m. I hung up and looked at my watch. It was only five, but I was beat. Dehan stretched and cracked her vertebrae over the back of her chair, then went to stand in front of the fan with her arms held out. 

 I said, “We’ve got an early start. Up at five. You want to stay over?” 

 She yawned and gave me the thumbs-up. 

 We stopped at Kmart on the way and bought some groceries. Dehan led the way, talking over her shoulder as I followed. “I thought maybe spaghetti? It’s easy, but it’s filling. What do you think? Or maybe baked potatoes, but it takes at least an hour. I think spaghetti. You got any preference?” 

 I smiled but didn’t bother answering because she’d already put the ingredients in the basket and was walking toward the wine section. 

 “I don’t normally drink wine midweek, Stone, but spaghetti without wine? It’s like oysters without champagne, burger without beer. It’s not right, is it?” 

 “No.” 

 “They say the man should choose the wine. I don’t see why. Women can’t choose wine? Plus, you’re just standing there like Friday on Monday. I like this one.” 

 She chose a wine.  

 “Like Friday on Monday?” 

 “My dad used to say it. What does Friday do on Monday?” 

 “Not a lot.” 

 “Exactly. I also need a toothbrush and shampoo.” She grinned. “Don’t worry. I won’t leave them in your bathroom.” I followed her back toward the checkout. “Most men, you start leaving your toothbrush and your shampoo at their house, they freak out.” 

   

 When we got to my house, she went to the kitchen and started unpacking. I said, “You want a drink?” 

 “What you got there?” 

 “Beer, whiskey, martini, gin…” 

 She opened the fridge. “I found the beer.”  

 She cracked it and drank from the bottle. I poured myself a whiskey. She had started chopping onions on a wooden board. I wandered into the kitchen and leaned against the fridge, watching her. 

 “So, Stone, for real. What’s the deal with you and women?” 

 I was surprised and let my face show it, but she was staring at the onions she was chopping and didn’t see me. After a moment, I shrugged. 

 “There is no deal…” 

 “That’s kind of my point.” 

 “It’s like I told you before. I was married. It didn’t work out. And as you know yourself, this job kind of gets in the way.” 

 She made a face. “For me it wasn’t the job. I just never met a guy who wasn’t a jerk.” 

 I smiled. “Maybe it’s the same for me. I never met a woman who wasn’t a jerk.” 

 She threw the onions into the olive oil, followed by garlic and red peppers, then added some fresh thyme. It smelled good. 

 “But,” she said and paused a moment, grinding black pepper into the meat, “don’t you ever miss having somebody? Like, you know, even just a companion. Hell! The sex! Don’t you miss the sex?” 

 “This is very personal, Dehan.” 

 “Do you mind?” 

 I shook my head, “No. No, I don’t mind.” I thought about it. “I guess the answer is, if I stop and think about it, yes, of course I do. But—” I laughed. “Thankfully I have a job that doesn’t give me much time to think about it.”  

 She nodded but didn’t say anything. She stirred the onions, then dropped in the meat and started breaking it up with the wooden spatula. I watched her a moment, then said, “Why do you ask, Carmen?” 

 She danced her head around a bit.  

 “We work together. We see into other people’s lives and tragedies probably more intimately than anybody else in their lives.” She paused, shrugged, and made a face. “You know a lot about me. More than anybody else alive, or dead! But I don’t know a lot about you.” 

 I stared into my whiskey. “Maybe there isn’t much to know.” 

 “Open the tins of tomatoes for me, would you? And just grind some black pepper into them.” 

 I smiled and did as she asked. As I was grinding the pepper, she said, “You do know, right, if you ever need to talk…” 

 I handed her the tomatoes, and as she poured them over the meat, I said, “I’m not gay.” 

 She laughed. It was a funny, infectious laugh that made me laugh too. She put her hand on my arm. “I know.” 

 We stared at each other a moment, smiling. 

 I said, “I’ll set the table.”






TWELVE


 We were up at five, and Dehan performed her ritual of frying bacon and eggs and making coffee. To me, breakfast is a slice of toasted rye and a large espresso, but I was beginning to enjoy the ritual as much as she obviously did, so I wasn’t about to complain.  

 By six, we were on the road, moving through a dark city that was yawning and stretching and fumbling its way to the bathroom. We took the Cross Bronx Expressway over the Alexander Hamilton and the George Washington, and then we followed the I-80 through endless suburbs, heading west and north. We didn’t say a word to each other until we had left Totowa behind us and we were driving among countryside and thick woodlands touched by the early morning sun.  

 Then I eased back in my seat and said, “We need to address the elephant in the room.” 

 She turned to look at me. “What?” 

 “It looks as though Baxter sent us on a wild goose chase. We have absolutely no reason to believe that Tamara Gunthersen had anything to do with Stephen’s murder. Or am I wrong?” 

 She grunted. After a bit, she said, “Her husband still has a Colt .38. She still probably came here to see Stephen.” 

 I glanced at her. “Did she shoot Ernesto Sanchez?” She shrugged. “This walking ray of divine sunshine shot a Sureño?” 

 Mindfuck was right. 

 We didn’t discuss it again until we reached Attica. We left the car in the parking lot, showed our badges at the gate, and a warden showed us across the yard into one of the wings. From there, we were taken to a secure interview room with concrete walls and no windows. A fluorescent strip on the ceiling gave a dead, stark light over a table and three chairs.  

 After five minutes, steel doors clanged and echoed, and Alfonso Sanchez was led in. He was seated opposite us and handcuffed to the table. He was in his thirties, but he looked older. He had a Fu Man Chu mustache and a tattooed face. He wasn’t somebody you’d want your daughter to date.  

 “We’ve been looking for your brother, Ernesto.” 

 He smiled. The question amused him. “You bin lookin’ for Ernesto? You found him?” 

 “He went off the radar two years ago.” 

 The smile faded and he shrugged. “What can I tell you, cop? I don’t know nothin’.” He gestured around him. “I’m inside. What do I know?” 

 Dehan said, “You could tell us if he’s dead. Is he dead, or was he just injured?” 

 He hissed through his teeth and looked away. 

 She pressed him. “Come on, Alfonso. I know you. I saw you every fuckin’ day when we were growing up. You went everywhere together. You did everything together. You want me to believe you weren’t there when he got shot?” 

 He was looking mad and scared at the same time. He didn’t know what we knew, and he was seeing his sentence shifting from two years to twenty for the murder of Stephen Springfellow. 

 I leaned across the table and spoke softly. “Did you and Ernesto murder Steve?” 

 “No! Uh-uh!” He was shaking his head. 

 I ignored him and went on. “Because right now, Ernesto’s blood and an eyewitness put you both at the scene of the murder.” 

 He was still shaking his head. “Uh-uh, no way. I was there, and so was my bro, but I did not kill that motherfucker.” 

 “But you beat him up.” 

 “Yeah, we beat him. But we did not kill him. Shit! He weren’t through talking to him…” 

 He knew he’d said too much, sighed, and shut his mouth. 

 Dehan gave a small laugh. “Okay, help me out here, Alfonso, because to be honest, things are not looking good for you right now. See, here’s my problem. There is you, there is Ernesto, and there is Steve. Steve is tied to the chair, and you both are beating him…” 

 Alfonso was shaking his head. 

 Dehan ignored him. “Then what happens, Steve suddenly slips his bonds, shoots your brother, then shoots himself, and just before he dies, he ties himself up again? Come on, level with us, or you are going down for the double homicide of Steve and your brother.” 

 He sighed. “Hija de puta…” 

 I growled, “Watch your tongue.” 

 “We were not the only ones there.” He looked real scared for a moment and leaned forward. “You gotta understand, this had nothing to do with the Sureños. This was just me an’ Ernesto, doin’ a private job.” 

 Dehan snapped, “What kind of private job?” 

 “I’m comin’ to that. But you got to understand, this is nothin’ to do with the gang. Okay?” 

 I nodded. “I understand.” 

 “It was Danny Schultz. He come to me and Ernesto in Pepe’s Place. We knew him from when we were kids. He’s a fuckin’ loser. Always wheelin’ and dealin’ and always makin’ a fuckin’ loss.” He laughed and I saw he had three teeth missing. “But he comes to me an’ Ernesto an’ he says he has a job. His employer—he call him his ‘employer’—wants him to beat up some guy and find some chick. He says the pay is real good. Danny is no good for that kind of job.” He turned to Dehan like they were old pals. “You know Danny, right? Skinny little fuck. So his employer tells him to go find some real pros. So he come to us.” 

 Dehan’s voice could have corroded stainless steel. “Yeah, you’re real professionals. So the guy you had to beat up was Steve?” 

 “Yeah, Danny said this guy knew where the chick was.” 

 “So what happened?” 

 He shrugged and pulled a face. He looked confused. “The whole thing was crazy. We get to the apartment and Danny knocks on the door, like he is going to visit his fockin’ family. The guy opens the door and we go in. Danny is pushin’ him. But the fuckin’ chick is there in the apartment. So what the fuck? Now what?” 

 I stopped him. “Is this the girl?” 

 I showed him a photograph of Tammy. 

 He nodded. “Yeah, that’s her. Cute chick.” 

 Dehan said, “So what happened next?” 

 “Danny starts going crazy, screaming at both of them to tell where it is.” 

 I stopped him again. “Where what is?” 

 He shook his head. “I dunno, man. He’s just screaming, ‘Where the fuck is it? Tell me where the fuck it is!’ But they just keep sayin’ they don’t know what he’s talkin’ about. So Danny tells me and Ernesto to tie Steve to the chair. Now Steve is getting scared, right? So he changes his tune. Now he’s sayin’ he don’t know where it is, but she does.” 

 “Hang on.” It was Dehan. “Did Danny tell you at any point who his employer was?” 

 Alfonso shook his head. “No, man, that was like, secret. But he made it sound like this guy had plenny money. That was not a consideration. An’ this chick, she had something that he wanted real bad. So I’m thinking now we gonna have to beat up on the girl. But Danny has a different idea. He is gonna be smart. She is like crying and begging for them not to hurt Steve. She even gets down on her knees, and she is sayin’ over and over, ‘please don’t hurt him, please don’t hurt him.’ So Danny tells her he is going to beat Steve to death if she don’t tell him where it is. All she does is cry. So Danny gives Steve a backhander…” He started laughing with real mirth. “The motherfucker almost breaks his fockin’ hand. You could see the fockin’ tears in his eyes, man. So he says to me and Ernesto to beat Steve to death, and don’t stop until she talks.” 

 Dehan shook her head. “But you didn’t.” 

 “No, man. We give him a good beating. Danny is standing by the door, smoking. Me and Ernesto is takin’ it in turns, and Steve is in a bad way. She is on the floor, hysterical, cryin’ and beggin’, ‘please don’t hurt him! Please don’t hurt him!’” He turned to look at me with genuine bewilderment. “But who gets chicks, right? Suddenly, she’s screaming, ‘all right! All right!’ like this, ‘all right, I take you to it! Just stop hurting him!’ And she goes to a chest of drawers, like she’s gonna get some keys or some shit. And, I am swearing to you, man, she takes out a .38 from the drawer an’ she plugs a hole right in Steve’s chest. Right there! Like that, pom! Then she shoots Ernesto. Then she turns the gun on Danny, but he is out of there like fockin’ shit, man.” 

 Dehan narrowed her eyes. “She didn’t shoot you…” 

 He shook his head slowly. “No, man, I bent down to help Ernesto and get him out of there. He’s hurt bad. I look at her. She looks at me. Then she’s gone. I don’t know if she went after Danny or what she did. I just know I didn’t die that night porque Dios no lo quiso.” He looked at me. “God didn’t want it.” 

 I drummed the table with my fingers. “Yeah, no doubt he’s saving you for a sunbeam.”  

 Dehan stared at me for a moment, then looked back at Alfonso. “You are telling me that after begging for him not to be hurt, she pulled a gun on you and shot him before she shot Ernesto? She didn’t shoot Ernesto, you, and Danny. She shot Steve.” 

 He shrugged. “That’s the way it happened, man. If I was going to lie to you, I would tell you something more convincing. She pulled the gun from the drawer, I’m thinkin’, ‘fuck, I am going to die,’ but then she points that thing at Steve and shoots him through the heart.” 

 I sighed. “What happened to Ernesto?” 

 “The bullet was lodged in his chest. It come in through the side, tore up his lungs. He died. We put him in a sack and buried him in the river.” 

 We were quiet for a bit. Eventually, I asked him, “Where can we find Danny Schultz?” 

 “He used to hang out at Pepe’s Place, on Longwood, by the railway bridge.” 

 “Okay.” I stood. 

 “Hey, Stone, I know you ain’t gonna believe me. But losin’ my bro’ like that…” He jerked his head at Dehan. “She’ll tell you. Me and him, we was close, man, real close. Losin’ him and then having my life spared like that… when I get out of here, I am goin’ straight. I didn’t kill Steve. I done bad things and I gotta atone for them, and I will. But I did not kill Steve.” 

 When we got to the door, he called out, “An’ I cooperated with you! Right?” 

 I looked back at him and nodded. 

   

 Down in the parking lot, Dehan leaned her ass against the car and crossed her arms. In the glaring heat, against the burgundy of the Jag, her hair looked very black.  

 “Is it me? Am I going crazy? Or is it the world? You know, maybe it’s normal. Maybe it’s normal for a sweet girl that everybody describes as luminous to pull out a .38 and blow away the man she’s supposed to love. Maybe I’m the crazy one.” 

 I opened the door and climbed in. As she got in next to me, I said, “You’re not crazy, Dehan. We’ve been chasing ghosts and shadows.” 

 “You’re not kidding! The one motive we had, the one solid thing we had to hold on to, just got flushed down the can!” 

 I fired up the engine and looked at my double reflection in her shades. “But it never was the motive.” 





THIRTEEN


 It was six p.m. and as hot as midday by the time we cruised down Longwood Avenue in the Bronx and pulled up in front of Pepe’s Place. It was shady and quiet, empty apart from a couple of old guys sitting in the corner drinking beer and minding their own business. The place was seedy, but clean, and there were posters of Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin on the walls.  

 Pepe was one of those rarest of men who walked his own path in life and managed to retain the respect of everybody who knew him. The Sureños drank in his bar, but they left him alone, and the cops knew he was clean and let him be. Even Mick, back in the day, steered clear of him.  

 He was a big Mexican with an ugly scar on his face. Rumor was he had done some ugly things back home and had to leave. But nobody was in a hurry to find out if it was true or not. Pepe was not a man you questioned. As we stepped through the door, he was polishing glasses. He looked at Dehan and recognized her. 

 “Hola,
Carmen.” He gave me the once-over. “John, you want a drink or you want to ask me questions?” 

 I climbed on a stool, and Dehan leaned on the bar next to me. I said, “How about both? Let’s have a couple of beers.” 

 He pulled two draughts, and while he was at it, Dehan asked him, “Danny Schultz around?” 

 He glanced at her and finished pouring before he answered. He gave us our drinks and wiped the bar dry around the pump. 

 “Danny’s dead.” 

 I frowned. “Since when?” 

 He made a face that said he was thinking. “Eighteen months?” 

 “What happened?” 

 He gave a snort and leaned against the till. “You’re cops. You know how it is. With guys like Danny, if there ain’t some direct eyewitness, or some proof they can find right there and then, they shelve the case and leave it. Forty percent of cases don’t get solved for the same reason. The cops in hoods like this, they don’t even try. I’m sorry, I don’t wanna be offensive, and I can kinda understand it, you know? People don’t make it easy. Nobody talks, nobody saw nothin’, nobody heard nothin’.” He shrugged. “But if you want my opinion, he was screwing the wrong chick.” 

 Dehan glanced at me, then back at Pepe. “Danny Schultz? Danny never screwed anything but the IRS in his whole life.” 

 Pepe smiled and shrugged. “He got lucky. I saw it with my own eyes. If I hadna seen it, I wouldn’t believe it either. Danny Schultz. He was sitting right there, where you’re sitting now, complaining about taxes or the weather or whatever. I never listened to the pendejo. Then this chick comes in. Real sweet, real class, you know what I’m saying? Nicely dressed. Not a puta like these chicks you see ’round here. Nice. You could take her anywhere and feel proud, right?” 

 Dehan looked impatient. She was nodding. “So what happened?” 

 “She sits next to Danny and orders a martini.” He laughed. “I don’t think I ever served a martini before. She had to tell me how to prepare it. So Danny—” He looked at Dehan. “You know Danny, he knows everything, right? He starts explaining about the different martinis and how to make them, how much gin, how much vermouth, one olive, two olive, and he’s sayin’ something about James Bond drinks a Bradford martini, shaken, not stirred. Some shit. Anyway, I’m going to tell him to leave the lady in peace, when I see she’s liking it. She’s laughing like she thinks he’s cute. ‘Who would have told me,’ she says, ‘I was gonna come into a bar in the Bronx and meet a guy who’s an expert on cocktails?’” 

 I reached in my pocket and pulled out the picture of Tamara Gunthersen. “This the woman?” 

 He stared at it a moment, then shook his head. “Nah. This chick had black hair cut short and green eyes. That’s the girl next door, cute, nice. But this was a sophisticated woman, smart. She had class, you understand me? She sounded like Deep South, Louisiana, Alabama, something like that. With a real drawl, you know?” 

 “So what makes you think he saw her again?”  

 He looked at me with wide eyes and spread his hands. “They leave together!” 

 Dehan was incredulous and laughed. “They left together?” 

 “Si, hombre! She’s tellin’ him about her car. Is a classic Mustang, he should see it. Also she is a little scared in this neighborhood alone. And she ask him why he don’t go with her. So they go out together. An’ that is the last time I ever see Danny Schultz. They found his body next morning.” He gestured with his hand. For a moment he looked mad, like it was all wrong and that shouldn’t have happened to Danny. “Twenty meters from here! In the yard next door. Shot through the heart.” 

 Dehan was shaking her head. “Son of a gun…” 

 Pepe looked at me for a long moment. “You know, it don’t make a lot of sense.” 

 I nodded. “I agree, Pepe. It doesn’t. Whichever way you look at it, it doesn’t make sense.” 

 “But the cops weren’t interested, John. Is just Danny. Who’s gonna miss Danny? So he got shot; he probably deserved it. You know what Chavez says to me? He probably tried to rape her. How can you write off a guy’s life because of what he probably would of done?” 

 “You can’t.” I threw some coins on the counter. “Thanks, Pepe. Take it easy.” 

 “Yeah, you too, John, Carmen.” 

 In the car, Dehan said, “I am not even going to try.” 

 I nodded as I fired up the engine. “I agree. I need a shower and a good sleep. We’ll come at it fresh in the morning.” 

 “Who the fuck is this woman now? Every time a door opens, it doesn’t lead us closer to an answer; it lets in another character to make the damn case even more confusing!” 

 “We’ll dig out Danny’s case. It must be in the cold cases file. We’ll get the lab to compare the two slugs.” 

 “Steve and Danny?” 

 I nodded. “We need to get to Geronimo.” 

 “And Tammy.” 

 I looked at her. She was right. 

 I dropped her at her apartment, and she hesitated a moment before getting out. She smiled suddenly. “It’s been fun. We should do it again sometime.” 

 I laughed out loud. “You’re some kind of crazy, Dehan.” 

 The smile faded a little. “I mean what I said. If you ever need to talk…” 

 I punched her gently on the shoulder. “Okay, partner. Good to know.” 

 As I drove back toward Morris Park and Haight Avenue, I thought about Geronimo dos Santos and Tamara Gunthersen. They were the linchpins in the case. Everything hung on those two individuals. They were the dual keys to understanding the case. 

 And we knew next to nothing about dos Santos, but we had a superabundance of information about Tamara. Yet as we had discovered this evening, all that information was as good as useless, because the bottom line was, we still knew nothing about her. All the information we had was smoke. 

 Was she a ruthless sociopath? Or did she have good reason to kill Steve? Was it love that took her running back to him? Or was it some other, darker reason? Was she a victim, or was she a predator, preying on the people around her? 

 I thought of her house, her books, her scrapbook, her photograph. There was nothing there. In fact, it was the absence of any personality that was most striking about the house. I remembered Iago in Othello: “I am not what I am…” 

 And Geronimo, about whom we knew, what, exactly? That he was supposedly a Jesuit, that he was supposedly a collector of rare books, that he might be Portuguese or Spanish. That nobody that we knew, aside from Duffy, had ever laid eyes on him. 

 Which of the two was the most anonymous? Which, the most deeply cloaked in shadows? What did they want? What was their motivation? What was their purpose? Were they working together, or were they enemies? 

 And then, who was this southern belle, with the black hair and the green eyes, who had hunted down Danny Schultz and killed him for no apparent reason? Was she working for Geronimo dos Santos? 

 I pulled in outside my front door and sat drumming my fingers on the wheel. There was only one person I could think of who could answer those questions for me.  

 Baxter. 

 It was time to pay Baxter another visit. I was going to shake his tree and see which way he jumped. 





FOURTEEN


 I had a late breakfast of toast and coffee and called Frank at nine to ask him to make the ballistics comparison between the slug that killed Steve and the slug that killed Danny Schultz. Then I picked Dehan up outside her apartment.  

 “You got plans for this morning?” she said, as she slammed the door. 

 “Yeah, I talked to Frank about the ballistics comparison. Now I want to go and shake Baxter’s cage. Why?” 

 “I was going to say, we need to go shake Baxter’s cage.” 

 I smiled and pulled away. “After we talk to him, I want you to get a cab back to the precinct and get a court order to check Peter Gunthersen’s accounts.” 

 She looked surprised. “What are you going to do?” 

 “I’m going to stay with Baxter. I want to see where he goes after we scare him, or if anybody visits him.” 

 He was already in the office when we arrived, and looked surprised when we walked in. 

 “Detectives!” He smiled like a man who isn’t amused. “I wish you’d called. I am just on my way out.” 

 I smiled back with the same feeling and sat at his desk. “No, Baxter, you’re not. We are going to talk.” 

 He stood. 

 Dehan pulled up a chair and sat beside me. She looked up at him and said, “Sit.” 

 He sat. 

 I said, “Tell me about Geronimo dos Santos.” 

 All the blood drained from his face. He made like a goldfish for a moment, then shook his head in an “I have no idea who that is” fashion. 

 I said, “Are you about to lie to me, Baxter? I would think carefully before you do that. Because if I know that dos Santos is your client, and he is involved in a homicide and you lie to me, that’s your license gone right there. Is it worth it?” 

 He swallowed. “Homicide?” He glanced at Dehan. “My client is interested in the case. That isn’t the same as being involved…” 

 “How about Ernesto Sanchez’s murder? How about Danny Schultz’s murder?” I studied his face a moment. He looked scared. “Do you know what you are getting yourself into, Baxter?” 

 “I don’t know anything about Ernesto Sanchez or Danny Schultz…” 

 Dehan snorted. “But Geronimo dos Santos sure does. You led us on a pretty wild goose chase, Baxter, but we unearthed a few things, and let me tell you, pal, you are running with the wolves on this one.” 

 I nodded my agreement. “People who do odd jobs for dos Santos seem to wind up dead shortly after. Usually shot with a .38. Does that sound familiar?” 

 He was thinking, fast, but not clearly. He said, “Danny Schultz…” 

 He knew who he was. Dehan cut in, “He was shot through the heart. Just like Steve. Do you know who shot them?” 

 Before he could think about it, I said, “Let me make it easy for you, Baxter. You don’t need to tell me whether Geronimo is your client; I already know he is. All you need to do is tell me about him. Who is he? Where is he? What is his deal? What’s his game? Do that for me and I will let you keep your license.” 

 “Jesus, Stone!” 

 “What’s it going to be, Baxter?” 

 “I don’t know that much, and that’s the truth! Before you start threatening me again, the fact is I don’t know much about him at all. He plays his cards real close to his chest. He’s a weird fucking guy, I can tell you that much.” 

 “Where is he from?” 

 He shrugged. “The name is Brazilian, but he talks a lot about Spain. About a castle near Santiago de Compostela, Soto Mayor or something like that. So maybe he’s Spanish. I don’t know. It belongs to the church, and he was a custodian of the library there.” 

 “Where is he now?” 

 “All I can tell you is that he is in New York. Where, I have no idea.” 

 “How do you contact him?” 

 “I don’t. He contacts me.” 

 Dehan cut in, “How often?” 

 He hesitated, “Once every day. Before you ask, I don’t know what time. It’s randomized.” 

 I thought for a moment. “Would he agree to meet me?” 

 Baxter laughed. “No way. The minute I tell him you know about him, he will vanish.” 

 “Don’t tell him.” 

 “I don’t plan to.” 

 “Will you give me permission to tap your phone?” 

 His jaw sagged. “No. I’ll tell you what, Stone, I’ll give you my license, you wipe your ass on it and then flush it down the can. What do you think it will do for my business if it gets out I let the fucking cops tap my phone?” 

 “Okay!” It was Dehan. “Keep your pantyhose on, Baxter. We need to talk to this guy. He’s involved in a triple homicide. We could use your help.” 

 He pulled a face. “Aw, you’re breaking my heart, Detectives. So go investigate! I’m not here to wet nurse you. I got a business to run.” 

 “How about Tammy? You find out anything about her?” 

 “No. How about you?” 

 “Nothing you don’t know already.” 

 “Jeez, and me just a one-man operation. Go figure.” 

 “Okay, Baxter. Have it your way.” I stood. “But be careful. If I am reading him right, and I am, dos Santos is a dangerous man. People around him and Tammy Gunthersen wind up dead.” 

 He watched us leave. He looked scared. 

 Downstairs, it was already getting hot again. We got in the car, and I put the air-con on. I drove Dehan to the end of the road, and she jumped out to get a cab back to the 43rd. Meanwhile, I drove around the block, parked forty yards down the road, and waited. I waited for half an hour. At ten o’clock he came down, crossed the road, and climbed into his car, a cream Toyota. He headed south on Melrose. I let him get away a bit, then did a U-turn and followed at a distance. He joined Third Avenue and continued south all the way down to where it meets Morris Avenue. At 138th Street, he turned right and crossed the Madison Avenue Bridge. Over the river, he turned in to 5th Avenue, and I followed him down all along Central Park as far as East 68th, where he turned left, and left again into Madison Avenue. He crossed East 69th and parked on the left. I stopped short of the junction and pulled over. 

 I saw him get out of his car and lope across the road to push into a shop. It was on the same side as me, so I couldn’t make out the name or the window display. I got out and dodged through the traffic so I was opposite, but still forty or fifty yards away. There was a hot dog stand on the corner. It was a little early, but I bought one anyway and stood behind the stand, where I was hidden from sight but had a good view of the shop. 

 It was an antiques shop. Henderson & Girt, Fine Antiques. It had a plate glass front, and I could see Baxter through the window. He was talking to a woman. After a minute or two, he took out his wallet and seemed to give her a card. After that, he left.  

 I stood for a long while trying to fit this new piece into the puzzle. I couldn’t, so I crossed the road and entered the shop. The woman was still standing there, staring out at the street, as though lost in thought. She looked as though she was in her mid to late twenties, fair, with pale skin, and exquisitely dressed. I watched her a moment and thought she was probably one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. She turned and looked at me. I smiled. She blinked and said, “I’m sorry. I was miles away.” 

 She was English. She spoke what the English call cut glass English. It was as beautiful as she was. I smiled. “I’m glad you came back. I’d hate to have missed you.” 

 She liked the compliment but didn’t respond to it. She moved toward me. “Was there anything in particular you were looking for, or were you just browsing?” 

 She had taken in my clothes and noted they were unremarkable, not Armani and not Savile Row. So she wasn’t real interested. I thought I’d stimulate it a bit and said, “I’m moving into a new apartment down the road, and I was looking for a nice dining table.” 

 Her pupils dilated and she allowed the pleasure to show on her face. “May I ask where the apartment is?” 

 “Only if you come to dinner when I get my table.” 

 “I’d love to. Can my husband come?” 

 “No.” 

 Her cheeks colored and she stepped away. “Were you looking for something elaborately elegant, Rococo, or more restrained in the English style?” 

 I followed her. “I like the English style, but not too restrained.” 

 “We have this rather lovely Queen Anne. The line of the legs is quite exquisite.” 

 I stood close to her. “I have a weakness for exquisite English legs, and these are some of the nicest I have ever seen.” 

 She studied my face a moment, trying to read me, wondering how to respond. “Are we still talking about furniture, Mr…” 

 “I never was, Miss…” 

 “Mrs. Girt.” 

 I pointed back toward the door. She nodded. I smiled. “Henderson lost out.” 

 “You’re at risk of overplaying your hand.” 

 “I’m always at risk of doing something. My name is John.” 

 She narrowed her eyes. “Is that how you make your money? By taking risks?” 

 “Would that make a difference?” 

 “It might.”  

 Her eyes traveled past me to the plate glass window. I turned to follow her gaze. There was a big man of about sixty with a large belly and a yellow waistcoat lumbering across the road. 

 “Your husband.” 

 Our eyes met and we read each other loud and clear. Girt pushed in to the chime of a bell and walked past us toward the office in back. I said, “I’ll give some thought to your English legs, if I may…” 

 “You may.” 

 “… and I’ll get back to you.” 

 She picked up a card from the counter where the till stood and scrawled something on the back. She handed it to me and said, “Please do.” 

 I left the shop smiling, with a bounce in my step. I may even have whistled a little ditty. I looked at what she’d written on the back. It just said “Emma” and a phone number. 





FIFTEEN


 I didn’t leave. I sat in my car and waited, as the sun grew higher and the heat got hotter. At twelve thirty, I took off my jacket and loped across the road to get another hot dog. Then, I sat for another half hour, sweating and watching the shop.  

 She came out just after one. She climbed into a dark blue Lexus and took off up Madison Avenue, headed north. I followed her back the way I had come, over the Madison Avenue Bridge and back up Third Avenue. As I had suspected, she was going to see Baxter.  

 Sure enough, at the junction with 149th, she turned up Melrose and parked outside his block. I kept about fifty yards back and pulled in to wait and see what happened. She climbed out, ran the three steps to his building, and disappeared inside. She was in there for half an hour. Then she came out, climbed into her car, and did a U-turn, and I followed her all the way back to Madison Avenue. There she got out and went back into her shop. 

 My phone rang. It was Dehan. 

 “Where are you?” 

 “I’m on Madison Avenue. Why?” 

 “Madison Avenue?” She paused a moment. “Okay, I think we need to take another look at Peter Gunthersen.” 

 “Okay, I’m on my way.” 

 By the time I got back to the precinct, it was gone two. I found Dehan at her desk eating a sandwich and drinking coffee.  

 “What you got?” 

 She pointed at her full mouth and said, “You foisht.” 

 I shrugged. “I followed him to an antiques shop on Madison Avenue. He spoke to the owner’s wife, gave her a card, and left. I went in, chatted to her about Queen Anne furniture, and she gave me her card. Then, at one o’clock, I followed her to his office. She stayed half an hour and left.” 

 She swallowed. “That’s it?” 

 “What more do you want?” 

 “Impressions, thoughts?” 

 I shook my head. “Nothing for now. What about you?” 

 She stuffed the last of her sandwich in her mouth and threw a half a dozen sheets of paper, all stapled together, across the desk at me. They were Peter Gunthersen’s credit card readout for May and June 2015. Several items had been highlighted. They were a return rail ticket from San Francisco to New York, a hire car, and a room in a cheap hotel. All for the period June 12 to 15. 

 “Any word from ballistics?” 

 “I called. They haven’t got to it yet.” 

 “Whatever reason he was here, it was not to kill Steve Gunthersen.” 

 She frowned and sipped her coffee. “Okay. Why?” 

 “What motive could Alfonso have for telling us that elaborate story about Tammy killing Steve and Ernesto? There are two possible scenarios. One, where Ernesto and Alfonso were not there, in which case, why did he say they were? What does he gain by putting himself at the scene of Steve’s murder—especially with such an unlikely story? It also begs the question, how did he know the details of the murder scene?” 

 She was nodding. “No, we take it as read that he was there.” 

 “Okay, so if he was there, what happened? Peter was already there when he and Ernesto arrived with Danny? It plays out like Alfonso said, except that Peter was there too, and it’s Peter who pulls a gun and shoots Steve and Ernesto. That is marginally more credible than Alfonso’s story, but we have to ask, why the hell did Alfonso lie? What does he gain by protecting Peter?” I spread my hands. “He stands a much better chance of being believed by placing Peter at the scene, than by making out it was Tammy. By lying, he actually runs the risk of incriminating himself.” 

 “By making it look like he did it.” 

 “Exactly.” 

 “So what the hell was Peter doing in New York?” 

 “I think I know. Ballistics will confirm it.” 

 She waited, but I didn’t say any more, and after a moment she asked, “So, who’s the dame?” 

 “Emma Girt.” 

 “Emma Girt? You think she has something to do with the case?” 

 “Hard to tell at this stage. He went to see her after we rattled him. Gave her a card. Then at lunchtime, she went straight to see him and they spent half an hour together. Maybe she’s a client. Maybe she’s the client. I don’t know.” 

 She studied my face. “Is there something you are not telling me?” 

 I frowned and for some reason felt guilty, which made me feel a flash of irritation for a moment. “No, of course not.” 

 She didn’t say anything, but her face told me she didn’t believe me. My phone rang and I answered it gratefully. 

 “John, it’s Frank. Your rottweiler has been on my case this morning. She is lovely to look at, but man! What an attitude!” He paused, then sounded worried. “You got me on speaker?” 

 “I know. No, I haven’t.” 

 “Good. Anyway, I have a result for you on the ballistics. The two slugs are a match. Stephen Springfellow and Danny Schultz were killed with the same weapon.”  

 “Well, whaddaya know. That’s good news. Thanks, Frank.” 

 I hung up and sat staring at my desk. 

 When Dehan spoke, there was an edge to her voice. “You going to tell me what he said, or is this something else you’re going to keep to yourself?” 

 “I am not keeping anything to myself, Carmen. That was Frank…” 

 “I know. I saw his name on the screen. What did he want? Or is it private?” 

 “No! It’s not private. He had the ballistics results. They are a match. Stephen and Danny Schultz were killed with the same weapon.” 

 She waited. I thought. The pieces were fitting together, but the way they were fitting together didn’t make a lot of sense. Dehan spread her hands. She was beginning to look mad. 

 “So do the ballistics results confirm your theory or not?” 

 “Yes!” 

 “Goddamn it, Stone! What is with you? Do I have to get on my fucking knees and beg?” 

 I shook my head. “I’m sorry, I was thinking.” I sighed. “The reason Peter came to New York was to deliver the gun.” 

 “What?” 

 “He came to deliver the .38.” 

 “How does that make any sense, Stone?” 

 “I don’t know yet. But so far, how does any of it make any sense? For Peter to be our killer, we need to ignore too many unexplained threads.” 

 “With all due respect, Stone, I think you are ignoring the obvious threads.” 

 “You don’t need to respect me, Dehan. Just respect the facts. The fact is Alfonso told us he was there at the killing. Peter wasn’t. But the victims were killed with Peter’s gun. The conclusion is inescapable. Somebody else used Peter’s gun. So why did Peter come to New York exactly when he did, during those dates?” I shrugged, shook my head. “If Peter killed Stephen, then did he also dress up as a southern belle, pick up Danny Schultz at Pepe’s place, and shoot him in the yard next door?” 

 She sighed loudly. She looked pissed. “You’re saying he came all the way from Frisco to deliver his gun to Tammy, so she could kill the man she was crazy about…? Why? Why would he do that? Why would she do that?” 

 “That’s the million-dollar question.” 

 Her face flushed. “And you’re going to answer it by talking to an antiques dealer on Madison Avenue?” 

 I watched her a moment, aware that we had lost our rapport for some reason and not sure why, or how to get it back. The damn heat wasn’t helping. 

 “I don’t know. Maybe.” 

 “You going to keep tailing her?” 

 “For now, yeah.” 

 “You going to do it alone?” 

 I frowned. “No. But when I talk to her, for now, I’ll do it alone.” 

 “Right.” She sighed again. She was beginning to look really mad. “Maybe I should go back to Frisco and talk to Peter. I could ask the local PD to bring him in for questioning.” I nodded but didn’t answer. She pointed at me with her pen. “You better be thinking with your brain, Stone, and not with your fucking dick. Because if you’re not, I am going to hit you so hard your head is going to be spinning for a week! You’re going to have corkscrew fucking neck syndrome.” 

 I attempted a smile. She didn’t respond. 

 “I hear you, Dehan.” 

 “Don’t fucking patronize me.” 

 I sighed. “Okay, you’re mad at me, and I am not sure why. Here is what we do. We have enough with his trip to New York and ballistics to request that he be taken in and transferred to New York for questioning. Whether he came to kill Stephen or to deliver the gun, we still need to talk to him as a material witness. Will that satisfy you?” 

 She nodded. “At least now it sounds like you’re thinking with your brain. What’s she like, anyway?” 

 I made a “you got this all wrong” face. “You are letting your imagination run away with you, Dehan.” 

 “Hey! It makes no odds to me, Stone. It would do you good to get laid. I just don’t want this dame fogging your thinking.” 

 “Fogging my thinking? I spoke to her for five minutes.” 

 “It takes a person six seconds to decide they want to get in another person’s pants. I read that somewhere.” 

 “Well, I don’t want to get in her pants. I just want to know why Baxter is interested in her, and I will find that out tomorrow. End of story. Are we cool?” 

 She curled her lip and grunted. That was the best I was going to get. 

 “Come on, let’s go talk to the captain.” 





SIXTEEN


 That afternoon, we took care of the paperwork and the formalities and made the arrangements for Peter Gunthersen to be taken into custody as a material witness and transferred to the 43rd Precinct. San Mateo PD told us they would be in touch as soon as they had made the arrangements. 

 In the evening, I dropped Dehan at her apartment and told her I wouldn’t pick her up in the morning. I was going to go straight to Madison Avenue. She said, “Sure,” slammed the door, and was gone.  

 Next morning, I got up late, breakfasted toast and coffee, showered, and slapped on my most expensive aftershave. Then, I selected my most expensive suit. It wasn’t really expensive, but it was better than what I wore to work every day. At ten o’clock, I set off at a leisurely pace for Madison Avenue.  

 I parked across the road and strolled in at half past ten. She smiled and looked pleased to see me. “Mr. Stone…” 

 “John. Hello, Emma.” 

 “Did you make up your mind about the table?” 

 I went and stood really close to her. She didn’t step back. I said, “Did you?” 

 She gave a small laugh and looked at the buttons on my shirt. “What do you want, Mr… John?” 

 I sighed and went to look at the Queen Anne table. It was exquisite. It probably cost more than my car. “I’m looking for something special.” 

 “Can you be a little more precise?” 

 “Not really. I’ll know it when I see it.” I turned to face her. “But I am pretty sure that you are the person to find it for me.” 

 She was thoughtful for a moment. “What gives you that idea?” 

 I shrugged. “Well, Emma, you’re pretty special yourself.” She smiled, but there was a certain caution in her eyes. “Also…” I ran my fingers over the high polish on the tabletop. I was going to take a risk, and I was only 90 percent sure of what I was doing. “I have searched high and low, far and wide…” I turned to look her in the eye so there would be no mistake. “I have been as far as San Francisco, searching… and something tells me I have finally found the right person.” 

 She was shaken. She went pale, but she hid it well. “Who do you work for, John?” 

 I planted a smile on the left side of my face; that’s where it looks most rueful. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 

 “Really? Then tell me so that I can think of you as a liar.” 

 “I’m a cop.” 

 She frowned. For a fraction of a second, I could see her reviewing everything I had said and done since the day before. 

 Then, I added, “But I work for myself.” 

 She cooled noticeably. “Mr. Stone, I don’t know what you think you are onto, or what you think you are doing, but you have obviously made a mistake.” 

 I switched my smile to the other side of my face, which is where it looks ironic. 

 “Really? Now I’m the one who’s thinking of you as a liar.” 

 “Mr. Stone…” 

 “John.” 

 “I really don’t need to stand here and be insulted.” 

 “You can sit if you like. Why don’t you tell me about Baxter?” 

 Her face went rigid. “Who?” 

 “You heard me, Emma. Karl Baxter, private investigator. He was in here yesterday just before I came in. He gave you a card and left. You went to see him at lunchtime.” 

 Her cheeks colored and her eyes were bright. “Have you been spying on me?” 

 “What if I have?” 

 “Why, I should…!” 

 “Call the cops? I am the cops, remember?” I pulled out my badge and showed it to her. As she stared at it, I said, “But I’m a bad cop.” 

 “What do you want from me?” 

 “I told you, something special.” 

 “Are you trying to blackmail me?” 

 I narrowed my eyes at her and considered her for a long while. Finally, I said, “You want to explain to me what it is exactly that I have on you that I could use for blackmail?” 

 “Stop playing games with me.” 

 “You have no idea how much I know, Emma, do you?” I waited, and she just kept staring, with flushed cheeks and eyes bright with threatened tears. And I kept thinking I had never seen a woman quite so beautiful. “I know about Tammy.” I studied her face for a reaction. “I know about Peter and Steve, and about Danny. And I know about Hugh. I know everything.” 

 “You can’t…”  

 “I can’t what? I told you, I’m a cop. Digging up shit is what I do for a living.” 

 “All right, you have my attention! So why don’t you tell me for once and for all what it is you want?” 

 I walked back to her and stood really close so we were touching. I felt her tremble and took hold of her arms, pressing her closer. “I want in. I want to be a part of it.” 

 Her voice was a harsh whisper. “I don’t know what you’re talking about…” 

 I took out one of my cards and slipped it into the low-cut neckline of her dress. I heard her breath shudder and smiled at her.  

 “I can help you, baby. That schmuck of a husband of yours ain’t going to cut it. You need me, and you know it. You knew it the minute I walked through that door.” 

 She shook her head. “No…” 

 “Think about it. Call me tonight.” 

 I walked out and crossed the road. As I climbed in my car, I could see her staring through the glass at me. 

 When I got back to the station, Dehan was at the desk writing up her notes on the case. She glanced at me as I sat down, and carried on writing.  

 “San Mateo PD called. They pulled Peter in last night. They’ll be here by five.” 

 “Good.” 

 She continued writing. “You got something to report, or is it private?” 

 “No, it’s not private, Dehan. Will you stop saying that already? I just don’t know what it is.” 

 She gave half a nod. She wrote in silence for a bit. After a while, she said, “Well, if you ever find out what it is, or decide you’d like to work with a partner, you let me know.” 

 “Dehan, what is eating you?” 

 She threw down her pen hard enough to make it bounce. “What is eating me? Seriously? You open up a whole new angle on this investigation. You completely exclude me from it. And all you have to tell me is that you don’t know ‘what it is.’ Well, from where I am sitting, it looks like it’s enough to have you most of yesterday afternoon on a stakeout. And it’s enough to have you all this morning doing whatever you’ve been doing in your best suit and your most expensive aftershave. But it’s not enough for you to tell your partner about. It’s enough for you—” She poked her finger at me. “To conduct your own private investigation, but it’s not enough for you to keep me in the loop about it.” 

 “I’m sorry, Dehan.” 

 She spread her hands. “So, what is this angle on the investigation that is enough to keep you so busy, but is not enough for me to be kept informed about it?” 

 “You’re right. I should have kept you in the loop. But it’s hard to explain.” She raised an eyebrow at me. I tried to ignore her and pressed on. “It’s just a hunch. Well, it’s a bit more than a hunch now.” 

 “So, what is it?” 

 “I told you Baxter went to see this woman, then she went to see him.” 

 “Uh-huh.” 

 “So I went in to talk to her. She’s young, attractive, and she’s married to the owner of the antiques shop, who is almost three times her age and one of the best-known experts in antiques in New York.” 

 “So?” 

 “Give me a break, Dehan, I’m explaining. So I went in this morning and made a play.” 

 She raised her eyebrows. “You made a play? What does that mean?” 

 “It means I came on to her, but I played the bent cop, told her I knew what she was about. I knew about Peter, Tammy, Steve, and Ernesto, and also about Hugh. I didn’t use any of their surnames, just their first names. She knew what I was talking about.” 

 She frowned. “How do you know?” 

 I gave a small shrug. “She was cagey, but she didn’t look at me as though I was crazy. She asked me if I was blackmailing her, and what I wanted.” 

 “What did you tell her?” 

 I gave a small laugh. “It wasn’t easy. Fact is, I don’t know. I don’t know what part she plays in this, but I am sure as hell she has some part to play. And so is Baxter. I gave her my card and told her to call me tonight.” 

 She stared out the window at a street suffering from heat exhaustion. “You should have told me about this.” 

 I spread my hands and shrugged. “Told you what? I had a hunch she had something to do with it. That was it.” 

 She sighed. 

 I sighed too. “I think, I feel, she has some connection with Tamara. She even looks a bit like her. But I have no idea what that connection is. That’s what I hope to find out tonight.” 

 She stared at me. “Stone, look me in the eye and tell me you are not getting emotionally involved with this woman.” 

 I looked at her like she was an idiot, held her eye, and said, “Stop worrying, Dehan. I am not getting emotionally involved with this woman. Satisfied?” 

 She watched me a moment, then said, “No. Let’s get some lunch.” 





SEVENTEEN


 Peter Gunthersen was brought in at six p.m. We signed for him, and Sergeant Henderson took him to interview room three, upstairs. Dehan and I gathered our notes and went up to talk to him. He was perspiring and didn’t look pleased to see us. As we sat opposite him, he said, “Am I under arrest?” 

 I shook my head. “No, you’re being held as a material witness. But I can tell you, in light of recent developments in the case, that it is in your best interest to cooperate fully with us.” 

 “Do I need a lawyer?” 

 “No, but it’s your right to have one if you want one. I am not planning on charging you with anything, Peter. I just want to ask you some questions.” 

 He stared at Dehan a moment, then said, “Okay.” 

 I scratched my chin, organizing my thoughts.  

 “You want to tell me again about your relationship with Tamara, and when you last saw her?” 

 He closed his eyes, puffed out his cheeks, and blew. 

 “I just got so damn sick of her.” He opened his eyes and stared at me, as though he had given me some kind of cogent explanation. “She was—” He took a moment, looking around the room to find words that could express his feelings. “Heavenly. You know what I mean? She was like no woman I ever met, and she made me happy like no other woman. But when she changed, at first I couldn’t handle it and I didn’t want to let her go. So I refused to give her a divorce, like I told you.” 

 Dehan said, “But…?” 

 He sighed and shook his head and looked sad, really regretful. “In the end, she was so full of shit, I agreed. I met Sally—I fell in love with a real woman, who was loyal and true and wasn’t playing fucking games all the time—and I agreed to give Tammy a divorce. But she turns around now and says no.” 

 “When was this?” 

 “About the time she disappeared. About the time she got that crazy gig she was going on about, that was going to change her life.” 

 I glanced at Dehan to see if she was going to ask. She was watching me. I said, “So did she put any kind of condition on giving you your divorce?” 

 He nodded. “I guess you know she did. The condition was that I give her my revolver. I told her I would not, and I asked the crazy bitch what she wanted it for. She said she was in the Bronx in New York; it was a dangerous place to be alone, and she wanted protection.” 

 Dehan frowned. “She said she was alone?” 

 “That’s what she said. I asked her if she wasn’t with Steve, and she said things weren’t working out like she’d hoped. She was alone and scared and just needed the revolver for protection. She told me if I would just bring it to her, she would grant me the divorce and bring it back to me when she returned to San Francisco.” 

 “So that’s what you did.” 

 “You know I did, or I wouldn’t be here.” 

 I said, “Where did you meet? Did you go to her place?” 

 “She had an apartment on…” He paused to think. “Intervale Avenue, opposite the church there. I gave her the gun and begged her not to do anything stupid. And that was it.” 

 Dehan gave him a “not really” smile. “You booked your return for three days.” 

 He gave a snort. “To be honest, I was hoping I could convince her to come back to San Francisco with me. I gave myself an extra day hoping we could meet and talk and maybe I could persuade her to stop being such a crazy bitch. But I never had a hope in hell. I spent most of my time in Central Park feeding the ducks. Then I went home. I’ve been waiting ever since for the divorce papers. Is she dead? Was she killed with my gun? Is that why I’m here?” 

 He had gone a pale gray color. 

 Dehan shook her head. “No, Peter, we are no longer convinced that Tammy is dead. We don’t know what has happened to her. Does the name Danny Schultz mean anything to you?” 

 “No. Should it?” 

 “How about Ernesto Sanchez?” 

 He squinted at her like she was crazy. “No. Why?” 

 I leaned forward. “Peter, while you were in New York, did you at any time go and see Stephen Springfellow?” 

 He looked genuinely astonished. “Are you kidding me? Why would I want to go and see that son of a bitch?” 

 I pulled a face. “Maybe to shoot and kill him?” 

 “What?” 

 “Stephen’s body was found two years back, while you were still in New York. He had been shot with your gun.” 

 He went white and slumped back in his chair, shaking his head. “Oh, no, no! No, I did not! I would not! No, no way, man…” 

 Dehan cut across him. “Can you think of any reason why Tammy would want to kill Stephen?” 

 He did a double take. “What? No! Of course not!” 

 Dehan pressed on. “Would it surprise you to know that Tammy was also engaged to be married to Hugh Duffy?” 

 He gaped at her for a moment and then burst out laughing. He stared from Dehan to me and then back again. “What? Are you trying to drive me crazy? Is this some new kind of interrogation technique? Make me lose my sense of reality?” 

 We both watched him without smiling. 

 He stopped laughing and became serious. “You mean it? Hugh Duffy? The Hugh Duffy…?” 

 I nodded. “Yes. That was the gig.” 

 He narrowed his eyes at me, like he was struggling to understand. “Who the hell was I married to, Detective Stone?” 

 I sucked my teeth and nodded. “That is what we would like to know, Peter. One last question…” I glanced at Dehan. “Unless…?” She shook her head, so I went on. “There is a woman we are interested in talking to. She is best described as a southern belle type. Alabama, Louisiana, strong accent. Black hair, probably cut short. Green eyes. A lot of class and elegance. Very attractive. Ring any bells?” 

 He frowned, staring at me like he thought I was setting a trap for him. After a moment, he said, “No. I don’t know anybody like that.” 

 I nodded. “We’ll keep you overnight, Peter, but unless something comes up, I am pretty sure we can send you home tomorrow.” 

 I called the sergeant, and she led him away down to the holding cells. Dehan stood and walked around the room, staring at the walls, like there were invisible pictures there only she could see. “You were right.” She said it to the wall. “He was delivering the gun.” 

 “It made sense. It was the most likely explanation.” 

 She turned to face me. “So who are all these other women? And how do they tie in with Geronimo dos Santos? What has he got, some kind of female league of assassins?” 

 I laughed. “Maybe. I plan to find out tonight.” 

 “Your hot date.” 

 I stood, feeling oddly irritated. The heat was becoming suffocation. “Strictly work, Dehan.” 

 “You think she’ll call?” 

 “Yeah, she’ll call. If my hunch is right, she has a direct link to Tammy.” 

 “So you think Tammy is still alive?” 

 “Not necessarily, no. She might be. It’s anybody’s guess. But my hunch is, whether she is dead or alive, Emma is the link back to whatever it was Tammy was doing two years ago, and our mysterious southern belle.” 

 “And dos Santos?” 

 “My bet is he is looking for her, too. He is Baxter’s client, and Baxter is onto Emma.”  

 “So we are back to the eternal question. Dos Santos employed Tammy to do a job. She screwed him somehow and made off to see Steve. Now dos Santos wants restitution or revenge or both.” 

 “It should be theft.” 

 “You mean he employed her to steal something from Duffy?” She thought about it a moment. “This dame of yours is married to an antiques dealer.” 

 I made a ‘that’s my point’ face, but then added, “Only Duffy swears she took nothing.” I glanced at my watch. “I’d better get going.” 

 She followed me down to my car. Hers was parked a little farther down, but she hadn’t brought her jacket or her keys. Evening was closing in and making long shadows among the russet light. The heat was turning from muggy to sultry. She stood with her hands in her pockets, watching me open the car door and throw my stuff in the back. 

 “Stone. I’m sorry I got mad at you.” 

 “No. You were right. I should have kept you in the loop.” 

 “You’re kind of maddening sometimes, in a nice way.” 

 I smiled. “You’re not. In a nice way.” 

 She gave a feeble smile back. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 

  “That should give me a fair bit of scope, then, huh?” 

 She shook her head. “Not really.” 





EIGHTEEN


 When I got home, I made myself a steak sandwich and poured a generous glass of Irish. Then I sat at the computer and put in a couple of hours’ research. There was something nagging at my mind, and I wanted to confirm it. As I ate and drank, and worked my way through the endless pages my searches dredged up, it all slowly began to make sense. One after another, the missing pieces began to slot into place. All except one. 

 Her call came at eleven p.m., pretty much when I expected it.  

 “Detective Stone… John, it’s Emma.” 

 “I know.” 

 “I need…” A sigh, loud enough for me to hear, and then she started again. “You were right. I do need you. How did you know? How could you have known? We need to talk. Can I come over?” 

 “Where are you? It’s late.” 

 “At home, on Madison Avenue.” 

 “This isn’t Madison Avenue, baby. This is the Bronx.” 

 “You make it sound so…” 

 “It is. Get a taxi. You have my address.” 

 I hung up before she could answer. 

 It was almost midnight when I heard the distinctive sound of a yellow cab outside. The door slammed like a gunshot in the dark, quiet street. Heels tapped at a half run, and my doorbell rang. I counted slowly to thirty before I got up and went to answer it. I stood blocking the way, looking down at her. 

 “I thought you weren’t coming. I was going to bed.” 

 “My husband… Look, I’m here now, aren’t I?” 

 I stood aside and let her in.  

 She stood, uncertain, in the middle of the floor. I watched her a moment, then reached out my hand. “Give me your coat.” 

 She slipped it off and handed it to me. She was wearing a short, tight black dress that showed off all her curves. They were all the right size and in the right places. She was to celibacy what bacon is to vegetarianism. She said, “Thank you,” like it was a meek apology. 

 I checked the pockets and the lining of her coat. She watched me do it, frowning. I threw the coat on the sofa and went and stood really close to her. “I have to be sure you’re not wearing a wire…” 

 I put my hands around her waist and ran then slowly up her sides and over her back and ass. Her breath shuddered. I smiled. It wasn’t a friendly smile. 

 “Don’t get the wrong idea, babe. I am just being careful. You want a drink?” 

 She nodded. I fixed her a martini, extra dry, and poured myself another Irish. She sat on the sofa. I handed her her glass and sat in my armchair. She sipped and looked at me reproachfully. 

 “You’re not being very friendly.” 

 “I want you to be clear, I am not a sap that you can play like your husband. You’re as hot as a Carolina reaper, and I’d like nothing better than to take what you’re offering, Emma, whether you’re offering it or not. But before we get close and cozy, you are going to understand. I don’t need you. You didn’t get to me. And I will walk away from you the moment you stop being useful.” 

 Her cheeks flushed with anger. I didn’t think she could look any more desirable, and right then it was all I could do to keep up my façade of cool indifference. Her voice came as a hiss. “You bastard…” 

 “You’re beginning to get the idea.” 

 “I came to you for help!” 

 “So tell me what you need, and I’ll tell you how much it’s going to cost you.” 

 She put her drink down. “You really expect me to sit here and put up with this?” 

 “Yeah, I do. And the sooner you realize I’m not going to be suckered into being your Sir Galahad, the better. Now, what’s the deal?” 

 Tears sprang into her eyes, and she looked away. After a moment, she picked up her drink and took a hefty pull, then started to talk. 

 “I was born in England…” 

 “That’s not news, Emma.” 

 “Just shut up, John! Just stop talking and try to stop being quite so vile, will you? I am telling you, so just shut up and listen!” 

 She’d finished her drink. She thrust her glass at me, and while I went to refill it, she started talking again. 

 “My parents weren’t rich, but we were comfortably off. We had a comfortable home in Chichester, in West Sussex. My father was a successful solicitor, what you would call an attorney, and my mother stayed at home to look after us…” 

 “Us?” 

 She was silent for a moment, staring into her drink. “Myself and my sister. We were happy. My father’s great passion was sailing. Most weekends we would take the yacht out and sail to the Isle of Wight, or down the coast towards Portsmouth.” 

 She had become drawn and pale. 

 I allowed some humanity into my voice and asked, “What happened?” 

 “I was six, my sister was only five. The weather in England is very unpredictable. It was early September, and we had set out early in the morning. The sea was like a sheet of glass. There was a moderate breeze, and the sun was shining.” She smiled. “It was a glorious day, and we were all very happy. Mummy had packed a lovely luncheon, and Daddy was in good form, joking and laughing. 

 “We were a few miles off the Isle of Wight, headed out into the open channel, when there was a severe weather warning over the radio. Very shortly after that, the weather began to change. We weren’t worried. We had been in storms before. Daddy was a very good seaman, and so was my mother, for that matter. My sister and I were packed below to play cards, and Daddy set a course back to the Chichester Channel. I remember they were talking about having a heartwarming pint at the pub in Dell Quay when we arrived.” She sipped her drink. “Only we never made it to Dell Quay. I don’t know what happened. I can only go by what I heard. We were tacking in towards the Chichester Harbor, and as we were coming about, one of the sheets got caught. My mother went to release it but failed to lash herself to the rail. We were struck by a large wave and she was swept overboard. It happened in a matter of seconds.” 

 She stopped talking. She gave a small shrug. It was an eloquent gesture that said it just didn’t make any sense.  

 “I heard my father scream. We saw him scramble past the hatch. We never heard him fall in. The noise of the storm was awful. That was it. We sat there as the storm battered the boat, knocking it sideways to the wind. We were lucky not to be capsized. It was a miracle really. 

 “We were seen by another yacht also heading in for port. They radioed the lifeboat, and somehow they managed to tow us in to safety. Their bodies were never found.” 

 “Why are you telling me this?” 

 She spoke into her drink. Her voice was bitter. “Forgive me if I am boring you.” 

 “I didn’t say that.” 

 “My sister and I went into care and were put up for adoption. Very few families will take two children. I was adopted by a very loving couple in Surrey. I suppose I never did forgive them for not taking my sister. I think I cried more the day she and I were separated than when my parents died. For a while, they used to take me to visit her, but shortly after that, she was adopted too, by an American family.” She heaved a big sigh. “It’s a lot for a little six-year-old to take in, John. A lot of loss to assimilate when you are that small. I didn’t cry the day they took her away to the airport. I tried to stay strong for her. But something had died inside me.” 

 I knew the answer, but I asked anyway. “Where did they take her?” 

 “To San Francisco.” 

 “Tamara Gunthersen was your sister?” 

 “Tamara is my sister.” 

 “She’s still alive?” 

 She nodded. 

 “Where?” 

 She faced me and she looked haggard. Her sleek beauty had been replaced by drawn, gray despair. “John, I am desperate. I need help. I will do anything, just name it, anything you want. But for God’s sake, you have to help us.” 

 “We’ll come to that. First, what is the trouble you’re in? And second, where is Tamara?” 

 She stood and walked to the window. She parted the drapes a little and looked out at the black street.  

 “She contacted me a couple of years ago. She was very excited. She said she’d been offered a job. She called it a gig. She was an actress, and I assumed it was a part in a play or something. I was used to her getting overexcited; she had been going off the rails a bit ever since our parents died. She was always too happy, too excited, too positive. As though she was trying to convince herself, make herself believe that life wasn’t really the black nightmare it had become, that she hadn’t really been robbed of every shred of love she had ever been given.” 

 “What happened?”  

 She turned back to face me. “She said she’d met some billionaire, Hugh Duffy. Old money.” She gave an ironic smile. “What you call old money over here. They were in love, and he had asked her to marry him. I was thrilled for her, obviously. But next thing, she phoned me and she was talking crazy. She seemed hyper, hysterical—she was going to New York because she had to square things with Steve.” 

 “Her ex-boyfriend, the loser from the Bronx.” 

 She nodded. “She was always fascinated by him.” She gave me a look that was hard to interpret. “This strange attraction bastards have for some women. I told her not to be stupid. She had struck it lucky. Not only did she really seem to love this Hugh character, but he was loaded and seemed to be a genuinely nice man. But she insisted she knew what she was doing, and she came to New York.” 

 She ran her fingers through her hair and flopped into the chair opposite me. 

 “It was like that bloody storm all over again. One minute, everything was light and sunshine, and the next, all hell had broken loose. She was on the phone to me, hysterical, sobbing her poor little eyes out. She had done something terrible; there were men hunting for her who wanted to kill her…” 

 “What had she done that was so terrible?” 

 She studied my face a long time. I studied hers back. It was expressionless, hard, calculating. 

 “She had stolen something.” 

 “From Duffy.” 

 She didn’t answer. “She had taken something that she should not have taken, and now there were men after her, who were prepared to kill her in order to get it back.” 

 “What had she stolen?” 

 “I can’t tell you.” 

 “If you want my help, sister…” 

 “I can’t tell you!” She snapped it and stared at me, hard. “I cannot tell you! Don’t ask! You don’t need to know. The point is, she took it, and these men are after her, and they will kill her, not just to get it back, but to make an example of her.” 

 I narrowed my eyes. “Are you talking about Duffy, or are you talking about dos Santos?” 

 She put her glass down and buried her face in her hands. “Dos Santos is a very, very dangerous man, John. He is pure evil.” She looked up at me. “You think you are hard and ruthless, but this man has no soul. He will stop at nothing. There is no point beyond which he will not go.” 

 “So what did you do?” 

 “What could I do? I came to New York. Fortunately, I had good friends here. I was involved in the antiques trade in London, so it wasn’t hard for me to find work here. I took Tammy in, made her safe. I met Ulrich, my husband, and we have had an almost normal life until now.” 

 “Tammy lives with you?” 

 “No. And please don’t ask me where she is. I can’t and I won’t tell you.” 

 “How do you expect me to help you if you don’t tell me what she stole or where she is?” 

 She closed her eyes. “I shouldn’t have come here.” 

 “Wrong. Don’t go to pieces on me, Emma. For once you made the right choice—stay with it.” 

 She stood. “I need to go home. If Ulrich wakes up…” 

 I stood and moved toward her. I grabbed her by the arms and dragged her close, pressing her hard against me. “Stay! You can’t leave it like this! You know I will come after you!” 

 “John, please…!” Her face was barely an inch from mine. Her lips were tender and pink, and her eyes, deep blue, were searching mine for something. I don’t know if she found it, but she placed a hand gently on my chest and whispered. “This has been hard for me. I have never told anybody what I have told you tonight. Give me time. I will come back, I promise, and then…” 

 I growled, “And then what?” 

 “Then, I promise, I will share everything with you. Call me a taxi, John, please…” 

 Five minutes later, I walked her to the cab. Just before she got in, she planted a real, tender kiss on my cheek. And then she was gone. All there was was a pair of red taillights fading into the night. 





NINETEEN


 I went inside and phoned Dehan. 

 “Do you know what time it is, Stone?” 

 “One twenty. Were you sleeping?” 

 “No, I was hanging on the phone, waiting for you to call.” 

 She didn’t sound sleepy. “You want a drink?” 

 “Now?” 

 “I need to tell you what happened.” 

 “And it can’t wait till the morning?” 

 I thought about it. “I’m confused.” 

 She was quiet for a moment. “Sensei is confused. Must be pretty complex.” 

 “It’s pretty complex, and I am having trouble telling the lies from the truth.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “Shall I come over?” 

 I heard her sigh, then the sound of a computer being switched off. “No, I’ll come to you.” 

 I dropped a couple of rocks of ice in my whiskey and went and sat on my stoop. Somewhere I could hear the repetitive sawing, croaking of frogs. The air was close and humid, and I took one of the rocks from my drink and rubbed it around the back of my neck, running through in my mind everything that Emma had told me, examining each point, trying to decide which bits were true and which bits were lies. 

 Dehan arrived twenty minutes later. She pulled up behind my Jag, climbed out, and stood looking at me from the sidewalk. 

 “How many of those have you had?” 

 “This is my third.” 

 “I’ve got some catching up to do, then.” 

 I smiled. It was a relief to see her. Even when she was mad, she was never judgmental. She kept it real.  

 “You going to come in, or do I have to go and get you?” 

 She pushed through the gate and came up the path on her long legs and walked past me into the house. I followed. She stood in the middle of the living room, taking in the scene with a cop’s eyes: the martini glass half-finished on the floor by the sofa. She turned to face me. “You’ve got lipstick on your cheek.” 

 “And only on my cheek. Stop jumping to conclusions. You want ice?” 

 “Yeah. Can we sit in the garden?” 

 We took our drinks outside and sat at the garden table. The frogs were louder out there. She put her foot on my chair and asked me, “So what happened?” 

 “She called at eleven…” I paused and looked at her. “You have to understand something, I am presenting myself to this woman as a bent cop. So my behavior is not exactly exemplary, okay?” 

 She gave a small smile, but most of her humor was in her eyes. “Okay…” 

 I told her the whole story, in detail, without leaving anything out. It was almost like a confession, and I was aware while I was doing it that I was looking for some kind of absolution from her.  

 She listened in silence, holding her glass in both hands and watching me. When I’d finished, she gave a small sigh and sipped her drink. Then she gave a small laugh. “You called her babe?” 

 I snorted. “I guess I was inspired by your talk of Frisco and yeggs.” I became serious. “The point is, I am having trouble telling the truth from fantasy here.” 

 She was quiet for a long while, turning her glass in her fingers. After a bit, she asked me the question that was eating her. “Stone, is she getting to you?” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 She fixed me with her big black eyes. “We can be straight with each other, right? I have to tell you, you have been acting strange since you met her. Are you falling for her?” 

 “Of course not.” 

 “There is no ‘of course’ about it, Stone. You said yourself this woman is beautiful. She is intense and passionate. Hell, she sounds fascinating. Any man would be attracted to her.” 

 “I am not falling for her, Dehan.” 

 She shrugged. “Okay, whatever you say. So what is it that’s confusing you?” 

 I frowned. “The whole thing sounds fantastic. The two sisters separated. One is brought to the States. The other is brought up in England. The younger one falls in with a guy who is ‘pure evil’ and ‘has no soul.’ It’s like a Mexican soap opera. Now she has her hidden and can’t tell me where she is. All the cloak-and-dagger mystery.” I sat forward and put my elbows on my knees. “I’ll tell you, before she arrived and told me her crazy story, I was convinced I had it sewn up. Now I don’t know what to believe.” 

 She drained her glass, stood, and went inside. She came out with the bottle and refilled my glass and her own.  

 “I’ll replace this tomorrow,” she said, and sat. “You want my advice?” I nodded. “Bring her in.” 

 “What?” 

 “Come on, Stone. It’s as clear as daylight. If it was anybody else, you wouldn’t think twice about it.” 

 “I can get more out of her if I play her along.” 

 “Bullshit. We have an eyewitness who saw Tamara Gunthersen commit a double homicide, and she may well have been party to a third. Emma Girt is harboring a suspected murderer. Bring her in and throw the book at her. Threaten her with jail time if she doesn’t give up the whereabouts of her sister. Make her understand that if she does not cooperate, her husband, her business, and her million-dollar lifestyle on Madison Avenue are going to go up in smoke.” 

 She watched me and read my face like a book. I puffed out my cheeks and blew hard. She pointed at me. “Now you need to be asking yourself, what makes her different? Because you and I both know, if it was anybody else, you would be all over them like a rash. So what makes this dame different?” 

 I thought about it. 

 “Nothing.” 

 “So?” 

 “I am not protecting her.” 

 “So what are you doing?” 

 I spread my hands. “I’m trying to understand, Dehan. This woman is hiding a lot of secrets. If we go charging in like a bull in a china shop, we risk her clamming up and blowing our one shot at this case. I am not convinced that her million-dollar lifestyle on Madison Avenue is all that important to her.” 

 “You think her aspirations are more spiritual?” 

 “Don’t be sarcastic.” 

 “Sorry. Let me ask you something, Stone.” 

 “What?” 

 “Why did you ask me to come here tonight?” 

 I shrugged. “I value your…” 

 “No. Not all that. Why did you ask me here. Why did you ask somebody, anybody, to come here tonight.” 

 I frowned. “Because I was confused. I needed to…” 

 She cut across me. “When was the last time you were this kind of confused about a case?” 

 She had me pinned like a bug on a board. I stared at her a long time. “Never.” 

 She raised her eyebrows and said, “So here is the John Stone classic question. What is it about this case that makes it so much more confusing than any other? And you and I both know the answer.” 

 “Her.” 

 “You said it yourself, Stone, you had the whole thing clear in your head until she showed up and started putting lipstick on your cheek. And only on your cheek. Let me ask you another question, partner.” 

 I sighed. “What?” 

 “When was the last time you got laid?” 

 “That is none of your goddamn business.” 

 “Are you sure?” 

 “My sexual frustration, assuming I have any, is not affecting my professional judgment, Dehan!” 

 “But your lust for this woman—and I am assuming that is all it is, Stone—may be. I sure as hell hope you are not falling in love with her.” 

 I drained my glass and put it on the table.  

 “Let’s get something clear for once and for all, Dehan. I am not in love with Emma. I am not lusting after Emma.” I nodded several times. “Yes, she has thrown me a curveball. Whether she has done it deliberately or whether there is some other reason, I don’t know. But my judgment is not impaired by lust or love. Are we clear?” 

 She shook her head. “No. I’ll take your word for it, and I trust you, but I am not clear on either of those two points. And make no mistake, I am going to be watching you like a hawk. Now, I am giving you my advice. Haul her in and put her on the rack.” 

 I thought about it a long time. In the end I shook my head. 

 “Watch me. Like you said, watch me like a hawk. If you see me making a seriously bad move, jump on me. But right now, I know we can get a lot more from her if I play along. She said she’d come back and share everything with me. If she does, we may get not just Tammy but Geronimo too. Let’s wait.” 

 She sighed. She wasn’t happy, but she agreed. She nodded and said, “Okay, Stone, but stop scaring me, will you?” 

 I laughed. “I can’t promise the impossible, Dehan. One for the road?” 

 “Come on, then. One for the road.” 

 We toasted and drank. She smacked her lips and sighed, with that inscrutable smile she had sometimes. 

 “Guess I’m the lucky one, then.” 

 “How’s that?” 

 “She drives you crazy, but I get to stay the night.” 

 I chuckled. “And you cook me breakfast.” 

 “What woman does that for you, Stone?” 

 “Nobody. Only you, Dehan.” 

 “That’s what I’m sayin’.” 





TWENTY


 We didn’t have to wait long. Next morning, as we were releasing Peter Gunthersen, at about half ten, my phone rang. It was Emma.  

 “John, we need to talk.” 

 “Wait.” I signaled Dehan with my eyebrows and took myself outside. “What is it?” 

 “I haven’t slept all night.” 

 “I didn’t sleep a lot myself.” 

 “You have upset everything. I don’t know if I am coming or going.” 

 “I’m at work. I can’t talk a lot. What’s on your mind?” 

 “I have to see you.” 

 “Tonight.” 

 “No. Now.” 

 “What for? I told you I’m at work.” 

 “It’s urgent, John. I told you our lives are at risk.” 

 I made a show of thinking about it. 

 “Where?” 

 “At your house.” 

 “This better be worth it, Emma. I don’t aim to play any games with you.” 

 “I’ll make it worth your while, I promise…” 

 “You know you will. Give me an hour.” 

 “I’ll be there.” 

 Dehan was watching me from the doorway. I walked back to her. 

 “She wants to see me in an hour, at my place. Go find Baxter. If he’s not there, wait for him. Bring him in. Hold him. Don’t let him see a lawyer—delay him, bullshit him, do whatever you have to do. Threaten him with a charge of conspiracy to murder. I want an address for dos Santos.” 

 She nodded. “Okay.” 

 She went inside and I headed home, wondering what Emma was going to hit me with this time. I tried to focus on what the case had originally been about. Who murdered Steve Springfellow, and maybe Tamara Gunthersen. But with every clue we unearthed, we seemed to get not just further from an answer, but further from the original question. 

 I pulled in in front of Dehan’s car and sat staring at it, remembering her words that night. “What is it about this case in particular that makes it so confusing?” 

 I got out and went inside.  

 Twenty minutes later, Emma arrived in a cab. I watched her pay the driver, then run across the road. She was carrying a small parcel. I opened the door and let her in. 

 She didn’t say anything. She just put her hand on my chest and stared up into my face. Then she walked inside and put the parcel on the dining table. 

 “Give me a drink, will you?” 

 “It’s eleven in the morning.” 

 A spasm of anger flashed across her face. “Oh, fuck that! Just give me a fucking drink, will you!” She closed her eyes and took a deep, shuddering breath. “My nerves are shot to pieces.” 

 I poured her a shot of whiskey, and she downed it in one. Then she held out the glass for me to refill it. I did. She sipped it and set it down on the table, next to the parcel. I nodded at it. 

 “What’s this?” 

 “I have had enough, John. Baxter, and then you, crashing into my life, threatening me, forever having to look over my shoulder. I can’t. I can’t live like this. I want out. I want to take Tammy and get out.” 

 “That’s not going to be so easy.” 

 “You think I don’t know that?” 

 “Who did Tamara steal from, Emma?” 

 She sighed. “Technically, from Hugh Duffy. But as far as dos Santos is concerned, she stole for him, and whatever she stole belongs to him.” 

 “What the hell did she steal?” 

 “This.” 

 She undid the wrapping to reveal a wooden box, about one foot square and three or four inches deep. She opened the box and extracted a small painting in a fairly plain, gold leaf frame. It was a portrait of a woman. She was in Renaissance dress and had been watching the artist as he worked. She had humorous eyes and very elegant clothes. I studied it a moment, then looked at Emma and shrugged. 

 She said, “That is Clarice Orsini, the wife of Lorenzo de Medici, Leonardo da Vinci’s patron. It was painted by Leonardo in 1469, just after their marriage. Its value is incalculable.” 

 I raised an eyebrow. “This is an original da Vinci, and you’re carrying it around in a box?” 

 “This is what Tammy stole from Hugh Duffy on Geronimo dos Santos’s orders.” 

 I put the painting back in the box. “Why have you brought it here?” 

 “Because I want you to hold it. I want you to conduct the negotiations. All I ask is that you make it so that dos Santos leaves us alone and we can go back to a normal life. Whatever money you make on the sale, keep for yourself. I want no part of it, and neither does Tammy. All we want is our lives back.” 

 “Slow down, sister.” I went and got a glass and poured myself a shot. I took a slug and rested my ass against the back of the armchair. “In the first place, it’s not just dos Santos. It’s the cops, too. Tammy is wanted in connection with two, maybe three murders. And in the second place, what makes you think I’m not just going to take the money and run?” 

 She pulled out a chair and sat. “John, with what you make from that painting, you will never have to work again as long as you live. You won’t just be rich, you will be fabulously rich.” She paused, studying my face. “And I am not stupid. I know it would be easy for you to fix it so that suspicion is deflected away from Tammy. Her case went cold through lack of evidence. It can go cold again, or better still, it can get closed. Steve was shot with Pete’s revolver; so was Ernesto and so was Danny Schultz. How hard would it be to pin the murders on Peter?” She watched me a moment and then gave a knowing smile. “Or if that troubles your conscience, pin it on Danny, who then got mugged and rained on with his own .38.” 

 She stood and came to me, slipping her silky thigh between my legs and sliding her hands over my chest. “And what you get in return is more money than you can imagine in your wildest dreams… and anything else you want.” I didn’t respond and she smiled. “The answer to your second question is that I can see right through that tough façade to the real man inside. I know what you want, John Stone, and so do you. You want me.” She pushed herself away from me and returned to the table. “Of course, if you’re not interested…” 

 I smiled. “You know I am, babe. But this has to be done right. Can you contact dos Santos?” 

 She nodded. “Yes, I know how to get a message to him.” 

 “I don’t want Baxter involved.” 

 She shook her head. “He won’t be involved.” 

 “But getting him off your back is not going to be easy. He will want to punish Tammy. He has to punish Tammy to make an example of her.” 

 She nodded. “I know. I’ve thought of that. If, between us, we can get enough information on him to incriminate him, the deal would be, he buys back his painting—he isn’t paying anyway, so he won’t care—and we don’t use the information against him.” 

 “What do you mean, he isn’t paying? If he isn’t, who is?” 

 “His master in Galicia, in Spain. Cardinal Guzman. Ultimately, the Vatican.” 

 “Sweet. So how do we get this information?” 

 She smiled and her eyes seemed to sparkle with an unholy light. “You gave me the idea last night. We arrange a negotiation. You are there as my muscle and my representative. But you wear a wire. Ostensibly, we are there to negotiate, but in reality, we are there to gather information.” 

 I nodded. “It might work.” 

 “Oh, John! It will work, I know it will! And think, when it is all over, you will be rich! We can…” She faltered. “I’m sorry…” 

 “Not yet, Emma. Let’s stay focused. Then we’ll see what happens.” 

 She looked down into her drink. “You probably hate me anyway.” 

 “Probably.” 

 She looked up at me. I smiled. After a moment, she smiled back. 

 “Tammy worries me. She sounds like a loose cannon. I want to meet her and talk to her. Today. Then you set up the meeting with dos Santos.” I stood. “You better go, and I need to get back to the precinct. Fix it with Tammy and call me.” 

 She stood. She hesitated a moment, then took two quick steps and clung to me. “John, thank you. I have been so scared. I am so grateful…” 

 I held her face in my hands and looked into her eyes. “There will be plenty of time for gratitude later, Emma. For now, let’s stay focused. This is not going to be easy.” 

 “I know.” 

 Her body was warm and soft, and every instinct in me was telling me to give in and take what she was offering. But I knew that would be as good as suicide, and I wasn’t ready for that quite yet. She reached up and kissed me on the cheek again, then said, “Let me just use your loo,” and she trotted up the stairs with her purse.  

 I gathered up the glasses and took them to the kitchen, then I called her a cab. Two minutes later she was down again, smiling.  

 I watched her drive away. I felt troubled. We were moving forward, but where to? She was playing a subtle game, that much was obvious, but whose game?  

 I went inside and put some coffee on. While it was brewing, I went upstairs to have a shower and clear my head. While I was stripping off my shirt, I saw it on the floor, behind the toilet. It was a package, maybe six or seven inches square and three inches deep. It looked like it had fallen out of her purse while she was using what she called the loo. It was gift wrapped and tied with a bow, but there was no name tag on it. 

 I picked up my cell and called her. 

 “John, what is it?” 

 “You left a gift behind.” 

 “What?” There was a pause. I could hear her rummaging. “Oh, damn! It’s Tammy’s birthday tomorrow. It’s just a silly gift. Can you hang on to it for me and give it to me when we meet later?” 

 “Sure.” 

 “Thank you, darling.” 

 She hung up.  

 I put the package on my bed and stepped into the shower. 





TWENTY-ONE


 After my shower, I did a few things I needed to do, then went downstairs feeling better. I poured myself some coffee and called Dehan. She sounded relieved to hear from me. 

 “How’d it go?” 

 “It went well. I’ll tell you about it when we meet. How about you?” 

 “He’s not in his office, and I’ve been sitting here all morning watching the damn place. He hasn’t shown.” 

 “Okay, I’ll come over. We need to talk. Then we’ll decide what to do about Baxter.” 

 Half an hour later, I pulled up on Melrose Avenue, a few cars behind Dehan’s unmarked vehicle. I walked up and she lowered the window. 

 “No sign?” 

 She shook her head. It felt wrong, and all the way there, in the car, I’d been getting more edgy. There were alarm bells going off everywhere, but I couldn’t see the cause. I glanced over at the street entrance, then up at his window, like I had Superman’s X-ray vision and I could somehow see inside his office. I couldn’t. I gave the roof of her car a couple of gentle thumps and said, “Let’s go up.” 

 She got out and we dodged through the traffic. Then we rode the slow, ancient elevator from the dark lobby up to the top floor. His door was locked. I listened. 

 “Do you hear that?” 

 She grinned. “What, a woman crying for help? That’s not going to work here, Stone.” 

 I shook my head. “No, the fan. The electric fan is still on.” I sniffed the air. There was everything from carbon monoxide and furniture polish to boiled cabbage and bacon, all the smells of a city. But there was something else too. I pulled out my piece and shot out the lock. It’s the quickest way known to man of opening a door. 

 Baxter was at his desk. He was sitting back, watching us as we walked in. His electric fan ruffled his hair as it made another relentless sweep of his office, but he didn’t feel it. His mouth was open and his eyes were staring, but he wasn’t breathing or seeing. Decay had set in, and the smell was pretty bad. There were already flies swarming over the big wound in his chest. For them, his death was not a problem, it was an opportunity. I wondered if Baxter had anybody to mourn him. 

 I pulled out my cell and called the 43rd. 

 “This is Stone. We need a meat wagon and crime scene team at Melrose and 154th. Notify the ME, too.” 

 Dehan was over by the door, examining the bits of lock and wood that had been punched out by my slug. “I can’t find the key,” she said, and then, after a moment, “He’s sitting down. You notice the first time we came to see him, he got up to greet us? Whoever came in, he was familiar enough with them not to feel the need.” She stood. “They just walked in, pulled a gun, shot him, took the key, and locked him in.” 

 I nodded. “Sounds about right.” 

 “Tamara?” 

 I shrugged. “Maybe.” 

 “She heard through Emma that Baxter was onto her, so she came and shot him.” 

 “That would mean that Baxter was familiar with Tamara.” 

 “So that leaves Emma, dos Santos, or one of his men.” 

 “We’ll have to wait and see what the ME says. My money is on a .38. But the fact is that with an operator like Baxter, this could have been any one of a dozen people.” 

 My cell rang. It was Emma. I showed Dehan the screen and answered. 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Stone, it’s me. I’ve arranged it. I’m at my beach house at Napeague Park, on Long Island. Geronimo will be here at nine. Can you be here for eight?” 

 “Napeague Park? That’s at the easternmost tip. It’s a three-hour drive.” 

 “I know, darling. I thought, when it’s all over, we could spend a couple of days here, just you and me…” 

 My mind was racing ahead of me. I spoke mechanically, without thinking. “That sounds nice, baby, but I told you, we’ll have time to discuss that afterward. First we attend to business.” 

 “I know, darling. Say you’ll be here.” 

 “I’ll be there. What about Tamara? I told you I wanted to meet her first.” 

 “That’s why I want you here at eight. She’ll be here.” 

 “Will dos Santos be alone?” 

 “No, he goes everywhere with Ronaldo, his gorilla.” 

 “Okay, I’ll see you at eight.” 

 “And, darling?” 

 “What?” 

 “Be armed. These men are dangerous.” 

 “Leave that to me.” 

 I hung up. Dehan was watching me with a face like a hanging judge who just sat on a wasp.  

 “You want to tell me what’s going down at Napeague Park, baby?” 

 “A meeting, with Geronimo, Tamara, and Emma.” I told her about the portrait and the deal she wanted to make. “We need to get a wire fixed up, and backup. And we need to run this by the captain.” 

 She nodded. “Go. I’ll wait for the team and the ME. You need to leave here at four thirty or you’re going to hit the rush hour. You haven’t got long. I’ll be at the briefing before you go.” 

 “Okay.” I turned to go. 

 As I reached the door, she said, “Stone?” 

 I stopped. “Yeah?” 

 “Be careful, baby.” 

 “Take a hike.” 

 I glanced at my watch as I climbed in my car. It was almost half one. I drove fast back to the precinct and sprinted up the stairs to the captain’s office. I knocked and went in without waiting for a reply. He looked up at me and removed his reading glasses in a way that said he was being patient because I was usually worth it. 

 I sat without being invited to do so. 

 “Captain, I need a wire and I need two cars out at Napeague Park. I also need the harbor patrol alerted, and I need it all in place by tonight at eight o’clock.” 

 He heaved a big sigh. “It’s never a simple arrest with you, is it, Stone?” 

 I shrugged. “Cold cases are cold because they are not simple, sir.” 

 He nodded. It was a reluctant nod. “Okay, Stone, run me through it.” 

   

 Dehan got back at three. I was fitted with the wire and tested, and then we had the briefing with the two backup teams. One would be concealed off Dunes Lane, two hundred yards from the house. The other would be off the Montauk Highway. Both vehicles would be unmarked off-road SUVs capable of driving over dunes. Additionally, the harbor patrol had agreed to dispatch a launch to that area of the beach. Nobody was getting away from me that night. 

 At three forty-five, Dehan and the backup cars set off to take up their positions as inconspicuously as possible. I watched them leave and climbed into my Jag. As I put the key in the ignition, my cell rang. The caller ID was withheld. 

 “Detective Stone.” 

 “Detective Stone, it is a pleasure to speak to you.” If voices had colors, this one would have been green and slimy. “My name is Geronimo dos Santos. We are due to meet later this evening. I wonder if we could have a little, private chat beforehand.” 

 “What’s on your mind?” 

 He laughed like I was not so much funny, as amusing. “Not over the phone, my dear fellow. No, come and see me at my hotel. We will have a civilized drink and a chat, and then we can each make our way to the meeting with Emma, at the beach house.” 

 “Give me one good reason why I should.” 

 He was silent for a moment. When he spoke, you could tell he was smiling. He still found me amusing. “Let us say that there are things about our hostess that you should know, before you commit yourself to this negotiation on her behalf. All you need to do, Detective, is listen to me. If you find I do not convince you, then we proceed as arranged. What have you to lose?” 

 I thought about it for a moment. “Where are you?” 

 “At the Plaza, on Fifth Avenue, in the Royal Suite.” 

 “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 

 I headed for the Bruckner Expressway and called Dehan as I went. 

 “Yeah, what’s up?” 

 “Dos Santos just called me.” 

 “He did?” 

 “Yeah. He wants a meeting before the meeting. I’m going to see him at the Plaza.” 

 “What do you want us to do?” 

 “Go ahead as planned. I’ll keep you posted if anything changes.” 

 “Okay.” 

 I parked on West 58th and made my way on foot to the Grand Army Plaza. When I asked the receptionist how to get to the Royal Suite, he raised a skeptical eyebrow at me that was rich with pseudo-nineteenth-century grandeur. 

 “Are you Detective Stone?” He asked it in a generic French accent. 

 “Yeah.” 

 “’E is expecting you.” 

 He directed me toward the elevators. I rode up to the suite, wondering why all hotel receptionists pretended to be French.  

 The door to the Royal Suite was opened by something an anthropologist would have wanted to preserve and study. He was dressed in an Italian suit, but you could tell he missed his furs.  

 “Stone. I’m here to see dos Santos.” 

 He would have frowned, only that’s hard to do with only one eyebrow. He jerked his head, indicating I should come in, and led the way to a room that looked like a set from Downton Abbey. Geronimo dos Santos was fat. He had enough chins for a large family. He was sitting at a dark mahogany dining table that Emma would have approved of, with a bottle of champagne in a silver ice bucket by his side. He had a plate and a silver bowl in front of him, and he was stuffing his face with caviar and crackers. He glanced at me as I came in but didn’t say anything. 

 Ape Man pulled out a chair for me and indicated with his hand that I should sit. Speaking was obviously not the big thing around here. I was about to tell dos Santos I was short of time when he spoke suddenly. 

 “Some people,” he said, “believe it should be eaten with vodka. But in my opinion, those people are brutish. Caviar has a rich spectrum of subtle flavors. Vodka numbs our palate, so we perceive only a fraction of those delicate tones. No.” He shook his head. “We want the clean, delicate flavors of a Krug Clos d’Ambonnay, to sensitize our palate to receive the exquisite taste of the roe.” 

 “Spare me your bullshit, dos Santos. What do you want?” 

 He looked at me with distaste, like I was spoiling his lunch by wearing the wrong aftershave.  

 “You have somewhere else to be, Detective?” 

 “Yeah, and you have five seconds to start saying something I find interesting. If you don’t, this interview is over.” 

 He sighed and reached for the bottle. I could tell he was counting out the seconds as he refilled his glass. On six, he said, “Can I offer you a drink? I hate to drink alone.” 

 I stood. He held up a hand.  

 “Detective, you are not the only man with a busy schedule. I have no desire to waste your time, let alone my own. If I have asked you here, it is because I think we can both benefit. Please, have a drink and allow me to explain.” 

 I sat. “Spare me the lessons on how to eat my caviar, and get to the point.” 

 He turned to Ape Man. “Ronaldo, get the detective a drink.” He turned to me. “I am guessing you are a whiskey man, Detective Stone.” 

 “Bushmills, no ice.” 

 Ronaldo disappeared and dos Santos spooned caviar onto a cracker and stuffed it in his mouth.  

 “Who has the…” He hesitated for a second. “Who has the box, Detective?” 

 “I have.” 

 “Have you looked inside?” 

 “How is that any of your business?” 

 He looked at me with a face that could have skinned a rabbit. “Because I am paying a substantial sum of money for it. Have you looked inside the box?” 

 I lied and said, “No. Emma advised me not to.” 

 He raised an eyebrow and nodded. After a moment, he said, “You realize that Emma is quite mad.” 

 “And what, are you quite sane?” 

 He sighed. “You are a difficult man to talk to, Stone. We are not making progress.” 

 “I get antsy when people bullshit me. Why don’t you get to the point, dos Santos?” 

 Ronaldo came in with a silver tray and a crystal tumbler of whiskey on it. I took a sip. I was beginning to feel I needed it. 

 “The point I am trying to make, Stone, is that she may have misled you as to the real value of the contents of the box.” 

 I laughed. “Oh, really? So this elaborate circus you have going on here—the Krug, the caviar, Baxter, and the two years you have been hunting for Tamara Gunthersen—that is all over something that is really of very little value at all.” 

 He gave a breathless little chortle. “By no means, Detective. I mean that she may have misled you into believing it is less valuable than it really is.” 

 I frowned. 

 “She is quite mad. And I, and the people I represent, would be willing to be very generous friends, Detective Stone, if you would cooperate with us. Let me explain what I have in mind.” 

 He held out his glass, as though proposing a toast. I was keen to hear, and record, what he had to say. So I knocked his glass with mine, and we both drank. I couldn’t work out at first why he was smiling. He turned to Ronaldo, who was now also smiling, and in a voice that sounded like it was all the way across the room, he said, “Get the car ready, Ronaldo. I think Detective Stone is just about ready.” 

 I tried to swear, but my brain had stopped talking to my mouth and all that came out was a slur. I tried to stand, but that didn’t work either, because the table rose up and hit me in the face. And then there was nothing. 





TWENTY-TWO


 The first thing I was aware of was a sharp pain in my shoulders that was making it hard to breathe. Then I realized the pain was in my wrists and arms, and also in my ankles and my legs. I felt sick too. 

 I opened my eyes and slowly focused. It didn’t make much difference because the room was dark. A horizontal crack of light slowly resolved itself into a window with the blind drawn down. Another, farther away and at an odd angle, became a door. And as I slowly adjusted to the feelings in my body, I realized I was sitting, not lying, and I was tightly bound to a chair with duct tape. Usually, being bound to a chair is not a good sign.  

 I tried to clear my head and hollered at the door a few times. After the third shout, it opened and the Thing came in and looked at me. 

 “You awake?” 

 “No, I’m deeply asleep and you are part of my dream. That’s why you are in here.” He tried to work it out, but it’s hard when you only have one eyebrow. “Just tell Geronimo to get his fat ass in here and untie me!” 

 He gave a nod and went away, down some stairs that were just out of sight. Slowly, my brain functions were coming back. I listened hard to see if I could get some clue as to where I was. The silence was almost total, but there was something like white noise just in my peripheral hearing. 

 Surf. I was at the beach house, then.  

 I heard two sets of feet climbing heavily up stairs. There was also the heavy breathing of a man carrying too much weight. Geronimo entered the room and flipped a switch. I winced in the sudden glare but took in a writing desk and a chair, a gray carpet, and a bare white wall. Geronimo was leaning on the desk catching his breath. Ronaldo, proto-man, was standing in front of me looking like evolution gone wrong. Geronimo heaved a breath and gave a small laugh. 

 “I am not as young as I was. There was a time I would have sprinted up those stairs. And I try to observe a healthy diet, but age, Stone. It comes to us all, and it does not forgive.” 

 Here we were, a couple of pals having a chat. He pulled out the chair and lowered himself onto it. 

 “Now, Stone, where is the box?” 

 “Go fuck yourself.” 

 “Very well. Ronaldo, I think six should do.” 

 It was like getting hit by a wall. I weigh two hundred and twenty pounds, and he made the chair rock. By the second blow, I was disoriented and wondering how I was going to get through another four. He made it easy for me by delivering three of them to my chest, so I felt like I had a rusty saw stuck through my lungs. The last was a backhander that left the room spinning and my ears ringing. 

 Through the pain, I heard dos Santos’s voice.  

 “Now, let us at least dispense with the vulgarities, Stone. Perhaps I had better apprise you of the situation. Your wire has been removed. Detective Dehan has received a text message instructing her to stand down and await further instructions from you. So nobody is going to come charging to your rescue. You have one chance of survival and one only. Tell me where the box is, and where Tammy is.” 

 I knew I had to think. Somehow I had to get my brain working, but Ronaldo’s beating had left me groping for consciousness. I played for time, exaggerating my grogginess. I didn’t have to try very hard. 

 “You’re out of your fucking mind. You think I am stupid enough to make it this easy for you?” 

 “Frankly? I do, yes. I don’t want to resort to mutilation, Stone, but if you try my patience, Ronaldo here is pretty handy with a pair of pliers. Don’t push your luck. If I don’t have an answer in the next ten minutes, one of you starts losing digits, or some other parts of the anatomy which may be more persuasive.” 

 I looked up at Ronaldo’s passive face. It held the kind of peace only stupidity can bring. I looked past him at Geronimo. He was smiling. I knew I had to turn the situation around pretty soon, or I was going to be in big trouble.  

 “I don’t know where Tamara is, but you and I both know, dos Santos, that if I give you the box, I will be dead within seconds. Now you must be aware that I am too smart and too experienced to put myself in that situation.” 

 He looked complacent. “I just don’t think you have had enough time to do anything other than put it somewhere safe.” He gave a small laugh. “In fact, I am not even totally convinced that Emma has given it to you.” 

 “I’ll tell you where it is, dos Santos. It’s in a drawer, in a desk at the 43rd Precinct. Not my desk—the desk of a uniform sergeant who has instructions to put it in the mail if she doesn’t hear from me by midnight tonight. Now you can torture an address out of me, but how will you ever know if I have given you the right address?” 

 “You’re bluffing.” 

 “Maybe I am, Geronimo. But again, how will you ever know?” 

 He struggled to his feet. “Come on, Ronaldo. Let us go and talk to Emma for a while, and see if she can be more cooperative.” 

 They closed the door, and I heard their big feet lumbering down the stairs. They would question Emma to see if she confirmed or denied what I had told them. So far, I was on safe ground. But I wouldn’t be able to keep the game going indefinitely. And I could not rely on Dehan realizing the messages were not from me. At least not for several hours. 

 Duct tape is a very useful, easy way of immobilizing somebody. It only has one drawback. Rope, especially nylon rope, is hard to cut through. With duct tape, all you need to do is nick it in the right place and it tears right in half. I peered around the room, looking for something with a sharp angle. There was nothing immediately apparent. Then I became aware that just behind me there was a bed. I started rocking the chair from side to side and angling my body so that the chair shifted. Soon I could see, over my shoulder, exactly what I had hoped for. A bedside table with a lamp on it. It was a long shot, but it was worth a try. 

 I did a little more angling, rocked a couple of times, and then, putting all my weight into one final rock, I threw myself backward onto the lamp. I smacked my head hard against the wall, and the chair got wedged at a forty-five-degree angle over the bedside table. But underneath my wrists and hands, I felt the glass shade of the lamp crack and shatter into shards. One of which I held in my bleeding fingers. It was enough. I moved it around until I had the tip wedged into the edge of the tape. Then I pushed and felt the tape cut. Another couple of slashes, and the pressure from my wrists was enough to do the rest. 

 With my hands free, I acted quickly, leaning forward and hacking at the tape around my ankles. I stood, unsteadily at first, with my head swimming and a feeling of nausea in my stomach. I moved to the door, opened it a fraction, and listened. There was silence. 

 There was a landing and, at the far end, a stairwell leading down. Dim light filtered up from below. I moved to the banisters and peered down. There wasn’t much to see, a carpeted staircase and part of a hallway. I had no weapon and no phone to call for backup. I took a couple of steps down and peered through the railings. The hallway was a broad space. Ahead of me, I could see the front door. To one side there was another door that was closed, but obviously gave onto a room at the front of the house, facing the sea. Next to it, there was an arch, and through it, three broad steps that led down into a large, modern living room. The lights were off, but I could make out a large fireplace with a copper hood, a cream sofa, and a large armchair. But no people. Another couple of steps and I could see that to the right there was a passage, and my gut told me that led to the kitchen. 

 I slipped into the living room. I was on a mezzanine floor with two steps to a lower level, where one whole wall was made of plate glass, in the middle of which there were two sliding doors that now stood open onto a broad, weatherboard terrace that was bathed in moonlight. Now I could hear voices and the sound of the surf. 

 Keeping in the shadows, I slipped along the wall to stand in the corner, looking out onto the terrace. They had the terrace lights off and were sitting like moonlit ghosts at a table. Beyond them, I could see the luminous ocean and the lights of a small launch. 

 Emma spoke suddenly.  

 “Please, Geronimo, I am begging of you, please don’t hurt him. Please, don’t hurt him.” 

 Geronimo gave a high-pitched wheeze, which must have been a laugh, and said, “Oh, I am going to hurt him, Emma. I am going to make him weep like a child, and I am going to make you watch every second of it until he dies, sobbing for his mommy. Unless, of course, you tell me where the box is. And where is Tammy?” 





TWENTY-THREE


 “I am sick of telling you!” Her voice was a hiss in the night, like an echo from the surf on the beach. “I don’t know! For this very reason, Geronimo! I knew that you would try something. I knew that you’d try to trick us and betray us.” 

 He gave a screech like a parrot. “That! That is fine! When it was your sister who cheated me in the first place! If she had stuck to the terms of our agreement in the first place, we would not be in this mess now!” 

 “An agreement that gave her a filthy two thousand dollars while you netted an incalculable fortune!” 

 He leaned forward and spat the words viciously at her. “It was not for me! It was for the Mother Church! He had no place owning that treasure! It belongs to the Church!” 

 “This is getting us nowhere.” 

 “Where is Tamara?” 

 “Where you can never find her.” 

 “Where is she!” 

 “Never! I will never tell you!” They were both silent, glaring at each other. Then Emma exploded, “Why are you so obsessed with her? Why can’t you let her be?” 

 “Because she stole from me, and she must pay.” 

 “You are such a cretin! If you had just left things as they were, Geronimo! You would have your bloody box! I would have my money and my guarantee, and we would be done! Now you get nothing!” 

 “Fine!” He pounded the table with his fist. “Have it your way! Ronaldo, go and get him!” 

 Ronaldo moved toward the plate glass doors. As he did so, Emma threw herself at him, clawing at his arm and pleading, “Please! Please don’t hurt him! For God’s sake, please! Please don’t!” 

 Geronimo pounded the table again. “Enough of this!” 

 “I swear to you he has the box! I gave it to him so that you could not get it from me! I don’t know where it is! Kill him and you will never get it!” 

 I stepped out onto the terrace. 

 “She’s telling the truth. She gave it to me this morning, and we agreed she would have no knowledge of what I did with it.” 

 Geronimo gaped. “Stone! What the…?” He glared at Ronaldo and screamed like a hysterical woman. “You incompetent fool!” 

 “Now, you are at an impasse, Geronimo. The clock is ticking. Hurt Emma or hurt me, you will never see the box again. In a week, it could be anywhere in the world. You tried to be too smart. Now, you have one chance and one chance only. Accept you will have to buy the box with more than money.” 

 “What do you mean, more than money?” 

 “A confession, signed and recorded, that implicates all three of us. If any one of us gets hurt, the other two go down.” 

 “That’s absurd!” 

 “That’s the deal. Take it or leave it.” 

 His face went crimson, and he pounded the table with both fists till I thought he was going to have a stroke. Even Ronaldo looked curious. 

 Dos Santos leaned across the table, pointing a finger just an inch from Emma’s face. “Just once! Just once I saw her! Perfect! Beautiful! Enrapturing! If I could have owned her, I would have bought her! But I knew, I knew.” Now he pounded the side of his head with his finger. “God spoke to me. ‘She is the spawn of the Devil! She will be only trouble!’ Five minutes I saw her and I knew!” He dropped back into his chair. “But I was desperate to do God’s work, and I was a fool!” 

 “You’re a boring man, Geronimo. You talk a lot of shit. Now what’s it to be? If we have a deal, let’s do it. If there is no deal, Emma and I are walking out of here, and you know there is damn all you can do about it.” 

 Ronaldo pulled his gun and pointed it at me. I looked Geronimo in the eye and said, “You have five seconds to make him put that gun on the table. If he doesn’t, I walk. Then one of two things is going to happen. One, you will kill me, and then you will never see your box. Two, you won’t kill me, and you will never see your box. You see how it works, Geronimo. Now, I am counting…” 

 Geronimo waved his hand at Ronaldo. “Put down the gun. Put it down.” 

 Ronaldo shrugged like he thought his boss was stupid. He wasn’t wrong. He put the gun on the table. I thought what would happen next would be that Emma would hand me the gun, but I guess I was a bit stupid, too. Instead, she reached out like she was reaching for a pack of cigarettes. Both Geronimo and Ronaldo frowned at her hand, like they were mildly surprised. She picked it up calmly and deliberately, pointed it at Ronaldo, and shot him in the heart. Then without losing her composure, she turned it on Geronimo. 

 He screamed again and threw the table up and over so that it crashed against Emma, knocking her off her chair. Next thing, he was flying at me like a quarterback. He piled into me, ramming me against the wall and knocking all the wind out of me. I fell to the floor gasping, and he was off again, sprinting across the floor with astonishing agility. As I staggered to my feet, Emma scrambled out from under the table. She screamed a scream of pure rage and sprinted past me, after dos Santos.  

 I made after her, but my lungs were in spasm and my head was reeling. She was up the stairs onto the mezzanine floor, and I heard the front door slam. I followed and she skidded out into the hall. I shouted after her, “Emma! No!” But she wasn’t listening. She had one thought in her mind and one thought only. 

 She wrenched open the front door. Outside in the moonlight, I heard a car door slam. On the porch, I saw her straddle her legs and take aim. I heard tires scream, and I hurled myself at her. The gun cracked twice before I collided with her and threw her to the ground. 

 She clambered to her feet, training the gun on me. Her eyes were wide, and she looked really crazy. I shouted at her, “Are you crazy? Are you nuts? What have you done?” 

 “Stay away from me!” 

 There was a second car, a Mercedes convertible. She backed toward it, with the gun still trained on me. She climbed in and I watched her fire up the engine and take off at speed after dos Santos. 

 I stood watching her taillights vanish up the road in the pale moonlight. My head was reeling. We’d had him. What she’d done didn’t make any sense.  

 Unless… 

 I went inside and scoured the house for my gun and my phone. After twenty minutes, I found my gun in Ronaldo’s waistband out on the porch. Even now, staring up at the translucent sky, he looked more bemused than surprised. My phone I eventually found in plain sight, sitting on a coffee table in the living room. 

 The bar was easier to find. I poured myself a stiff whiskey and phoned Dehan. 

 “Stone! What the hell is happening?” 

 “Nothing good.” 

 “Why did you stand us down?” 

 “I didn’t. Believe it or not, I was drugged. He took my phone and sent you the message.” 

 “Dos Santos?” 

 “Yeah, he is one devious son of a bitch.” 

 “Holy shit!” 

 “Tell me about it. I need you to come and get me. I also need a CSI team and the ME. There has been another homicide. The captain’s going to have to liaise with the local precinct.” 

 “Oh, he is going to love you.” 

 “I’m not too fond of me myself, right now. I can’t believe I got suckered like that.” 

 “He’s a slippery customer.” 

 “They’re both as crazy as a box of frogs.” 

 “Okay. I’ll be there in a couple of hours.” 





TWENTY-FOUR


 We got home to my place just after four in the morning. She sat me at the table and examined the damage.  

 “Boy, Stone, you look like somebody set fire to your face and put it out with a brick.” 

 “Thanks. You’re beautiful too.” 

 “There are no cuts, though. It’s just bruises.” 

 “Is that all?” 

 She nodded. “You must have a pretty hard face.” 

 “Yeah, it’s the way I was raised. Every time I was bad, my mother would set fire to my face and beat it out with a brick.” 

 She giggled. It was an odd thing to see in her. 

 I smiled. “You going to just sit there gawping at me, or are you going to pour me a drink?” 

 “Coffee laced with whiskey is what you need.” 

 “Sounds about right.” 

 She got up and went to the kitchen. 

 “You know, I keep going over it again and again in my mind. We had him. He was going to pay, God knows how much, millions. I had him hooked, and he had no way out but to pay and sign that damned confession. She and Tammy were home and dry. And she just reaches over, picks up the gun, and blows Ronaldo away. Why would she do that, Dehan?” 

 She was quiet, making the coffee. When it started gurgling, she sighed and looked at me. “I forget who said it, but there is a quote by some wiseass about how if you want to know a person’s intentions, you should ignore their words and look at their actions. So from that perspective, there is only one answer to your question. She would do that because she wanted them dead.” 

 I sat, turning what she’d just said over in my head. It was so clear. 

 “That’s right. That is absolutely right. She wanted dos Santos dead. That was exactly what she wanted.” 

 She looked at me curiously. “Is that surprising?” 

 “Not really. But it’s like one of those pictures where it looks like a scowling old man, and when you just change your perspective, suddenly it looks like a beautiful young woman. Suddenly, I see the other picture, and it all makes sense.” 

 “Glad I could help.” 

 “We have a long day ahead of us, Dehan. Let’s get some bacon and mushrooms going, and a couple of eggs. I have a lot to explain to you, and then we need to make a plan.” 

 So she gave us two more spiked coffees and started frying, while I started explaining. 

   

 Emma’s call came at half eight. She was hysterical, sobbing and almost incoherent.  

 “John, thank God! I didn’t know if you’d found your phone. I am going to pieces, John. What am I going to do. I killed a man! John, do you understand? I shot and killed him!” 

 “Take it easy.” 

 “What are you talking about, take it easy? They’ll send me to prison for life! You have to do something!” 

 “I said take it easy.” 

 “What am I going to do? I can’t go to prison, John? I can’t! Do you know what they will do to a woman like me in prison?” 

 “Emma. Shut up.” 

 I heard her swallow. 

 “In the first place, it was self-defense…” 

 “Self-defense…?” 

 “That’s right. There was you and me and Geronimo. If it ever comes to trial, you and me are telling the same story. He came at you with the gun. You struggled and somehow turned the gun on him.” 

 “Yes, I see…” 

 “But it is never going to come to that, because I am the investigating officer, and I am going to pin the whole thing on dos Santos.” 

 “You are?” 

 “You bet.” 

 “Oh, John, how can I ever thank you? All I want is to get away and put this whole nightmare behind me.” 

 “I know, baby. It’s almost over.” 

 “What about you?” 

 “Before you do your disappearing act, we need to talk about the box.” 

 “Keep it. I’ll put you in touch with a discreet buyer. You can open an account in Belize and have the money paid in there. Then you can live like a king for the rest of your life.” 

 “When can I see you?” 

 “May I come over this afternoon? I’d like to collect Tammy’s birthday present and say… not au revoir, but olive oil. I hope, when this is over…” 

 “Don’t say it, Emma. If it’s real, we’ll do it.” 

 “Yes. Yes, you’re right.” 

 “I’ll see you at four. Will you bring Tammy? I’ve heard so much about her, I’d like to meet her at least once before you do your vanishing act.” 

 “Of course. We’ll be there at four.” 

 I hung up and sat looking at Dehan. She stared back at me. After a moment I said, “Come on, let’s go and see Geronimo.” 

 We got to the plaza at shortly after nine thirty. My car was still there, so Dehan dropped me off and headed back to the station to talk to the captain, who was in the midst of an acute anxiety attack. I checked at the desk and Geronimo dos Santos was still in the Royal Suite. I took the elevator and made my way up.  

 This time, he opened the door himself. He stood staring at me for a long moment, then turned and walked back toward the drawing room. I stepped in and closed the door behind me. I found him in a large armchair sulking among his chins. On the coffee table in front of him, he had a bottle of vodka and an empty shot glass.  

 “You planning on stopping anytime soon, Geronimo?” 

 He glowered at me sullenly. 

 “What?” 

 “Acting like an asshole. How many people do you plan to get killed before you stop? Is this how you do God’s work, dos Santos? By going around getting people killed? Because let me tell you something, I am going to make it my business to ensure that the next person who gets killed is you.” I stuck out my finger and pointed at him. “You are alive this morning because I jumped on Emma when she was going to pop you. You owe me your life.” 

 His expression changed to one of calculating cunning. It was an effort to control the urge to smack him. 

 “We are alone right now, dos Santos. You know? I ought to give you a taste of what you gave me last night.” 

 He swallowed and looked sick. 

 “You forced me.” 

 “Bullshit!” 

 “You and Emma… I can’t trust either of you…” 

 “Bullshit!” 

 He swallowed again. He looked scared. 

 “Between the two of you, you have fucked up a sweet deal—for no good reason! You because of your stupid obsession with Tamara, and her because she wanted to play it smart. If you had both listened to me, you would have your precious goddamn box by now, and she would have her money and her damned sister.” I approached the table and sat opposite him. “Now I am going to ask you one more time. Are you planning to stop?” 

 “What are you proposing?” 

 I’d been in the room thirty seconds and he was already making me mad. 

 “Maybe I didn’t make myself clear. Next time you try to screw me over, I am going to blow that sick little head of yours clean of your multiple chins. Now I am going to ask you one. Last. Time. And if I don’t get a clear answer, first, I am going to go over there and beat you to a sobbing pulp. Then, I am going to walk out of here and sell that box on the open market. Then I am going to put out a contract on you. So, Geronimo, are you ready to quit?” 

 He closed his eyes and seemed to shudder all over. Maybe it was the effort of having to make a commitment to not being stupid. 

 “Yes.” 

 “We get one last shot at this. We do it my way and everybody wins. You step out of line by one inch, and I will kill you, personally.” 

 “You have made yourself very clear.” 

 “You do not get Tamara.” 

 He opened his eyes and glared at me. His fat, white cheeks flushed red. I reached under my arm, pulled out my revolver, and cocked it. I took aim at his head. I am not honestly sure if I was planning to shoot him or not. His eyes bulged and all the pinkness drained from his face. 

 “All right! All right!” 

 “Forget Tamara!” 

 He nodded. 

 For good measure, I added, “It is the only way you get to stay alive.” He nodded again. 

 I put my piece back under my arm and continued. 

 “I want ten million bucks, in a numbered account in Belize. Make no mistake, dos Santos. I know I can get a lot more. But I want this over with. Start pushing, try to get smart, and this deal disappears off the table faster than you can say, ‘please don’t shoot.’” 

 “I can do that, no problem.” 

 I threw my card on the table. He picked it up and looked at it. I pulled out my pen like I wanted to add something and gestured for him to give it back to me. He handed it over. I took an evidence bag from my pocket and slipped the card in. 

 “I take it your prints are not in the system.”  

 He went crimson to the top of his scalp. “You are bluffing. You can’t take prints from paper…” 

 “On the contrary. They are one of the best surfaces for taking prints. Though banisters, cell phones, guns, garden chairs, and tables are all pretty good, too. Your prints are all over Emma’s beach house, Geronimo, and all over my phone and my other gun. And even as we speak, there is a CSI team going over that house with a fine-toothed comb.” I held up the card. “This is insurance. I am as implicated as you are. If you go down, the best I can hope for is to make a deal, but I go down too. However, my friend, if I go down, there are no deals for you. You go away for life.” I stood. “Do yourself a favor. Be at my house today at three. I want to see my money in the account, then you get your box. And then you get the hell out of my city. I will make arrangements. Anything happens to Emma or Tammy, or me, you go down.” 

 He sneered. “A regular Galahad.” 

 “Don’t bank on that, dos Santos. I’m an ugly son of a bitch. You don’t want to see the dark side.” 

 I left, wondering how much of what I had said was truth, and how much was an act. 





TWENTY-FIVE


 I stepped out into the glare and the heat and made my way to my car. I sat for ten minutes staring at nothing, seeing only my thoughts. I replayed for the thousandth time the scene from last night. Emma, exquisite, sobbing, pleading for my life. Dos Santos, grotesque, sneering, talking about using pliers to remove my fingers. Ronaldo, his mindless face vaguely surprised as he looked at the gun. And then all hell breaking loose. I saw her scrambling to her feet, racing frantically after him, her legs straddled in the doorway, taking aim. 

 I fired up the Jag and headed back to the station.  

   

 I dropped into my chair and stared at Dehan, who was staring back at me across the desk. She was good to stare at right then. “You have humanity, haven’t you, Dehan?” 

 She raised an eyebrow. “I try to avoid it, but it’s there. What can you do?” 

 “Did you talk to the captain?” 

 “He wants to see you. He wants to see us both.” 

 “When?” 

 “As soon as you come in.” 

 I looked at my watch. “That would be in about five minutes.” 

 “You want a coffee?” 

 “More than anything in the world, apart from sleep.” 

 She went away to get me some coffee. She had humanity. 

 Ten minutes later, we sat in front of the captain. He was looking at my face and seemed distressed. 

 “You look like hell, Stone.” 

 “Yeah, I didn’t have time to put my makeup on this morning.” 

 “This is no joking matter.” 

 “No, sir.” 

 “I understand you and Detective Dehan have your own methods, but I can’t help feeling this thing has gotten a little out of hand.” 

 “I have to take full responsibility for that, sir. I did not anticipate that dos Santos would drug me and kidnap me. I had never encountered that before.” 

 His frown deepened. “It’s like something out of a Sam Spade novel.” 

 Dehan coughed. “Dashiell Hammett, sir. Same Spade was the character… sir…” 

 “Thank you, Detective Dehan. I’ll try to remember that.” His voice could have etched metal. He looked back at me. “I don’t know what to say, John. Have you got a grip on this case? Do you need time to convalesce?” 

 “No, sir. I am confident I can wrap it up today.” 

 He looked surprised. “Today?” 

 “Yes, sir. Detective Dehan and I discussed it at length this morning, and I have made most of the arrangements.” 

 He nodded and looked at Dehan. “You feel equally confident, Dehan?” 

 “Yes, sir.” 

 “You need backup?” 

 “Just one unmarked car, Captain, outside my house. I’d like to explain my plan…” 

 He sat back and gave a smile that hovered between admiration and irony. It is not an easy smile to pull off. 

   

 At two fifty, I was ready in my house. I felt like I needed to lie down and die for a week, preferably on a beach in the Caribbean. I took a fortifying slug of Irish and sat down to wait. I had set myself up in my armchair, with a coffee table in front of me. I had my laptop on the breakfast bar playing Mozart softly in the background. I was ready. 

 The doorbell rang at three on the dot. I let him ring three times before I opened. He had an attaché case with him. 

 “You said at three. I am not accustomed to being kept waiting.” 

 “Then get accustomed. Sit down.” 

 He glanced at me resentfully, like I was being unkind, and sat on the sofa. Then he offered me an ingratiating smile. “Mozart. The number one Flute Concerto. G Major.” 

 I offered him a sour look back. “It eases me. I need easing.” I sat. 

 “Well, Stone—John, if I may—shall we get down to business? You have the box?” 

 “What’s your hurry?” 

 “My hurry? There is surely no need to prolong things. In view of what has happened, I am naturally eager to leave the country…” 

 I smiled. “I bet you are. Just answer me a few questions.” 

 He sighed. “Is this necessary? I have not time to waste.” 

 “It’s necessary. There are things I don’t understand. Last night you were going to take my fingers off with a pair of pliers. Today you can indulge me. Have a drink with me and answer my questions. Alternatively, you can get the fuck out of my house.” 

 I put the bottle and a glass on the table. He looked at it with distaste. 

 “Whiskey…” 

 “I have no vodka. Drink.” 

 He poured himself a shot, sipped, winced, and put the glass down.  

 “You work for the Vatican.” 

 “In a manner of speaking.” 

 “In what manner of speaking?” 

 He shifted his ass and looked uncomfortable. “It is a semi-official office, based near Santiago de Compostela, in Spain, in the castle of Soto Maior. I am the personal assistant of Cardinal Guzman, and our mission is to acquire unique treasures for the Holy Mother Church.” 

 “At whatever cost… to the people letting those treasures go.” 

 He made a ‘who gives a shit?’ face and said, “When an item belongs properly to the Church, I feel any means are justified.” 

 It wasn’t the first time he’d said that, and I thought about it for a moment.  

 “So Hugh Duffy had this… box. And in your opinion, it belonged properly to the Church. So you set about looking for a sexy young woman…” 

 He expostulated, “Please! Give me credit for being a little more subtle than a mule!” 

 “Of course. You did your homework, you found out about his fiancée…” 

 “And I set about seeking the perfect actress to play the part of his fiancée.” He looked pleased with himself. “And I have to say, she was brilliant. Quite captivating. She could have been a star, Detective. She had a quality about her that just made you love her.” 

 “So that’s what you hired her for. To make Duffy fall in love with her.” 

 “And when she had won his trust, then to take the box.” 

 “Did she know what was in the box?” 

 The complacent smile slipped from his face. “Not to begin with, but that fool Duffy told her what it was.” 

 I snarled, “Isn’t that what you wanted, for him to trust her? And once she knew what it was, she realized you were paying her a fraction of a fraction of what it was worth. She realized she could get several thousand times what you were paying her on a specialized market.” 

 He studied my face a moment. “So, I have answered your questions. Shall we do business?” 

 I nodded, reached in my pocket, and tossed him over a sheet of paper with the details of a numbered account Dehan and I had opened that morning in Belize. On a sudden impulse, I said, “But the price went up.” 

 He glared at me, then surprised me by asking, “How much?” As I had suspected, I was still well within his budget. 

 “Fifteen.” 

 He wrenched open his attaché case, and I saw it had a laptop built into it. He tapped furiously while muttering, “Do not push me too far, Stone. This far and no further.” He turned the computer toward me, like he was trying to wrench it off his lap, and showed me the screen. There were fifteen million dollars poised to be transferred into my account. “Now,” he said, “Show me the box.” 

 I smiled at him. “I wonder just how far I could push you.” 

 “No further!” 

 I reached down beside my chair and pulled up the wooden box that Emma had given me. I placed it on the table. 

 He narrowed his eyes at it. “Let me see. I don’t trust you.” Then he shifted his gaze to me. “You haven’t looked inside? I find that hard to believe…” 

 I shrugged. “What difference does it make? I am not an expert. As far as I know, it could be anything. I’ve got my money. That’s all I care about. At a cool fifteen percent, I am in clover, dos Santos.” 

  “Let me see it,” he grunted. 

 “What is that, two and a quarter million a year? I figure I could be happy living on that.” 

 I was playing for time, and he was beginning to sense it. He sat forward. “Why won’t you let me see it?” 

 “I am not stopping you, dos Santos. I am just wondering if you really do want to see what’s in this box.” 

 His face flushed. “Of course I do! Stop playing games, Stone! I am warning you! I have not transferred the money yet!” 

 “I am aware of that. But you will, don’t worry. Wait, I think I hear somebody coming…” 

 He turned and stared at the door. There were footsteps approaching from the sidewalk; they sounded like a woman’s high heels. They climbed the steps to the door, and the doorbell rang. He turned back and glared at me.  

 “What is this, Stone? You are going too far! I am warning you!” 

 I smiled, picked up the box, and rose to open the door. 





TWENTY-SIX


 She stepped through the doorway and immediately put her arms around my neck and kissed me. Maybe she sensed I was not really responsive. She pulled back and held my face in her hands, frowning, examining the swelling and the bruising. 

 “Oh, you poor darling. What did they do to you?” 

 “I’ll survive, which is more than can be said for Ronaldo.” 

 She frowned. “Are you very cross with me?” As she spoke, she noticed the box in my hand. “What are you doing?” 

 I smiled. “Come on in.” I closed the door behind her and said, “Take a seat, Emma. We have some things to discuss.” 

 As I said it, dos Santos stood up. He had a face that would have made a Carolina reaper wince. When he spoke, his voice was a rasp. “This is intolerable, Stone. My patience is not limitless.” 

 “Neither is mine, dos Santos. Shut up and sit down. We have business to transact. You don’t get the box and I don’t get the money until Emma and Tammy are safe.” 

 Emma stared at dos Santos, then at me, and made several false starts in trying to say something. “John, you should have… This is not… What are you…?” 

 “Sit down, Emma. Have a drink.” 

 I sat her in the chair opposite mine, put a glass in front of her, and nudged the whiskey bottle her way. “Help yourself.” 

 I sat and looked at them both, one after the other and back again.  

 “Where were we, Geronimo? Oh yes.” I turned to Emma. “Geronimo is about to transfer fifteen million bucks into a numbered account for me. Naturally, as you are my partner in crime, Emma, part of that money should go to you. Also quite naturally, Geronimo was saying that, before he makes the transfer, he wants to see the box and its contents for himself.” 

 She was shaking her head as I was speaking. “John, really, I want no part of this. I am not cut out for this kind of thing. I am not a criminal…” 

 “You saying I am?” 

 “You know what I mean.” 

 “You going to say no to half of fifteen million bucks, Emma? Seven and a half million is nothing to be sneezed at.” 

 “Please, John, this is not what we agreed. Just give me Tammy’s birthday present and let me go.” 

 I snapped my fingers. “You know what it is, dos Santos. Emma is English. Seven and a half million bucks, in pounds sterling, is chicken feed. I’ll tell you what we’ll do—you make that fifteen million pounds sterling, and then I think Emma will be happy, and I can let you see the box.” 

 He was shaking visibly. “I swear to God, Stone…” 

 “Do it.” 

 He tapped at his keyboard, then savagely turned it for me to look at. Over twenty million dollars. And he still hadn’t reached his limit. I smiled at Emma. Her hands were trembling. 

 “John, I am very frightened, and I would like to go now.” 

 “We are almost done, Emma. I am just trying to ensure your safety in the future. You understand that, don’t you?” 

 “Yes, and I am very grateful.” 

 “Stone! Let me see the box!” 

 “In just a moment, dos Santos. I just have a couple of questions I need to ask Emma.” 

 Her eyes fixed on me. “Questions?” 

 I laughed. “All these years as a cop, it’s become a habit. I have to understand how things happened the way they did. You know what I mean? Like last night, when you just reached over, cool as a cucumber, picked up Ronaldo’s gun, and boom! And then you were about to pop Geronimo here, too. See? I don’t understand that. I don’t understand what made you do that.” 

 “I panicked.” 

 “You panicked? I can understand you panicking when he’s holding the gun. But after he laid it on the table, and I finally had these fucking idiots talking, then you panicked? Then you pick up the gun, and with no provocation at all, you kill him?” 

 She stared hard at her hands in her lap. “Yes.” 

 I blew out through my teeth. Dos Santos was watching me like a hawk. I said, “I have to tell you, Emma, you panic with a hell of a lot of cool. Because, you were as cold as ice. And when you went through that door after dos Santos, and you stopped and adopted that stance, you looked just like a pro. You sure you’re not CIA undercover?” 

 “Don’t be ridiculous.” 

 “So explain it. How come you were so cold? How come the professional shooting stance?” 

 “Training.” 

 “Training? What kind of training?” 

 “When I moved to the States and Tammy explained to me the kind of trouble she was in, I took several firearms courses, to advanced degree. I suppose it kicked in last night.” 

 “Huh. That’s a good answer.” 

 “It happens to be the truth.” 

 “I believe you.” 

 “Can I go now?” 

 “Yes, Stone, enough of this stupid inquisition. Let us finalize the deal and be done with it.” 

 “I am almost done, dos Santos. Let’s see a little of that Christian patience.” 

 “It is becoming tiresome, John.” 

 “I know. Just bear with me. I am just curious about Tammy.” 

 She sighed. 

 “What about her? It’s a shame you didn’t bring her. She could have answered these questions herself. You know, she and Duffy got real close. He was, and still is, crazy about her. What I have never understood, from the very beginning, is why she left him? At first I thought she was in love with that loser Steve. But it turns out she hated him enough to shoot him in the heart. So if she was after the kind of money this…” I lifted up the box and waved it at her. “… this box could bring her, why didn’t she just stay with Duffy?” 

 “I suppose she just didn’t love him.” 

 “Nah.” I shook my head. “Shall I tell you what I think?” 

 “I suppose we can’t stop you.” 

 “I think she had every intention of going back to Duffy. She is too smart a cookie to pass up a chance like that. But after losing her parents, twice, and her sister, she was not about to start trusting anyone, ever again. What she needed, what she was hungry for, was a fortune of her own. Money in the bank, that is something you can trust. And the only reason she went to see Steve was to have him fence the goods. He was the only connection she had with the criminal underworld. She went to him to help her find a buyer. It was a stupid thing to do.” 

 Dos Santos was sweating. “An interesting theory. Now, can we please get on…” 

 I sighed. “I guess you were having her tailed, right? It’s the obvious thing to do. And when she took off to the Big Apple, you came after her. You hired Danny to get a couple of heavies together and go and pay her and Steve a visit. Danny picked the Sanchez brothers, and they dropped in on Steve while Tammy was there. This is pure deduction, but I’m pretty sure it’s as near as dammit to what happened.” I watched Emma’s face as I spoke. “They’re laying into Steve, asking him where the box is. Tammy is begging them to leave him alone, but she can see that even the promise of all that cash is not enough to keep his mouth shut. He is going to spill. Especially when they start talking about mutilation and killing. So she makes a play. She pretends she is going for the box, but what she pulls out of the drawer is a .38 revolver that she has persuaded her husband to bring to her from San Francisco.” 

 Emma was staring at her hands. She didn’t say anything. Dos Santos looked like a man trying to crush a wasp between his buttocks. He suddenly erupted. “Yes! You are correct in every particular as far as I am concerned. You are a clever man. Unfortunately, Tammy is not here to confirm her part. Now! At last! Are we done?” 

 “Almost. Tammy knows that Steve is no longer any damn use to her, plus there is the risk that he is going to talk. So she blows him away. She knows that Danny and the Sanchez boys are going to be in shock for a couple of seconds. Nobody expected cute little Tammy to pull a gun, much less be able to use it. So she blows a hole in Ernesto, too. Danny panics and runs. Now she has a choice: kill Alfonso or go after Danny. She goes after Danny because he is going to report back to you, dos Santos. Trouble is, she loses him in the night, and meantime, Alfonso helps Ernesto to get away, leaving the crime scene that would later go cold. Ernesto died and wound up in the river. Which left Danny. And here is where it gets a bit weird.” 

 Her voice was wooden. “Weird how?” 

 “Weird because Danny got murdered just a few months later, by a very elegant, beautiful woman with short black hair and green eyes and a deep Southern drawl. She picked him up in a bar and left with him and then shot him.” 

 Geronimo was frowning. 

 Emma shrugged. “He was mugged by a hooker.” 

 “No, that won’t wash. I told you that Tammy made a few mistakes, and this was one of them. I guess she was desperate. But she made the mistake of shooting him with the same gun she used to kill Steve.” 

 She looked at me like I was crazy. “You just said she was a sophisticated woman with a Southern drawl, black hair, and green eyes. I can’t imagine a woman less like Tamara. Really, John, this has gone on too long. For goodness’ sake, let’s end it! Keep the bloody money! I don’t want it! Just let me get back to Tammy and start over!” 

 “Relax. That is exactly what I intend to do.” 

 And then there was a ring at the door.  





TWENTY-SEVEN


 Dos Santos stood. He was trembling. “What now?” 

 Emma looked really scared. I picked up the box again. “Come on, have you lost all your faith in human greed? It’s nothing.”  

 I stood, crossed the room, and stood with my hand on the door handle. “You see, I kept turning it over, again and again, and whichever way I looked at it, it just didn’t make sense.” I opened the door and smiled. “Hi, just hold on one second, would you?” I walked back a couple of steps so that I could look at dos Santos and Emma where they were sitting, watching me anxiously. “And then one evening, it hit me. It was obvious. I did my research on Google, and there it was.” I turned back to the door and said, “Come on in. Join the party.” 

 Dos Santos jumped to his feet. Emma went white. Hugh Duffy saw dos Santos first and smiled at him amiably. “Why, hello! I didn’t expect to see you here. It’s been a long time…” He advanced toward him with his hand held out, and as he did so, he caught sight of Emma. He started saying, “Oh, forgive me…” then stopped and did a kind of double take. Her expression was one of absolute horror. He faltered, stared at me, and then back at Emma. “Tammy?” 

 She shook her head furiously. “No!” 

 Dos Santos’ jaw dropped. “What?” 

 I picked up a glass and poured a generous measure of whiskey into it. I handed it to Duffy. “Sit down, Mr. Duffy, and have a drink. You are going to need one.” 

 He stared at me and then at the glass, like he didn’t understand what either of us were doing in his life. Then he sat. I put the glass in front of him. He ignored it and shook his head at Emma.  

 “Your hair… you look so different. What happened? Why… I don’t understand.” 

 I sat again and put the box on the table in front of me. “It is a rare gift that some actors have. Boris Karloff had it; Meryl Streep was another. It’s a kind of chameleon effect, where they take on a role to such an extent that they actually become a different person. The change inside is so profound that they actually appear to change physically. But with Tammy, I think it went deeper even than that, didn’t it, Emma? Because I don’t think even the Tammy you met, dos Santos, was the real Tammy. I don’t think there ever was a real Tammy. I think there was just a hollow shell, searching for an identity, sustained by an unquestionable talent for drama. 

 “The first thing that struck me about your house, when I went there, was that there was absolutely no identity in it. Just the picture of your parents, the books by Stanislavski, and a couple of self-help books. Not a single thing to show who Tamara was. Only the scrapbook.” 

 “I am not Tammy. I am Emma.” 

 Duffy stared at me. “What is going on, Stone. Who is Emma?” 

 “Emma? Emma was Tammy’s sister. She died when Tammy was five. But recently, I suspect Tammy has revived her, to keep herself safe in a world where everybody she loves gets snatched away from her. In the end, she came to rely so much on Emma’s strength that she became Emma completely, and Tammy, in fear for her life, hid away inside, where nobody could find her.” 

 Emma curled up in her chair and began to sob. Dos Santos still looked like he’d seen his own ghost. “How did I not see?” 

 “It struck me yesterday, when you said you had only seen Tammy very briefly. Even then, I figure you were focusing more on what Hugh Duffy was going to be seeing than on what you were actually seeing at the time. With two years in between, some skillful makeup, and Tammy’s talent, I thought it was possible she could pull the wool over your eyes. Even so, she took the precaution of seeing you out on the terrace, by moonlight. It also made sense of why she was more keen to kill you than to get your money. When we had you nailed down and ready to deal, instead of closing, she went and blew the whole thing by trying to kill you. It made sense when I realized, if you had recognized her at any point, she would be screwed three ways to Sunday.  

 “The same applied to Baxter, didn’t it, Emma? Somehow he had tracked you down and worked it out. The day I met you, he had just been in to let you know, and start putting the squeeze on you before handing you over to dos Santos. That afternoon I followed you to Baxter’s office. I didn’t realize it at the time, but while I was waiting downstairs, you were up there shooting him through the heart. That’s your favorite shot, right? That’s how you feel—why shouldn’t they?” I shook my head and gave a mirthless laugh. “Once it dawned on me, it all made sense. The way everybody described Tammy was a perfect description of Emma. Looking at Tammy’s photograph, Emma looked exactly like her older sister. Only it was actually her.” 

 I turned back to dos Santos. “She needed you dead. With you and Baxter out of the way, she would be free to exploit her expert husband and sell… the box.” 

 “Husband?” It was Duffy. He was staring at her. She was still curled up sobbing into her hands. 

 “I’m sorry to be brutal, Mr. Duffy, but she has two of them. One back in San Francisco, the other in Manhattan.” 

 He shook his head, bewildered. “Why?” 

 I nodded. “That is not so easy to explain, Mr. Duffy. But let’s start by acceding at last to Mr. dos Santos’s repeated request.”  

 Emma looked up. Her face was drenched, but she was one of those very rare women who do not go puffy and red when they cry. She looked even more beautiful. I pushed the box across the table toward dos Santos. His eyes were bulging, and his hands were trembling. 

 Emma was shaking her head. “Stone, no…” 

 I glanced at her. Her cut glass English was gone. 

 There was a shriek from dos Santos. He was on his feet. “What is this? What is this shit? What are you trying to pull, Stone?” 

 I smiled at him, then at Emma. “Isn’t that what this whole thing has been about? The da Vinci portrait of Clarice Orsini? The brand-new wife of Lorenzo Medici?” 

 Dos Santos screamed. “What?
This?” He held up the painting, smashed it on the floor, and stamped on it. His face was red, and I could see veins standing out on his head and his neck as he slammed his heel down again and again. “This piece of second-rate shit? This piece of fucking shit?” 

 He stopped, panting, and glared at Emma. “Where is it?” 

 I reached down beside my chair and pulled up Tammy’s birthday present. “I happen to know that Tamara Gunthersen was born Tamara Hunter, in West Sussex, England, on March 16, 1995. So this was never going to be her birthday present. Also, you are Tamara Gunthersen, so there is that too. So if this is not her birthday present, what is it?” 

 I turned to Duffy. “I take it you are not familiar with that picture, Mr. Duffy, and that it never went missing from your collection.” 

 He shook his head. “It is a very second-rate imitation. I have never seen it before.” 

 “How about this?”  

 I pulled on the bow and peeled back the paper to reveal a very exquisite wooden box of what seemed to be Byzantine design. Duffy was frowning at it with curiosity. Dos Santos was trembling and sweating, and Emma’s face was creasing up. “John, please…” 

 I opened it up. It contained a small, beautifully illuminated bible and a cup ground out of polished stone. 

 Duffy nodded. “Yes, that’s mine. It is the Thomas de Ahisi Bible. It is priceless. And the cup…” 

 Dos Santos cut across him. His voice was like the voice of a snake. “It is not yours. It belongs to the Holy Mother. You are not even a Catholic; you are an unholy Protestant. That treasure belongs by right to the Holy Roman Church. It is the sacred Holy Grail in which our Lord Jesus Christ converted water into wine, his holy blood.” 

 I raised an eyebrow at him. “This is the Holy Grail? How can you possibly know that? There must be thousands of stone cups like this. You can’t even carbon-date it.” 

 “It has provenance.” 

 “It has provenance?” 

 Duffy, who was still staring at Emma, nodded and glanced at me. “It’s true. It has an unbroken line of documents going all the way back to St. Peter. He took it to Rome and handed it over, upon his death, to the leader of the Christian church who took over from him. Thus it was handed down to successive church leaders until it was given to the Emperor Constantine.” 

 Dos Santos took over. “When Constantinople was overrun by the infidels, the cup was rescued by a Spanish knight, Don Rafael de Aragon, Marques de Soto Maior. It was preserved at his castle in Galicia until the eighteenth century, when it was stolen by the then marques’s youngest son, who took it to Mexico, possibly planning to sell it. As an act of penitence, the Marques de Soto Maior devoted his life, his wealth, and his castle to the purpose of accumulating sacred treasures for the Holy Mother Church. There is a Cardinal always in residence overseeing the treasures. And it has been my life’s work to track down and reacquire the Grail.” 

 Duffy looked at him curiously, then turned to me. “It was not until 1856 that my great-great-grandfather won it in a poker game from that thief’s grandson. I have examined the provenance and had it looked at by experts. It is almost certainly real.” He turned back to dos Santos. “And I am sorry, Mr. dos Santos, but it is not for sale.” 

 I laughed. “Oh, Mr. dos Santos does not intend to buy it from you, Mr. Duffy.” I reached out and pulled the box back. “He employed Tamara Gunthersen to show up at your house and seduce you so that she could steal this treasure and hand it over to dos Santos. But she got other ideas and thought she’d take it for herself instead and sell it on the open market.” 

 Dos Santos gave one of his hysterical screams. “Enough! I can’t take it anymore! Enough talk! Talk! Talk! You have what you wanted! You have asked your fucking questions! Now give me the box!” 

 I pointed at the laptop. “Press the button and show me the transaction has gone through. Then you get the box.” 

 His eyes were wide. He hesitated a fraction of a second, then hit the Enter key and spun the computer so that I could see. I had just become a multimillionaire. I smiled at him and then at Emma. 

 “Geronimo dos Santos, Tamara Gunthersen, I am placing you both under arrest on multiple charges of murder, attempted murder, conspiracy to murder, and theft. You do not have to say anything, but anything you do say may be taken down and used against you in a court of law.” 

 And then all hell broke loose. 





TWENTY-EIGHT


 Dos Santos slammed the case shut, stood, and swung it violently at my head. I put up my arms to protect myself, and the case struck my shoulder. Emma—Tamara—let out a piercing scream and leapt at dos Santos as he grabbed for the box on the table, scratching at his flabby face with her nails. 

 I got to my feet shouting, “Sit down! Both of you!” But dos Santos put all his four hundred plus pounds into a huge backhander that sent Tammy sprawling across the room. I reached for him, yelling, “Give me some backup here!” Outside, car doors slammed and feet pounded the blacktop. Dos Santos heard them too, and despair, added to his massive weight, made him a formidable opponent. He put his hand on my face and heaved. I crashed back into my chair. Next thing, he was reaching under his jacket, and he had a sleek, black Sig Sauer p226 in his hand, waving it around like an aerosol.  

 I shouted, “Stand down! He’s armed!” 

 He glared at me and hissed like a fat snake. “Mozart! You were recording the whole thing! I should shoot you dead right here and now. Tell them to withdraw, or the first to die will be your precious billionaire. Next will be Tammy, and after that, you. Do it!” 

 “Pull back, Dehan. You know what to do.” 

 He put the box in the hip pocket of his jacket and waved the gun at Duffy. “Up, you. Come on! Up!” Duffy got uncertainly to his feet. “Open the door and step out. Remember, I have you covered at every step.” 

 He grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and shoved him toward the door. Duffy opened it and dos Santos hustled up close to him, with the Sig shoved into his lower back. They stepped outside and moved slowly down the steps. I stood in the doorway. 

 “Dehan, I want a unit following dos Santos. As soon as he is clear, you need to get in here and take Tammy into custody.” 

 As I said it, I heard a scream like a banshee with a hornet in her ass, and a freight train slammed into me from behind and sent me crashing down the stairs. I sprawled on my face and saw Tammy’s feet pounding the path toward my gate. I had a piercing pain in my head, but I scrambled to my feet and staggered after her. That was when I saw she had my kitchen knife in her hand and was racing like a thing possessed toward dos Santos, who was standing by a silver Aston Martin Vanquish. I shouted without thinking. 

 “Tammy! No!” 

 Dos Santos turned, grabbed Duffy, and hurled him at Tammy. Duffy stumbled, reached for Tammy’s shoulders, and gripped her, searching her face, “Tammy, sweetheart, listen to me. Leave it—this is not for you. Let him keep it. We can fix this. I have connections…” 

 She was doing a kind of dance, trying to get around him, trying to get past him at dos Santos, who was wrenching open the door of his Vanquish. Suddenly she was screaming, “Get out of my way!” She lunged, he grappled with her, and the knife flashed, once, twice, three times, and Duffy was sinking to his knees.  

 I was halfway across the road and turned back, racing for my Jag, bellowing, “Move in! Move in! Get a paramedic here now! Call an ambulance! Man down! Man down!” 

 I heard the Vanquish’s tires scream, and as I clambered into the Jag, I saw Tammy jumping over the door of her open-top Mercedes. I heard the sirens wailing behind me and took off after dos Santos. He screeched into Neill Avenue as I accelerated after him. A vintage Jag, however cool, is no match for a modern Aston Martin supercar. As long as we stayed in the city, I had a chance of staying with him, but once he hit the freeway, I didn’t have a hope in hell. I radioed in.  

 “In pursuit of a silver Aston Martin Vanquish headed east on Neill Avenue toward Benjamin Nolan. Request a chopper.” 

 By the time I had finished, he was already jumping the lights at the junction and thundering north on Nolan. I followed to the tune of honking horns and squealing brakes. I knew what was coming next. 

 “He’s headed for the junction with the Bronx Pelham Parkway.” That would lead him to the New England Thruway. If he did that, I would lose him. “Have you got me that damned chopper?” 

 “Working on it, Detective.” 

 Ahead, I saw him hit the Parkway and take the corner at sixty miles an hour. The car cornered flat and stuck to the road like it was nailed to it. The massive V12 on a Vanquish will hurl it from zero to sixty in just over three seconds. I took the corner and floored the pedal, but the Aston Martin was moving away from me like I was stationary. In a few seconds, he was going to hit spaghetti junction. If he took the I-95, he would vanish in seconds. 

 “Dispatch! Where is that damned chopper?” 

 I hit a hundred and ten miles per hour as I crossed the bridge. Ahead, he must have been doing a hundred and fifty, because he was pulling away from me at forty miles per hour at least. But he didn’t take the I-95 turn off. He rocketed under the New England Thruway and kept going, east and north. And suddenly, I knew where he was going.  

 I’d been checking my rearview, and now I saw Tamara’s Mercedes closing in on me.  

 “Dispatch, request immediate backup, headed north on Pelham Bridge Road. Suspect headed for the islands at New Rochelle.” 

 “Copy that.” 

 Tamara passed me doing a hundred and thirty. I was creeping up to one twenty, but I didn’t think the old Jag could give me much more.  

 We had to slow as we hit Shore Road and the sleepy suburbs that surround it. Soon, I was cruising through the town with Tammy a few yards ahead of me. I was scanning left and right. I knew he was here. I could feel him.  

 Then I saw the Vanquish. He’d dumped it in the Marina Parking lot. Ahead of me, Tamara had seen it too and was dithering. I dropped into second, gunned the engine, and thundered past her on her right. Then I spun the wheel and turned down Town Dock Road onto the docks, with Tamara screaming on my heels.  

 He was there, on the jetty, clambering into a small speedboat. I screeched to a halt by the steps that led down to the quay and jumped out. I heard the Mercedes skid to a stop behind me. Then Tamara’s voice: 

 “Freeze!” 

 I turned just in time to get pistol-whipped across my head. My head was having a bad couple of days. I sank to my knees. Through a haze of pain, I saw Tamara running down toward dos Santos’s launch. I heard shouts and feet running and turned to see a group of men coming toward me. I pulled myself to my feet and held up my badge. “NYPD. I need a launch! Now!” 

 A big guy with an Italian face frowned at me. “I got one. You okay, pal?” 

 I pointed at dos Santos. “Follow that speedboat…” 

 “Seriously?” 

 “Yes!” 

 “Okay! I’m Tony.” 

 Down on the jetty, things were not going as dos Santos had planned. He was pulling out of the harbor and moving off at speed, but Tammy was standing behind him, holding a gun to his head.  

 We clambered into Tony’s speedboat and took off after them. They turned into the Glen Island strait and accelerated toward Huckleberry Island. They were maybe a hundred yards ahead of us, slapping across the water and raising great plumes of spray as they went, holding their position. We were not gaining on them. I turned to Tony. 

 “What the hell is on that island?” 

 He looked bemused. The wind whipped his words away as he spoke. “Nothing. It’s deserted.” 

 Now they were banking, looping into a long curve around the northern tip of the small landmass. Whatever they were after was clearly on the other side. 

 “There is a natural bay around there,” he shouted. “Maybe they have a yacht.” 

 “Can’t you go any faster?” 

 “She’s at top speed!” 

 As we came around the headland after them, I saw what dos Santos had come for. It wasn’t a yacht. There was a broad bay with a sandy beach, as Tony had said, and sitting in the bay, bobbing on the gentle waves, was a twelve-seater seaplane. Dos Santos was approaching it fast, and somebody on board was opening the door and firing up the rotors.  

 Tony grinned. “If I ram him, will the city buy me a new boat?” 

 “Don’t put yourself at risk, Tony. We stand down. We let them get away.” 

 “Are you kidding?” 

 He aimed the prow of the boat at the seaplane and accelerated to top speed. Dos Santos was pulling up by the near float. I was searching in my mind, trying to anticipate what the hell Tamara thought she was going to do. She heard us approaching and turned to look. She raised her gun to careful aim and fired. The shot went wide. Dos Santos was reaching up frantically for the door. I saw Tamara lean against him. She pressed the revolver against his back and fired. Suddenly she had her hands to her face, screaming. The gun went over the side, and she was on her knees, shaking dos Santos like she couldn’t believe he was dead, making out we had shot him. Hands were reaching down for her from the plane. 

 I saw her hand slip in his pocket, and then she was clambering aboard and the plane was accelerating away down the river, rising, climbing into the air. 

 We pulled up beside dos Santos’s launch, and I clambered aboard. He was slumped against the gunwale, bleeding profusely. I felt his pulse in his neck; it was just a flutter. I looked back toward the shore. I could see the red-and-blue flashing of police units. I looked over at Tony. “Radio in—we are going to need an ambulance.” 

 Dos Santos’s eyes seemed to clear for a moment, and he focused on my face. He was an ugly, pasty gray color. He was trying to talk, and I leaned close. “You,” he hissed, “You will go to hell for this…” 

 The last words he ever heard were his own, telling himself he was going to hell. That’s how I choose to see it anyhow. 

 I felt in his pocket, but the box was gone, as I knew it would be.  

 Tony threw me a line, and we tied dos Santos’s boat to his, then towed it back to the harbor. Dehan was there with half a dozen cops waiting for us on the quay. She helped me up out of the launch, searching my very bruised and battered face. 

 “Are you okay? 

 I shrugged. “She got away. I’m sorry.” 

 “And dos Santos?” 

 “Dead.” 

 She looked down at his body, where the cops were trying to lift him out. 

 “I guess he’ll be facing trial somewhere else.” 

 I snorted. “Yeah, maybe.” 





TWENTY-NINE


 The captain didn’t look pleased. We sat looking at him across his desk, while he sat looking at the glaring sunshine outside. 

 “It’s a less than satisfactory outcome, John. I’m not blaming you, but I have to say that it isn’t up to your usual standard. Either of you.” 

 “No, sir,” I said, “We are not satisfied with the result either.” 

 Dehan said, “Have you heard from the hospital, Captain?” 

 “Duffy is in a serious condition, but he will live. There is also news of the plane, which is why I asked you to come up here. They found the wreckage of the seaplane out at Montauk Point.” 

 I frowned. “What about the bodies?” 

 “Two pilots. Tamara Gunthersen’s body was probably washed out to sea.” 

 “What does the ME say about cause of death?” 

 The captain looked surprised. “They crashed in a plane. What do you expect him to say?” 

 “Well, sir, I am guessing that dos Santos, with his resources, employed competent pilots. In this weather, there is little reason to crash. So I’m wondering why they did.” 

 He looked impatient. “He has barely had time to look at them, but there will be a full report on the cause of the crash and the cause of death. Let’s not try to complicate it any further.” 

 “Yes, sir.” 

 He looked at us in turn and seemed to relent a little. “However,” he said, “I must congratulate you both on resolving a very complex mystery, even if the body count was rather high.” 

 Dehan spoke up. “Thank you, sir, but we did not in fact cause any of those deaths. Tamara Gunthersen turned out to be a pretty lethal woman. In my opinion, Detective Stone did well to come out of this alive.” 

 The captain gazed at her through hooded eyes that were probably meant to be intimidating. She met them with a smile. Dehan is not easy to intimidate. 

 “As I said,” he went on, “I must congratulate you. Your recording via the webcam on your laptop was very effective. You have quite a flair for the dramatic yourself, John. It is just a shame we won’t get to prosecute anyone with the evidence you garnered.” 

 Dehan was in a voluble mood and spoke up again, with a grin that bordered on the insolent. “Ms. Gunthersen has at least saved the city the cost of an expensive trial. Sir.” 

 “That is not an appropriate observation, Detective Dehan.” 

 “No, sir.” 

 “All right. It has been a very trying case, for both of you, but especially you, John. I suggest you take a few days off to recuperate.” 

 We thanked him and left. It was six o’clock. I dropped Dehan at her apartment on Simpson Street and made my way home. I had a shower, ate a steak, and by eight o’clock I was in bed with a book, falling asleep as the lines crossed in front of my eyes. Gradually, blissful unconsciousness enfolded me. 

   

 I lay staring at the darkened ceiling, wondering what had woken me up. I looked at my clock. It said 2:02. I was still tired. My eyes were heavy. Then the doorbell gave a prolonged jangle, and I knew that was what had woken me. I wondered what the hell Dehan could want at that time of the morning and staggered down the stairs to open the front door. It wasn’t Dehan. 

 It was Tamara. She stood looking up at me with that face that should have belonged to an angel. She looked scared and vulnerable. 

 “I couldn’t do it.” She said it like it should make sense to me. 

 I stepped aside. “Come in.” 

 She stepped in and placed her hands on my bare chest. “John, I am so sorry. Tell me you’ll forgive me. I was out of my mind. I was so scared of what that monster would do to me.” 

 “You stabbed Hugh Duffy three times in the stomach.” 

 “I was out of my mind. I know it was wrong. You have to believe me.” 

 “I don’t have to believe anything.” 

 I walked away from her into the kitchen and started making coffee.  

 She followed, but stopped in the middle of the floor. She looked like a beautiful, frightened child. “You are right to be angry.” 

 “Why did you kill the pilots?” 

 “They were flying to Bermuda. They were going to take the box to Spain. I had to come back. I had to come back to you.” 

 “Why?” 

 She smiled. “Because we are partners, remember? We are going to sell the box together. You are going to fix all this. The way you fixed it before, for Emma.” 

 I nodded. “Have you got the box?” 

 “Yes.” She reached in her pocket and pulled it out to show me. “There is nobody left now to stop us. Baxter is dead, dos Santos is dead.” 

 “A lot of people are dead, Tamara.” 

 “But they are not important people. People die. People come and go. Emma taught me that. They are not important. Important people are Emma and me, and you can be important, too, if you join us. Steve could have been important, but he was stupid.” 

 I poured two cups of coffee and reached in the cupboard for the whiskey. I laced both cups and pushed one across the breakfast bar for her. 

 “And if I don’t?” 

 She laughed. “Come on! Don’t tease.” 

 She came forward and picked up her cup. We were like two old friends having a chat. She sipped and smiled. “So what’s the plan?” 

 “The plan is you hand yourself over to the cops.” 

 She didn’t seem to register. She blinked a couple of times. “What?” 

 “I said, the plan is, Tamara, you hand yourself over to the cops. It’s over. You are done killing people. The box goes back to Duffy, and you go into psychiatric care. It’s over.” 

 She sighed. “Come on, John, cut it out. We sell the box, we go away, you and me and Emma.” 

 I put down my cup and walked around the bar to stand in front of her. “Tamara Gunthersen, I am putting you under arrest for multiple homicides and attempted homicides…” 

 The scream seemed to tear the whole night in half. The blade flashed. I stepped back and stumbled, and that probably saved my life. I fell back on the floor, and she fell on top of me, plunging the blade down toward my throat. I gripped her wrist with both my hands, but I was holding up the full weight of her body and I could feel the steel tip inching closer, until the point was pricking my skin. She leaned forward, straddling my chest, and heaved. 

 And then the door busted open. I heard Dehan’s voice shouting, and I have never been so happy to hear anything in my whole life. She bellowed, “Drop the knife!” 

 Instead, Tamara raised herself up for a lunge that I knew would skewer my neck to the floor. I heard her scream of rage a fraction of a second before I heard the crack of Dehan’s .38, and Tamara’s beautiful, tragic body sank slowly to the floor by my side. 

 Dehan rushed to me, checked I was okay, and then checked Tamara. I sat up with my back against the wall. 

 “What… Why are you here?” 

 She spoke into her radio instead of answering. “Dispatch, this is Detective Dehan of the 43rd precinct, requesting an ambulance at Haight Avenue. One female, seriously injured… Also any unit in the area to respond…”  

 And far off I heard the wail of approaching sirens. 





EPILOGUE


 The ambulance had gone, with the patrol car. It was three in morning, and Dehan was in the kitchen making scrambled eggs on rye, and more coffee. I watched her a while, feeling numb and in pain at the same time, and deeply confused also. I sat gingerly at the table and sipped my laced coffee. 

 “Dehan?” 

 “Yuh.” 

 “Why are you here?” 

 “I came to save your butt, remember?” 

 “No. I mean yes, but no, that’s not what I mean. I mean, why are you here saving my butt? How did you know?” 

 She sighed and shook her head, and spilled eggs onto the toasted rye on the plate. “Come and eat.” 

 I made my way around to the kitchen table and sat. She sat opposite.  

 “It was obvious, Stone. She was coming back for you. I waited for her outside.” 

 “How was that obvious?” 

 “She was in love with you. Don’t tell me you didn’t see that. I saw it straightaway.” 

 “How could she be in love with me? She was crazy!” 

 “What? Crazy people can’t fall in love?” 

 I had no answer for that, so I ate and drank my coffee. I frowned. “How could you have seen it from the start? You didn’t see her till today.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “What? Don’t give me that look. How could you have seen that?” 

 “Shut up and eat your eggs.” 

 We ate in silence for a bit. Then, I said, “If you were waiting outside, why did you take so long?” 

 She looked sheepish. “I fell asleep. When I woke up, her car was there.” 

 “You fell asleep?” 

 “Gimme a break! I was tired. I got here, didn’t I?” 

 We ate in silence again for a while. Then, she grinned and said, “So, a week off, huh?” 

 “He said a few days.” 

 “A week.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “What do you want to do?” 

 “I read an article in the New York Times the other day, said there is a steak house up in Vermont that serves the best steaks on the east coast. Family-run joint, on the quay, in a small town called Kennebunkport.” 

 “Got to be worth it just for the name, right?” 

 “Right. I thought a few days relaxing by the sea, eat a few steaks, drink a few beers.” 

 “A few tequilas.” 

 “Rude not to.” 

 “Set off after lunch?” 

 “Sounds about right.” 
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    You can do so directly down below: 

    US Review Link 

    UK Review Link 

    CA Review Link 

    AU Review Link 

    * * * 

   



 READY FOR THE NEXT MISSION? 

    The next book in the DEAD COLD series is currently being written. 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! 

   





 ALSO BY BLAKE BANNER

    Up to date books can be found on my website: www.blakebanner.com 
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    Unnatural Murder (Book 8) 
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    To Kill Upon A Kiss (Book 10) 

    Murder Most Scottish (Book 11) 

    The Butcher of Whitechapel (Book 12) 

    Little Dead Riding Hood (Book 13) 

    Trick or Treat (Book 14) 

    Blood Into Win (Book 15) 

    Jack In The Box (Book 16) 

    The Fall Moon (Book 17) 

      

    Dead Cold Box Set #1: Books 1-4 (SAVE 25%) 

    Dead Cold Box Set #2: Books 5-8 (SAVE 25%) 

    Dead Cold Box Set #3: Books 9-12 (SAVE 25%) 

    Dead Cold Box Set #4: Books 13-16 (SAVE 25%) 

      

    THE OMEGA SERIES 

    Dawn of the Hunter (Book 1) 

    Double Edged Blade (Book 2) 

    The Storm (Book 3) 

    The Hand of War (Book 4) 

    A Harvest of Blood (Book 5) 

    To Rule in Hell (Book 6) 

    Kill: One (Book 7) 

    Powder Burn (Book 8) 

    Kill: Two (Book 9) 

    Unleashed (Book 10) 

    The Omicron Kill (Book 11) 

    9mm Justice (Book 12) 

    Kill: Four (Book 13) 

    Death In Freedom (Book 14) 

      

    Omega Box Set #1: Books 1-4 (SAVE 25%) 
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    Omega Box Set #3: Books 9-12 (SAVE 25%) 

  

  

   
    [1] See Death in Freedom 

  

   
    [2] See Death in Freedom 

  

   
    [3] See Kill: Two 

  

   
    [4] See Kill Two 

  

   
    [5] See Kill Two 

  

   
    [6] See The Omicron Kill 

  

   
    [7] See Kill Two 
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