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BOOK 13


LITTLE DEAD RIDING HOOD



ONE


   

        “Family.” He said it as though it was the answer to a particularly complicated equation. Then he smiled, like he expected me to be amazed at that answer, and turned his smile on Dehan, pulling up his bedclothes as he did so. Rain rattled on the windowpane. A dull, wet glow highlighted his left profile, leaving the right side of his face in semi-darkness. He didn’t want the lights on. His eyes were too sensitive. There was a smell of encroaching death in the room. I had the feeling it was lying patiently in the corners and in the shadows, waiting to creep forward when nobody was looking. It was the reek of flavorless food, musty clothes and too much disinfectant. I had a strong urge to get up and leave. My attention strayed through the rain-spattered glass to the sodden lawn. A drip from the eaves sounded like an accelerated clock. 

        Sean Reynolds was talking again. “Everybody thinks family is an Italian thing.” He pronounced it ‘eye-talian’. “Like the Italians invented family. ‘Family.’” He wheezed a laugh. “You gotta say it like you’re Robert de Niro. But I’m Irish. I’m not Italian. We came over two centuries ago. And let me tell you, family is just as important to an Irishman as it is to any Italian.” 

        Dehan was sitting in a sage green armchair that looked almost black in the failing light. She said, “Mr. Reynolds, we were told that your son, Samuel, had some new evidence for us…” 

        “Oh, he has, he won’t be long. He’s only gone down in the truck to the store. There are things I need, you know. He’s a good lad. He brought my bed down to the living room, so’s I wouldn’t have to climb the stairs. I’m practically bedridden. Family, see? He never married, stayed here with me and Hen.” 

        “Hen?” 

        “Helen. We call her Hen. Always have. She’s not…” He screwed up his face, made a gesture with his finger going around in circles at his temple, and mouthed, “not all there… We’ve had some family tragedies. If I told you, believe me.” 

        Dehan nodded. “That’s the girl who let us in?” 

        “Hen, yeah.” 

        “And where is she now? Does she know anything about this new evidence…?” 

        “Up in her room. She stays in her room. She’s on medication. She didn’t used to take it, but now Samuel makes sure she takes it. He’s a good lad. I don’t know…” He said this last as though answering an inaudible query, then shook his head slowly on the pillow and repeated, “I don’t know…” Then, after a long pause gazing at the rain outside, he added, “What we’d do without him.” 

        I looked at my watch and drew breath to say that maybe we could come back some other time, but his eyes were glazed and his mind was somewhere else. “Since Eileen died,” he said, in that way he had of making statements as though they were related to something nobody had said. 

        Dehan spoke from the shadows of her chair. “Eileen was your wife.” 

        It wasn’t a question and he didn’t answer, he just kept staring at the window, with his mouth slightly open and the covers pulled up almost to his chin.  

        “Giving birth to Celeste,” he said. 

        “So Celeste never knew her mother?” 

        He gave his head the most imperceptible shake. “The good Lord gave us Celeste and took away her mother, all on the same night, twenty years ago, on November ninth. Samuel was only six years old. Helen was eight, and poor Celeste came into the world without ever knowing her mom. That was a cruel night.” His gaze drifted from the window to rest on Dehan’s face. His smile made him look somehow older than he was. He couldn’t have been more than sixty-five, but lying there, he might have been a hundred. “We pulled together, as family. I think Samuel realized that night that it was up to him and me to pull through. To pull the family through.” 

        A flurry of wind dragged wet leaves across the patch of lawn visible through the glass. The air seemed to groan through the house and I heard the front door open and close. Big feet tramped past. We sat in silence and listened to a fridge open and close three times, cupboard doors bang, then big feet tramped back and the door to the room opened. 

        Samuel occupied the whole doorway. The hall behind him was as dark and gloomy as the room in front of him. He narrowed his eyes to observe Dehan, and then me, where I sat at the foot of the old man’s bed. He had an angry face, like it had been cast that way, and he’d look mad whatever mood he was in. His narrowed eyes now made him look angrier. His voice was surprisingly quiet. 

        “I’m sorry I’m late,” he said. “I had to get some things.” 

        I stood and showed him my badge. “Mr. Reynolds, I am Detective John Stone. “This is Detective Carmen Dehan.” She stood also and showed him her badge. “We run the cold cases unit at the 43rd. We got a message that you have some new evidence relating to a cold case.” 

        He didn’t look at our badges. He listened to me, and when I had finished, he went over to his father. “How are you doing, Daddy?” he said. “Will I make you your cocoa?” 

        My voice was a little louder than I had intended. I sighed and said, “Mr. Reynolds, we are very busy and we can’t afford to spend the afternoon sitting around waiting for you. If you have something to tell us, then we would appreciate you doing it now.” 

        He stood erect and scowled at me. “He always has his cocoa at this time.” 

        I pulled a card from my wallet and handed it to him. “When you’re ready, call me and come down to the station house.” 

        The old man was flapping his hands. “Sit down, sit down. Samuel, you can’t keep the police waiting on you, I’ll have my cocoa later. Sit down.” 

        Samuel hesitated a moment, then pulled over a straight-backed chair and sat by the window with the cold, silver light on his face. We sat too and Dehan pulled a notebook from her pocket. 

        I said, “Samuel, we got your message and came straight over. We haven’t looked at the file yet. So if you could fill us in a little, that would help.” 

        He didn’t answer straight away. When he did, he said, “I asked for Lenny. Lenny had the case.” 

        “Lenny Davis?” 

        He nodded. 

        “Detective Davis doesn’t work cold cases. Like I said, we run the cold cases unit. This case is two years old now.” 

        Dehan was making notes. “Don’t worry, we’ll be sure and talk to him to get us up to speed.” 

        His back was very straight and he had his big hands on his knees. His trousers were a rusty corduroy. His sweater was a darker rust color, like his tightly curled hair. He wet his lips with his tongue. “I went to see Chad.” 

        Dehan sighed. “Who’s Chad?” 

        “Chad Norris was Celeste’s boyfriend, kind of. She was seeing him, used to stay over with him. I always thought he was the one who killed her. I didn’t like her seeing him. That’s where she was going the night she was killed. To see him.” 

        “Celeste,” I said, “was your younger sister. She was eighteen at the time, and you didn’t approve of her boyfriend, Chad.” 

        He gave a single nod. 

        “What was it about him, Samuel, that you didn’t like?” 

        “He was one of those, you know, like he thought he was superior. His dad’s got lots of money, and he has his own house his dad bought for him, and he’s studying law, going to be a big shot lawyer, you know. Like he was too good for us.” 

        Dehan scratched her head and leaned back in her chair, crossing one long leg over the other. “If he was going out with your sister, how could he think he was too good for you?” 

        There was a resentful glaze to his eyes now, and a slight curl of the lip. “Well, she was getting ideas herself. Maybe she thought she was too good for us, too.” 

        “Samuel!” Sean, the old man, had gotten up on one elbow. The aged weakness had evaporated from his face. In its place, there was a scowl that instantly cowed his son. “Family! That’s your sister!” 

        I studied the old man’s face as he sank back into the pillows, and the appearance of sickness seeped back into the folds and creases. I glanced at Samuel. He was rubbing his palm with his thumb. “So what made you think Chad killed your sister?” 

        He shrugged. “She was going to his house that night. Probably going to stay the night. She did often enough.” 

        I waited, but there was nothing more. “Forgive me for insisting, Samuel, but going to visit somebody isn’t normally a motive for murder. There has to be something more.” 

        “Well, it’s him. He’s a violent sort, aggressive. He used to attack her…” 

        Dehan looked up from her pad. “Physically?” 

        “No… well… She said he used to push her if he got mad. He had a temper. He’d pinch her sometimes, too. But mostly it was verbal. He used to humiliate her, shout at her. She told me about it and it made her cry. It made me mad. I told her I’d go talk to him, but she said not to. Like she didn’t want him to meet us. Like she was ashamed of us.” 

        “So you never met him?” 

        “Never till now.” 

        “He lives near here?” 

        It was his father who answered. “Croes Avenue, not more than five or ten minutes walk down Gleason,” and he told us the number. 

        I said: “So, what happened that night?” 

        Samuel said to his hand, “I would have thought you’d know that. Lenny would have known. That’s why I thought they’d send him.” 

        I smiled as amiably as I could, though he wasn’t looking at me and in that gloom he probably wouldn’t have seen me anyway. 

        “As I said, Samuel, we were only just handed the case and we haven’t had a chance yet to study the file. What happened that night?” 

        Again it was his father who answered for Samuel. He was smiling and seemed to be talking to Dehan. “She’d never known her mother. She never had a mother figure, to show her the way. She was my good girl though, hey, Samuel? Lovely, sweet natured child, couldn’t do enough to help around the house. Always obedient and polite.” 

        Samuel was nodding, still rubbing the palm of his hand, like he had a stain there he was trying to remove. 

        The old man frowned. “But as she got older, the lack of maternal guidance began to tell a little. Samuel and I…” He looked over at me as though I would be better equipped to understand the next bit. “We weren’t best suited, being men, you know? When she became a woman, we didn’t really know… how to guide her and that.” 

        Samuel finally looked up from his hand at his father. “We did the best we could, Daddy. But…” He looked frankly at Dehan. “No offense, but women can be real hard to understand sometimes. Especially at the time of the month. It’s like two out of every five weeks, some women go crazy.” 

        Dehan gave a bark of laughter. “You’re not kidding. But don’t let the thought police hear you say that.” 

        He gave a small frown like he didn’t know what she was talking about. “Anyway, by the time Celeste was sixteen, it seemed she was going to be one of those. She started going out a lot with boys, staying out late, drinking. You know the sort of thing.” 

        His dad was scowling at the floor. “She wasn’t a whore!” he said suddenly. “She was a good girl. But when she hit her teens, she went a bit wild. Maybe it was her Irish blood. God knows I was no saint at sixteen—nor at twenty-six! It took your blessed mother to make me settle down. Lord! I miss that woman every day of my life! She would have known how to calm Celeste. She would have known how to talk to her, how to make her see sense. God must know in his wisdom why he had to take her from us, but it nearly killed me when he did. And I believe it killed Celeste.” 

        Dehan frowned. “How’s that, Mr. Reynolds?” 

        “If she had still been with us, Celeste would not have been so wild, I’m sure of it. She would not have been out that night, and if she had, she would have been with a nicer type of man.” 

        “So you also believe Chad might have been responsible for her death?” 

        “If not him, one like him. They’re all the same, boozing, taking drugs, having their damned parties.” 

        Dehan spoke suddenly, “OK, so, let me see if I’ve got this straight. Sunday, 6th November, she goes out, at night, to walk to Chad’s house, five or ten minutes down the road?” 

        Samuel nodded. 

        “OK, so where had she been that weekend?” 

        “She had spent most of Friday and all of Saturday with him, stayed the night and came back lunch time on Sunday.” He said all this flatly, without looking at us, in a voice made mechanical by shame. 

        I asked: “How was she when she got in? Was she her normal self? Did she seem preoccupied?” 

        Neither of them answered. 

        I said, “Well?” 

        The old man said, “You have to remember, Detective, that without a mother to intercede, communication wasn’t always easy. Me and Samuel, we can talk to each other, we understand each other, but with Celeste, at that time, she could be sullen.” 

        Samuel said, “And I was angry with her for staying out, so we had words in the kitchen. Daddy come in to sort it out, and the two of us wound up shouting at Celeste, and her shouting back…” 

        “Samuel!” 

        “Well, they have to know, Daddy! That’s how it was. It’s nobody’s fault! But she wound up storming up the stairs to her room, slamming the door and not coming out.” 

        Dehan said, “Until?” 

        The old man answered. “I’ll never forget it so long as I live. Eight thirty PM, she come down those stairs, in her torn jeans, big, black boots like a soldier’s boots, her hair—she had lovely, wild red hair—her hair all scrunched under a woolen cap, and a dirty, big, red, woolen jacket with a hood. You know, I often think what a tragedy, such a beautiful girl—and she was lovely looking, wasn’t she, Samuel?—to die looking so bloody awful. I know that sounds like a shallow thing to say, but it’s true all the same.” His gaze wandered again, out the window. “Such a lovely girl, to die looking like a tramp. When she had her home and her family to care for her.” 

        “So when she came down the stairs, did she say anything?” 

        Samuel said, “I asked her where she was going, she gave me a mouthful of abuse and said she was going to see Chad. She said at least she felt welcome there.” 

        “And she left?” 

        “Maybe more things were said. I went to the kitchen. Daddy was begging her to see sense. She walked out and slammed the door behind her.” 

        His daddy had started to sob. He had a big, boney hand over his face and he was making ugly, visceral noises. 

        Samuel said, “He has angina and high blood pressure. This isn’t good for him.” 

        The old man uncovered his face and reached out to us with his other hand. His face was wet and twisted with grief. “I don’t want you to go! I want to help! I want to hear what you talk about. It’s been two years waiting and I swear it’s killing me. I need to hear what you say and what you think… Don’t go.” 

        I studied him a moment. “We won’t keep you much longer, Mr. Reynolds. Just a couple more questions. After Celeste left that night, none of you heard from her again?” 

        He started sobbing again and Samuel said, “No. Not till the police—well, Lenny—told us she’d been found, down by the river.” 

        I looked at Samuel. “You said you had new evidence, Samuel.” 

        His expression didn’t change, but he drew himself up, and there was a challenge in his eyes. “I got tired of waiting for nothing to happen, and I went and talked to Chad.” 

        “When was this?” 

        “This morning. I told him I thought he’d killed Celeste. He said I was crazy and I ought to be careful making that kind of accusation. Threatened me with all his lawyer talk. I told him I wasn’t scared and maybe we should have the whole thing aired in court. He said I was probably stupid enough to do that, and I said that maybe I was. That was when he told me.” 

        “Told you what, Samuel?” 

        “That she was seeing other men. He said they were both getting tired of each other. He was finding her boring, he said. That they were never serious about having a future together, and that she was seeing at least one other man.” 

        “How did he know that?” 

        “He said he caught her sending text messages to some guy.” 

        “Did he know these men?” 

        He shook his head. “He said he didn’t. But I reckon he killed her ’cause he was jealous, and now he’s just covering up, pretending he don’t care. I’ll tell you something, he has a wild temper. He can get real mad.” 

        I sighed and glanced at Dehan. She gave me a nod. I said, “OK, I think what we need to do now is go and study the file, and we may need to get back to you again after that. Do you still have Celeste’s things?” 

        Her father said, “Her room is just as it was the day she left. We haven’t had the heart to do anything with it.” 

        “We may need to go through her things at some point, so if you can just keep that room locked for now.” I looked at Dehan and we both stood. 

        The old man said, “You should talk to Lenny. He knows all about it.” 

        “You and Lenny friends?” 

        He nodded. “Sure. We go back a long way. We grew up in the same street. I was older than him, taught him his way around.” He laughed. “Ask him. He’ll tell you. ‘You know old Sean Reynolds?’ He’ll know.” 

        I smiled. “I’ll be sure to talk to him.” 

        Samuel let us out onto Beach Avenue and closed the door behind us. I noticed a cream Toyota pickup truck parked outside the gate. The rain had stopped, but odd, icy drops were still falling from fat, low-slung gray clouds, propelled by sporadic gusts of wind. We walked in silence toward my old, burgundy Jaguar. Rusty, wet leaves had gathered in drifts around its spoked wheels and, though it was only five in the afternoon, the lights were coming on in the windows down the street, and headlamps were reflecting wet across the blacktop. 

        As Dehan stood by the passenger door, she asked me, “You want to grab some coffee and pull the file?” 

        I nodded like I was agreeing, because my mind was on something else. Then I shook it and said, “No, I already pulled the file. It’s on the back seat. I want to take a five or ten minute walk down Gleason Avenue and have a chat with Chad. I think we should see just how formidable his temper really is.” 





TWO


   

        We walked among the eclectic jumble of clapboard and red brick that is Gleason Avenue, with the cold, desultory breeze creeping around our ankles and feeling its way into gaps and openings in our coats and sleeves. Heavy traffic, homeward bound, hissed over wet asphalt, or waited rumbling in long lines at the traffic lights which gleamed off shiny, wet chassis and lay like spilled, luminous liquid among the puddles. 

        We went three blocks and came to the Watson Gleason Playground, skirted on all four sides by giant chestnut trees. Opposite the entrance to the playground, there was a large, red brick building. On the corner there was a grocery store, and above it apartments. I pointed at the windows and said, “The only witness Lenny could find lived in that apartment up there.” 

        Dehan looked surprised. “How do you know?” 

        “When I pulled the file, I had a quick read.” 

        “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

        “You were getting coffee. I didn’t want to distract you.” 

        “Jerk.” 

        We dodged through the traffic and I rang on the bell beside a bright, red door. Dehan was still making a question at me with her face. I smiled. “You were talking to the inspector. I found the file, leafed through it and had a quick look, happened to notice there was only one witness. Don’t get touchy.” 

        “Don’t cut me out.” She poked me on the chest. “You know it makes me mad.” 

        The door opened to reveal a plump woman in her late twenties or early thirties. She had thick, black hair in a big halo around her head and huge brown eyes that were itching to laugh. She seemed to be dressed in amorphous brown cloth bags and leaned on the doorjamb chewing gum. 

        “You cops? I was just going to the store.” She made it sound like ‘sto-wa’. 

        I smiled back at her eyes and that made her grin. “We won’t keep you. Are you Remedios Borja?” 

        “Not if you’re gonna arrest me.” 

        “We’re not.” 

        “Then that’s me. You got me.” She laughed as though she’d made a joke. 

        Dehan made a strange face that should have been a smile but wasn’t and said, “Do you remember a couple of years back, you made a statement to the police? It was a murder investigation?” 

        “Uh-huh. But I don’t remember much. It’s rained a lot since then, right?” 

        I gave her a warm smile, which made her grin again. “Just tell us what you saw.” 

        She shrugged. “Not a lot.” She pointed across the road. “It was like nine o’clock, maybe a bit earlier. It was dark. I’d left the drapes open. It was around this time of year, November. It was cold. I dunno, I guess I’d been in the kitchen, whatever, I left the drapes open. So I went to close them. And when I did, I saw this girl just, like, standing, right over there on the corner, near the tree.” 

        She pointed at the giant chestnut outside the gate to the playground. We both turned to look. I said, “She was just standing there?” 

        “Uh-huh. I thought at first she was a whore, and that made me mad ’cause we don’t get whores around here. This is a nice neighborhood. But then I thought she didn’t really look like a hooker. Her clothes, her hair. She looked a mess.” 

        “Can you remember how she was dressed?” 

        “Oh sure. I wouldn’t forget that. It wasn’t raining, but it was kind of drizzling? And she had on this big-ass old red jacket. I think it was a couple of sizes too big for her, with the hood over her head. And she was standing, with her hands in her pockets…” 

        I asked, “Which way was she facing, Remedios?” 

        “Oh, she was facing down toward White Plains…” 

        “East.” 

        She grinned. “If you say so. Anyhow, next thing I see, there’s a guy there, and they are talkin’ and he seems to be mad. She looks pretty mad, too.” 

        Dehan said, “Can you describe him?” 

        “He was tall, taller than her, anyhow. Big. He had a leather jacket, I think, and one of them woolen hats that roll down? Can’t say more than that.” 

        I said, “What happened next?” 

        “Next thing, she’s shouting at him. We got triple glazing, so I couldn’t hear what she was saying. But he grabs her shoulders and starts kind’a shaking her. She slaps him and she turns and disappears behind that big tree there…” She pointed at the second giant chestnut. “After that, I lost sight of them and closed the drapes.” 

        I frowned. “Did you see if he went after her?” 

        “Oh, for sure. He definitely went after her. He was kind of half running and reaching out for her.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “You didn’t think to call the cops?” 

        Remedios rolled her eyes. “Don’t give me no lecture, sister. If I called the cops every time I see a boy put his hand on a girl, or a girl give a boy some attitude, this place would be crawlin’ with cops twenty-four fockin’ seven. I called the cops when I read about the girl in the river, with the big red coat. You feel me?” 

        I said, “Yeah, we feel you. Did anybody else see anything?” 

        “Nobody talked to me about it.” 

        “OK, thanks, Remedios. You’ve been very helpful.” 

        “Sure, any time.” 

        She watched us cross the road through the traffic again and continue west toward Croes Avenue. 

        Dehan fell into step beside me, watching her boots as she trod the wet sidewalk. She spoke to no one in particular, simply voicing her thoughts. 

        “So she spends most of Friday and Saturday with Chad. The whole day and the night. She comes home Sunday midday. She and Samuel get into a big row in the kitchen and dad comes in to break it up, but winds up joining Samuel in giving Celeste a piece of his mind.” She looked up at me. “Have you noticed how Samuel calls his dad Daddy? Is that weird?”  

        I nodded, but I didn’t say anything. 

        She added, “Especially when they talk so much about family. It’s like he never grew up and became a man. Am I being judgmental?” 

        “Probably, but I know what you mean. Keep going, she gets mad and storms upstairs,” I said. “We don’t know what she does up there, but she doesn’t come down for a few hours.” 

        “Some time between half past eight and nine o’clock. One thing stands out a mile. She was sick of her father and Samuel, and Samuel had had about a bellyful of her. And I think that goes for her dad, too. He makes a big show of not criticizing her, but privately, I am pretty sure he and Samuel had both had about as much of her as they could swallow.” 

        I looked at her curiously. “Are you suggesting Samuel killed his sister?” 

        She stuck out her bottom lip and shoved her hands in her back pockets, then looked up into my face. “No… not necessarily. But I sure as hell wouldn’t rule him out.” She shrugged. “Five, ten minutes after she walked out of the house, she stops at the playground to wait for somebody. A guy who could fit Samuel’s description turns up and they have a row. She tries to walk away and he goes after her. Next time anybody sees Celeste, she’s dead, washed up on the banks of the Bronx River. And…” she half turned back the way we’d come. “She was waiting, looking back the way she’d come.” 

        “So you think, what? That Samuel phoned her, told her to wait for him, and came after her to continue their row?” 

        “It’s not an impossible scenario.” 

        “No, it’s not impossible, but is it likely she would stand waiting for him to continue a row she has just walked out on twice before?” 

        She grunted. 

        I pointed up ahead. We were approaching a twenty-story tower block on the right. “This is it, here on the left.” 

        Chad’s house was an ugly, flat, red brick construction with four sash windows on the upper floor and four concrete steps behind an iron railing and gate leading up to a white front door.  

        Dehan went in ahead of me and rang the bell, but by that time we could already hear the shouting inside. She had to ring three times and eventually hammer on the wood before thumping feet approached and the door was wrenched open. The guy who wrenched it open was probably twenty-five with expensively cut blond hair, pale blue eyes and a face that was cruelly handsome. He was slim, in Levi jeans and a Columbia University sweatshirt. His eyes flicked over Dehan, then over me, and he said, “What?” 

        She showed him her badge and I showed him mine. 

        “I’m Detective Carmen Dehan. This is my partner, Detective John Stone. Are you Chad Norris?” 

        “Yeah. Why?” 

        “We’d like to talk to you about Celeste Reynolds.” 

        He gave a small sigh through his nose. He gazed at the wall, chewing his lip, then he stared at the corner of the door. He put his hands on his hips and stepped away from us, then turned back. “You know, I’m just wondering,” he said, “what could you do—no, seriously—what could you do to make my day any fucking worse? No, I mean it, go ahead, do it! I mean, my roommate just broke my damned television! I tell him to leave and he starts crying like a fucking girl!” He stared up the stairs, as though he wanted to see if his roommate could hear him. “Can you hear me? You fucking pussy!” 

        I said, “Mr. Norris, unfortunately, we haven’t got time to wait for you to grow up. If you can’t talk to us now, then perhaps you could come down to the station, but one way or another, we need to talk to you.” 

        He came down the stairs again and walked toward us, jerking out his knees and blinking. “I’m sorry. You haven’t got time for what?” 

        I watched him with interest. 

        He said again, “You haven’t got time for what?” 

        Dehan looked up at me. “Would you say his manner was threatening, Stone? He looks out of control to me.” Before I could answer, she had turned back to him. “Sir, have you been consuming drugs or alcohol? Have you got drugs or alcohol on the premises? You seem to me to be out of control and somewhat threatening in your manner.” 

        Suddenly, Chad Norris was smiling. His hands were up and he was laughing “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Take it easy there, tiger! OK, OK, why don’t we start again without the attitude. I was mad. I apologize. I was certainly not threatening you in any way!” With a touch of sarcasm, he gestured us inside with both hands, like a waiter guiding us to a table. “How about you come in, and, please, tell me how I can help you?” 

        I gave him a humorless smile. “Yeah, how about that?” 

        The house looked newly decorated. A broad, light hallway with polished, wooden floors was laid with a cream carpet that climbed a staircase to the upper floor. The banisters and the walls were also painted cream, and on the left a bare pine door stood open onto a room with white calico sofas and armchairs. Chad made for the stairs with an unpleasant smile on his face. 

        “Go right on in. I’ll be with you in a moment. I just need to deal with something upstairs.” 

        The room was dominated by a vast, black, flat-screen TV on a stand. Aside from the sofa and the chair, there was practically no furniture, except for a coffee table piled with magazines and books on law. French doors stood closed, spattered with rain in the failing light, offering a view of an unkempt backyard with an overgrown lawn. Pretty soon, we heard Chad’s voice hollering upstairs: 

        “You get the fuck out of my house! I don’t give a damn what you do. Just get out! You have fifteen minutes to get your shit together and get out!” 

        A door slammed and feet thumped down the stairs. Chad entered the room and stopped, smiling at us both in turn. “Sometimes you just have to tell it how it is. Then you feel better.” He gestured at the sofa with both hands. “Sit.”  

        He sat. Dehan sat in the corner of the sofa. I remained standing by the French doors. 

        “You want to talk to me about Celeste.” 

        Dehan answered, “We’re from the cold cases unit at the 43rd.” 

        “You guys have one of those? I thought that was just on TV.” His smile was amiable, but there was no hiding the sarcasm in his eyes. Dehan carried on as though he hadn’t spoken. 

        “We’re reviewing Celeste’s case, and we understand that you two were pretty close.” 

        He nodded at her, still smiling amiably. “What of it?” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow. “That’s it? ‘What of it?’ That’s your reply?” 

        He gave a small laugh. “Forgive me, perhaps it’s all the browbeating we get at Columbia: ‘Be precise! Be precise! What, exactly are you saying?’ But I am not clear exactly what you are asking me. You are correct. Celeste and I were, at one time, close.” 

        Dehan sat forward with her elbows on her knees and took a moment to study the backs of her fingers. “I hadn’t gotten around to asking you any questions yet, Chad, but when I do, I promise you they will be very precise.” Now she raised her eyes to meet his. “Working on the assumption that you want us to find your girlfriend’s killer, I was inviting you to engage with us and share information.” 

        “Oh, well, now, see, she wasn’t exactly my girlfriend. We were more like friends with benefits.” 

        “Not much of a benefit to her.” 

        He shrugged and spread his hands. “What do you want me to say? Her getting killed had nothing to do with being my friend.” 

        “Well that’s not exactly true, is it, Chad?” She was studying the backs of her long fingers again. “Because she was on her way to see you when she disappeared.” 

        He gave his head a quick shake. “Oh, but you don’t know that for a fact, do you?” 

        I laughed. “What’s that thing you guys are so fond of quoting? ‘The truth is a philosophical concept. Fact is something you can prove in court.’ Well, we know for a fact that she was on her way to see you when she was last seen alive. Now, we have a lot of very precise questions that we would like to ask about that. Like, did she ever get here? What happened when she did? But right now what we would prefer, Chad, is for you to drop the Ivy League attorney act and make like you give a damn that she was killed. Tell us about that weekend.” 

        He gaped at me for a while, then blinked and readjusted his ass on the chair. “Well, of course I give a damn. But, you know, it was two years ago. You have to move on, right? But I was really cut up about her death. Ask any one of my friends!” 

        Dehan smiled sweetly at him. “You have any left from back then?” 

        He swallowed. His face said he was wondering if he had. 

        I said, “Just tell us about that weekend, Chad. Try to stick to the truth. I mean the philosophical concept. It has a way of coming out and biting you in the ass if you ignore it.” 

        I moved and sat on the sofa, and he started to talk. 





THREE


   

        “You have to understand that one thing I do not have is time. Law at Columbia is a total commitment. And the people who do not commit fail. It is that simple. Commitment is the base line, it’s what you do on top of commitment that makes you a winner. And what you do on top is sacrifice things that other people take for granted as a normal part of life: parties, girlfriends, evenings in front of the TV, chilling, eating pizza… All that will come, and more. But right now—and back then—it is focus, focus, focus. My dad summed it up for me when I was a kid, and I always remember what he said. ‘Focus is commitment, and commitment is focus.’ 

        “So there is only one way you can have a girlfriend in a situation like this. It’s like the Clintons. She wasn’t just helping him and supporting him, she was there doing it with him. But how many women are there with the focus and drive of Hillary? Right?” 

        The question was directed at me, but then he looked at Dehan and said, “No offense.” 

        “None taken. Believe me.” 

        “So I have no time for a romantic attachment. I have needs, like all guys, but I can’t commit to a woman. So along comes Celeste. I can’t even remember where we met. It was at a club. One of the rare occasions when I went out. She was there and hunting for a guy, and a mutual acquaintance introduced us.” 

        Dehan was shaking her head. “Wait a minute. Hunting for a guy? What does that mean?” 

        He shrugged and made a face. “You know! Girls like Celeste, they have no money, but they want a good time, so they hang around clubs where guys with money go and they hunt. Sometimes they hunt in packs, sometimes they go solo. They find a guy who looks like he has money and they close in. Maybe it’s a one night stand, maybe it develops into a long term solution for their lives. 

        “So she was cute, she was kind of wild, we had fun and I told her, in the morning, I don’t do this. I am not a party guy. I am focused on my career and nothing is going to get in the way of that.” He laughed. “Well, it had the opposite effect from what I had intended. It was like music to her ears, man. I kept telling her, look, we are just friends with benefits. I am not going to marry you. When I marry, it will be the daughter of some CEO, and there will be a prenup that ensures if we ever divorce, I will come out of it a rich man. Sorry!” He hunched his shoulders in a way that said he really wasn’t. “You wanted truth. That’s truth. I think at first she didn’t believe it, but after a bit, things were not so good between us…” 

        Dehan asked, “What does that mean?” 

        “She was becoming a bit suffocating.” He appealed to me. “You know how chicks can get. She was, like, always around. I was like, ‘Don’t you have a fucking home to go to?’ I mean…” He flopped back in the chair and sighed. “I didn’t want to kick her out because of the sex, right? But it was becoming a case of diminishing returns. You know? She was becoming boring, and the sex just wasn’t so good anymore. So, things were getting a little tense.” 

        I asked, “Were you having rows?” 

        He shook his head. “Celeste didn’t row. If you got mad at Celeste, she just screamed at you a couple of times and walked away.” 

        “Where’d she go?” 

        He shrugged and made a face of absolute ignorance. “I have no idea, man. She would just leave the house, but before long, she’d be right back again.” 

        Dehan said: “So what happened that weekend?” 

        He sat forward, elbows on knees, rubbed his face and sighed. “She came over in the morning on Friday and stayed the night. You have to understand, Saturday to me is just like any other day. I can’t go to the examining board and say, ‘Hey, my examination is not up to scratch because I spent the damned weekend with a chick who wanted me to pay attention to her.’ ‘Oh, OK, Mr. Norris, don’t worry, we’ll give you an A anyway!’ It doesn’t happen that way.” 

        “So what happened?” 

        “I went upstairs to get away from her and Nigel…” He froze. His face flushed with anger. “Did he leave yet? Did you hear him leave?” 

        I raised an eyebrow at him. “Stay focused, Chad. What happened?” 

        He took a deep breath and bit his lip. “OK! So I went upstairs to get away from Celeste and Nigel, in my own house, I went upstairs to get away from their incessant yammering! And the damned TV! I guess she spent the day here and in the evening I came down, they had opened a bottle of wine and I had a glass. She goes up to the john and while she’s up there, Nigel starts telling me I should know when I am onto a good thing. I am not likely to find a girl as good and loyal as Celeste. She really loves me, I should take more care of her, yadda yadda yadda. Bottom line, if I am not careful, she will find somebody else.” 

        “Was he saying that he was interested in her?” 

        He burst out laughing. “Nigel? Nah! Nigel is gay. He likes sailors with striped shirts and big mustaches. Isn’t that right, Nigel?” There was a little gasp from the door, the stamping of feet and the front door slammed. “Son of a bitch was at the door all along.” 

        I sighed. “So what did he mean, she would find somebody else?” 

        He nodded several times. “I know, right? She’s eating here, she’s sleeping here, she’s watching my TV, using my utilities, and all the while she’s fucking some other guy. So I took her phone and I started looking through the messages. And I see there is this guy…” He thought for a moment. “Rod? Rod, yeah, and he is sending her all these messages about how hot she is and how he wants to do this to her and that to her…” 

        Dehan said, “And how was she responding to these messages?” 

        He stared hard at her, with eyes that were almost calculating. “That was the smart thing, right? She didn’t respond in kind. Her replies were all short. But, each one of them had something to encourage him. She was enticing him to believe that there could be something between them, if…” 

        “If what?” 

        “I told you at the start. Chicks like Celeste are predators. They’re out hunting for a guy who will solve their problems. If she was going to sleep with him, she wanted something in return. She wasn’t a hooker, but she was a whore.” 

        “Did you confront her with the messages?” 

        “You bet your sweet ass I did!” 

        She stared at him for a long moment. “Watch your mouth there, Chad. What happened when you told her you’d looked at her phone?” 

        “At first, she was mad and started screaming at me that I had no right to check her phone. But then when I started reading the stuff this guy had written to her, she started crying and apologizing. I asked her how many other guys she was screwing around with. She said she wasn’t screwing around with anybody. It was just this guy, it was a game, she was going to tell him to get lost…” 

        I scratched my head. “Chad. You need to explain this to me. You say she was not your girlfriend. You were just friends with benefits. Yet you got mad when you discovered she’d been cheating on you. You have a big bust up and I’m guessing you kicked her out…” 

        He gave a small laugh and looked down at the carpet. “Not exactly.” 

        “Not exactly? What does that mean?” 

        He shrugged. “The bust up was kind of hot, and you know… Make up sex is the best. She spent the night again, we chilled in the morning and then she went home around midday.” 

        I scratched my Adam’s apple for a bit, trying to visualize the scene. It wasn’t all that hard. “Did she contact you again during the afternoon?” 

        “Yeah, she sent me a couple of messages.” He shrugged. “You know, the usual stuff, she loved me, that kind of shit.” 

        Dehan said, “What about Rod?” 

        He shrugged. “What about him?” 

        “Did she say she was going to dump him? How did you leave that? You were pretty mad at her because of him.” 

        He stared at a couple of walls for a bit, like he was embarrassed. “Yeah, she said she was going to tell him to lay off. She wasn’t into him anyway. She’d been kind of stringing him along for a laugh.” 

        “So do you know him? Do you know who he is?” 

        He shook his head. “Nah, she said he was some guy she knew. I never met him. Anyway, she said she was going to tell him to leave her alone.” 

        I narrowed my eyes and shook my head. “It never occurred to you that this guy might have been the one who killed her?” 

        His face went a pasty, yellow color. “No…” 

        Dehan stared at me. “Can you believe this guy? Ivy League.” She looked back at him. “You seriously expect me to believe that you saw those sexually explicit messages, you saw that she was teasing him and giving him the come on, and the night after you force her to break it off, she disappears, and you didn’t connect the dots? You did not see that there was a possible, probable, connection between her disappearance and breaking off with this guy!” 

        He shook his head. “No… She stopped coming around. I thought maybe, even though we’d had the make up, she’d had enough. Maybe it was just over and that was like the grand finale. Plus, I thought maybe she’d hooked up with this guy after all. That can happen. You meet to break up and you end up getting together. I didn’t find out she’d been killed for a few weeks. By that time, I’d moved on, man. I didn’t really think about it.” 

        “You’re a piece of work, Chad. You’re a real piece of work. So did she tell you she was coming over Sunday night or not?” 

        He shook his head. “No, she just sent me a couple of messages in the afternoon saying she loved me. And that was the last I heard from her.” 

        I asked, “Did you answer those messages?” 

        “Yeah.” He looked embarrassed again. “I told her I loved her too.” 

        Dehan gave him a look that might have withered a sequoia. “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with us. Nobody will ever know you pretended to be a human being once.” 

        She made a question with her face and showed it to me. Had I any more questions? I shook my head and stood.  

        “Your father was right, Chad. Focus and commitment are two sides of the same coin. But they aren’t the answer to life’s problems. The real secret is knowing what to focus on. If you focus on being a cheap shit all your life, then cheap shit is what life is going to give you. Enjoy your evening.” 

   





FOUR


   

        We spent the evening reading and digesting what little there was of the original report, and next morning, on the way to the station house, we took a detour to the corner of Colgate Avenue and Lafayette. It had rained heavily during the night and the roads were wet. The semi-wild riverbanks in Soundview Park were saturated and muddy, so we pulled on our rubber boots in the car and headed down the cycle path.  

        I didn’t know what I was hoping to learn from the exercise except, on some intuitive level, I guess I hoped to get a feel for her last few days. To a lot of cops, especially the later generations reared on IT, that might sound like horse manure. Maybe it was. I don’t know how the human mind works, but I do know that, with me at least, the whole process of working out who done it, and how, happens in some dark place in my unconscious. And right then, my dark unconscious wanted to have a look at the place where she washed up. So that’s what we did. 

        Dehan had brought the file with her, and some plastic envelopes for the photographs. We stood on the foot path, where it bends and then forks, located the spot on the bank and counted out sixty paces, going west and slightly north. There, the grass and undergrowth gave way to a small section of stony beach with a boulder at one end, maybe five feet by three. It was up against that boulder that her body had been found. I stood there, ankle deep in water, with the slight drizzle speckling my face, and looked around. Dehan was watching me, like she was wondering what I was doing. I might have told her, if she’d asked, that I had no idea. 

        She came a bit closer, looking at the file. “The ME said she was strangled. Bruising to her neck was extensive, so her killer probably had very strong hands. There was no water in her lungs, so she was put in the river post-mortem. She was definitely in the water for several days, possibly a week or more. She was probably thrown in upstream some place.” 

        I nodded at her. “Oh, I am quite sure she wasn’t killed here.” I stuck my hands in my pockets and looked upstream, toward the construction site and the cold, black ribbon of water that ran beside it. Where had she come from? I said:  

        “There aren’t that many places you can get access to the river up there. At the moment, I can’t think of any.” I shrugged one-shouldered. The drizzle trickled in through my hair and down my neck. “A corpse, hundred and ten, hundred and twenty pounds, is very hard to move around, even in dry conditions. What have we got up there? Industrial lots, fenced off from the road on one side and from the river on the other. It was raining. Assuming our killer could somehow manage the almost impossible feat of getting the body over those two fences, he now has to maneuver it through wet, slippery, overgrown undergrowth to be able to drop it into the river…” 

        Dehan was watching me and nodding slowly. She added, “Not only that, he must have weighted her down, too. Corpses float for a long time before they finally sink. If she was in the water for a week, that means she was weighted down until the current finally broke her free and dragged her here.” 

        I grunted. “That’s quite an achievement. All that without getting noticed, picked up on CCTV or without setting off any alarms.” I took a deep breath and sucked my teeth. “What else have we got up there, Dehan?” 

        “Westchester Avenue bridge. But that’s fenced off too, and there would be a lot of traffic. The risk of being seen and reported would be very high.” 

        “After that, it’s the railway and Starlight Park, by the depot on East 177th. But by then, the river is narrow and shallow.” I shook my head. He had to dump her at, or south of, Starlight Park. And I can’t, for the life of me, think of a place between there and here where he might have done that without having to get through chain-link fences and dense undergrowth while carrying or dragging a hundred weight of dead body.” I looked at her, wiped the drizzle from my eyes and said, “If I was looking for a place to dump a body, within a short driving distance from the Watson Gleason Playground, I’d come here. What is it, less than a mile and a half?” I gestured up river. “Why go to all the trouble, and difficulty, of struggling with the body over fences and/or railway lines if he could have brought her here? If he dumps her here, within the week, instead of showing up here, she would be out in the East River and nobody would have any idea where it had come from.” 

        She sniffed and wiped her eyes with her sleeve. I began to squelch through the mud back toward the footpath. Dehan fell into step beside me. “That tells us something,” she said. “Actually, it tells us a couple of things: the killer is not experienced. He most likely panicked and went for what he saw, for some reason, as the simplest solution. It also tells us it wasn’t premeditated. He had not planned out beforehand how he was going to dispose of the body. So the killing was, possibly, an unpremeditated act of rage. Finally, and this is real important, the killer probably has access to the river through his place of work, somewhere between here and Starlight Park, and that was what made him go there, instead of the simpler option of coming here.” 

        We had come to the car and I stood, stamping my boots and nodding. “That makes a lot of sense, Dehan, though it raises the question, how did he get her from the playground to his presumed place of work? We need to get onto that right away, but before we do, I want to talk to Lenny about Celeste’s phone records. I would have expected them to be in the file.” I opened the car and we sat with the doors open, changing out of our rubber boots. I spoke over my shoulder as I laced up my shoes. “It seems pretty obvious to me that she called somebody, or somebody called her, Saturday night. And that somebody was the person who met her at the playground. That’s why she was standing, waiting at the corner: she had arranged to meet somebody, or somebody had arranged to meet her. So our first port of call is to see who she spoke to that night on the phone.” 

        We dumped our boots in the trunk. I climbed in behind the wheel and she got in the passenger seat and slammed the door. As I fired up the engine, she said, “Shouldn’t that be whom? ‘…see whom she spoke to that night on the phone.’” 

        I pulled away up Colgate Avenue. “Nobody likes a wiseass, Dehan.” 

        “I do,” she said. “I like you, and you’re a wiseass.” 

        “That’s different. Tell me, do you like Chad for this?” 

        She puffed out her cheeks and blew. “Yes and no.” 

        “OK. Explain.” 

        “On the ‘yes’ side, you have the fact that he was clearly much more attached to her than he wanted to admit. Maybe because he’s trying to play the ruthless New York attorney, maybe because he is trying to please his father, or maybe because he’s smart enough to realize that having feelings for her gives him a motive. Whatever his reasons, he had feelings for her.” 

        “It wasn’t all an act. He really is like that.” 

        She nodded. “Yeah, I agree. Don’t interrupt. Having said that he has feelings for her, I am willing to believe that those feelings run more to possessiveness, dependency and sexual ownership than tenderness, love and caring. So their relationship may well have had that toxicity that can make infidelity a very explosive, violent business. He has a lack of compassion, lack of empathy, his nerves are on edge all the time. Add to that his temper, the fact that he becomes violent and abusive at the flip of a switch, and it is not hard to imagine a situation where he could lose control and kill her. Plus, her phone is missing and we have no phone records, so we only have his word for the fact that she didn’t call him, or he didn’t call her.” 

        She paused, holding her lower lip between her teeth. “On the other hand,” she said. “I believed him. I didn’t get the impression at any point that he was lying.” 

        I grunted. “Is that because he was telling the truth, or because he wasn’t lying?” 

        She raised an eyebrow at me and said, “What? Who’s being a wiseass now? What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 

        I laughed. “OK, let’s suppose that Sunday night I went out, scored a couple of grams of coke, got off my head and then went and shot up a club full of coke heads and dealers.” 

        “You?” 

        “Yeah. Now let’s suppose you are investigating that crime and you want to know everything that happened on Saturday, the day before, and you question me about Saturday. You don’t ask me any questions I need to lie about and so your radar doesn’t pick up any dishonest vibes from me. I wasn’t lying, per se, but I wasn’t telling the whole truth either.” 

        “So what are you saying, that if we had questioned him about Sunday night in more detail, he might have started lying?” 

        I made a face and shrugged. “I’m just saying that you may have had the feeling he wasn’t lying because he had nothing to lie about at that stage.” 

        She was quiet for a while. “Do you like him for it?” 

        “I don’t know yet.” And after a moment’s silence, I added, “I agree with you, it is easy to imagine the situation arising.” 

        We pulled into the parking lot at the 43rd and ducked in out of the rain. While Dehan started the laborious task of finding out what properties and businesses lay along the banks of the Bronx River between Starlight Park and Soundview Park, I went to look for Lenny. I found him at the coffee dispenser. 

        “Hey, Stone. What’s happening? I never got to congratulate you. Carmen Dehan, huh? I don’t think anybody saw that coming.” 

        “Yeah, least of all me. Listen, we just received new information on the Reynolds case. You remember, two years back…?” 

        He nodded. “Yeah, sure! I knew them personally.” He leaned back against the wall and pointed at the machine. “You want a coffee?” 

        “No, thanks. I just wanted to ask you a couple of things..” 

        “’Cause they got you and Carmen on the cold cases, right?” 

        “Yeah. That was your case…” 

        “Yeah, me and Pete were called to the scene, and you can imagine how I felt when I saw Celeste. Holy shit! Now I have to tell her dad, like he hasn’t had enough heartache in his life. One crazy daughter…” 

        “Helen?” 

        “Yeah, she’s diagnosed as schizophrenic. She’s OK while she’s taking her meds, but if she comes off them, she is off with the fairies, I’m telling you. Then his wife dies in childbirth. Can you believe that? Family is everything to this guy. And the one consolation he has for his wife’s death, he dotes on his daughter Celeste—she’s smart, she’s pretty—hey! At least he got something in return for losing his wife, right? Well then, capoom! That very daughter goes and gets herself murdered. You know? Where is the fuckin’ justice in that? And I have to go and tell him. ‘Hey, your daughter Celeste just got murdered.’ It was hard, I don’t mind telling you.” 

        I nodded. “That’s a tough break.” 

        “For him. I get to go home to my lovely wife and my kids. He gets to go home to the Addams Family!” 

        I smiled. “You know them well?” 

        “Nah, not really. We grew up on the same street. We didn’t hang out, he was a bit older than me, but we used to say hi. We attended the same Catholic church, Blessed Sacrament, it’s right there on his doorstep. His wife was real devout, and his son, Samuel, he’s devout too. A bit too much for my taste. And me, well, I don’t go any more. My wife does, but I’m lapsed, you know? Too many unanswered questions.” He laughed. “I’m a detective, right? I need proof.” 

        “Right. Listen, Lenny, what I wanted to ask you about…” 

        “Oh, you ain’t asked me yet?” He laughed out loud. 

        I laughed with him and carried on. “About the phone records.” 

        He kept smiling, but his face became serious. “Yeah, what about them?” 

        “Did you request them?” 

        “Celeste’s phone records? Yeah, of course. She talked to somebody that night and I wanted to know who.” 

        “Right. That’s what I thought. But the records aren’t in the file.” 

        He frowned at me like I had suddenly started talking in a foreign language. “Her phone records ain’t in the file?” 

        I shook my head. “Uh-uh. Would you have taken the file home with you? Might they be back at your place?” 

        He made a face that was skeptical. “I’m pretty sure they’re not. I’ll have a look for you, pal, but if they’ve gone missing, they haven’t gone missing at my house.” He sighed. “The company was Verizon, and if I ain’t mistaken, they keep records for just one year.” 

        “Can you remember who she called?” 

        “Sure!” He shrugged. “It was a burner. If I remember, she called the burner, the burner called her once and then it called her again. That was…” He closed his eyes and screwed up his face. “Uh…eight, eight thirty and ten minutes before nine.” 

        I grunted. “Any other calls around that time?” 

        “It’s two years ago, but… yeah. Shortly before the last call, she received a call from the landline at home. That was Samuel telling her to come home and stop acting like a diva. And at, I don’t remember exactly, about eight forty five, a short call from Chad, her boyfriend.” 

        “That’s really helpful, thanks, Lenny. Try to find the records for me anyway, would you?” 

        “Sure, no problem.” 

        I left him standing at the coffee machine and went slowly back to our desks. Dehan was chewing on a celery stick and reading from the screen of her laptop. I dropped into my chair and put my feet on the corner of my desk. I stared at Dehan for a while, but she seemed not to notice. I thought about Chad and wondered why he would lie about having called Celeste that night. Had she arranged to go and spend the night with him? Had she then spoken to Rod and decided to spend the night with him, instead? Was it Chad that Remedios had seen from her window, chasing Celeste behind the chestnut tree? 

        I wondered about other lies people had told too, and wondered what they had to gain from them. I wondered about Samuel, calling Celeste after she had left the house. And I wondered about the Watson Gleason Playground on a cold, wet November night. 

        I took a small, blue Post-it, screwed it into a small pellet and threw it at Dehan. She batted it away without averting her eyes from the screen. “What?” 

        “Let’s go back to the playground.” 

        Now she turned and frowned at me. “What for?” 

        “Because we are going to find witnesses.” 

        “The area was already canvassed two years ago.” 

        “Well… yes and no. We’ll canvass it again. Come on, Little Grasshopper. The answer to our mystery, if I am not very much mistaken—and I am not—lies in that playground.” 

        She sighed. “See, you’re a wiseass, and a pompous wiseass.” 

        “But you like me nonetheless.” 

        I stood and we went back out into the rain. 





FIVE


   

        It was a short drive from Storey Avenue up Rosedale to the Watson Gleason Playground. I parked near the corner of Gleason and Croes and we walked back toward the playground. As we walked, I smiled amiably at the light rain that speckled the blacktop while Dehan spoke. 

        “If ever proof was needed, Stone,” she said, with her hands in her pockets, squinting at the odd mix of ugly buildings around us, “that functional is not necessarily beautiful, this stretch of Gleason Avenue is it.” I drew breath to answer, but she pulled a hand from her jeans pocket and gestured at the soulless structures. “Look at them! They fulfill every criterion for what is required for functional beauty: they perform their function, they are honest about the materials that are used, they don’t pretend to be anything they are not. And what they are is ugly cages for people who have been robbed of their dreams, and whose greatest artistic aspiration in life is to write graffiti…” She jerked her head at some fat letters on the wall across the road, “…that looks exactly like everybody else’s graffiti!” 

        “Yup.” 

        “Beauty is not a necessary consequence of functionality and honesty.” 

        “No…” 

        “Excrement is functional, and honest about the materials used. But it is not beautiful.” 

        “True.” 

        “Why are we here, Stone?” 

        “Dehan, can we save this discussion for tonight, in front of the fire with a glass of Bushmills?” 

        She frowned at me like I was crazy. “No, I mean why are we here, on Gleason Avenue, when I could be studying riverside premises? What do you hope to achieve with this?” 

        We had reached the playground and I stopped, looking up at the windows. “Remedios told us she was mad when she thought she’d seen a hooker standing on the corner, because this was not that kind of neighborhood, remember?” 

        She nodded. “So?” 

        “She said it was a nice neighborhood, in spite of your views on their soulless, functional architecture. So, at a little before nine on a Sunday night, we have a man assaulting a woman, on the street corner, in a nice neighborhood, and nobody sees or hears anything. That seems a little odd to me. Remedios told us she couldn’t hear them because she had triple glazing in her windows, but she said the woman was shouting. So there must have been plenty of other people around here who did not have triple or even double glazing, who must have heard Celeste screaming at her attacker. Logical?” 

        Dehan was staring at me with narrowed eyes. I smiled at her and crossed the road to go and stand under the giant chestnut trees that skirted the playground. She followed me as far as the tree where Remedios had said Celeste had disappeared. There, I stood staring up at the buildings facing me across Gleason and Rosedale. 

        On the other side of Gleason was Remedios’ block, and it was a fair bet her neighbors had not seen anything. She had told me nobody had discussed it with her, but I was pretty sure she had discussed it with just about everybody she’d met on the stairs and in the store at the time it had happened. I could always double-check later, but right now what I was interested in was the two red brick blocks on the other side of Rosedale. 

        “Look,” I said. “Those two uninspiring, functional buildings over there, on the corners, have a perfect, uninterrupted view of this corner. I make it four kitchen windows and a big living room bow window on that building.” I pointed. “And a living room window and two bedrooms on that building. How old would you say those buildings are?” 

        She shrugged, still looking bemused. “I don’t know. Seventy-five, eighty years old? Nineteen forties?” 

        I nodded. “Accurate.” I pointed at the building with the bow window. “That one might be older. In any case, those windows look like the original sash windows to me. They are not shiny, plastic casement windows.” 

        “Stone?” 

        “Yes?” 

        “I see where you’re going. You think old, non-double-glazed windows, nice neighborhood, somebody washing up at nine PM or settling down to watch TV might have heard Celeste screaming.” 

        “Yes.” 

        “But Lenny already canvassed the area.” 

        “Did he?” 

        I set off across the road. She watched me get halfway before she hurried to catch up.  

        “What are you suggesting Stone?” 

        “Where does it say in the report that he canvassed the area for witnesses?” 

        I paused at the gate to the tall, late ’30s box that overlooked the corner of the street. From here, I could see that the windows were indeed the original, wooden sash windows.  

        “It doesn’t,” she said, flatly. “But he spoke to Remedios, and it says there were no other witnesses. It would have been nothing short of a dereliction of duty to have the case go cold without canvassing the neighbors. Why would Lenny do that?” 

        “I don’t know, Dehan. I don’t even know if he did. It doesn’t say anything about interviewing neighbors in the report.” I pointed across the road toward Remedios’s block. “Remedios Borja came forward on her own. Nobody knocked on her door.” 

        I shrugged and pushed through the gate.  

        There were two blocks with six apartments per block. We struck gold after half an hour, when I knocked on the door of the apartment on the top floor, overlooking the corner of Gleason and Rosedale. Dehan was ringing on the bell across the landing, where she was getting no answer. The door I was knocking on was opened by a slim man in his mid thirties wearing a v-necked, dark blue cashmere sweater with his white shirt collar on the outside. His jeans were carefully ironed and his hair was carefully brushed. His eyes observed me, and Dehan over my shoulder, in turn, carefully. 

        “Yes?” He asked it as though there might be consequences. 

        I showed him my badge. “I’m Detective John Stone. That’s my partner, Detective Carmen Dehan.” 

        “Does she have a badge?” 

        I turned. Dehan showed him her badge. 

        He nodded once. “How can I help you, Detectives?” 

        A man’s voice called from inside, “Who is it, Richard?” 

        “It’s the police!” 

        “What do they want?” 

        He smiled at us without humor and shook his head. “If you’ll give us a chance, I’ll find out!” 

        “Forgive me for breathing, I’m sure!” 

        Dehan came and joined us. I said, “Two years ago, there was an incident down by the playground. We were wondering if you might have witnessed anything.” 

        “My goodness, two years ago. I suppose we might have, but who remembers?” 

        I gave him a moment. When he didn’t say any more, I asked, “Do you think we could come in and ask you a few questions? It might jog your memory.” 

        His body and his face said it was inconvenient, but he said, “Well, of course. You’ll have to forgive us, Jack is cooking and we have friends coming for lunch…” 

        I nodded like I understood and reassured him, “It won’t take more than a couple of minutes.” 

        The door opened directly onto an open-plan living and dining area, with a large, modern kitchen separated by a wood-paneled bar. Jack, wearing a blue and white striped butcher’s apron and holding a pot and a wooden spoon, turned to look at us in astonishment as we came in. He was older than Richard by about ten years, and heavier by thirty pounds. 

        “Hello!” he said, as though that was a reprimand.  

        Richard gestured to us with both hands. “These are Detectives Stone and Dehan, and they are going to quickly ask us a few questions about an incident two years back. And we are going to help them.” He turned to us and pointed to a suede sofa. “Please sit down.” 

        He sat in a black leather armchair and Jack approached from the kitchen, saying that he hoped the good karma he earned from helping us would prevent his sauce from burning. 

        When he had sat in the other chair, Dehan said, “Two years ago, ’round about this date, in November, there was an altercation outside, on the corner, opposite the grocery store. It would have been somewhere between eight thirty and ten o’clock, between…” 

        Jack was giving his head little shakes. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his right leg over his left, wagging his finger in a negative. “No, darling,” he said. “It was later than eight thirty, and it was well before ten. I’ll tell you, it was November sixth, at about nine o’clock on the button. Perhaps the whole thing lasted from five to nine until five past, if that.” 

        Richard turned to him and voiced my own question: “How can you possibly be so sure and precise, Jack? You’re showing off!” 

        He was still wagging his finger, but now he stopped and pointed it like a gun at Richard. “I’ll tell you exactly why. That appalling woman, Monica Fraser…” 

        “Oh my goodness, you are absolutely right!” 

        Jack turned to me. “She wanted us to attend an event to rally support for a demonstration the following day, a Monday if you please, Mothers Against Trump or some such idiotic nonsense. The event was at…” 

        Richard said, “Nine thirty! He is absolutely right—” 

        “Let me tell it, Richard. And she telephoned to us at a quarter to nine, begging us to go. Well, I told her, I am nobody’s mother! Why would I go? Anyway, I fobbed her off and no sooner had I hung up than we heard this infernal racket outside. We both went to the window and there they were.” 

        Dehan glanced at me. I made no effort to hide my ‘I told you so’ face. She asked, “There who were, Mr…?” 

        “Kitzler, Jack Kitzler.” He closed his eyes, still leaning back in his chair, and projected his hand forward, as though he was placing somebody on a stage. “The girl, dressed like a miserably unhappy Little Red Riding Hood. She is standing on the sidewalk, just a few paces from the chestnut tree. She has her hands in her pockets – the pockets of her red coat, and she is shouting. She is not shouting across the road, but diagonally…” He moved his outstretched arm to illustrate where she was shouting. “To a truck that was parked directly opposite our window.” 

        I stood and went to the window. Dehan joined me. I said, “On Rosedale, to the left of the traffic lights.” 

        “Exactly.” 

        Richard had risen and was peering out with us. I asked, “Did you see what direction the truck came from?” 

        It was Richard who answered this time. “No, but I think we both had the impression it had just pulled over and stopped. It has facing left, south, so it had either come from further up Rosedale, or it had turned in from Gleason.” 

        I returned to the sofa. Dehan sat on the windowsill while Richard sat on the arm of Jack’s chair. Dehan asked them, “What happened?” 

        Jack said, “At first, I thought she was just a sad crazy, screaming at people that existed only in her poor, tortured mind. But then I saw there was a man climbing out of the truck, and then it became evident that she was screaming at him. He approached her and at first, it seemed that he was speaking to her in an almost calming, reassuring way. Did you get that impression, Richard?” 

        Richard nodded. “Yes, I did. You couldn’t hear him. He was talking quietly. Then I remember he took hold of her shoulders, and that seemed to set her off. She started screaming her head off.” 

        He looked at Jack, who continued, “She backed away from him. He went after her. It was a little alarming. Then she turned and ran, and he ran, too. They vanished in the shadows of that big chestnut tree, opposite the grocery store.” 

        I said, “Why didn’t you report it at the time?” 

        They both sighed simultaneously. Richard said, “Well, we did.” 

        Jack closed his eyes and shook his head. “Don’t be dishonest, Richard. We didn’t.” 

        “Well, we did!” 

        Jack wagged his finger. “No, no… you’re being equivocal, Richard, and that is tantamount to dishonesty.” He continued talking with his eyes closed. “We did not report it that night. We were conflicted that night and we discussed whether to telephone to the police, and we decided not to. The reason being…” Now he opened his eyes and spread his hands. “There had been no crime committed. How many couples, late at night in the Bronx, have rows on street corners at the weekend? Hundreds! Goodness knows the police in the Bronx have their hands full enough with all the violent crime that goes on. Our calling out a patrol car because of a lovers’ tiff could cost somebody else their life. And that was the basis for our decision that night.” He sighed deeply and Richard looked down at the floor. “As it emerged later, our perfectly logical decision turned out to be perfectly wrong.” 

        Dehan was frowning. “So, when did you report it?” 

        Jack’s expression became curious. “Well, surely it’s in your report. We read in the paper that a girl had been found down river at Soundview Park, wearing a big, red woolen jacket. We decided to call the precinct, but we saw a couple of uniformed officers and a detective talking to one of the neighbors across the way. She was pointing at the playground and the tree and we just knew what they were talking about. So when they had finished, we called over the detective and told him what we’d seen.” 

        I grunted. “Can you remember his name?” 

        Jack sighed, shook his head. Richard got up and went to a dresser against the far wall. He opened a drawer and pulled out a fistful of business cards. “People give us these things, we keep them as though some day we might use them, but we never do. Still, this time… Aha!” He held it out toward us to see. “Detective Leonard Davis, 43rd Precinct.” 

        I nodded. “Hang on to that, would you?” I sighed. “So you told Detective Davis everything that you have told us.” 

        “And more,” said Jack. “Partly because it was fresh in our memories, but also because we described the truck, which we have not done for you.” 

        “I was coming to that. Can you describe the truck?” 

        He smiled. “Not in much detail, I’m afraid. You may have observed that Gleason has considerably better lighting than Rosedale, and what little there is down Rosedale at that point is obscured by the trees. What we were able to see was a white or cream four by four. I can’t honestly be sure if it was a pickup or an SUV. Can you, Richard?” 

        Richard was putting the business cards away, sliding the drawer closed. He shook his head. “No. I remember, as you say, Jack, it was cream or white, might have been dirty, parked in the shadow of the trees. I want to say it had a closed back, like an SUV, but I might be making that up. It could well have been a pickup, like a Ford pickup.” 

        “Anything else? Did you see the driver return or drive away?” 

        “No, nothing after that. I think we watched a movie and that was it.” 

        I stood and Dehan stood with me. I said, “You have been very helpful indeed. You happen to know if any of your neighbors saw anything?” 

        Jack stood, shaking his head. “We talked to them, but nobody else saw anything, except that girl across the way.” 

        They waved to us from the door as we went down the stairs, and Jack hurried away to save his sauce. Out in the drizzle again, I stared over at the corner. 

        “That right there, in that depressing light from the street lamps, in November in the rain. That was where she spent the last few minutes of her life.” 

        “Assuming she was killed there and not at the river.” She looked up at me, squinting. “How did you know?” 

        I shook my head and gave a bland smile. “I didn’t. It was possible, so I explored and got lucky.” 

        She thumped my shoulder. “Good call. Now buy me some lunch and explain to me why it was possible.” 





SIX


   

        We took a short drive to the Hugh J Grant Circle. I parked on Metropolitan Avenue and we pushed through the door into the dark, warm interior of the Step In. It wasn’t long open, so it was quiet, with just a couple of guys sitting at the bar. I grabbed a table while Dehan went and ordered two beers and two burgers. She came to the table a couple of minutes later with the beers, put one in front of me and sat. 

        She said: “A guy with a white or cream truck who works at one of the sites on the river between Starlight Park and Soundview. It doesn’t exactly pinpoint our guy, but it’s not the worst pool of suspects we ever had.” 

        I made a noise of agreement and took a pull on my beer. 

        She pointed a finger at me. “But here’s what’s really on my mind: one, why the hell did Lenny not include these witnesses in his report? And two, what made you suspect that Lenny had come across a witness he didn’t want to report?” 

        I looked around the dark bar at the high-gloss brass and dark wood, trying to organize my thoughts. I said, truthfully, “I didn’t suspect it. I thought it was a possibility.” 

        “Why?” 

        I sighed and spread my hands. 

        She rolled her eyes. “OK, Sensei! What was it that made you think it was a possibility?” 

        “Several things. First, when we spoke to Remedios, she told us the guy appeared on foot. Now, as we saw later when we went to look at where she was washed up, it was a very difficult task to take the body to a place where he could dump it in the river. So one of two things happened: A, he abducted her and took her to the river, where he killed her; or B, he killed her on the spot and took the body away to dump it. Both of those scenarios require him to be driving a vehicle.” 

        “Yeah… But Remedios said he arrived on foot.” 

        “Actually, what she said was that suddenly he was there. If he had come down Gleason, walking, she would have seen him arrive. But if he came out of Rosedale, where Richard and Jack say they saw the truck, parked in the shadow of the trees, then it is possible she wouldn’t see him till the last minute, stepping out of the shadows.” 

        She nodded. “Uh-huh…” 

        “So at that point I decided…” 

        “Wait, at what point? Are we still talking to Remedios at her door?” 

        “Yes, of course.” 

        “At that point you have already decided he had a truck parked down Rosedale. You have to be kidding.” 

        I frowned. “Well, it was logical, Dehan. Either he abducted her or he killed her on the spot. If he had killed her on the spot, he wouldn’t leave the body there and come back to collect it. So in both scenarios, he had to have a vehicle. The logical place was on Rosedale.” 

        “OK.” 

        “Then I got to thinking about the neighborhood, which Remedios had described as ‘nice’. And it struck me as odd that Lenny hadn’t found any witnesses. Put that together with the fact that the phone records were missing and I began to wonder if Lenny was trying to hide something. I didn’t suspect…” 

        “It was just a possibility worth exploring.” 

        “Precisely. So now we have a telephone number we can’t trace because we have no phone records—and in any case, Lenny tells us it’s a burner—and we have a truck which, had we not come to canvass the area ourselves, would also have gone undiscovered. A truck which was probably used to dispose of Celeste’s body. Two years ago, it would have been a goldmine of DNA.” 

        “Why would Lenny want to hide evidence like that?” 

        “Close the question and the answer will leap out at you.” 

        “What would make Lenny conceal… OK…” 

        “Reynolds makes a big thing of the fact that he and Lenny were friends and grew up on the same street and they are members of the same Catholic church. Lenny plays it down, but he went out of his way to stress to me how much he hated giving the old man the news of Celeste’s death: his oldest daughter diagnosed as schizophrenic, his wife died in childbirth, then the very child whose birth killed his wife was murdered and he, Lenny, had to tell him…” 

        A waitress arrived with our burgers and told us to enjoy them. I picked up one of the fries and put it in my mouth and asked Dehan, “Have you seen a white pickup recently?” 

        She frowned with the burger halfway to her mouth, dripping ketchup. “Yeah…” 

        “With tools in the back.” 

        She nodded. “Yeah…” Her face cleared and she put down the burger. “Holy… Samuel.” 

        “Samuel. When he got back from all his shopping.” 

        Dehan’s gaze became abstracted. “Celeste has reached that age. She has a crazy sister, a crazy dad and a crazy brother. Plus God alone knows what dark feelings of guilt about having killed her mother. She hits puberty and her hormones turn her life into a living nightmare.” She flopped back in her chair and looked at me, still holding her burger. “So she becomes that nightmare and starts making her dad and Samuel’s lives nightmares, too. It is a lot more than either of those two simple souls can cope with and the home environment soon becomes totally toxic. After two or three years of this, she and they are all fit to explode. Dad seeks refuge in his religion and his belief in family. Hell, it was probably the original cause for his angina and his high blood pressure. And Samuel is left with the whole burden of the family’s deepening tragedy.” 

        I smiled. “You should write those rrue crime stories, Dehan. I’m right there, living it.” 

        I bit into my burger and wiped my mouth and fingers with a paper handkerchief. 

        She looked at me resentfully. “Shut up. The situation becomes intolerable when she starts sleeping around. She is, to coin a phrase, adding sin to insult. On that weekend, she comes in having spent practically two whole days and nights out. They confront her, she refuses to talk to them and storms up to her room. But then, not content with having spent Friday and Saturday night in sin, she now tells them she plans to spend Sunday night in sin, too. She walks out. Samuel cannot take it. He calls her and tells her he is coming after her in the truck. She certainly doesn’t want Samuel turning up at Chad’s house and humiliating her, so she decides to confront him at the playground and tell him to leave her alone. Chad turns up in his white pickup, parks on Rosedale and the rest is history. 

        “Except that a week later, her body is washed up on the banks of Soundview Park. Lenny is called to the scene and recognizes Celeste. He talks to Sean and Samuel, learns about the fight, checks the phone records and talks to Richard and Jack, and puts the pieces together. This is going to be the final blow for Sean. The one member of his family he has left, whom he depends on entirely, is going to prison for the rest of his life for murdering his daughter. It will kill him. So, to protect his friend, he suppresses the evidence and lets the case go cold.” 

        “Admirable,” I said through a mouth full of burger. “So how do we go about proving any of this?” 

        She stared at me a moment, then took a big bite out of her burger and we both sat chewing and staring at each other.  

        “Fob a shtart…” she said, maneuvering the words around her food, “we need to find out where Samuel works. We also need to filter out all the businesses along the river that are impossible dumping sites for one reason or another: there is no river bank at that spot, there is no access to the river, that kind of thing. Then we start cross referencing people connected with Celeste with people connected with that list of businesses, see if anything pings.” 

        “Good. We also find out how long Samuel has had that truck. If he only bought it last week, we have a problem.” 

        “Find out what Chad drives.” 

        I watched her lick ketchup from her fingers and nodded. “Yeah, there is something else, too.” 

        “Whamph?” 

        “Celeste’s phone records.” 

        “You said there was nothing we could do about that.” 

        “I’m wondering. Lenny said he’d look at home. I’m kind of betting he won’t find them. If he doesn’t, what else can we do?” 

        She pointed at me like a gun, then wagged her finger up and down. “I was going to say. We should be checking her email. Where the hell is her computer? Eighteen-year-old kid with no computer?” 

        “E-mail. Exactly. Any longer messages will be on Facebook or her email. I’ll talk to Reynolds today and see what happened to her computer.” 

        She was watching me, squinting and chewing her lip. “What do you plan to do about Lenny? His motives may not have been personal gain, but still, you can’t let a murderer walk free just because it will upset his dad. Lenny has to be brought to account.” 

        “I know. I agree. But I don’t want to spook him just yet. If he’s been concealing evidence and we spook him, we might lose any chance of ever recovering any of it.” 

        We finished our beer and made our way back to Fteley Avenue. As we were walking into the detectives’ room Lenny approached on rapid, short legs. 

        “Hey, Stone! How you doing, pal? Listen, you were right, I had the phone records at my house. I must have took the file home to study i—due diligence, right?” He laughed a nicotine laugh and slapped my arm. “And the damn page slipped out or whatever. I left it on your desk. How’s it going? Doing any better than I did?” 

        Dehan was watching him with narrowed eyes and her hands in her back pockets. It made her look like a hawk about to pounce. 

        I shrugged. “It’s a bit of a brick wall. I can see why it went cold.” 

        “Right?” 

        “But, listen, you said ‘page’?” 

        “Yuh.” He nodded vigorously. “The phone records.” 

        “Just one page?” 

        “Sure. How many pages you want?” He laughed again. 

        “Well, at least six months’ worth, Lenny. How many days did you get?” 

        “One. What the hell! I was only interested in who called her that night!” 

        Dehan stepped over, her face screwed up like she’d just bitten a lemon. “You asked the phone company for the records on one day? What were they doing, charging by the hour?” 

        “Hey, take it easy, Wonder Woman! And can the attitude! What? You accusing me of not doing my job?” 

        People had started to turn and look. I said, “Nobody’s accusing you of anything, Lenny. Relax. I was just hoping to go back over her calls leading up to that weekend. It’s no problem. Thanks.” 

        He scowled at Dehan and then at me. “Yeah,” he said. “Now I know why you’re both so damned popular! Accusing fellow officers ain’t cool. Don’t expect too much cooperation from me from now on. Screw you!” 

        Everyone who’d been watching turned away and got busy. Dehan gave me an eloquent look and we made our way to our desks. There was a slim manila folder on my laptop. I opened it and pulled out a single sheet of printed paper. I studied it a moment and saw the names of the people she had called, or who had called her, written in the margins. One number was listed simply as ‘burner’.  

        I glanced at the top of the page and then tossed it over to Dehan. “It’s a copy of a printed email document. Look at the top left corner. Those marks numbers he’s tried to blank out. This is page two of one hundred and eighty. He got the whole six months up to the day she died.” 

        She picked up the sheet, stared hard at it and then stared at me. “How stupid is he? How stupid does he think we are?” 

        “They are good questions, and ‘not very’ has to be the answer to both of them.” 

        “Huh?” 

        “That’s not stupidity, it’s panic.” 

        She raised an eyebrow, but I ignored her. 

        I thought for a while. “Let’s not focus too narrow just yet, Dehan. Let’s continue with the plan we had, but perhaps we need to spread our net a little wider.” 

        She sat forward and started typing. Absently, she said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

        I stood and went to look over Dehan’s shoulder as she worked. I smiled. “You think you haven’t,” I said. “But you have.” 

        “Yeah?” She looked up at me and grinned. 

        I winked at her. “Tell me if you get a hit, or what you find anyway. I’m going out to the car to talk to my pal at the DMV. And, Dehan?” 

        “What?” 

        “If you find something, try not to look triumphant.” 

        She nodded. “I hear you, Sensei.” 

        Out in my Jag, I slammed the door and sat thinking for a while. Finally, I called Mike, an acquaintance at the DMV who often helped me out. After greeting each other and reminding each other we had promised to grab a beer some time, he asked, “What can I do for you, John?” 

        “Oh, it’s just a couple of small things, Mike. They are a matter of public record, but you can find them in a matter of minutes and it would take me forever.” 

        He laughed. “You could always use the computer!” 

        “If I did that, it would take me not hours, but days.” 

        “OK, shoot.” 

        “I need to know what vehicles are registered to Samuel Reynolds.” I gave him the address and hesitated. 

        He said, “That’ll take five minutes. Anything else?” I was silent so long he eventually said, “John? You there?” 

        “Yeah, Mike, find out also what vehicles are registered to Leonard Davis, would you? Just email me the results to my personal email.” I gave him Lenny’s address, thanked him, promised we would get together soon and hung up. Then I sat there five minutes, drumming my fingers on the wheel and thinking. Eventually I climbed out of the car and saw Dehan coming out of the station house door. She hunched her shoulders against the cold and the drizzle and loped across the road on long, slim legs. She looked up into my face. My phone pinged. I opened the email and read it. 

        I said, “Samuel Reynolds has owned his white Toyota pickup for the last six years.” 

        “You’re not going to believe this,” she said, as though I hadn’t spoken. 

        I said, “I think I might, though.” 

        “After two years, the number is still assigned to a burner, Stone. It hasn’t been used since that night, when it was used to call Celeste. But I nailed the location where the call was made from.” 

        I smiled. “See? This is why I married you.” She didn’t laugh. Neither did I. I said, “It was made from here, at the station house, wasn’t it?” 

        She didn’t say anything, she just nodded. “How did you know?” 

        “Because Samuel called her from the landline at the house. So why would he call again, minutes later, from a burner? Also…” I showed her the email on my phone. “Lenny Davis has owned a cream Cherokee Jeep for the last four years.” 





SEVEN


   

        She looked away and ran her fingers through her wet hair.  

        “Stone, this is starting to look like a lot more than concealing evidence to protect a friend.” 

        “I know, but we shouldn’t jump to conclusions yet. Lenny is a jerk, but he’s also a good cop. One thing is protecting Sean from an escalating family tragedy, but Lenny as a killer? I find that hard to believe.” 

        “The evidence is staring us in the face, Stone. Two blocks from where we’re standing, he turns left onto Rosedale and two minutes later, he parks at the playground.” A cold breeze moved down Fteley Avenue and she fingered a strand of damp hair from her eyes. 

        I didn’t answer straight away, then I sighed. “It’s circumstantial. He owns a white truck, so does Samuel, so do thousands of other New Yorkers. The call was made from the station house, but that doesn’t mean that he made it.” 

        “If not him, who?” 

        “That’s not proof, Dehan. It makes Lenny a prime suspect, up there with Samuel, but it’s not proof.” 

        She frowned at me. “Well, what do you want to do?” 

        “We need to talk to the inspector…”  

        She nodded. “I agree.” 

        “But before we do that, I want to go back to the Reynolds and see if we can locate Celeste’s computer. There is no mention of it in Lenny’s report. It has to be somewhere. Maybe she didn’t have one, but that’s unlikely. If she did and we find it, then we might strike gold with her emails.” 

        She didn’t look happy, but she nodded. “OK.” 

        We climbed back in the car and followed the route that Dehan had suggested. It was, like she’d said, fast and easy. Only, instead of going all the way up to the playground, we turned right for three blocks on Watson and then left into Beach Avenue. Dehan sighed as I pulled up outside the house, spread her hands and shook her head, like she’d been having some long, internal dialogue with herself.  

        “I’m going around in circles. You’re right, anyone could have made the call and got to either the Reynolds’ house or the playground in just a few minutes. But, like you yourself also said, Samuel had already called her on the landline. And Chad called her from his phone, so why would either of them then jump in a car, drive down to Storey Avenue, call her on a burner, and drive up to the playground? It doesn’t make any sense!” 

        “I agree, it doesn’t make sense, Dehan. But we need to take baby steps here and not jump to conclusions. For a start, we don’t know for a fact that it was Samuel who called her on the landline. We only know that somebody called her from the house.” I shrugged. “Plucking a theory at random from thin air, maybe Helen called to warn her that Samuel was in a rage and had gone after her! Perhaps Samuel went to the station house to talk to Lenny, to ask him to intervene because he believed Chad was leading Celeste down the path of perdition. Lenny couldn’t help, so Samuel called Celeste and said, ‘Wait for me, we need to talk.’” We stared at each other for a long moment, then I went on. “I’m not saying that’s what happened, I’m saying we need to be very careful that we are sure of each premise before we accept it as a fact. Right now, we don’t know who used the burner.” 

        She nodded. “OK, yup. You’re right. Let’s go get that computer.” 

        The slam of the doors sounded somehow damp in the gray afternoon light. Dehan followed me to the door of the ugly cube of a house and I rang the bell. It was Helen who opened it for us. She stood a while, smiling, her eyes appearing to see things we could not. She was in her early thirties, blonde, and could have been pretty but for the expression on her face that said, however far you searched, you would never find her. 

        “Hi, Helen,” I smiled at her. “Is Samuel at home?” 

        “He’s not here. He’s gone.” 

        “How about Sean? Can we see him?” 

        She frowned. “I took my meds. But that isn’t always clear. Samuel is dealing with that.” 

        Dehan said, “May we come in, please, Helen?” 

        She nodded. “Yeah, that should be OK. I just have to be careful not to let them start.” She stood back and we stepped over the threshold. Dehan closed the door and Helen said, “Talking to me.” 

        “May we go through to the living room and see your father now?” 

        “I was in my room. So far, that seems to be OK…” She nodded and made an almost placating gesture with her hands. “But I mustn’t go out because they play tricks on me and I don’t know how to get back. The stairs are OK, and so far my room is pretty solid.” 

        I smiled at her again. “That’s good news. Would you like us to take you up to your room?” 

        She nodded. “That’s probably OK.” 

        We climbed the stairs with her to a long, dark landing that led onto an equally long, but darker passage. At the end, the bathroom door stood open, and a dull, gray light, insufficient to make shadows or contrasts, showed another door, on our left, that also stood open onto a dark room. I pointed to the door.  

        “Is that your room?” 

        She nodded. 

        I asked, “Don’t you want the lights on?” 

        She shook her head. “No, they told me the darkness keeps it all from cracking. The light has vibrations that make things crack. It’s OK for other people. Samuel is strong, but Daddy is cracking. So for now, I’m playing it safe.” She smiled. “Keeping things tight.” 

        Two more doors stood closed, and at the far end, opposite the bathroom, a third. She pointed to the door next to hers. “Samuel is there in case they start making problems. I don’t know how they get in, but Samuel can usually make them shut up. He says for now, the way forward is to take the meds, and pray to Our Father. I’m not sure, but I do what he says, for now. Play it safe is what I say.” 

        I said, “And your daddy sleeps downstairs…” 

        “Until we can fix the cracks. We’ll have to see how that goes. We’re trying to find the right balance. He used to sleep in that room. But he’s gone now.” 

        She pointed to the room next to Samuel’s. Which left the one at the end, opposite the bathroom, as Celeste’s. Helen stared at that door for a while. When she spoke, her voice sounded empty. “Celeste took Mom away, and then she went away too. They get sucked through the cracks. We’re trying to make sure Daddy doesn’t get sucked out, but we’ll have to see...” She crossed the landing toward the dark door, speaking over her shoulder. “I better get back. That’s a lot of light for one day. Let’s hope this rain keeps up. Bye.” 

        And she closed the door. 

        I followed Dehan back down the stairs into the hall. She snapped on the light, but the overhead bulb, held under a green, plastic shade, only seemed to add to the gloom. She moved to the mahogany living room door and knocked. We heard some grunting and shuffling, then Reynolds’ voice, shrouded with recent sleep. 

        “Who is it?” 

        “Detectives Dehan and Stone, Mr. Reynolds, may we speak to you briefly?” 

        There was silence, then some creaking of bedsprings, then, “Yes, I was sleeping, but come in.” 

        We opened the door. The room was almost as dark as Helen’s, except that gray light managed to creep in through the window that gave onto the backyard. Outside, shreds of wet washing dripped from a clothesline, and tall, scrubby blades of uncut grass quivered in the cold wind. Sean was up on one elbow. 

        “I was asleep,” he said again. “Where’s Samuel? He’ll see you.” 

        We sat without being invited: Dehan in the armchair where she’d sat before, I on the straight-backed chair by the window, where I could see his face better. 

        “It’s actually you we would like to talk to, Mr. Reynolds. Just a couple of minor details.” I smiled. “No need to trouble Samuel with them.” I glanced at my watch. “Four o’clock. I imagine he’s at work, right?” 

        He nodded. “More than likely.” 

        “Where does he work?” 

        “He’s self-employed. He’s a welder, amongst other things. That boy can turn his hand to anything. Godsend to me: fix a washing machine, fix your car, even fix a leak in the roof.” 

        “He’s a fixer.” 

        “He sure is that. What did you want to ask me?” 

        Dehan said, “Did Celeste have a computer?” 

        “’Course she did. She was never off the damned thing. When she wasn’t on her damned phone, she was on her computer. I don’t know what it is with kids these days, they always gotta be staring at some goddamn screen. It’s either the damn phone, the damn computer or the damn TV.” He wagged a finger at Dehan. “I tell you this, them damn screens are gonna be the end of decent family life in this country. You mark my words. Separates the family. Breaks people up. Each one in her own room, glued to a damn screen.” 

        I spoke almost without thinking. “Cracks…” 

        “What?” 

        “Cracks appearing,” I said. “In families and society…” 

        He pointed at me. “That’s exactly it. Family is the basis of society, and there are cracks appearing. I always said so. The Lord guide us, for we have gone astray.” 

        “Mr. Reynolds, where would Celeste’s computer be now? Did Lenny take it away?” 

        His eyes became abstracted and he stared into the gloom, as though he was seeing something that wasn’t there. I had seen the same look on Helen’s face a little earlier. “No,” he said, “No, I don’t believe he did.” 

        Dehan asked him, “What happened to all Celeste’s stuff? Where is it now?” 

        “Up in her room.” He shook his head. “We haven’t had the heart to go in and do anything. I know we should, but my angina and my blood pressure, anytime I think about…” His face crumpled and he started to cry. “I can’t. I can’t just kick her out like that, chuck her out with the trash. I can’t do that…” 

        “Of course not, nobody would expect you to do that. You should treasure her memory.” 

        He nodded at her, with his mouth open under wet cheeks. “Thank you.” 

        “Sean,” she went on, frowning. “Are you saying that Celeste’s room is pretty much as it was that Sunday, when she walked out?” 

        He blew his nose and wiped his eyes. “Hasn’t been touched.” 

        “Lenny didn’t go up there?” 

        “He said he didn’t need to. ‘No need to go upsetting you, old friend,’ that’s what he said.” 

        I nodded a few times. “Well, Lenny is a good man, but I am afraid we are going to need to go up and have a look around, Mr. Reynolds. We need Celeste’s computer.” 

        “I understand. Just makes me cry every time I think… Don’t break anything, or throw anything away, will you?” 

        “We wouldn’t dream of it, Sean. And we won’t take anything without your permission. But we do need her computer.” 

        “OK…” 

        We climbed the stairs again and found the door unlocked. I pulled some latex gloves from my pocket and saw that Dehan was doing the same. I pulled them on, pushed open the door and switched on the light. The room was large, and tidier than I had expected. A window at the far end overlooked the street. The drapes were closed and I went over and pulled them open. The bed was made, but under the duvet, the sheets were rumpled and not fresh. The pillows still had indentations, as of a head. There was a desk with very little on it. I looked at Dehan. “Call dispatch, get them to send a forensics team out.” 

        She frowned as she pulled out her cell. “Forensics? What are you expecting to find?” 

        “Something. I’m not sure what.” 

        She made the call while I went through the desk and found nothing there. She had boxes below the desk. An exploration of them revealed stuff from when she was a kid. There was no laptop, no cable, no box a laptop once came in.  

        Dehan hung up. “They’re on their way.” She moved to a pine bookcase and started going through the books. “Mostly chic-lit,” she said. “Women complain that they are stereotyped, then they read chic-lit and dress up as vaginas.” I laughed. “Seriously, Stone. How many guys read guy-lit and dress up as penises?” 

        “None many that I know of.” 

        “Exactly. This looks like a diary.” She took it over and leaned on the windowsill, started leafing through it. “It’s from a few years back. Twenty thirteen, she’s what? Fifteen?” 

        “Mm-hm.” 

        I looked around. There were no posters on the walls. The books on the bookcase were, as Dehan had said, mainly chic-lit, but adolescent, as though she had bought it at the time of the diary. There was absolutely nothing in the room to suggest an eighteen year-old Celeste had ever occupied it.  

        Dehan spoke again, while reading, “This is just page after page of complaint about Samuel, her sister and her dad. She doesn’t talk about any boys she likes, friends at school, bands… nada. Her whole damn life seems to revolve around her frustration with her family.” 

        She snapped it closed, pulled an evidence bag from her pocket and bagged the diary. 

        “Stone, how can Lenny believe that he can get away with this? A murder investigation where it is clear that the victim received a call from somebody she probably knew, using a burner, minutes before her death, and he neglects to search her room. What the hell is he playing at? The phone records, the witnesses… He could not possibly believe that he could get away with that.” 

        “I know.” I went and stood next to her, she looking into the room with her elbows on the windowsill, I looking out at the damp, gray road. “And the weirdest thing of all is that he is too good a cop not to realize it’s just a matter of time.” 

        Outside, the forensics van pulled up. I sighed as I watched them climb out. “The computer isn’t here, Dehan. But I think I might know where it is.” 

        We went down and opened the door. Bob was approaching across the sidewalk, dressed in plastic and grinning among his beard. Behind him was his team.  

        “Hey guys, how’s married life?” 

        “Hell, but you should know that, Bob. You’ve been happily divorced for years.” 

        He laughed like Santa and asked, “What’s it about? What are we looking for?” 

        I hesitated a moment. “We are looking for fingerprints that do not belong to the family. If I’m right, you’re going to find overwhelmingly Celeste’s prints and very few others, maybe Samuel, her brother. But there may be one other, a man, and if you run him through the system, you’ll get a hit. Let me know immediately, Bob. It’s important. 

        “Also, check the bed for DNA. Again, if I’m right, you’ll find Celeste’s and a man.” 

        He frowned. “OK.” 

        “It could be a delicate matter. Go on up, room opposite the bathroom. I’ll tell Mr. Reynolds you’re here.” 

        I found Dehan sitting on the hood of the Jag with her long legs stuck out in front of her. Dusk was gathering and she watched me approach with frowning eyes. “You think Lenny was having an affair with Celeste?” 

        I stopped in my tracks and thought about my answer. Finally, I said, “Somebody was. If not Lenny, somebody.” 





EIGHT


   

        It was a short drive down Gleason Avenue in the gathering gloom to Chad’s place. He had the drapes closed, but warm light was filtering around the edges, touching the iron railings and the trash cans out front. He opened the door, closed his eyes and sighed. 

        “You know? It is really hard for me to focus on my work when…” 

        I decided to save him time and distraction and cut across him. “This will only take a couple of minutes, Chad, and the sooner we get it over with, the sooner you can get back to your studies.” 

        “Fine. Come in.” 

        He made way for us. We didn’t go through to the living room, we stayed in the hall. He spread his hands. “What?” 

        “After your row, you made it sound as though you and Celeste might be fixing things.” 

        He shrugged. “If you want to put it that way.” 

        “Did she keep stuff here?” 

        “Yeah, she’d been doing that for a while. I think she was trying to move in. I told her...” 

        I interrupted him. “So when she went home Sunday. She didn’t take that stuff with her. She left it here.” 

        His face went blank. He hadn’t been expecting the question. “Yeah, I guess so.” 

        “What did you do with that stuff?” 

        He frowned. “Well, after a few days, it was obvious she wasn’t coming back and she wasn’t answering my calls, so I boxed it up and stuck it in the basement.” 

        I could feel a hot pellet in my gut. I asked him the million dollar question. “Was her laptop among that stuff?” 

        He nodded. “Sure. She kept it here because she thought her freak of a brother was trying to read her mail.” 

        “We’re going to need to take that stuff away, Chad.” 

        “Knock yourselves out. I’m going to assume you have either authority or permission, and if you haven’t, I don’t want to know about it.” He pointed to a door in the wall under the stairs. “Key’s in the door. It’s a big box labeled ‘Celeste’. You’ll find it.” 

        The basement had a bare, concrete floor which was largely hidden by an accumulation of junk that had not quite descended to the status of trash. It covered the rear and the left-hand wall. There were a couple of sofas, a couple of chairs, a big dining table, and it was all buried under more crates and cartons than you could easily count. The crates and the cartons contained everything from books and magazines to old toys, ancient Nintendos, vinyl records, tennis rackets and baseball bats, plastic bags full of cassette tapes and an infinite number of receipts for everything imaginable. There was also dust, a washing machine, a dryer and an old fridge. 

        We made a plan of attack and worked methodically. The plan was to take everything that was on the left and rear of the room and put it on the front and left, item by item, until we found the carton with Celeste’s name on it. We cleared a sofa and two chairs and moved two years’ worth of receipts and invoices, essays, reports and magazines from on top and underneath the dining table to the back of the room before we eventually found it. 

        It was not a carton. It was a semi-transparent, plastic, IKEA storage crate with a blue lid, like a giant Tupperware box four feet long, three feet across and eighteen inches deep. It was sealed with packing tape, and across one of the strips of tape, her name was written in indelible black ink. I lifted it and carried it to the table. There, I cut the tape with my Swiss Army knife and we removed the lid. 

        It was mainly clothes: jeans, blouses, shirts and T-shirts, a Columbia University sweatshirt, several pairs of panties and a couple of bras, socks, a pair of Timberland boots. There was a copy of the Lord of the Rings, and also a copy of Albert Camus’ The Outsider. On the first page, there was a dedication to Celeste from Chad, dated two weeks before her death. I flipped through the pages and saw they were annotated in what seemed to be Chad’s handwriting. I handed it to Dehan, removed a pair of Levis from the crate and found the laptop with its power cable and wireless mouse.  

        We stood staring at it for a moment, then Dehan dropped the book by Camus and picked up the Lord of the Rings. She leafed through the first pages. “There’s no dedication on this one,” she said. 

        I shook my head. “Looks like he was trying to educate her.” 

        “There is more to Chad Norris than meets the eye. A touch of Professor Higgins.” 

        She dropped the big tome back in the crate and I resealed it. “Let’s get this back to the station and go through it.” As we climbed the stairs back up to the hall, I sang, softly, “Oh, why can’t a woman be more like a man?” 

        Dehan snorted ahead of me. “Actually, Stone, I was referring to the play, Pygmalion, by George Bernard Shaw, not the popular musical by Lerner and Loewe.” 

        “Sure you were. That’s because you are Eliza to my Professor Higgins.” 

        “Jerk.” 

        “See? Quod erat demonstrandum.”  

        “Jerk.” 

        When we reached the hall, I handed her the box and the keys to the Jag. “Give me five minutes, will you?” She made a question out of a frown and I said softly, “Guys stuff.” 

        I opened the door for her and she went out to the car. I closed the door and went into the living room. He was sitting at the dining table, staring down at an open book. He spoke without looking up. 

        “What can I do for you, Detective? There is no need to come and say goodbye.” 

        I leaned with my hands on the back of a chair, looking down at him. He sighed and looked up. I said, “Camus, The Outsider.” 

        “What of it?” 

        “Were you trying to tell her who you were? Or were you highlighting what you both had in common?” 

        “I wouldn’t read too much into that, Detective.” 

        “Define too much.” 

        He laughed. “Excellent! You should be a lawyer.” 

        “Let’s quit fencing, Chad. Your relationship with Celeste was a lot deeper—meant a lot more to you—than you have led us to believe. You can deny it as much as you like, but any jury in New York is going to see right through your denials. They’ve seen enough reality TV to recognize denial when they see it.” 

        He held my eye a moment, then said, “A jury?” 

        “You want to tell me why a guy who’s in love with a girl would lie about it?” 

        He made a face of derision and snorted. “Any number of reasons!” 

        “How about when that girl gets murdered one block from his house after he discovers she’s been having an affair?” 

        He sighed and dropped his face into his hands. “I didn’t kill her.” 

        “I’m supposed to take your word for this?” 

        He dragged his hands down until they were in a praying position in front of his mouth. 

        I kept talking. “You lied to me before about your relationship and your feelings for her. That was a stupid thing to do, because it makes you look guilty. Give me one good reason I should believe you now.” 

        He looked down at the book in front of him and closed it. “I can’t. I acted without thinking. I had feelings for her. She was a pain in the ass, she was difficult, she was wild and much too emotional, sometimes she was overwhelming. But when she wasn’t around…” He shrugged. “…I missed her. I guess I felt I needed her.” He frowned at me, as though I’d said something he disagreed with. “She didn’t get in the way of my studies. It actually helped me, having her around. And she was smart. We had conversations…” He smiled. “You can’t do that with a lot of chicks. But she was getting restless. She had nothing to do. She wasn’t academic. I was encouraging her to read. I’m not a fan of Camus. I never yet heard of an existentialist who invented a vaccine or a space probe. But she was into all that fancy foreign café society shit. So I bought her The Outsider.” 

        “And you read it.” 

        “I speed-read it so we could talk about it.” 

        “You really cared about her.” 

        “I’ve already admitted that, Detective.” 

        “So when you found out about Rod…” 

        “It was tough. I’m not the jealous type, whatever you may think. We had a row, she promised she’d been stringing him along. What I told you about that was true.” 

        “Except you said you hadn’t called her, and you had.” 

        He flopped back in his chair, eyes closed, then sagged forward and took a deep breath. “Yes, I had.” 

        “What made you lie about that?” 

        “After Celeste disappeared, I decided I had to reinvent myself as a hard-headed son of a bitch. I try to cultivate that image. If you do that enough, eventually the image becomes real.” 

        “What did you talk about when you called her?” 

        “I asked her where she was and if she was coming over. She said she was on her way.” 

        “Did she say whether she had spoken to Rod?” 

        “No.” 

        “Anybody else?” 

        He frowned, remembering. “Yeah… She said she’d had a big row with her brother and with her dad. That was why she hadn’t come earlier. She’d been in her room. She needed to be alone or something. Then she’d walked out and her brother had called her, telling her to come home. Her dad was freaking out, having an angina attack or something.” 

        “Did she say where she was?” 

        “On her way.” 

        “You didn’t go to meet her?” 

        “I was going to, but she said not to.” 

        “What did you do when she didn’t turn up?” 

        He shrugged. “I watched a movie, then went to bed. I assumed she’d gone to see Rod.” 

        I frowned. “That didn’t strike you as odd behavior?” 

        He laughed a nasty, harsh laugh. “No. That’s women. They can change their feelings in a couple of seconds: ‘Oh, I’m crazy in love with you, but oops! I don’t really like the way you bend your legs when you sit and, and oh wow! Your friend has such big, brown, vulnerable eyes, now I’m in love with him.’ That’s women. Nothing they feel ever has any real depth or substance. It is never constant or real in any meaningful sense. You just have to live with it. After a couple of days, I boxed up her stuff and moved on.” 

        I grunted. “OK, Chad. Don’t leave town.” 

        “I don’t plan to,” he said, opening his book again. “I plan to prepare for my exams, if you’ll let me.” 

        Outside, a steady rain had started to come down. Through the windshield, I could see Dehan sitting behind the wheel. Rivers of silver light lay across the blacktop. I raised my collar, crossed the sidewalk and climbed in the passenger seat. I closed the door and she smiled at me. 

        “So did you talk guys stuff?” 

        “Yeah. He supports the Dodgers.” 

        She turned the key and the engine roared. As she pulled away she said, “Anything else?” 

        “He confessed that his feelings for her were stronger and deeper than he’d led us to believe. That it was in fact she who was growing bored, not the other way around. ” 

        The windshield wipers squeaked and thudded. 

        “He admitted he spoke to her on the phone?” 

        “Yup. He called to see why she was taking so long. Quite a turn around from his earlier statement. She said she was on her way, and that Samuel had called her saying the old man was having an attack of angina.” 

        She turned left onto Gleason, past the post office. “He was using his illness as emotional blackmail: Daddy needs his family with him, especially his youngest daughter. She was always his baby girl. She has to come back to the fold. He sends Samuel to go get her… That’s why she stopped to wait. Maybe she was planning to go back with him. Or, more likely, tell him to go take a hike...” 

        I interrupted. “Go back to the station, will you?”  

        She glanced at her watch. “Yeah?” 

        “Yeah. I was hoping we could catch the inspector before he goes home.” 

        “Sure.” She waited a bit. “Care to share?” 

        “Yeah… I don’t know, Dehan. It’s a feeling. Chad opened up, he seemed to be sincere, but when I asked him what stopped him from going out to look for Celeste when she didn’t show up…” I shook my head. “It seems odd, doesn’t it? They are making up after a bad row, she has come close to cheating on him, he has come close to breaking up with her, but they got through it and now they’re fixing it…” I paused, visualizing it in my mind. “She’s on her way… She tells him, ‘I’m on my way,’ but when she doesn’t turn up, he doesn’t go looking for her. He just assumes she’s gone off with Rod. It doesn’t gel. It’s not congruent.” 

        She joined the traffic on Watson, headed east. It was a wet blur of lights through spattered drops. The wipers squeaked and thudded and we crawled slowly toward Rosedale. 

        “You asked him?” 

        “Yeah, he said, women are like that. Their feelings change from one second to the next. Nothing they feel is constant or real in any meaningful sense.” 

        She made a ‘maybe’ face. “Wow, that’s harsh, but he has a point. Not all women, but brother…” 

        “Carry on that way and you’ll have the Thought Police after us. I certainly don’t believe he has a point. But, be that as it may, Dehan, it doesn’t seem congruent to me. He accepted it too easily, after the fight and the make up sex, and her spending most of Friday and the whole of Saturday there, when she is late returning, he calls her—note that he does call her—and then, at the last minute, when she is actually on her way, he gives up because of a stupid generalization: Women are like that.” 

        We turned onto Rosedale and stop-started our way under the Bruckner Expressway. The rain grew heavier.  

        “It is odd,” she said, and then, “what are you suggesting, that he’s altered that part of the story because he went to meet her and found her with this Rod character? They had a fight and he killed her?” 

        “It’s a very tempting theory, unfortunately, it’s not what the witnesses saw.” 

        She was quiet for a while. We came out the south side of the bridge as the rain turned to a downpour. We turned right and crossed Soundview into Storey and moved slowly toward the station house as the rain drummed on the roof and pelted the windshield. She said, suddenly, “Well, hold on there a minute, Stone. What did the witnesses actually see?” 

        I stared out at the deluge, aware that she was glancing at me for some kind of a reaction. When I didn’t say anything she went on. 

        “They saw Celeste, real mad, shouting at some guy who seems to have got out of a white truck. They saw them argue. They saw him grab her shoulders. They saw her turn and leave, and him go after her. After that, everything was hidden by the dark and by the giant chestnut tree. We don’t know what happened after that point. As far as the actual killing is concerned, the witnesses saw nothing.” 





NINE


   

        Dehan pulled in front of the door to the station. I grabbed the Tupperware box from the back seat and ran through the rain up the steps to the main entrance with Dehan just a few steps behind. At the foot of the stairs that go up to the second floor, we bumped into Lenny, coming out of the detectives’ room. He stopped and stared at me a moment, gave Dehan a hostile glance and then said to me, “Look, uh, Stone, about earlier…” 

        “Don’t sweat it, Lenny.” 

        “No, I spoke out of turn. Just, you know, if it looks like somebody is questioning your integrity… You’d be the same, right?” 

        “Sure I would. No harm, no foul.” 

        “That’s big of you, man.” He slapped my shoulder, then paused to look at the box. He grinned, but his eyes were curious. “What’s that, your lunch box?” 

        Dehan’s presence at my shoulder was intense. I wondered if she was going to say anything, but she just stood and stared at Lenny. I gave a small laugh, held his eye and was deliberately misleading. I said, “We checked Celeste’s room. These are some of her belongings. We found her computer.” 

        His face hardened. “You found her computer in her room?” 

        “I figured you’d looked for it there,” I said. “But it’s always worth a second look.” 

        “I went over the room with the old man. I’d swear there was no computer there.” 

        I smiled at him for a moment, then said quietly. “No, we haven’t found anything in her room yet. This was at her boyfriend’s house, Lenny. She’d left it there.” 

        His voice was wooden. “Oh. What else do you hope to find there?” 

        “What do you mean?” 

        “You said you haven’t found anything… yet.” 

        “Oh.” I nodded once. “Traces of Rod. CS team should be on their way back to the lab by now.” 

        “…Rod…” 

        “Yeah, you don’t know about Rod, Lenny. He only emerged in the last day. I have to go and talk to the inspector, but hang around and I’ll put you up to speed, if you’re curious.” 

        He stared at me for a long moment, then shifted his stare to Dehan, then back to me. “Yeah,” he said in the same wooden voice. “I’ll do that. Catch you guys later.” 

        He watched us start up the stairs, then pushed his way out into the rain. As we climbed, Dehan was staring at the steps like she was trying to read Chinese algebra. “Hang around and I’ll put you up to speed? Remind me why we’re going to see the inspector? Isn’t it because we suspect the guy you just told to hang around and you’d put him up to speed…? Have I missed something? Did I blink?” 

        I smiled sweetly at her. “Apparently you did.” 

        I knocked on the inspector’s door. 

        “Come!” 

        I pushed open the door and Dehan went in ahead of me. Deputy Inspector John Newman was standing by the window, putting on his coat. “Ah, Dehan and Stone, you just caught me. I was on my way home. My wife is making lasagna tonight, with fresh, home made pasta, and I am charged with getting some wine on the way home. I must not be late. How can I help you? What a frightful night, isn’t it?” 

        “We won’t keep you, sir, but there are one or two points that have come up in the Celeste Reynolds investigation which suggest pretty strongly that the investigating officer at the time behaved, at the very least, inappropriately.” 

        “Oh, Lord.” He frowned and rested his backside on the edge of his desk. He pointed at the big Tupperware box I was holding with some difficulty. “What’s this?” 

        Dehan said, “It’s Celeste’s laptop. We haven’t examined it yet, sir. The reason we are here is that the original investigating officer on this case, Detective Leonard Davis, was a friend of the victim’s family. The family are, to put it mildly, sir, dysfunctional. We have a number of possible suspects for the murder…” 

        He looked surprised. “Already?” 

        I sighed. “That is kind of our point, sir.” 

        Dehan plowed on. “It looks as though Detective Davis may have suppressed evidence in order to protect his friend, Celeste’s father…” 

        He frowned. “Protect him from what?” 

        “From the truth, sir, that his son might have killed his daughter.” 

        “Good Heavens! You have stirred up this much trouble in just twenty-four hours? I am not sure if you two are my greatest asset or my greatest liability! What makes you think this? Please, make it brief. I must get home.” 

        I said, “The briefest look at the case immediately throws up the need to examine Celeste’s phone records. I assumed that Detective Davis had requested those records back in the day, but they were not in the file. I asked him about them. At first he said he had no idea where they were, but then after I insisted, he said he would look at home. He came back next day, sir, with one page, saying that was all he’d requested. But it was a printout from an email that was over one hundred and eighty pages long. That’s six months of records.” 

        He sighed and looked at his shoes. “So he had requested six months of records, removed the records from evidence and only showed you one page.” 

        “Yes, sir. That page shows that in the short while before her death, she received calls from the landline at her home, her boyfriend’s cell and a burner cell. We have reason to believe that the burner belongs to somebody called, or using the name, Rod, and that she was having an affair with him.” 

        “Can’t you get another copy from the phone company?” 

        “That company is Verizon. They only hold records for a year, sir.” 

        He sighed again. “And you think this Rod is Lenny, Detective Davis.” 

        “That’s putting it a little strong, sir, but the possibility exists. He neglected to follow up witnesses, he also neglected to question Celeste’s boyfriend, failed to get this information regarding Rod, and he neglected to conduct a thorough search of Celeste’s bedroom, telling her father that it wasn’t necessary. I’ve had the crime scene team go over the room. There is a chance we may get fingerprints and DNA from her bed.” 

        “Oh, Lord… This is a nightmare.” 

        “Sir.” I hesitated a moment. “I don’t want to do anything about this just yet.” 

        A flicker of hope in his eyes was rapidly replaced by a shadow of worry. “You don’t? Why?” 

        “We don’t know yet what his involvement is. It may have been a simple, misguided desire to protect Sean Reynolds from yet another family disaster, or it may have been something considerably more serious than that. I’d like to get the results from the lab, and see what we can get from her emails before taking any action. It should shed more light on what Lenny’s involvement was, and give us a better idea of how to proceed.” 

        He thought about it for a while, still staring at the floor. “Does he suspect that you are, so to speak, onto him?” 

        It was Dehan who answered. “Yeah. He was pretty freaked out at the fact that we had found her computer, and that we were taking in her bedding for DNA testing.” 

        He studied her a moment before saying, “I can’t put a tail on him without alerting the IAB. Plus it would cause a lot of resentment among the troops.” 

        I smiled. “He’d spot it anyway, sir.” I frowned and puffed out my cheeks. “I’ve known Lenny a long time, we’re not friends, I don’t particularly like him, but he’s a good policeman. It’s a difficult call to make, sir, and I might well be wrong, but I can’t see Lenny being guilty of anything more serious than…” I spread my hands, “Extremely poor judgment. What I mean to say with that, is—I seriously doubt he will do a runner. What is much more likely, I think, is that he will come and talk to you.” 

        He nodded, like that made a lot of sense. Then he looked up at me and nodded again. “Yes, thank you, John. I hope you’re right. Either way, it is hard to see a good outcome to this situation.” He looked at Dehan, like she might have an answer. “A good professional with a lovely wife, two great kids, why would he get himself caught up in something so… tawdry?” 

        He stood, shaking his head. “Well, you two will be wanting to examine that laptop, and I must be getting home with the wine if I don’t want to face a hearing of my own. Proceed as you see fit, but keep me posted.” 

        He hurried on ahead of us, down the stairs, across the wet floor and out into the wet night. We followed at a more forlorn pace and when the inspector had disappeared, I said, “I think we’ve caused enough trouble here, Dehan. Let’s go home and see what bombshells lie in Pandora’s laptop.” 

        And we too stepped out into the wet, November night. 

   


* * *


   

        While I opened the wine and peeled and cut the potatoes to make fries, Dehan had a hot shower and came down in dry jeans and a sweatshirt, toweling her hair.  

        “I just hope to Christ she used an operating system prior to Windows 8.” 

        I eyed her. “Why?”  

        “Windows 7 and earlier didn’t use a sign in page. Let’s hope she used an email client too. Or we’re going to have to hand this over to the techs.” She plugged in the cable and sat down, thinking aloud: “Twenty sixteen. Windows 10 was launched that year, there was never a Windows 9, did you know that? And 8 was really unpopular. It was crap. Millions of people actually downgraded back to Windows 7 because they hated 8 and 10 that much. So I guess we have an even chance that she might…” 

        The familiar Windows jingle sounded and she smiled. “It’s Windows 7, and dude! She has Thunderbird.” 

        “So her emails are downloaded automatically to the laptop?” 

        “Yup.” 

        I put the fries in the hot oil, dried my hands and pulled up a chair beside her. She opened the Thunderbird app and after a moment, the emails were listed. There were a couple of thousand of them, all but the last five or six marked as read. The last few were dated between the 4th and 9th November. I flopped back in my chair. Dehan voiced my thoughts. 

        “Where do we begin? At five minutes per email, that’s going to be a hundred and sixty-seven hours. If we worked twelve hours a day nonstop it would take us… two weeks.” 

        I looked at her a moment, then laughed. “We don’t need to do that. Take ten emails, identify the names that are not relevant. Put the ones that are not relevant into a folder. Keep going until you find a name that raises a flag. Then focus on that name.” 

        She was nodding vigorously before I’d finished, saying, “Yeahyeahyeah! You’re right.” 

        “Also,” I said, and stood. “Before you do anything else, search for Rod, see if it brings up an email address.” 

        “Yeah, I know, I was going to do that!” 

        “Sure you were.” 

        “Go away and let me work.” 

        While she searched for any reference to Rod in Celeste’s emails, and while the fries fried, I made an avocado salad with artichoke hearts, diced tomato and a simple dressing of olive oil and Maldon sea salt. By the time I got to putting the griddle on to heat, I heard her sigh. 

        “OK,” she said, “here they are.” I heard the printer whir and clunk and start disgorging pages. She stood and leaned on the breakfast bar. “There are only six.” She said. “But they are pretty intense.” She went and collected the emails from the printer and brought them over. “They only cover a week, and they are from six months before she died.” 

        While I read, she poured two glasses of wine and placed one next to me. 

        The first was from Lenny, and it was a reply to a long email from her complaining about how her father and Samuel controlled and pressured her, how they were constantly complaining to her and trying to force her to go to church and live in a way that made no sense to her. She was desperate to get out of the house and away from them. She had, she said, nobody to talk to. She ended up by apologizing for writing to him and saying that she had enjoyed chatting to him outside the church, and it was nice that he had visited her dad a couple of times recently. She hoped he would come again. 

        His reply was brief but friendly, rather than friendly but brief. 

   

        Hey, Celeste! Nice surprise to hear from you. How’s the family? Yeah, I enjoyed our chat too. Don’t often get to talk to somebody who ‘gets it’. So many sheep, right? I’d definitely like to drop in and see your dad (and you!)  if I’m in the area. Hope to catch Samuel in too, though I’m not always sure when I can get a free half hour.


   

        The next email from her told him exactly when Samuel was out and how her dad liked to sleep for a couple of hours after lunch. Then it suggested that that might be a good time because they could talk freely in her room without worrying about Samuel and her dad. 

        The next email was not from Lenny’s email account. It was from rod_wheeler.  

   

        Hi Babe, listen, I don’t want to go all cloak and dagger on you but I can’t receive emails like that at my personal email account. Most people just would not understand and I am not exaggerating if I tell you it could cost me my job and my marriage. But I gotta tell you, it put a big damn smile on my face. I can’t think of a way I’d rather spend my lunch hour…


   

        It went on in that vein. The next were obviously after their encounter and it was obvious that they had had sex. She was besotted, if not with him, with the idea that he could somehow set her free, talking about eloping together to California to live in the desert. And he was half out of his mind with the fact that at his age, he had somehow seduced an attractive eighteen-year-old girl. Instead of telling her that things had gotten out of hand and he had to break it off, he nurtured her dream, knowing as he must that he would never leave his wife and kids, and he could never make it come true. It made grim and depressing reading.  

        The last one said that they had to stop using email. It was too risky, and he wanted her to delete all the emails she had sent him, and the ones she had received from him too. He was going to buy a burner and they could call each other and use Whatsapp to communicate. It would be better, he said. In her reply she promised to do that, and promised also to send him some ‘special’ photographs. 

        I put them down and looked up at Dehan. 

        She shook her head. “Why didn’t she delete the emails?” 

        “For the same reason he never got rid of the phone. They are a memento, a trophy even.” 

        “I guess. So they spent the next six months having an affair. His DNA will almost certainly be on the sheets. He is ruined. His life is finished. Even if he doesn’t go to prison, he has lost everything.” 

        I nodded. 

        She went on, “And he has gone right to the top of our list of suspects.” 

        I chewed my lip at her for a while, then went to throw the bison steaks onto the griddle which was at risk of catching fire. They sizzled noisily and I turned back to Dehan and sipped my wine. “You’re thinking that he found out about Chad and killed her.” 

        “It’s about the oldest and most reliable motive known to man, and woman.” 

        “Lenny and Chad, and Celeste in the middle, two-timing both of them.” 

        “Which one is the killer?” 

        “Take your pick.” 

        She thought about it for a moment while I turned the steaks. Then, she said, “My money is on Lenny. Lenny killed Celeste.” 





TEN


   

        I had called Frank, the ME, and Bob, the head of the CSI team that had examined Celeste’s room. They had both gone home, but agreed to see us first thing in the morning. First thing in the morning, for them, was six AM. So at five-fifty AM the next day, we were pulling off Seminole Avenue in the darkest hour before the dawn. We found a parking space, killed the engine and made our way to Frank’s office: a small pool of light in an empty building in semi-darkness. Bob was there with him. They were drinking coffee out of paper cups. They both looked up as we pushed into the lab.  

        Frank made the expressionless face that for him was a grin and said, “When newlyweds start getting up before six in the morning, that is a bad sign.” 

        Dehan grabbed a chair and said, “This from a man who gets all his social interaction from corpses.” 

        Frank raised an eyebrow and I sat, so we were all gathered around his desk.  

        “They often have more to say than the living, believe me,” he said, “But my point is, what has you two up and about at this hour of the morning? Usually it’s just weirdoes like me and Robert.” 

        She pulled Celeste’s laptop from her bag and handed it to Bob. As she did it, I said, “For now, this has to stay very quiet between you, us and Deputy Inspector John Newman. It is not urgent the way other cases might be urgent. This started out as a cold case, the murder of Celeste Reynolds, but it has pretty quickly become clear that the case did not go cold through lack of evidence…” 

        Bob was frowning hard. “What do you mean?” 

        “It went cold because the detective investigating it was suppressing evidence: he hid evidence, failed to look for witnesses and didn’t follow up on obvious leads. In a sense, that was fortunate for us, because as a result, he failed to find her laptop. He looked for it in her room, but didn’t find it, because it was boxed up in her boyfriend’s basement, and he never interviewed her boyfriend.” 

        Bob looked squeamish. “I dread to ask what’s on it.” 

        “At first glance, it looks like a brief exchange of love letters. The evidence is pretty strong that the emails come from the investigating detective, but we need proof from your tech guys that the original email address is his, and that the new email address is also his.” I paused and held Bob’s eye. “Obviously, Bob, if we have a detective who has murdered an eighteen-year-old girl he was having an affair with, that is something that has to have the highest priority. We don’t know if he is doing the same thing to some other girl right now.” 

        He sighed, nodded, drained his paper cup and picked up the computer. “I’m on it, I’ll give it to the nerds right away.” 

        “And, Bob? The sheets you took from her room? The semen on them might be his. It also has to take priority. I need to get you a sample of his DNA somehow…” 

        He shook his head. “Lenny Davis is in the system. You’d be surprised how many are. They are profiled for purposes of elimination, and the profile stays in the database. You’re probably there yourself.” 

        He got up and left the office, taking the laptop with him. Frank said, “You are determined to make my life a misery.” 

        “It can’t be helped, Frank. If Lenny had sex with Celeste in her bedroom, it puts him very firmly in the frame…” 

        “You don’t need to tell me, John. It is not just physical evidence of a motive for murder, it’s a lot more than that.” 

        Dehan frowned. “What do you mean?” 

        He leaned back in his chair, so that the back of his head was touching the sickly green wall. “How old is he? A bit older than you, Stone. Late forties, early fifties? He’s married, he has kids, a long standing career with the NYPD and a spotless record. He has everything to lose.  

        “You tell me he is an old friend of the family of the victim, and the family have a record of tragedies: a schizophrenic daughter, the wife died in childbirth, and the victim herself turned out to be wild.” He shook his head like he was looking at something that defied belief. “If he had met an adult woman and had an affair out of town, at a hotel, on the mature, adult understanding that it was going to go no further than a one night stand, you might be able to accuse him of nothing more serious than poor judgment and bad taste.” He shrugged. “If the department got to hear about it, they might even look the other way, having privately cautioned and reprimanded him. 

        “But with an eighteen-year-old girl, in her own home, with the risk of a member of her family walking in on them at any moment…” 

        Dehan was nodding that she understood. “I see what you’re driving at. It’s beyond reckless. But it’s worse than that, the father is ill and confined to bed most of the time, so he was in the house, and her sister would have been just down the hall, in her room.” 

        He spread his hands. “That is not just poor judgment and bad taste, that is a reckless disregard for consequences, not only to himself, but to the girl and her family. A man in that frame of mind should not be walking around with a gun.” 

        I sighed. “Frank, is there anything you can tell me about the body? Anything that might help to identify where she was dropped in the river, anything about the killer…” 

        He sat forward and the jointed mechanism in his chair clunked loudly. He folded his forearms on the desk. “I won’t say I was ahead of you, John, but I remembered the case. It struck me as odd at the time.” 

        “What struck you as odd?” 

        “She had been strangled. She had a lot of bruising around her neck and there were marks on her esophagus that were clearly thumb marks. There was no water in her lungs, so it was clear that she had been strangled and dumped in the water post mortem.” 

        “Yeah, we read that in the report.” 

        He ignored me and went on. “She had been in the water for about a week. Now, the eccrine glands in the skin’s surfaces on your finger and palms secrete water that contains soluble solids. So prints deposited by only eccrine secretions get dissolved when the print is submersed in water. But it is possible for prints to survive in water or exposure to the elements if a non-water soluble contaminant was present on the fingers, or if it was already present on the surface which has been touched.” 

        “What are you driving at, Frank? In layman’s terms.” 

        “Well, for example, sebaceous glands in the skin secrete an oil called sebum into the hair follicles to lubricate the skin and hair. Then, also, women have a tendency to smother their skin in all kinds of oils, from coconut to aloe vera and beyond. All of these might—I stress might—survive a period of submersion in water, especially if it was very cold. So if skin covered in sebum, or aloe vera or coconut oil, for example, were pressed very firmly, the resulting print…” 

        Dehan’s eyebrows had shot up. “Seriously?” 

        He frowned and nodded. “The FBI Laboratory’s Latent Fingerprint Section, Knoxville Police Department and the University of Tennessee did a lot of research in the ’90s developing a workable method for getting identifiable prints from human skin, even after prolonged exposure to the elements. What they eventually came up with was the glue fuming chamber. It has a built-in heat source and a small electric fan. You put glue into a small aluminum pan in the chamber and the glue fumes are gently blown out onto the prints for ten to fifteen seconds. After that, powder is applied and often as not, you can lift a print.” 

        I frowned hard. “Are you telling me that you lifted prints from Celeste’s neck?” 

        He shook his head. “No, I’m not telling you that. We didn’t, but listen…” 

        “You’re losing me.” 

        “I proposed using the glue fuming method to Lenny. I grant you it was a borderline case, she had been in the river for a week, but it was worth a try. We might have got something. The thumbs had been pressed very forcefully into her throat and that would have increased or even caused oil secretion.” 

        Dehan said, “But he said no…?” 

        “He said it was a waste of taxpayer’s money. After that much time in the river, he thought there was no chance of getting a print. He might well have been right, but I thought it was worth a try.” He gave a laugh. “Especially as the family were friends of his. Usually what I get is pains in the ass like you two, hassling me to do more and go faster. I don’t often get a detective telling me not to bother with a test.”  

        I shook my head. “Son of a gun. It’s a shame you didn’t do it anyway. He doesn’t dictate…” 

        “Oh, I did! I did! I’m not going to be dictated to by the likes of him. I did the tests. He was partially right. We got a few partials that were not really usable—not in court, anyway, though they might  have been helpful in an investigation. He never came back to me, the case went cold, so I filed them away and that was it.” 

        “So you have partials of Celeste’s killer’s thumbs?” 

        “I have largely unusable partials of Celeste’s killer’s thumbs. They might be suggestive, but they would not be conclusive or probative of guilt.” 

        Dehan snorted. “It’s a damn sight more than we had last night.” 

        He shrugged. “I wouldn’t be so sure. Personally, what struck me as most significant was the detective’s refusal to have the test done.” 

        I nodded. “That could be very significant. Frank, can you run a comparison of the partials you got with Lenny’s prints? See how close they actually are?” 

        “Of course.” He glared at me. “I have other work which also involves murder, people who are important to other people and killers who might strike again! But I will try and get it done today.” 

        “You’re the best, Frank.” 

        “Now, both of you, get out and let me get back to work. The dead are calling to me. I must go to them…” 

        Outside, the eastern horizon was turning a smoky blue-gray and the air was shifting from night to grainy twilight. The traffic was desultory and had a sleepy quality to it, as though the occasional car, with its hazy headlamps, was driving out of a dream toward the waking hours. 

        Dehan opened the passenger door, but instead of climbing in, she leaned her forearms on the roof and looked up at the plane trees across the road, where the dawn chorus was starting its noisy chatter. 

        “What do we do now, Sensei?” 

        “We go to the station, we pick up some coffee and croissants on the way, we make a list of all the businesses that back onto the river from Starlight Park to where Celeste was found, and we start phoning them, one by one, asking for their lists of employees for November 2016.” 

        She shifted her eyes from the trees to stare at me. 

        “Holy…” 

        “It’s a Chinese puzzle, Dehan. Nothing quite answers everything.” 

        “That’s why you asked me who my money was on. You were already thinking about that.” 

        I sighed and leaned my arms on my side of the roof. “The fact is it could just as easily be Lenny or Chad, though Lenny has worked much harder at incriminating himself. But whichever one you pick, you are still faced with the original questions: how the hell did they get her into the river, and why did they dump her upstream?” 

        She raised her hands and rubbed her face with her palms. “Why… how…would Lenny have access to one of those lots, warehouses or factories?” 

        “The same question applies to Chad. Which is why we need to work systematically through those premises.” I thumped the top of the car with my index finger. “That question, pretty much the first question we asked, Dehan, is key to this investigation.” I paused, watching a pink and orange haze touch the horizon behind her. “I know Lenny has put himself in the frame, and I’m not saying he didn’t do it, he may well have. But there is more to it than that.” 

        She made a doubtful face. “An accomplice?” 

        I shrugged. “Let’s go find out.” 

        We spent the morning compiling a list of all the companies that had premises on the banks of the Bronx between Starlight Park and the northernmost point of Soundview park on the river. By nine AM, Dehan had drawn a detailed map showing each one of them, its location, trade and telephone number. She got hold of a whiteboard and pinned the map to it, and we started working systematically through them all. It was a mile long stretch on the east side of the river, and almost a mile and a quarter on the west bank, a total of eighty five outfits, from small one-man shows, partnerships and limited companies, to corporations and state owned enterprises, like parks. Many of the addresses on the Bronx River Avenue above Colgate were private homes that backed onto the railway lines before the river, adding two more layers of complication to the puzzle: did he know somebody with a house up there who helped him dispose of the body? And if so, how did they get the body over the tracks and through the fences before dumping it in the river? 

        At nine, Dehan went down to the deli on the corner to get more croissants and coffee, a practice which never failed to raise hoots of derision from fellow detectives stuffing their faces with the more traditional donuts. While she was gone, I started calling.  

        It was slow, tedious work that yielded very few results. Mostly you got a vaguely amused voice saying something along the lines of, “A poisonnel rawstah? 2016? Sure, listen, I’ll tell yah what I’m gonna do for yah, pal. Soon as Frank gets in, I’m gonna tell him to prioritize dat for yah and send it right over, FedEx.” And you hung up knowing full damn well that nobody called Frank worked there.  

        Other times you got a more efficient sounding secretary, but she’d tell you pretty much the same thing: They’d have to dig out the records, scan them and email them over. They’d do that just as soon as they could. 

        Dehan returned. Mo hitched his pants over his belly and wheezed a laugh in what he thought was a French accent. “Oooh, ear she come, wiz zee qua-sonts and zee ca-fay!” 

        She put down the coffee and dropped the croissants, squinting at him like she was trying to see him through a dense mist. “What the hell is wrong with you, Mo? You sound like you have my neighbor’s dachshund stuck up your ass. Didn’t your mommy tell you to stop playing that game with small dogs?” 

        There were general snorts and sniggers around the room. Mo gaped. She ignored them all and sat. “How’s it going?” 

        “Dreadful would be accurate, if restrained.” 

        We kept going for another two and a half hours, securing lots of promises to send us over the list of employees for November, 2016, as soon as they possibly could.  

        At ten minutes before noon, Bob called.  

        “Hey, John, listen, I finished the tests, and I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.” 

        “Whatever it was, it wasn’t going to be good news, Bob. Go ahead.” 

        “Right. Look, the sheets showed positive for semen as well as other fluids. The semen was from just a single donor… It’s Lenny’s DNA, John. He had sex with the girl in her bed, in her house.” 

        I was quiet for a moment, then I said, “I understand, Bob. Thanks.” 

        “Frank will contact you later about the other thing. I’ll send over my report with his.” 

        “Yeah, that’s great. Thanks.” 

        I hung up. Dehan was watching me. I said, “Let’s go talk to the inspector.” 





ELEVEN


   

        The rain had started again in earnest. Outside the inspector’s window, the world was a gray, misty place, and from the lintel, cold, silver pearls of water gathered and dripped onto the sill bellow. An occasional wind shook them from time to time and dispersed them, dragging the rain back and forth in the background, among the black shades of naked trees.  

        Dehan sat on the black vinyl, imitation leather sofa beneath that window, and I sat in the chair opposite him at his desk. Deputy Inspector John Newman looked at me unhappily and said: “What, precisely have we got, and what do we know for a fact?” 

        I looked at Dehan. Her gaze shifted to the ceiling and she began to recite: 

        “We know, as of ten minutes ago, that Detective Leonard Davis had sexual intercourse with Celeste Reynolds at some time not too long prior to her death.” She looked at the inspector and spread her hands. “The sheets on her bed were not pristine, but they were not dirty, either. We know that he had been conducting a sexual affair with her for about six months prior to her death. We know that he registered a special email address to communicate with her, and that address contained the name ‘rod’.” She closed her eyes a moment. “Rod underscore wheeler at yadda yadda dot com. We know that after exchanging only a few messages, he told her it was too risky and asked her to delete their messages. He told her that he was going to buy a burner, so that they could communicate by Whatsapp. All of that we know as hard fact.” 

        I gave him a moment to assimilate that and what it meant, then said, “We also know that when Detective Davis took on the investigation of Celeste’s death, he concealed evidence and that he did not employ due diligence in acquiring evidence. He requested six months of phone records from Verizon, her service provider—the six months during which he was having an affair with Celeste, removed them from the case file and held them at home. We know also that though he was contacted by witnesses on the corner of Rosedale Avenue and Gleason, who saw Celeste in an altercation with a man who had arrived in a white truck, he did not include their testimony in the file. We also know that he did not interview Celeste’s boyfriend, nor did he have a team conduct a thorough search of her room, though that would have been a logical step to take. In short, he deliberately allowed the case to go cold.” 

        The chief had been nodding while I was talking, making an occasional note. Now he said, “What about his relationship with Reynolds?” 

        Dehan answered. “He tends to play it down. They knew each other as kids, attended the same Catholic church, right opposite Reynolds’ house, but besides that, he says they are just acquaintances. To hear Reynolds tell it, they were a lot closer, and he was often at their house. That’s borne out, sir, by the exchange of emails, where she refers to a visit from him.” 

        He thought for a long time, staring at the floor over by Dehan’s feet. Eventually, he took a deep breath and said, “None of this actually points to him as a murderer. There is strong circumstantial and forensic evidence that he was trying to conceal an affair. There is a strong possibility that that affair provided the motive for murder. But any decent defense attorney is going to have a field day destroying the case as it stands, and quite rightly so. This boy Chad has just as much motive, and from what you’ve told me, he is a young man with a very violent temper. There actually is, in point of fact, a reasonable doubt as to both of their guilt. You need to bring me something that nails either Lenny or Chad to the murder.” 

        I said, “We may have that later today, sir. When Celeste’s body was taken into the morgue, Frank managed to get a partial thumbprint from her throat. I have asked him to run a comparison with Lenny’s thumbprint. We don’t know at this stage how useful it will be.” 

        He was thoughtful for a while again, then said, “It may be enough to make him confess. Bring him in. Let him believe the thumbprint is better than it actually is. See if he breaks. Either way, he’s finished as a cop. Go find him. What a disgrace, to himself, his family and the department. If you have to charge him, charge him with concealing evidence and the obstruction of justice for now.” 

        We went down the stairs. Dehan went into the detectives’ room and I went to the front desk. Maria, the desk sergeant, was there. 

        “What do you want, handsome? That Carmen not treating you right?” 

        “Yeah, I need some sweet consolation from you, Maria. Oh, no, wait, it was something else. Yeah, you seen Lenny Davis?” 

        She frowned. “No, I saw him yesterday. He was goin’ out when you was comin’ in. But I ain’t seen him today.” 

        “Call me on my phone if he comes in, will you?” 

        “Can I call you on your phone if he doesn’t?” 

        “No.” 

        I met Dehan coming out of the detectives’ room. “Nobody’s seen him since yesterday. I asked Pete, his partner. He said he hasn’t seen him since yesterday. He’s called him a few times, but his phone is switched off. He said he wasn’t feeling so good last night. I didn’t want to push.” 

        I nodded. “Let’s go to his house.” 

        We pulled our coats over our heads and ran through the downpour to the Jag. We clambered in and slammed the doors. I backed out, then headed at a snail’s pace, with my lights on, down Storey Avenue to Soundview, where I turned right.  

        Lenny’s house was in Castle Hill, on the Avenue. It should have been a five minute drive, but it took all of fifteen with the heavy traffic and the rain, and we finally pulled up outside his house at one PM. His white Jeep was in the driveway, alongside a gray Toyota. I parked across the drive, so he couldn’t leave, and then we climbed out and made a run for the front door.  

        His was one of a row of ugly, red brick monoliths set in concrete front and back yards behind a white steel railing. The windows didn’t invite you in so much as scowl at you from forbidding walls. Dehan leaned on the bell and after a moment, the door was yanked open by a woman in her early forties with blonde hair, a tragic mouth and weeping eyes that first showed hope, and then despair. 

        “Oh, my God!” she said. “Are you from the precinct? Are you here about Lenny?” 

        Dehan said, “Can we come in? It’s raining…” and squeezed past the woman. She stood back and I pushed in too. 

        She was staring up into my face with her hands half reaching for my lapels. I said, “Are you Lenny’s wife? What’s happened?” 

        She shook her head in rapid jerks. “I don’t know! I thought you knew! I don’t know what’s happened to him.” Now she grabbed my lapel and pulled herself toward me, staring up into my face with half crazy eyes and smudged mascara. “His car is here! His phone is switched off. Pete called me asking where he was. I came home. There’s nothing, just the note.” 

        “What note, Mrs. Davis?” 

        “On his computer.” 

        “Show me the note, and tell us, step by step, everything that happened since last night.” 

        Her whole body was trembling. “You don’t know then? You don’t know where he is?” 

        I shook my head and spoke quietly. “No, but we are going to find him. Where is the note? Show it to me.” 

        Dehan stepped up, put her arms around her and the woman collapsed against Dehan’s shoulder, sobbing convulsively.  

        We were in a small, carpeted hallway with white skirting boards and white walls. A door gave on to a small living room that was unremarkable. I leaned in and looked around for a PC, but didn’t find one. 

        A narrow staircase with white banisters climbed to an upper floor, and beyond Dehan and Mrs. Davis, I could see a door to a kitchen with mock parquet flooring. I squeezed past them and went to the kitchen. The door to the backyard was open and the rain was making a loud, thundering roar on the concrete, spattering water onto the floor. I closed the door and looked around: a large fridge covered in notes and magnets, a calendar, an open dishwasher beside a washing machine, a draining rack with a cup, a small plate, a large plate and a butter knife, a steak knife and a fork. A pine table occupied the center of the floor, with four matching pine chairs. On it there was a laptop, closed. On top of the laptop there was a note.  

        I sat, pulled on my latex gloves and picked up the note. 

   


Baby, I am so sorry, I don’t know where to start.



I have done something very, very stupid, and I have caused so many problems for you and for the kids, just through my own selfishness and vanity. If I could go back into the past and change what I have done I would. If there were anything on Earth I could do to change my mistakes, please believe me baby, I would. The last thing I ever wanted in this life was to cause harm or unhappiness to you and our beautiful girls.



I can’t explain to you what has happened, or what I have done. There just isn’t time. I have to go away. Please believe me, I would not do this if I did not have to. But I have no choice. It has to be this way. 



Kiss the girls for me one last time, because I will probably never see any of you again. I love you hunny. Please believe that I always have and I always will.



Lenny


   

        I bagged it and returned to the hall. Dehan and Mrs. Davis had moved into the living room and were sitting on a white leather sofa. I sat in a matching chair with my back to the window. The double-glazing blocked out the sound of the rain, but somewhere I could hear the splatter of water falling from guttering onto concrete. 

        She had stopped convulsing, and her breathing, though shaky, had come under control. Dehan was stroking her back. 

        I said: “Mrs. Davis, have you any idea what this note is about?” 

        She was shaking her head before I had finished the question. “I thought you would know, when you turned up…” 

        “How was Lenny when he got home last night?” 

        She frowned and blinked a lot. “He was kind of, hyper.” She turned to face Dehan as though she might understand what she meant. “A bit too boisterous, a bit too noisy, joking a bit too much.” 

        “Was that unusual?” 

        Her face said she wasn’t sure. “He got like that sometimes, especially in the last two or three years. It depended on the case he was on. If it was difficult, or involved long hours or surveillance, sometimes he would come home a bit hyper like that. But last night was a bit over the top.” 

        “Did anything happen?” 

        “No, not then. Nothing special. We had dinner, we watched some TV. Then, about eleven thirty me and the girls went up. He said he had to do a little work on the computer and he’d be right up.”  

        She stopped. Her bottom lip curled in and she started to cry again, speaking in a strange, twisted voice. “But, I came down to get a glass of water. He didn’t hear me, and I saw, on the screen, he was booking a plane ticket! A ticket to Mexico! Where is he going? Why is he doing this? What’s happening?” 

        “Did you get any of the details of the flight, Mrs. Davis?” 

        “I think it said the flight was Delta, at fifteen twenty. That’s three twenty, right?” 

        I stood and walked into the hall, dialing the inspector.  

        “John! What’s happening?” 

        I spoke quietly, walking down to the kitchen. “He’s gone AWOL. He’s booked on a Delta flight to Mexico at three twenty. You need to alert the airports. Find out which airports have flights to Mexico at three twenty. Let me know and we’ll head out to intercept him.” 

        “OK, stand by.” 

        I went back to the living room. Mrs. Davis was talking to Dehan. 

        “He said it was part of an undercover operation, something to do with a drugs bust, a joint operation between vice and homicide. He said the ticket wasn’t for him. It seemed very odd to me, but you know, he never really wanted me to get involved with his work. He always said that home was his haven from all that. That’s why…” She stared up at me. “It seemed so odd that he would be doing that at home. He never brought his work home.” 

        “Has he packed any clothes?” 

        She nodded silently. “And his passport is gone. I haven’t checked our account yet. What has he done?” 

        I sighed and said truthfully, “We don’t know yet, Mrs. Davis. That’s what we are trying to find out.” 

        She turned to Dehan. “He got up with me this morning, which he has never done. He’s always up very early. And he kissed me very tenderly when he saw me off at the door. I felt then it was like he was saying goodbye. Is he going to come back?” 

        Dehan squeezed her hand. “Let’s just take it one step at a time. We are as surprised as you are, Mrs. Davis.” 

        My phone rang. It was the inspector. “John, it’s John here. We have a Delta flight out of JFK, at three twenty exactly. I have alerted security, though it’s a bit late. If you get moving, you should have time to get there before it takes off.” 

        I glanced out the window at the rain. I said, “Yeah, OK. We’re on our way.” I turned to face her. “Mrs. Davis, we are going to try to catch up with your husband before he boards the plane. We will let you know as soon as we know something. Meantime, have you got anybody who can come and be with you?” 

        She nodded. “I’ll call my sister. Please bring him back to us.” 

        Dehan gave her a hug and said, “We’ll do our best. I promise.” 

        The rain had eased from a monsoon to a steady downpour. We clambered into the Jaguar and I fired her up. As we pulled out onto the road, I smiled. Dehan said, “You’re smiling. That is inappropriate right now.” 

        I glanced at her. “It always amuses me,” I said. “You are such a badass with such a bad attitude, but underneath, you’re just a big, soppy blancmange.” 

        She didn’t answer. She just stared out at the rain as we moved north and then south toward the Hutchinson River Bridge, but I thought I saw her smile. 





TWELVE


   

        The massive hall was packed with what looked like thousands of people. There was a hum of voices that echoed overhead almost like a cathedral. Behind me, the doors hissed open to the sound of the downpour, then closed, leaving only the smell and the shiver of the damp. Everywhere there were wet coats, closed, dripping umbrellas, plastic macs, red, blue, yellow and transparent, milling, swilling, jostling, pushing, pulling and carrying luggage of every shape and size.  

        I said to Dehan, “You find the Delta check in desks. See if he’s in the line or if he’s checked in. I’m going to Departures. See if he’s there or if he’s gone through.” 

        “K!” 

        She moved off through the crowd and I half ran, pushing through the seething, wet bodies toward Departures, scanning the crowds as I went. I knew the inspector had contacted airport security, but that was no guarantee that Lenny would be seen, recognized or stopped. It takes time to set up something like that and make everybody aware of a particular face and name—a face and name that gets added to a hundred other faces and names to be on the lookout for. It would be enough for him to be wearing a hat, or glasses, for him to go through unnoticed.  

        I approached the long, curling line of bodies that was snaking its way through security into the departure lounge. There must have been two or three hundred of them, shuffling one by one through passport control and moving on toward the scanners. 

        I ducked under the tape and started making my way toward the passport control desks. A big, burly guy from Airport Security started moving toward me. I showed him my badge and he frowned. “Anything I can help with?” 

        I shook my head. “Not right now. I need to talk to the CBP officers.” 

        I kept moving as I spoke, scanning the lines moving past each desk. And then, three desks down, the fifth man in the line made me look twice. It wasn’t him, he had a mustache, a tweed cap and heavy glasses. But something in the way he was moving: he was too tense, looking too fixedly ahead, the rise and fall of his chest was just a little too rapid. I pushed through the next line, making toward him, mentally removing the cap, the glasses and the moustache. He must have seen me coming, he couldn’t have missed me, I was fifteen feet away and closing, but he just stared hard at the floor ahead. I shouted, “Lenny!” I raised my badge over my head, pushed through the next line and shouted again, “Lenny!” 

        Everyone was staring except him. The guys on the passport desks were looking over. The security guard was coming up behind me, talking on his radio. I pushed through the next line and he was just six feet away and I knew it was him. He turned to face me, removed the phony glasses and as he did it, he pulled his piece from his holster and pointed it at me. His hand was steady and his voice was calm. 

        “Don’t come any closer, Stone.” 

        At first, nobody reacted. Then a woman saw the gun and screamed. It only takes one to seed panic. Next thing, everybody was shouting and screaming and running, but Lenny had collared the young man in front of him and had him in an arm lock, with his automatic at the back of his blond head. The guy’s eyes were wide with terror. His skin was sickly pale. The CBP officers were on their feet with their weapons trained on Lenny, as was the guy who had been following me. 

        I put my hands up. I still had my badge in my left. I spoke loudly so the security guards and passport control could hear me. “NYPD! This man is also a police officer. He is wanted for questioning. Hold your fire.” 

        Lenny shook his head. “I’m not coming with you, Stone. I’m walking out of here with this hostage.” 

        The hostage made an inarticulate noise. 

        I said: “Come on, Lenny! You’re a cop. You know how it works. There are only two ways this can end. You leave here with me, or you leave in a body bag. Let the man go. Put your gun down. Let me cuff you and take you back to your family.” 

        He had started backing up toward the exit doors. He was nodding. “Sure! Sure! Back to my family. Like that is ever going to happen! You think I don’t know what’s waiting for me?” 

        There was the tramp of running boots. Armed cops were approaching from both directions with hand guns and automatic rifles. Lenny shouted: 

        “Back off! Back off! I don’t want to see a single armed cop! I don’t want to see a Home Guard! I don’t want to see any security personnel! I don’t want to see a single damned gun in this damned airport! Or this man gets it in the head! Understood?” 

        There was a muffled scream from the hostage. The radios were crackling and somewhere I heard somebody shout, “Who the hell is in charge here? Get the head of security down here, for Christ’s sake!” I ignored them and kept pace with Lenny as he backed slowly toward the exit.  

        “Lenny, I just came from your house. Your wife is out of her mind with worry.” 

        He pointed the gun at me. “You! Come closer. Come right up close. Keep pace with me. We’re going out of here.” His face suddenly flushed and he screamed at the airport cops. “I’m gonna count to three! If on three I see one damned uniform, I’m putting this cop down! Now back up!” 

        Behind me, I heard a voice snap, “Fall back!” 

        I walked toward him as he had instructed me. With my hands up, at a steady, slow pace, talking quietly all the while. “What are your kids going to think, Lenny? You think they’ll see this on the news?” 

        “One!” 

        “Is this how you want them to remember you?” 

        “Two!” 

        “You want them to be ashamed of you for the rest of their lives?” 

        “Three!” 

        I braced myself. I knew he would do it. I saw the muzzle of the gun point at my chest. Then there was a roar, like the roar of a lion, only it was a woman’s voice bellowing, “Back up! Now! On the double! Fall back! Who is in charge here?” 

        I smiled and thanked whatever gods choose cops’ partners for giving me Dehan. I saw Lenny swallow and we continued to back toward the exit. “You stay close, Stone, and if you try anything, I swear to God I will kill this man and I’ll kill you too. You know I’ll do it…” 

        We were twelve feet from the automatic doors. Outside, in the rain, I could see antiterrorist troops in fatigues taking up positions. I wondered if Dehan was liaising with the head of airport security yet. I kept talking. “It’s not too late, Lenny. You’re in trouble. You’re in pretty big trouble. But if you stop now, it’s not too late. Your wife really loves you. Your kids love you. You don’t need to lose all that.” 

        He was shaking his head. “Shut up, Stone. You want to pin Celeste’s murder on me, and that ain’t gonna happen. I ain’t taking the fall for that.” 

        “You got it wrong, Lenny. We just need to talk to you, find out what happened.” 

        He glanced over his shoulder and saw the troops. Cop cars were arriving with their lights flashing, reflecting red and blue off the wet sidewalks and the asphalt. Uniforms were running, cordoning off the area. 

        “Call your bitch of a wife over here.” 

        “No.” 

        “This schmuck gets it!” 

        I saw the man’s eyes go wide with terror. I stared Lenny in the eyes. “It’s a line I won’t cross. Shoot him and before he hits the floor, you’ll be dead. Shoot me if you want. I’m not calling Dehan over here.” 

        His tongue flicked over his dry lips. “Tell her to call off these troops out here. I want a car, with the key in the ignition, and the engine running, full gas tank. You’re coming with me.” 

        “OK, we can do that, just let this man go.” 

        “Uh-uh, tell her, then I let him go.” 

        I turned my back on him. Dehan was fifteen or twenty paces away, watching me. Another fifteen paces behind her was an army of uniformed cops in dark blue with body armor, and a similar number of troops in battle dress. I called to her. 

        “Call off the guys outside. We need a car, full gas tank, key in the ignition and engine running. I’m going as hostage. He’s letting this guy go.” 

        I turned and took a step toward him. I was maybe five feet away now. I could see sweat on his face. He had the gun pressed to the back of the man’s head again. I said, “OK, Lenny. I did what you said. Now let the man go.” 

        “Uh-uh.” He shook his head again. “I want you in cuffs, and I wanna see all those troops moved. The minute I let this guy go, they’ll put a bullet through my skull.” 

        “Not if you put your weapon down. You made a big mistake doing this, Lenny. Now you need to come back from the edge and we can work something out. Just lay down the weapon, and let the man go.” 

        “Take a hike, Stone.” He looked over his shoulder, out at the cops and the troops ranging around the exit. They were beginning to move back. 

        I inched forward. “You promised to let him go, Lenny. If you don’t let him go, there will be no more concessions. They won’t trust you. Let him go.” 

        “Where’s the car? When I have the car, I’ll let him go.” 

        “Have you thought this through, Lenny? For crying out loud, you’re a cop! How many hostage situations have you seen where the hostage taker gets away? It doesn’t happen. You know that.” 

        He screamed suddenly, “Shut up! I said shut up!” 

        “OK, I’ll shut up, but I wish you’d think of your kids. You want them to see you get shot on TV?” 

        “Shut up!” 

        He thrust the gun at me. It was what I had been hoping he would do. I had closed the distance and I was slightly more than three feet away, so the gun was right in my face. It was all or nothing, right then.  

        I stepped forward with my left foot, taking myself out of his line of fire. Simultaneously I slammed my left hand hard down on his wrist and seized the barrel of the gun hard in my right, levering up as I did so. There was a loud report and a shot went off, up into the vault above. I tore the gun from his hand, I heard his hostage scream and his legs started kicking. I knew as long as Lenny had hold of this guy I couldn’t point a gun at him. So I heaved my two hundred and twenty pounds at them both, unbalancing them and making them both stagger backward. At the last second, as they were falling, I grabbed the hostage by the scruff of his neck and heaved him back toward me. The whole thing took no more than a couple of seconds. But as I pulled the man back, he clutched at my arm with frantic fingers, screaming hysterically as he did it. I hurled him away, trying to free my arm. The barrel of the gun caught in his jacket and his flailing arms knocked it out of my hands. I shoved him again and as he fell back, his foot kicked the pistol away from me.  

        Lenny was sprawled on his back. I made for him, but he was already scrambling to his feet, reaching for the weapon. I pulled mine from my holster. Behind me, I could hear boots running. I knew Dehan was coming up fast. I shouted, “Stay back! He is armed! Stay back!” 

        He fired two shots wildly and ran for the sliding doors. I shot at his legs as he ran, but I was off balance and he was moving fast. I missed. Then I ran, too. Outside it was still raining hard. He was drenched in seconds, but he was fit, light on his feet and fast. I went after him, shouting for him to stop, but I was hampered by my coat, which was heavy and wet. He was getting away from me, and up ahead I could see where the cops had made a barrier with their cruisers. The lights were flashing red and blue and the officers were using the roofs and hoods to steady their aim. I shouted at them, waving my arms, “Hold your fire! Hold your fire!” And then, “Lenny, for God’s sake, they’re going to shoot you!” 

        Next thing, he had veered sharply left and was running for the edge of the road, where it was a sheer drop down to the next level, forty or fifty feet below. I bellowed at him to stop. He fired wildly at me again and I dropped to the road for cover. Then he was running again and I was going after him. I saw that several of the cops had broken from their barricade and were sprinting toward us. 

        I clambered to my feet again and went after him. I saw him step over the barrier. I screamed at him to stop. Then he jumped.  

        My stomach lurched and I went cold inside. The rain was lashing my face. I wiped my eyes with my hands to clear my vision as I went to the ledge where he had jumped. I could feel the water squelching my shoes and running down the back of my neck. I peered over, expecting to see his broken body on the wet asphalt below. Instead, I saw the roof of a covered walkway that stretched across the parking lot, and Lenny running unsteadily, slipping and sliding toward the far end. I turned and bellowed at the approaching cops. “Seal the exits to the parking lot! He’s in the parking lot! Seal the damned exits!” 

        They turned and began scrambling back toward their vehicles, hollering instructions to each other. I stepped over the barrier and heard, dimly, Dehan’s voice calling to me. I didn’t wait to hear what she was saying. I jumped and landed in a slipping, sprawling mess on the steel roof. It hurt. I got unsteadily to my feet and ran, trying to ignore the pain, sliding and falling as I went. He was fifty or sixty yards ahead of me and not making much better progress than I was. The rain was coming down hard, kicking up a mist off the blacktop and getting in my eyes. Visibility was poor and I was trying to keep my eye on him as well as run as fast as I dared. 

        Then I saw his arms go up in the air suddenly and he vanished. I accelerated my pace, thinking maybe he had been shot. I slipped and staggered and fell several times, cutting my hand on the wet steel. And as I approached the spot where he had been, I realized there was a drop of about six feet, to a lower level. I jumped down, then lowered myself to the ground and looked around. There was no sign of him. All I could see was an ocean of wet cars, and in the distance the flashing lights of the patrol cars approaching to seal off the exits. On foot, there was nothing to stop him gaining access to any of the other parking lots, roads or even the freeway. I swore violently under my breath. Then up ahead, twenty or thirty yards away, through the cold sheets of gray rain, I saw the headlamps come on. And the big Dodge Ram accelerated straight at me. 





THIRTEEN


   

        The tires spun and screamed on the wet asphalt. Then they gripped and the headlamps glowed and swelled through the mist of rain, heading straight at me. One second of indecision and paralysis is enough to get you killed several times over. One second was how long I stood, staring at the iron beast that was bearing down on me. 

        I leapt aside when it was just ten feet away. At the same instant, he spun the wheel, aiming to point the nose of the truck toward the gardens that separated the parking lot from the Van Wyck Expressway. The tires screeched, but couldn’t get a grip, and his fishtail turned into a spin. The back end caught me on one of the turns and slammed me against a parked VW. The Dodge wound up on the far side of the covered walkway, facing the wrong way, and I wound up on my back, croaking for breath that I couldn’t get, staring up at the bellying, gray clouds with rain in my eyes and needles of pain shafting through my lungs.  

        The spasm eased. I managed to drag in air. I heard a powerful engine rev and struggled to lift my head and look. The Dodge Ram was forty feet away. Its headlamps made rivers of light among the spray. I looked behind me and realized that I was lying between the Dodge and the gardens that separated the lot from the expressway. Far off, I could hear sirens through the rain. The Dodge revved, the tires screamed and the truck hurtled toward me. I struggled to one elbow, but my back went into spasm again and pain tore through my lungs. In my head, a voice told me to prepare for death. 

        Even as I thought it, I saw a shadow, like a ghost, placing itself between me and the truck: a tall silhouette, legs straddled. There was a sound like fireworks cracking. The headlamps loomed around the snaking form. Brakes screeched, the truck careened out of control. I felt its massive form slide past, just feet away, and then there was the shattering noise of steel smashing and tearing into steel, glass shattering and car alarms crying out across the flooded, gray, concrete lot. 

        And Dehan was kneeling over me. “Are you OK? Tell me you’re OK.” 

        “Help me get up.” 

        She hooked her arm under mine and I struggled to my feet. “I’m OK. Check Lenny. Is he alive?” 

        Her face loomed large in front of me. “Stone! Focus! Look at me!” 

        I scrunched up my eyes, wiped water from them and blinked. She was hazy. “What?” 

        “Are you OK? Check! Don’t just say yes. Are you OK?” 

        I scowled. “Yes! Go check on Lenny!” 

        “Stay there!” 

        She ran toward the mangled wreckage where the careening Dodge had plowed into three parked cars. I staggered after her, feeling unsteady on my feet, but managing to breathe a little easier. I could see the red and blue flashing lights of patrol cars speeding toward us from the far end of the lot. I could hear another approaching from behind. Dehan, drenched through, with her long hair shining black, wrenched open the driver’s door on the truck and reached in. I leaned against the side and watched her. It was hard to tell her expression, but she wasn’t happy, and she wasn’t talking. 

        Two patrol cars skidded to a halt a few yards away and officers began to spill out. She strode toward them, holding out her badge. I heard her shout, “NYPD! We need an ambulance and some paramedics—fast!” 

        She conferred with a sergeant, giving instructions, then signaled to an officer to come with her. Between them, they helped me to the back of one of the patrol cars. A dull, pervasive pain was building throughout my body. She sat next to me and looked into my eyes for a long moment. “You are some piece of work, John Stone.” 

        “You’re not so bad yourself, standing in front of a charging Dodge Ram.” I pulled out my phone and dialed. “I’m calling the inspector. We need jurisdiction on this. Is Lenny alive?”  

        While it rang, she said, “Just about. He took two rounds in the chest and one in the face.” 

        “You only fired four times. Remind me never to get you mad—Sir? Stone here…” She touched my leg, climbed out and, hunching her shoulders, loped away to where I could see an ambulance pulling up beside the crashed Dodge. 

        “John! What news?” 

        “We had an incident at the airport, sir. He pulled a gun, Airport Security were involved…” 

        “Did they shoot him?” 

        “No, not exactly. He ran, I gave chase, Detective Dehan was close behind…”              “Is she OK?” 

        “Yes, thank you, sir, so am I,” I added with a touch of irony. “He tried to run me down in a stolen truck, but Detective Dehan shot him. He is still alive, but it doesn’t look good.” 

        “I see,” He was quiet for a moment, then said, “She’s something, isn’t she?” 

        “She is. Sir, we need jurisdiction on this case. You’ll need to contact Airport Security and make sure they understand it’s our case.” 

        “Yes, of course. Then I want you both back here as soon as possible for a debriefing. Can we say the case is closed?” 

        I closed my eyes and thought about it for a moment while my body ached. “I’m not sure yet, sir. There are a few factors that need to be looked at, and I am slightly concussed at the moment from being side-slammed by a Dodge Ram. Give me a while to think it through, would you?” 

        “Naturally, get yourself seen by a doctor, then my office. Good work, Stone. Both of you, outstanding.” 

        “Thank you, sir.” 

        I hung up and sat for a while, looking through the spattered windshield as they lowered Lenny out of the cab, put him on a gurney and ran him, ducking through the rain, to the back of the ambulance. There they lifted him in and slammed the doors. Dehan spoke to the driver. Then the ambulance took off, wailing into the gray, wet afternoon. After that, she returned to the car with the sergeant, wiping her face on the back of her sleeve. They climbed in and slammed the doors. The sergeant was big and black and had the kind of smile that told you we could all get along fine, as long as you behaved. He half turned in his seat and gave me a look that was curious. 

        “You OK there? I heard you got fishtailed.” 

        “It was more like being hit by a small moon, but I’m OK.” 

        “Your friend in the Dodge was critical. They had to get him to hospital in a hurry, but we have a medic here. You want me to take you to see her?” 

        “No, thanks, Sergeant. I’d as soon get on. We still have a lot to do. You understand we have jurisdiction in this case?” 

        “I just heard that from the chief. There ain’t no terrorist angle and no drug trafficking involved, so, far as I’m concerned, I’m happy for you to take it off our hands.” 

        “Nothing like that. Can you drop us at my car?” 

        “You ain’t gonna drive. I ain’t askin’. You just ain’t gonna drive.” 

        I smiled. “No, my partner gets to drive today. I am just going to lie back and moan.” 

   


* * *


   

        Dehan drove back the way we’d come, but we made a detour via Morris Park to have a hot shower and change into dry clothes. We finally made it to the deputy inspector’s office a couple of hours later, at shortly after four PM, as the sun was preparing to set behind the heavy cloud cover, turning what should have been late afternoon into premature night. The rain had not eased, coming in relentless off the Atlantic, but a wind had picked up, and as we sat around the inspector’s office after the debriefing, drinking coffee out of china cups, squalls spattered at the black glass, trickling liquid diamonds down the panes.  

        He, the inspector, gazed at the black glass for a while, listening to the cold weather outside, and said, suddenly, “No shade, no shine, no butterflies, no bees, no fruits, no flowers, no leaves, no birds—November!” He gave a satisfied smile and a gentle snort. “Thomas Hood. But at least,” he added, sipping his coffee, “you have some good news, though I very nearly lost two of my best officers in the enterprise.” 

        Dehan, sitting once again on the sofa beneath the window, gave her head a slight sideways twitch and looked unsure. “I have to say, sir, for my money, Lenny is our man. He’s the guy. But I don’t think Stone is convinced yet.” 

        I sighed. “There are some things I am not clear about. I’d like to talk to him, if he pulls through.” 

        The inspector frowned and set his cup down carefully on the desk. “His behavior, John, was the behavior of a guilty man.” 

        I nodded. “Because he was, and is, a guilty man. I am just not clear exactly what he is guilty of.” 

        He frowned and blinked a few times. “Well, clearly, we know that he was guilty of having an affair with Celeste Reynolds. But that, though reprehensible, is not illegal—not criminally so, anyway. She was of age and they were both consenting adults.” 

        “That’s true.” 

        “So, though it might explain his lies, the secret email account and his secret telephone, it does not explain his attempt to flee the country, his pulling a gun on officers of the law or, I might add, his attempt to run you down.” 

        I studied him and drew breath. He seemed to have a slight aura. I looked over at Dehan and saw that she had one also. Either they were both becoming enlightened beings, or I had slight double vision resulting from concussion. I decided to go with the latter theory, because I also felt too tired to explain what to me appeared extremely obvious, but to them didn’t seem to be clear at all. Instead, I said, “Well, let’s see if he pulls through.” 

        Dehan said, “I just spoke to the hospital. He’s in surgery. His left lung is badly damaged and he lost a lot of blood…” She stopped talking and I saw the corner of her mouth twitch and her eyes flooded. She took a deep breath and went on. “They won’t know till tomorrow midday what kind of shape he’s in.” 

        The inspector gave her a moment to take a couple of deep breaths, then spoke quietly and kindly. 

        “Carmen, I know today has been very traumatic. Taking a life is always traumatic, we all know that, but when it’s a fellow officer, it is especially so. However, he might pull through, and I want you to know that your actions today, in capturing a suspect and, more especially, in saving your partner’s life, were nothing short of exemplary. You didn’t take a fellow officer’s life, you risked your own to save a fellow officer’s life. You must remind yourself of that.” 

        She managed a smile. “Thank you, sir.” 

        “I can see that you are both exhausted, so I am ordering you to go home and rest. Order in, watch a movie, sleep. And sleep late tomorrow. To help you both do that, especially you, John, let me sum up briefly for you: 

        “Lenny, who had known Reynolds since he was a boy, and had stayed in touch through the church they both attended, made the mistake of allowing himself to fall into a sexual affair with Celeste, Reynolds’ daughter. No doubt at the time, he thought it was a harmless adventure. However, as so often happens in these cases, with men of that age, he found himself becoming infatuated. She was a deeply unhappy girl in a deeply dysfunctional family, and his own paternal, protective instincts got the better of him and led him away from the path of righteousness.  

        “She, as is perfectly natural in a girl of her age, fell in love with Chad, a boy who, though we may find him disagreeable, to her was the answer to all her prayers. But she did not know how to tell Lenny. So she strung them both along, avoiding the inevitable confrontation as long as she could. In the end, the inevitable happened, and Chad discovered her infidelity. He demanded she break it off and that was what she tried to do, on the Sunday afternoon. But that evening, after her big row at home, as she was on her way to Chad’s house, Lenny phoned, from this very station house, and asked to see her. She decided, as you yourself said, John, to see him and get it all over with, there in the street, rather than letting him meet Chad. But tragically, when she tried to break it off, his passion got the better of him, and he killed her. The witnesses saw him and his white truck right there, at the scene of the murder.  

        “When he discovered that you had her computer, and that you would find his emails, he knew he was lost, he panicked and he ran. I’m afraid, John, that it could not be clearer. And I am confident that tomorrow morning, when you have rested and your brain has slowed down, you, too, will see it that way.” 

        I made a one-shouldered shrug. “The witnesses all described a large man. Lenny was medium at best.” 

        Dehan sighed. “From an upper floor, Stone, at night, in November, in the drizzle and half concealed by the giant chestnut tree. Also, Celeste was pretty small. A man assaulting her in those conditions could well appear large.” 

        I spread my hands. “You’re right. I need a large whiskey and a deep sleep. Let’s see how things look in the morning.” 

        The inspector gave a big, satisfied smile that made him look oddly like Santa Claus after attending a health spa on a Caribbean holiday. “That’s the spirit!” he said comfortably. “Take a couple of days’ rest, you both richly deserve it.” 

        We went carefully down the stairs. Dehan was saying, “Ordering in sounds like a good plan, Stone. You know what I fancy? I fancy a curry…” 

        I gave her a narrow-eyed smile and nodded like that was a nice idea. 

        She went on, “You probably just want a hot bath and a large whiskey, huh, big guy?” 

        All my back, my arms and my legs were beginning to seize up. I walked like the Mummy toward the exit and said, “I hate baths. But the large whiskey sounds good.” 

        We stepped out and she opened the umbrella she had thought to bring with her. She linked her arm in mine and we started across the road toward the Jag. The rain pattered loudly on the taut, black cloth. “You don’t buy it, Stone, I know. But you have to let go, not be obstinate, and accept that for once you are not right. You are only half right.” 

        “OK.” 

        She opened the passenger door and I climbed in with difficulty. She got in behind the wheel, stared at me a while and finally said, “OK, what is it that’s eating you?” 

        I shrugged. “What’s been eating me from the start. How and why did he dispose of the body the way he did? Whichever way you look at it, it doesn’t make a damned bit of sense. He just would not have done that.” I shook my head. “He didn’t kill her, Dehan. He is not the guy.” 





FOURTEEN


   

        She backed out of the lot and turned left onto Storey Avenue. Her face was rigid. The wipers set up a steady squeak and thud as the street lamps washed the cab by turns with amber light and shadow. I closed my eyes and said, “You’re not allowed to be mad at me. I was run over today, by a Dodge Ram.” 

        “I’m not mad at you.” 

        “But you will be in a minute.” 

        “What are you talking about?” 

        “I want you to go via Rosedale and Gleason. I want to stop at the Reynolds’ on the way home to give them the news.” 

        “Son of a bitch!” 

        “See? I told you. Not allowed.” 

        “Ten minutes, Stone! We go in, we tell them and we leave.” 

        “OK.” 

        As we cruised up Rosedale, she asked me in a flat voice, “You don’t want to go and see Chad, too?” 

        “Uh-uh, that can wait till tomorrow. But I think we should get the Reynolds’ reaction straight away.” 

        She was quiet for a bit. When she spoke again, there was a curious frown in her voice. “What’s on your mind, Stone?” 

        “A large whiskey.” 

        “I’m serious!” 

        “I don’t know, Dehan. I just want to see how they react.” I still had my eyes closed. I put on my best English accent and added, “You know my methods, Watson. Apply them!” 

        “Dork.” 

        We pulled up outside the Reynolds’ house, behind the white pickup truck. The back was covered in a blue tarp. We climbed out of the Jag and slammed the doors. My body felt like it was made of painful concrete. The rain had slowed to a heavy drizzle. As I squeezed past the hood of the Jag, I peered under the tarp on the pickup. Then we moved across the road and Dehan went ahead to ring on the bell. The door was opened after a moment by Samuel. He stared at us each in turn for a moment, then said, “We were eating.” 

        Dehan answered. “We are sorry to disturb you. We have some important news about the case. We thought you and your dad would want to know straight away.” 

        He stepped back and said, “You’d better come in,” and jerked his chin toward the living room that doubled as his father’s bedroom. We went in. They had dark green drapes closed over the window, an old, electric fire burning and a TV set up on the table so the old man could watch it from the bed. Samuel had a plate of meat and mashed potatoes on the floor beside his straight-backed chair. His father watched us come in with his mouth slightly open. “What’s happened?” he said. 

        “Turn off the TV, Daddy. The detectives have some news for us.” 

        He didn’t wait for his father. He picked up the remote control and killed the TV. Then he sat on his hard chair, but didn’t pick up his plate. His dad watched Dehan sit on the sofa, and as I sat next to her, he scowled and said, “You sent a whole load of cops trampin’ all over my baby’s bedroom, takin’ away sheets, making a whole mess up there. Lenny never made a mess like that! Gave me pain in my chest and sent my blood pressure right up. Samuel very nearly had to rush me to ER.” 

        I waited till he’d finished and said, “I’m very sorry about that, Mr. Reynolds. It’s actually about Lenny that I wanted to talk to you.” I glanced at Samuel. He was frowning hard. “He is now our prime suspect. My chief believes the case is all but closed.” 

        Reynolds’ mouth sagged. “Lenny? No! No, no! No! Not Lenny! You must be out of your minds. Lenny didn’t kill my Celeste! He was crazy about her! Ever since she was born! He doted on her like an uncle. Like he was my own brother. We was practically family!” 

        I grimaced and glanced at Samuel again. He had gone pale. I said, “There is actually more to it than that. You both need to brace yourselves because this is bad news. Celeste and Lenny had been lovers for about six months before she was killed.” 

        Samuel closed his eyes. “Sweet Jesus!” 

        His father was squinting, giving his head little shakes. “How could you possibly know a thing like that?” 

        Dehan said, “That’s what those officers were doing in her room, Mr. Reynolds. They found traces of Lenny’s semen on her sheets.” 

        Samuel got to his feet. He looked suddenly huge, as though he had grown by a couple of feet. His voice boomed, “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, and sweet fuckin’ Joanna! In our own fuckin’ house! Under our own fuckin’ roof!” 

        His father almost screamed at him, “Language, Samuel! You will not use that blasphemous language in my house!” 

        Samuel’s face went crimson. He stared hard at the wall and his jaw muscle bunched and pulsed like an artery. “Under our own roof!” he said again. “In our own house! It was God’s punishment! She had no shame! May God forgive me! My own sister, and she had no shame! It was God who struck her down!” 

        I spoke quietly. “Sit down, Samuel.” He frowned at me a moment, like I had asked him to do something unreasonable, and sat. “We also found her laptop at Chad Norris’ house. When we checked her emails, it emerged that they had started seeing each other about six months earlier. The theory is that during that time, she met Chad and didn’t know how to tell Lenny. On that Sunday evening, when she was on her way to Chad’s house, she received a number of calls. One was from this landline, another was from Chad, but there were a couple of others that came from an unregistered phone belonging to Lenny. Our theory is that she broke it off with him that day, by phone. Later that evening, he called her from the station house while she was on her way to Chad’s.” 

        Reynolds had started shaking his head again. 

        I ignored him, watching Samuel, and continued. “He asked her to meet him at the Watson Gleason Playground. We have a number of witnesses who saw her meeting a man on that corner. The witnesses say the man turned up in a white truck, like Lenny’s…” 

        Reynolds was suddenly half-shouting, “No, no, no, no, no, Lenny did not do that! No! Don’t tell me Lenny did that! He did not do that!” 

        His face seemed to fold in on itself, tears spilled from his eyes and saliva ran from his mouth. He buried his face in his sheet, rocking and making appalling moaning noises that seemed barely human. “No, no, Lenny didn’t do that. Ask him, for God’s sake! He’ll tell you you’re all wrong.” 

        “I’m afraid Lenny is in hospital.” I glanced at Samuel again. His eyes were wide. “We went to talk to him and he fled. He tried to leave the country. He pulled a gun on officers at the airport, stole a vehicle and tried to drive away. There was an accident, and he is now in the operating theater at the hospital.” 

        Samuel scowled at his sobbing father. “You’ll say what you like, Daddy. You’re always protecting her, but that girl had the devil in her soul as sure as my name is Samuel Reynolds.” 

        His father’s voice was a sobbing squeak. “You’ll not talk about your sister like that! She was misguided, a lost soul…” 

        “Evil is what she was and is. A black heart and a black soul! You know it as well as I do, but you won’t accept it! Look how she has you! Even from beyond the grave, she’s destroying you! An old man before your time!” 

        “Don’t! She was my little baby. She was your poor mother’s parting gift to me when the Lord took her. She was a sweet angel of a child.” His head dropped back on the pillow, his eyes squeezed tight and his mouth open, making him look oddly as though he was either dead or snoring. His body quivered. “She was my little girl.” 

        Samuel’s voice was shrill: “Will you stop saying that! Can you not see she is destroying us all! She’s killing you! She dwells still in Helen!”  

        His father twisted on his side, turning his back to us, pulling the sheet with his fists to cover his face, kicking his feet like a small boy. He gave an odd, small scream, then, “She’s family! Family! She’s your little sister! She’s my baby girl!” 

        Samuel stared at him with bulging eyes. Sslowly, his face started to collapse, like his father’s. Tears slipped from his eyes and his bottom lip too curled in under his teeth. He spoke in a strangled, distorted voice. “How can you say that? She killed Mom. Before she was even born, she killed Mom! She lives now in Helen, driving her into madness…” 

        “Don’t say that!” 

        “Look what she’s doing to you! Family? We were a family, before she came and destroyed us all! She has the Devil in her heart. Even from the grave, she is killing us one by one! And you can’t see it!” 

        Reynolds was whimpering, “Get out. Leave me alone. Get me a doctor. I’m dying. It’s you killing me, not her. Leave me alone…” 

        I glanced at Dehan and stood, wincing with the pain as I straightened. Samuel was still staring at his father with bulging eyes, his mouth drawn down into an ugly, silent sob. Dehan stood, too. 

        I said, “You’d better let him rest, Samuel. And call the doctor, to be on the safe side.” 

        He stood and followed us silently into the hall, then turned to walk away toward the kitchen. I said, “Samuel, do you work with a partner?” 

        He frowned at me like the question was an insane one, then shook his head. “No, I work alone, like my dad before me.” Then he added, almost by rote, “Don’t see no sense paying out good money when I can do the work myself.” 

        I nodded. “Sure.” 

        He turned and continued on his way to the kitchen, and we made our way to the front door. As I was opening it, I became aware of a presence on the stairs and turned to look. Helen was standing halfway up, with her bare legs and feet caught in the light from the hall, but her upper body in semi-darkness.  

        “Hello, Helen.” 

        Her voice was unemotional. “Is Celeste killing us?” 

        “No. She’s not.” 

        “I thought, once she was dead, she couldn’t hurt us anymore.” 

        I nodded. “She can’t. Good night, Helen.” 

        “Good night.” 

        We stepped out into the drizzle and closed the door behind us. The porch light made the wet concrete path shiny, but the street was mainly in darkness because the streetlamps were enclosed by the trees. I looked again at the white pickup with its blue tarp on the back, covering the plastic sacks of rubble. I stepped past it and it occurred to me I must be getting old, because the sight of my ancient burgundy Jaguar, with its leather and walnut interior, was somehow calming and reassuring. I limped over to the passenger side and climbed in as Dehan got behind the wheel again. The doors clunked shut and she put the key in the ignition. 

        “You ready to go home now?” 

        “I am.” 

        “You sure you don’t want to go and drop any more bombshells on any more dysfunctional families before bed?” 

        “Quite sure, Dehan. You can’t deny,” I said as she turned the key and the big engine roared into life, “that it was a very instructive exercise.” 

        “Is that what they’re calling it these days?” 

        She was quiet then all the way down Gleason until we turned left onto White Plains. Then she said, “Instructive.” Not as a question, but as a statement. 

        I looked at her along my eyes without moving my head. 

        She said, “I don’t know, Stone. How was it instructive?” 

        I watched a cluster of rain drops gather on the windshield, turning the world outside into a jumble of broken light and pictures. Then the wipers swept it away, so that the nocturnal street was clear again for a moment, until the drops started gathering once more. 

        “I’m guessing,” I said, “that while we were there, you were feeling sullen and grumpy, and what you were focusing on was your desire to go home and have a bubble bath, surrounded by evil smelling candles.” 

        She raised a hand and grinned. “Guilty.” 

        “I don’t blame you, but now ask yourself. If you had not been focusing on that, but on them, what would you have noticed?” 

        “OK, my bad. Let me think.” She sighed. “The old man in deep denial about his daughter and Lenny.” 

        “That old man is only ten or fifteen years older than me.” 

        “That’s what denial will do for you. What else? Samuel.” She shook her head. “Man, that guy has a lot of pent up…” She stopped. She drove in silence for a good two or three minutes. Finally she said, “OK, you made your point. His motive is at least as credible as Lenny’s and Chad’s. He really hated his sister.” 

        “Anything else?” 

        “Something else?” She thought for a bit. “Yeah,” she said after a while. “He wasn’t so much mad at the fact that she was having an affair with Lenny, as the fact that she did it under the family roof.” 

        I nodded. “His dad didn’t seem all that surprised. But he was outraged that they had done it in the house. Anything else?” 

        “Jeez, Batman! Uh… Well, yeah, the whole thing about how Celeste had been systematically destroying the family. She had the devil in her heart…” 

        I grunted. “That’s more of the same, Little Grasshopper. Anything else?” 

        She glanced at me. “Your weird, untimely question about whether Samuel worked alone? No, nothing else, but you obviously did.”  

        I laughed softly. She slowed and turned right onto Morris Park Avenue.  

        “Oh, I noticed lots and lots, but there was one thing in particular I had hoped you had spotted.” 

        “Go on, tell me.” 

        “What was in the back of the white pickup?” 

        She went very still. “Uh… A blue tarp…” 

        “Under the blue tarp.” 

        “I don’t know, Stone. Jesus. You noticed?” 

        “Ooooh, Ritoo Glasshopper, Sensei notice everything!” I laughed painfully, then said, “It was full of those toughened plastic sacks that builders use. There must have been fifteen or twenty of them, all full of sand.” 

        “Yeah? Is that important?” 

        “How heavy do you figure each of those sacks is?” 

        “I don’t know, a hundred, hundred and ten pounds?” 

        “Could you heft fifteen or twenty of them into the back of a pickup truck?” 

        “Probably not.” 

        “How about Lenny? You think he could? I know I’d find it hard work.” 

        She was quiet for a long while. Then she lifted both hands off the wheel in a gesture of exasperation. “Come on, Stone! OK, the guy is strong enough to heft a girl of ninety or a hundred pounds over a fence or a railway line and onto the riverbank. That is circumstantial at best! Lenny was having an affair with her! He concealed evidence! He ran when we went to get him! He shot at cops! He tried to run you down, for crying out loud! Come on, Stone! The guy is as guilty as a bishop in a whorehouse!” 

        I nodded silently a few times. “Lenny fired high and he swerved to miss me. He was reckless, he didn’t aim to kill me. But maybe you’re right. Maybe it was Lenny—I surely would like to know how he disposed of the body though, and why he did it so incompetently.” I watched her face for a bit, bathed in soft amber, concentrating on the road. After a bit I went on, “Lenny has been on the force twenty years. Fifteen in homicide. How many murders do you think he has dealt with in that time?” 

        She sighed, slowed and turned left into Haight Avenue. Then she pulled up in front of our house and killed the engine and the lights. The rain drummed softly on the roof.  

        I said, “He finds, suddenly, that in a fit of rage he has killed this girl, in the middle of the street. What does he do? He picks her up, carries her to his Jeep, and after all the homicides he has worked, instead of taking her to a remote, desolate place close to his home, like Ferry Hill or Castle Point, where the body will be carried out to the East River and probably never found again, he takes it to a highly populated area, where he has to carry it over difficult, wet, slippery objects and dump it in a river that will not carry it immediately out. What would make Lenny do something as stupid as that?” 

        “I don’t know.” 

        “Come on,” I said. “You owe me a large whiskey and a curry.” 

        We clambered out into the drizzle, put our arms around each other and staggered up the steps to the front door. 





FIFTEEN


   

        Next morning brought with it more steady rain. The sky had changed from big, bellying, menacing watercolor clouds to a uniform ceiling of gunmetal gray. The wind had dropped and with it the squally lash of raindrops had gone, replaced by the slow, steady tap of heavy drizzle and the splash of overflowing guttering. We got up late, around ten, though the dull light and lack of contrast suggested it could be anything between six AM and six PM.  

        We made coffee in silence. She cooked bacon while I fried eggs and made toast. Then we sat and had breakfast, stared out the gray window and felt sorry for ourselves. Finally, at eleven, while we were washing up, I said: 

        “I’m going to go and see Chad.” 

        She dried her hands on a tea towel, gazing dreamily at the sodden lawn in the back yard, and said, “Why?” Then she blinked and looked at me, frowning. “What for?” 

        “Something happened that night, Dehan. We haven’t got the whole picture.” 

        She heaved a big sigh. “I know. I was thinking about it last night. I even dreamed about it.” She shrugged. “You’re right. As it stands, there is something missing in the picture. Lenny would not and could not have disposed of the body the way it was disposed of.” She rested her ass against the sink. “Which means either he didn’t do it, or he had an accomplice. If he didn’t do it, it is really hard to explain his behavior at the aiport.” 

        I studied her face for a bit. After a moment, she asked me, “What do you think Chad can tell you?” 

        “What happened that night.” 

        “How would he know, Stone?” 

        “Let’s find out.” 

        She looked unhappy. “I wish you’d let me in on your thought processes sometimes, Big Guy.” 

        I grabbed my phone from the breakfast bar and spoke as I looked for his number and dialed. “There is no special thought process, Dehan. It just doesn’t makes sense that it went down the way people are saying it went down. So it must have gone down in a different way. And I have a hunch Chad knows more than he’s saying, because his story doesn’t quite make sense either.” 

        We arranged to meet outside the law school on West 116th Street. We picked him up in the Jag and drove down Amsterdam to Friedman’s, where we managed to park right outside and duck in out of the rain. The place was almost empty. We found a booth against the wall and ordered three burgers and three beers. 

        When the waitress had gone, Chad spread his hands. “You said you had news.” 

        Dehan was quiet, watching me. 

        I nodded. “Detective Leonard Davis is in hospital, in a critical condition. If he pulls through, he will be charged with Celeste’s murder.” 

        He frowned and looked down at his hands on the table. “A cop?” 

        “You don’t know who Leonard Davis is.” 

        He squinted at me and shook his head. “Should I?” 

        “He was the detective in charge of investigating Celeste’s murder.” 

        He made a face that indicated what he thought of cops in general. “That’s great. So why would this Davis want to kill Celeste?” 

        “It seems he was Rod.” 

        I waited. I watched his eyes. They darted around the table with small, quick movements, like thoughts and memories were laid out there and he was reading and cross-referencing them, trying to make sense of them. A couple of times he gave a small frown. 

        Finally, I said: “What? That doesn’t make sense to you?” 

        He shrugged. “I’m not the detective. You’ll build your case and see what the jury makes of it.” 

        “I’m curious what you make of it.” 

        “I don’t know what evidence you’ve got.” 

        I watched his eyes carefully. “A white truck?” 

        He looked away at the empty tables and after a moment shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re driving at, Detective Stone. You’re obviously trying to trap me or draw me into admitting something. I have no idea what it is. Why don’t you just come out and ask me?” 

        I nodded. “What really happened that night, Chad?” 

        “I already told you.” 

        “You told me half the truth.” 

        “So you say.” 

        “Here’s my problem. Detective Leonard Davis and Celeste had been having an affair for about six months. She was wild, out of control. Then she met you. From what you have told me, and I believe you, you were very focused on building a career, and she liked that in you. I don’t believe that back then, when you met her, you were the embittered cynic you pretend to be now. I think you both had chemistry and liked each other, and she felt she had found something in you. See, her dad and her brother are always talking about family, but actually Celeste had no family at all in any meaningful sense of the word. But I believe she felt she had found some kind of family in you. And I think that feeling was mutual. How am I doing?” 

        The waitress brought the beers and set them before us. As she walked away, Chad shrugged and made a face. “Pop psychology, a cop’s gut, who cares? How is any of this relevant to anything?” 

        “It’s relevant because, as you well know, about ninety percent of murders are motivated by love.” 

        “You have the man you’re going to charge, now you want to frame me?” 

        “No.” I gave my head a small shake. “You see, I think, when you found out about Rod…” 

        “Detective Leonard Davis.” 

        “When you found out about him, and read his text messages, I think that was a major blow to you. I think you felt hurt and betrayed.” 

        “OK, maybe I did, so what?” 

        “I think that’s why instead of kicking her out, the way you kicked out your roommate, Nigel, without a second thought, you had a big, almighty row which ended, as you said, in make up sex.” 

        “Again, so what? I told you all of this already.” 

        I nodded again. “And she told you, at least partly, who Rod was, and why she hadn’t shaken him off yet. Am I right?” 

        He didn’t answer for a bit. Then he said simply, “Yes. She didn’t say he was a cop…” 

        “She told you he was an older man, a friend of the family, and that he’d helped her through a difficult time.” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “But then she promised she was going to break it off with him.” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “So she went home, telling you she’d be back that evening, but when it started to get late and she didn’t show, you called her. What did she say?” 

        “Late Sunday morning, she said she was going to go home, collect a few things, call Rod—she said his name was Lenny—tell him she had met somebody and it was over with him. We were going to try living part of the week together and see how that went. She was going to get a job…” 

        “You were thinking of making a life together?” 

        “We were going to give it a go. When she wasn’t crazy, she was great. She was smart, you know, actually intelligent. I thought we had a shot at making it work. But then it was getting late and she didn’t show. So I called her. She said she’d spoken to him and broken it off. I asked her why she was late. She said she’d had a bad row with her dad and her brother. They’d called her evil, the Devil had a hold of her and all kinds of crazy stuff like that. She’d been crying in her room and fallen asleep. But she said she was on her way and couldn’t wait to…” He paused and sighed. “She couldn’t wait to get home.” 

        “It’s a ten minute walk from her house to yours. But she didn’t show.” 

        “I eventually called again. It was before nine. I was worried. She said she was actually walking, on her way, literally. I could hear that she was outside. She said Lenny kept calling. She also said her brother had called. Something in her voice made me worried. So I went to meet her.” 

        I nodded. “That makes sense. What you told me before didn’t make sense. Whichever way I tried to see it, you went to meet her. You had to.” 

        “Yeah, I had to. I grabbed my keys and my coat and walked out. It was a two minute walk to the playground, but when I got to the corner, I saw her, in her Red Riding Hood coat.” 

        “Where?” 

        “At the playground.” 

        “Where exactly?” 

        He sat back. His eyes became abstracted. “Memory plays tricks, but I’m pretty sure she was opposite the grocery store, in the shadow of the big tree there. She wasn’t alone. There was a man there with her.” 

        “Can you describe him?” 

        “Not in much detail. The light was poor. But Celeste was five-five, and this guy was head and shoulders over her, a good seven to ten inches taller than she was.” 

        Dehan spoke for the first time. “How can you be so precise?” 

        He took a deep breath and let out a shuddering sigh. “Because he was embracing her. He had his arms around her and they were swaying slightly side to side.” 

        I raised a hand. “Let’s be clear, Chad. You are saying that he was hugging her, not holding her by the shoulders?” 

        “No, no way. I was no more than fifty or sixty feet away. You can measure it. There are four big trees along there. I was standing by the second tree and I could see them clearly. He was holding her in his arms. Then he picked her up.” 

        Dehan sounded incredulous. “He picked her up?” 

        “Yeah, like a groom carrying a bride over the threshold. He turned around and carried her back to the corner, to a white truck.” 

        “What did he do next?” 

        “I don’t know. I turned and went back home, and swore to myself that I would never trust another woman so long as I lived.” 

        “OK, Chad, I need you to be absolutely certain about your next answer. What kind of truck was it?” 

        “I can’t tell you the make, but it was a pickup, maybe a Ford or a Toyota.” 

        “Not an SUV with passenger seats in the back? A Jeep maybe?” 

        “No. It was a pickup.” 

        The waitress arrived with our burgers, told us to enjoy our meal and withdrew. I sat back, staring at my food, unseeing. I shook my head and said, “Chad, I don’t know whether to tell you this or not. The man you saw was not Lenny, Rod, Detective Leonard Davis, whatever you want to call him.” 

        His eyes narrowed. “Who the hell was it, then?” 

        “I’m not sure, but Detective Davis is about five foot six or seven at the most, and he drives a white Jeep Cherokee.” 

        “Then I might have saved her?” 

        “I don’t think so, Chad. I think by the time you saw them, she was already dead. I think what he did after you turned away, was to put her in the back of the truck, under the tarpaulin. I’m sorry.” 

        He was silent for a long time. None of us ate. Eventually he said, “So she didn’t lie to me…” 

        It was Dehan who answered. “That has to be some kind of consolation, Chad.” 

        He narrowed his eyes at her. “Consolation?” 

        “It sucks every way, Chad, but this way it sucks less, and at least you get to keep the memory.” 

        The anger drained from his face. “It’s cold comfort.” He shook his head. “So are you going to charge Detective Lenny Davis?” 

        I said: “I don’t know yet, Chad. To me, the case against him is getting weaker. Besides, we have no idea if he’ll make it.” Then I asked, “Chad, why didn’t you tell us all this from the start?” 

        He looked surprised. “Are you kidding? I didn’t find out for a couple of weeks or more that she had been killed. There was no evidence against anybody, and I was the last person to see her alive, after a quarrel because she had been unfaithful. At the very least, it would have meant a police investigation and a trial that would have ended my career before it had even begun. As far as I was concerned, she had betrayed me and screwed the wrong guy. End of story.” Then he stared hard into my eyes. “You know who did this, don’t you?” 

        I shook my head. 

        He said, “I have to go. Thanks for bringing me the news.” He slid along the bench to stand up, then stopped and hesitated. “I’m sorry I got it wrong. I should have stepped up.” 

        He left twenty bucks on the table to cover his lunch and walked out, hunching his shoulders into the rain. 

        I shifted around to Chad’s seat, where I could see Dehan across the table, picked up his burger and started eating it. Dehan watched me do it and said, “Boy, did we ever get it wrong.” 

        I said, with my mouth full, “I never liked Lenny for the murder.” 

        “I gotta hand it to you, Stone. You were right on the money.” She picked up her own burger and bit into it. We stared at each other across the food, ruminating like two sheep. She swallowed and took a long pull on her beer, then showed her empty glass to the waitress and made a ‘V’ sign with her fingers. After that she shifted her ass so she was sitting in the corner, looking at me and eating. 

        “So,” she said after a while, “We have Chad and Celeste, post infidelity trauma, in post make up sex bliss, and they promise each other that they are going to try to make it work. She is longing for the family she’s been promised all her life by her crazy dad and brother, and he has these values he’s learned from his dad—focus and commit! So between them, they are starting to build a dream. They are going to make a family.” 

        I was nodding and chewing. I agreed with what she was saying. 

        She took a big bite out of her burger and spoke with her mouth full. “She gomph hom…” 

        “She goes home?” 

        “Mm-hm…” 

        I took over to give her the chance to eat for a while. “But Dad and Sam are, literally, as mad as hell. As far as they are concerned, her behavior over the last couple of days…” 

        “Lasht couple beers!” 

        “Last couple of years, indeed, has been sinful, wicked, even evil. There is an unspoken, perhaps even un-admitted, perception in the family that Celeste killed her mother. Dad denies it furiously: she is his baby girl. But Sam certainly believes it, and so does Helen. I get the impression that there is an idea that Helen was driven into her psychotic state by her mother’s death. In short, Celeste is held responsible for all the evil that has befallen that family.” 

        I took another bite of my burger. Dehan took a swig of beer and pulled the third burger over to her. “You want to share?” I shook my head and chewed. She went on. “So if her behavior until that point has been evil and sinful, that weekend she really crosses a line, staying out Friday night, Saturday night and coming back late Sunday morning, probably talking about staying out Sunday night too. All hell breaks loose, in more senses than one. She goes upstairs, breaks up with Lenny over the phone and cries herself to sleep.” 

        “Chad calls.” 

        “She tells him she is on her way. She has her second row and leaves. Now, Lenny calls her from the landline, telling her to come home. He is coming after her. She stops at the playground to wait for him because, as we have said before, she doesn’t want Chad to witness what her crazy family are like. Lenny calls while she is waiting, but contrary to what we thought, she tells him to leave her alone—and he does. Chad calls. She says that she is almost home. Samuel turns up in his truck. Parks. She gives him a mouthful. They struggle, she starts screaming, and he chokes her to shut her up, or maybe because he is venting all the hatred and resentment he has stored up against her since she killed his mom. Suddenly, he snaps out of it and realizes what he has done. In a fit of grief and remorse, he hugs her. We know he’s strong enough to hold her upright. And that is when Chad shows up and sees what he believes is Rod and Celeste in an embrace. Samuel picks her up in his arms and, as you said, carries her to the truck.” 

        I finished my burger and sat licking my fingers and sucking my teeth. The waitress delivered my second beer and I took a pull. “Unless Lenny pulls through and can substantiate some of that, we haven’t got a shred of evidence to support it, aside from some very weak eyewitness testimony. It is all circumstantial. How do we prove it?”  

        “We have one chance,” she said. “We show how he disposed of the body. Maybe we can nail him if we can show how, and why, he disposed of the body the way he did.” 

        I nodded. “Yup, I think you’re right. We need to get back on that, even if it means going in person to each business along the river, one by one.” 





SIXTEEN


   

        My phone pinged, letting me know I had an email, and a second later, it began to ring.  

        “Stone.” 

        The inspector’s voice said, “Ah, John, it’s John.” 

        “Good afternoon, sir.” 

        “Indeed, listen, I have word from the hospital. Lenny is dead. He died this midday. They did all they could in surgery, but it seems the damage to his left lung was too extensive and he had lost a lot of blood. They couldn’t save him.” 

        “I’m sorry to hear that.” I glanced at Dehan. She mouthed, Lenny? Dead? I nodded. She closed her eyes and buried her face in her hands. “Listen, sir, Dehan and I have been discussing the case, and we had a talk with Chad Norris, we think it isn’t as clear cut as…” 

        “You know, John, I am sure you’re right, but there is more to be taken into account here than the minutiae of precisely what happened, how, where and when. Not least is Lenny’s wife and kids, who face a very harrowing time ahead. There is the impact on the department itself: questions will be asked by the media and also at a very senior level of the department, about how this could have happened, on my watch, and this will not be an easy time for me either.” 

        “I understand that, sir, but the point is, we think its possible that, though Lenny was having an affair with Celeste…” 

        “A girl who thankfully was of age, but barely so, and he in his late forties, old enough to be her father. The press will have a field day and the last thing we need, John, is accusations of a cover up or attempting to whitewash this case. We need to be upfront, transparent and honest. Heaven knows we do our best, but they don’t realize it is impossible to one hundred percent eradicate corruption. Policemen and women are people, after all, at the end of the day!” 

        “Sir…” 

        “We are going to close the case, John. You and Dehan have, as always, done exceptional work. It is a shame that the guilty party was one of our own. But we must be brave and face it down.” 

        “Sir…” 

        “Yes, John.” 

        “I don’t think Lenny did it.” 

        He was quiet for a moment. “I appreciate that, John, but we just have to roll with this one.” 

        “No, I don’t think you understand, sir. We are actually convinced that Lenny did not do it. He couldn’t have…” 

        “John, the case is closed. I’ve had someone notify Mrs. Davis. We’ll keep our heads down and with a little luck, the storm will blow over.” 

        “Sir…?” 

        “Take a few days off, and I’ll see you back here next week.” 

        He hung up. 

        Dehan was looking at me with her hands in front of her mouth like she was praying. I could see the tears in her eyes. I said, “You OK?” 

        She nodded once, then asked, “What’s going on?” 

        “The inspector closed the case. Lenny goes down as a murderer, and his wife and kids have to live with that.” I shook my head. “He was a rat and a cheat, and I don’t condone what he did, but he wasn’t a murderer.” 

        She sighed and her breath was a little unsteady. “He almost was, John.” 

        I shook my head again, more emphatically. “No, Dehan, and I speak as his intended victim. Celeste was murdered. In the airport, he believed he was fighting for his life. What he did was stupid, but it wasn’t murder in the way that Celeste was murder.” 

        She frowned at me for a long time. “That’s a discussion that will have to wait for a bottle of wine and a couple of whiskeys in front of the fire. Right now, we have a chief who is about to make a very serious mistake. What are we going to do about it?” 

        “He’s put us on leave till next week. What we are going to do is ignore him.” 

        “How? 

        I grunted. “We could start by going to give the Reynolds the news.” 

        She screwed up her nose and thought about it. “Provoke Sam into discussing his sister? Get him really mad and see if he admits it?” 

        I shrugged with my eyebrows. “As a family, they are not hard to provoke. You could leave me alone with the dad and take Samuel off to one side, talk to him in confidence about Lenny, make him feel that you would understand how somebody might feel with a sister like that…” 

        “It could work, but it’s a real long shot. He’s not big at opening up with women, either. May be better if you spoke to him.” She jerked her head at my phone. “What was the email?” 

        “Probably another list of names from the riverside businesses. I’ve had three so far and the names mean nothing.” I pulled out my phone and opened the message. I started to read, frowning. “Blackstone’s Builders, no job too big or too small…” 

        “Spam?” 

        I shook my head. “No, I was looking into extending the house into the backyard…” I looked up at her. “You know, for the kid’s room.” 

        She gaped and I laughed. “I don’t know what it is, let me read it. “Dear Detective Stone, further to your yadda yadda, attached is a list—another list of personnel.” I glanced at her. She was still gaping, but now she was smiling, too. “Four down, only ninety-six to go. P. O’Mally, E. Brown, J. Fenlon, W. Codey, C. Clay, nana, nana, nana…” I skipped through the names. There were about thirty of them. Then near the end, I saw it. I slid the phone across the table to Dehan. She read it out loud:  

        “…S. Reynolds.” 

        “Let’s go talk to them.” 

   


* * *


   

        Blackstone’s Builders was on Bronx River Avenue, a hundred and fifty yards from Westchester Avenue Bridge. It consisted of a big yard, maybe a hundred and fifty feet across and seventy-five or a hundred feet deep. It was fenced off from the road with a chain-link fence, but the other three walls were improvised out of sheets of corrugated steel that had started going rusty, and the far wall was overgrown with bramble and trees reaching over from the river bank beyond. 

        The yard was strewn with building materials and there were several trucks, a long warehouse and, in the far right corner, a two story building that overlooked the site. It was made of wood and had an outside staircase leading to the upper floor. 

        We pulled up on the muddy gravel just outside that building and made our way at a slow run to the main door. A bell rang as we pushed in, hunched into our coats and closed the door behind us. There was a desk painted green with a smiling woman sitting behind it, watching us. And there was a man in a red v-neck jumper with a large, black moustache, leaning on the desk with his elbow, also watching us and smiling. 

        “Nice motor,” he said. “How can we help you?” 

        I showed him my badge. Before I could say anything, he said, “Aha, Detectives Stone and Dehan, of the 43rd. You’re here about our employees of 2016.” He held out his hand. “Geoff Blackstone. This is my wife, Kathleen. I am not sure how helpful we can be, detectives, we use a lot of casual and part time labor. It’s the nature of the business.” 

        Dehan said, “We are particularly interested in one employee. Anything you can tell us…” 

        “Come through to my office. Kath, make us some coffee, would you?” 

        “Of course, Mr. Blackstone!” 

        They both hooted with laughter and he led us through to a very basic office with one small window that overlooked the yard. He had a gray, steel desk with a black, imitation leather chair behind it and two blue chairs where he indicated Dehan and I should sit as he lowered himself into his vinyl throne. 

        “Who is the employee you are interested in, detectives?” 

        Dehan answered. “Samuel Reynolds.” 

        He thought for a moment, gazing at the ceiling. “Yes, I recall him. He worked for us on and off for a long time. Big man, strong, good worker. Very devout, as I recall. Sam, Sam Reynolds. He never had a long term contract, though we did offer one. I seem to remember he hoped to start up his own business. I can only imagine he was eventually successful, because he stopped coming to us and we have never seen him again.” 

        “But before 2016 he worked for you on a regular basis?” 

        “Yes, a few months on, a couple of months off…” 

        There was a knock at the door and Kathleen Blackstone came in with three cups of coffee on a tray. We thanked her and Geoff barked with mock severity, “That’ll be all, Miss Blackstone!” and they both roared again as she left the office. 

        Dehan’s mouth gave a thin smile while her eyes thought about something else. “Did Reynolds ever have a key to the premises, Mr. Blackstone?” 

        He frowned like the idea was absurd. “Good grief, no. He was just casual labor. A good worker, but he didn’t enjoy our trust.” 

        “Can you think of any way that he might have gained access to the premises in November of that year?” 

        He frowned at his desk top for a while, then bellowed, “Kathleen!” 

        She leaned in, smiling. “Yes, dear?” 

        “Remember the break in, couple of years ago?” 

        She nodded. “Mm-hm…” 

        “When was that?” 

        Her eyes seemed to scan the ceiling, as though she had an invisible calendar pinned up there. “That was the night of Sunday, 6th November. I remember because it happened on a Sunday, when we were not here, and it was the week Trump was elected.” 

        Dehan looked at me and her eyes were alight. Her face said, ‘This is it!’ Geoff was saying, “You are a marvel, Kathleen! Isn’t she extraordinary! It was an odd business, to be sure. We were having trouble with the alarm system. Basically, it was going off all the time, either because some bum wanted to sleep in the yard, a fox or a cat slipped through, or any number of other reasons. In the end, we decided to set alarms inside instead, where we stored the valuable gear, and simply have a solid padlock on the fence. We had, after all, never been broken into. This was back in 2014. We left the signs saying there was an alarm system, CCTV and dogs, but what we actually had was alarms on the office and on the warehouse, and CCTV on the inside of those buildings, where it might be of some use. 

        “Well, on November 6th, somebody cut through the chain, let themselves in, stole absolutely nothing and left without disturbing a damn thing. It was quite bizarre.” 

        I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees. “Mr. Blackstone, this is extremely important, is there any direct access to the river from this yard?” 

        He looked mildly astonished. “Why, yes! The boys loosened a couple of panels over in the corner, years ago, and made a kind of doorway out onto the river bank. It’s rather pleasant out there and they have an area set up for their lunch breaks and coffee breaks in summer and spring.” He laughed. “Management are not allowed, but I believe they actually have a refrigerator out there in hot weather. I am happy to let them enjoy it…” 

        “Could we see it, please?” 

        Now he looked worried. Kathleen was still at the door. She looked worried, too. He said, “Well, yes, of course, but I am sure they are not breaking any laws…are they?” 

        I shook my head. “No, please, just point us in the right direction and we’ll find our way.” 

        “It will be frightfully muddy at the moment.” 

        I smiled. “Will you show us where it is, please?”  

        He led us out of the office again, back to the front door, and pointed through the glass, across the muddy yard, to a section of the corrugated steel in the corner, about forty yards away. It was heavily overgrown with creepers and bramble, but I could just make out that one of the sheets did not fit snugly.  

        “You see the one that is protruding slightly? Well, if you tug on that, it leads out to a rather flat, grassy area which is a part of the river bank. The boys have set it up… Well, you’ll see when you go out there. You don’t need me to come along, do you?” 

        Dehan shook her head and we stepped out of the small reception and once again into the drizzle. We squelched the forty or so paces through the mud and puddles with our collars turned up and finally came to the corner of the yard. The loose sheet of steel was now clearly visible, as were the improvised hinges in the corner, made from bent wire looped through holes punched in the edge of the sheet. I took hold of it, pulled it back and hitched it open. Dehan crouched, peered through the opening at the rich, abundant, wet grass on the other side, and stepped over the threshold. I followed. 

        We were on a shoulder of land that protruded into the water. The river itself was barely visible because of the thick growth of ferns, grasses, brambles, bushes and trees that swarmed along the edge. To the left, the shoulder ended abruptly beyond an elder tree and plummeted twelve or fifteen feet down to the dark water of the river. To the right, the shoulder tapered into a narrow path that skirted the fences and buildings, following the course of the river upstream toward the bridge. Ahead of us, it was just a tangle of undergrowth, obscuring the river from view. 

        Looking back on either side of the improvised gateway, there were old plastic chairs, a table made out of wooden boxes, and signs that, in the summer, there was probably a portable fridge hooked up to the mains there. No doubt they stored water and fruit juice in that fridge. 

        Dehan stood a while with her hands in her pockets, looking at the dense undergrowth. She started talking without looking at me. 

        “This is the answer to your question. He is not a criminal mind. He is not imaginative or very intelligent. He is a very simple man and he works at a place—there must be a dozen like this—that has access to he river, where workers come on their lunch and coffee breaks, to relax and crack a surreptitious beer.  

        “When it dawned on him that he had killed his sister, he must have panicked, dumped her in the truck and the first thing that came to his mind was to bring her here, weigh her down with rocks and rubble, and dump her in the river. It couldn’t have been easy. He would have had to clear a path through all that…” She jerked her head at the undergrowth. “…to make sure she didn’t get caught in the brambles and branches. But having done that, all he had to do was let her slide and sink.” 

        I nodded, though she couldn’t see me. After a moment, she started talking again.  

        “She must have lain down there, in the cold water, for almost a week. He couldn’t face coming here, so he left his job. And eventually, the combination of the current, the gases in her decomposing body and the improvised nature of the weights he must have used all eventually released her and allowed her to float down river.” 

        She turned to look at me at last, with the rain trickling down her face. I wiped the rain from mine with my hand. She said, “This is what you foresaw when we went to look at the place where she was found.” 

        I shrugged. “Part of it.” 

        “What do we do now?” 

        “We go and we tell the inspector what we’ve found. If he still insists on closing the case, we tell him we’ll go to the press and the TV networks.” 

        “OK. And then we bring Sam in for questioning.” 

        I nodded. “Let’s go talk to the inspector.” 





SEVENTEEN


   

        When we got there, he was on the phone. We could hear him through the door. I rapped with my knuckles, but didn’t wait for a reply. I opened the door and pushed in. Dehan closed it behind us. Deputy Inspector John Newman’s face was an adrenaline-fueled slideshow of emotions, from anxiety and distress at what he was hearing on the phone to outrage at our entering unbidden and concern at not wanting to upset us. His eyebrows went up and down, his mouth opened and closed, his eyes widened and narrowed. He drew breath. He held it. He sighed. 

        Then, he dropped into his chair, closed his eyes and said, “Yes, sir. I will be sure to do that. Yes, sir… Yes, sir… Indeed. I’ll do that.” 

        He hung up, raised his eyes and stared up at me. I stared down at him and said, “Sir, I don’t think I made myself clear on the phone. Lenny did not kill Celeste Reynolds.” 

        He took a deep breath, held it, closed his eyes and flopped back in his chair. Without opening them, he said: “Based on what, John?” 

        It was Dehan who answered, “Based on the fact that a smart cop with Lenny’s experience of homicides in the Bronx would not in a million years have gone to the unnecessary trouble—and risk—of dumping a body up river. Sir, there is nowhere to dump a body up river without running a huge risk of getting caught. Plus in November, up there, with the rain, the cold and the dark, access to the river is very difficult. Carrying a hundred pound dead weight, it would be virtually impossible. Lenny, just like any other homicide cop in the Bronx, would know instinctively to dispose of the body south, in one of the parks, where access is easy and the currents feed directly into the East River. Stone saw this from the start and I ignored him.” 

        He sighed again. “That is sound theory, but only theory, and we have the very real, practical, fact that Lenny ran and tried to kill you—and a number of other cops as well. It is as good as a confession.” 

        I drew breath, but Dehan was off again. “It’s not just a theory, sir, we have facts to back it up. We started canvassing the businesses along the banks of the Bronx, south of Starlight Park, north of where she was found. Stone’s theory was that the killer must have had a connection with one of those businesses, otherwise it made no sense to dispose of the body there. This morning, just after Stone talked to you, he got an email from Blackstone’s Builders, on Bronx River Avenue, with a list of personnel, full time and part time, from 2016.” 

        “…and…?” 

        She said, “Samuel Reynolds was employed there on a part time basis in November. Not only that, sir, but the employees have an improvised gate to the riverbank, where they take their lunch, coffee and cigarette breaks. Sunday night, November 6th, 2016, there was a break in. Nothing was taken, nothing was disturbed.” 

        “Dear God…” 

        “And that’s not all…” 

        “More?” 

        I spoke before she could continue. “We interviewed Chad again, sir. I felt sure we were missing something about that night. His behavior didn’t make sense. And it turned out that he did go out to meet Celeste after he phoned her, contrary to what he had told us before. He said he saw her being embraced by a big, tall man, who then picked her up and carried her to a white pickup truck. At that point, he turned away and returned home, believing she had hooked up with Rod, her lover. So he didn’t see what this man did with Celeste. He was sure the man was well over six foot because, as he embraced Celeste, he could see the height difference. Lenny and Celeste are about the same height, and his truck is not a pickup.” 

        Dehan finished for me. “Samuel is over six foot, he is tall and very strong, and he has a white pickup.” 

        He spread his hands. “It is very, very compelling…” 

        Dehan shook her head. “Sir, it is just about conclusive. All we need is his confession, and I am pretty sure we can get that.” 

        “But how in hell do you explain Lenny’s behavior?” 

        I sighed. “Sir, it is pretty simple. Chad did the same thing. And they were both right, to some extent. If Lenny had followed the evidence, he would have become the prime suspect in his own investigation. Logically, he must have known better than anyone that finding the real killer, once his colleagues had zeroed in on him and discovered his relationship with Celeste, was going to be almost impossible. He knew, as he told Frank, that the chances of there being any forensic evidence from the body, after a week in the water, were close to nil, but the circumstantial evidence against him was very strong. What he needed to do was kill the investigation as quickly and effectively as possible. That’s why he told Frank not to bother with the glue chamber, that’s why he didn’t call the CS team to her room, or bother chasing up witnesses or going to see Chad.  

        “After we found the computer and took the sheets in for DNA testing, he assumed we’d go after him—and he panicked. But even so, he was shooting to scare, sir, not to kill, and he swerved to avoid me at the last minute. He just lost control.” 

        The inspector and Dehan spent a moment nodding quietly. Finally, he said, “Yes, put like that. Very well, John, what do you want to do?” 

        “We need to talk to the Reynolds. We need to bring them in and interview them in depth.” 

        They both frowned at me, like weird reflections of each other. The inspector echoed me: “The Reynolds? The whole family?” 

        “Yes.” 

        Dehan said, “Even Helen? She’s crazy!” 

        The inspector looked momentarily scandalized. “She is suffering a mental illness, surely, Detective Dehan!” 

        I said, “It would be useful to have an interview with her, sir, with her psychiatrist present to evaluate her answers. While medicated, I think she is quite coherent.” 

        “What exactly do you hope to get from this poor woman?” 

        I sighed. “From what I have been able to observe, she is aware of what happens in the house, she overhears conversations, and she is aware of how Celeste was perceived by her family. As I understand it, her slide into psychosis may have started when her mother died. She made a comment to me about her sister killing her mother. She may well know what happened the night Celeste died.” 

        Dehan had been frowning throughout our exchange. Now her frown deepened. “Are you thinking of Helen as a suspect?” 

        I returned the frown, then shrugged. “Do you know who killed Celeste?” 

        Her eyes went wide. “I’m pretty sure it was Samuel!” 

        I smiled, a little exasperated. “I know you’re sure of that, but do you know who killed Celeste?” 

        “… No, of course not.” 

        “Neither do I.” I turned to the inspector. “We don’t want to make the Lenny mistake again, sir. I’d like to be thorough and meticulous. I would like to bring all three of them in and question them in depth in light of the new evidence, and then compare their testimony.” 

        He sat for a moment with his lips in a tight line and his eyebrows high on his forehead. After a moment, he shifted his eyes to look at Dehan. “I think we have just been schooled, Carmen. What about the father? I understand he is bedridden.” 

        “We can talk to his physician and have him or some other medical practitioner present to make sure he’s OK.” 

        “Very well, John. Go ahead and bring them in.” 

        On the way back down the stairs, Dehan gave me a frown that had more than a touch of reproach in it. “Way to slap me down, Sensei! Was that necessary?” 

        I didn’t answer straight away. We pushed through the doors and stood on the porch for a moment, watching the rain fall. She said, “Will November never end?” 

        “I’m sorry, Dehan. I didn’t intend to slap you down. I’m sorry it came across that way. Lenny almost killed several people through jumping to assumptions. In the end, he was killed, and had he not been killed, he would have been wrongly prosecuted, and possibly sentenced to life in prison, through cops jumping to conclusions that seemed obvious, but were wrong. I agree with you that the evidence against Sam is almost overwhelming. But when I ask myself if I know that he did it, I have to answer that I don’t. Do I know that Helen didn’t do it? No, I don’t.” 

        She crossed her arms and looked down at the spray bouncing off the blacktop. “How tall is she?” 

        “Five ten, maybe five eleven.” 

        “Is she strong enough? How would she know about Samuel’s workplace…?” 

        I burst out laughing. “I don’t know, Dehan! That’s why we need to talk to her!” 

        “OK! OK! I get it!” 

        “Come on, this is in for the duration, we have to make a dash for it.” 

        As I said it, the door behind me opened and Maria, the desk sergeant, leaned out. “Detective Stone, there’s a call for you.” 

        “Who?” 

        “Father Arundel.” 

        “Who?” 

        “Father Arundel, of the Blessed Sacrament Church.” 

        Dehan screwed up her brow. “Isn’t that the church opposite the Reynolds’ house.” 

        “Yeah.” I turned back to Maria. “I’ll take it at my desk, Sergeant.” 

        Dehan followed me to the detectives’ room. We both sat and I put the phone on speaker.  

        “Father Arundel, Detective Stone here. What can I do for you?” 

        “Oh, I am very glad to hear from you, Detective. Your desk sergeant feared you might have left already.” 

        “We were on our way to the Reynolds’ house, just opposite you.” 

        “Oh, indeed? Well, it was about that that I was calling, Detective.” 

        “You have some information that might help our investigation?” 

        “Not exactly, but uh… Samuel is here, in the church, right now, with his sister…” 

        I waited. I could hear his breathing. “Father? Are you all right?” 

        “It’s, uh… He’s here with his sister, Helen…” His voice was unsteady. “And he is up at the altar, holding a kitchen knife to her throat, and he says he will kill her if you do not come immediately and do God’s will.” 

        Dehan and I were staring at each other across the phone. Mo had stopped what he was doing at his desk and was staring over at us both. I said, “He wants me to go to the church and do God’s will?” 

        “That is correct, Detective.” 

        “And what is God’s will? What is it I have to do?” 

        “Well, what is God’s will and what Samuel believes is God’s will may not necessarily be the same thing. However, I have no doubt he will tell you just as soon as you get here, which I hope will be sooner rather than later, Detective Stone.” 

        “We’re on our way, Father. Keep talking to him, and try to sound calm, like everything is OK.” 

        “Very well.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Have faith, Father. Everything is God’s will.” 

        I hung up and we stood. Mo’s mouth was slightly open as he watched us. I studied him for a moment with a slight frown. “Have you much experience with hostage situations on church altars, Mo, where you are required by the hostage-taker to do God’s will? Any advice for me?” 

        He shook his head and his bottom lip wobbled slightly. 

        “Damn!” I said. “I was sure you were my guy. Catch you later, dude.” 

        As we were reaching the door, he said, “Yeah, later...” 

        We ran down the steps and through the rain to the Jag. I backed out of the lot and skidded left onto Storey Avenue, then accelerated through the downpour toward Rosedale. Dehan said, “You want backup?” 

        I shook my head. “No, I don’t want to spook him. But hold that thought. Things could change pretty fast.” 

        “How do you want to handle this?” 

        “Try to help him relax and come down. He’s having a crisis. Let’s help him through it. We’ll talk and find out what’s going on in his mind.” 

        “He wants to talk to you. What do you want me to do?” 

        “Stay close. If things get out of hand, call for back up. Don’t draw your piece unless you’re absolutely sure he’s going to hurt Helen—or somebody else.”  

        She nodded, then glanced at me sidelong. “You might be able to draw a confession out of him.” 

        “You never know.” 

        I skidded onto Rosedale and then sped north with hazards flashing and leaning on the horn. Dehan asked, “Haven’t you got a siren?” 

        “Yeah, I’m using it.” 

        “Jesus, Stone! Get a damned siren!” 

        The tires complained turning right into Watson, but the Jag clung to the road like freaked cat on a tiled floor. Then I jumped the lights onto Beach Avenue, took my hand off the horn and cruised to a stop outside the church. The iron gate was open, as were the big, wooden doors set in the stone, Tudor arch.  

        We ran through the rain and up the stone steps into the vast, domed interior. It was more like a small cathedral than a church, with great, towering arches reaching high into the vault above, and a domed copula over the altar. Behind the altar, the wall gleamed with gold leaf, and a vast crucifix suspended from the wall, with that symbol of Man’s eternal suffering, the tragic figure of Jesus, nailed, weeping and bleeding to the wood. All around him, rich, elaborate statues and paintings adorned the walls and recesses, and candles flickered, illuminating his eternal punishment for that which he had never done. 

        I couldn’t see Samuel or Helen, or the priest. I called out, “Father Arundel?” and my voice echoed and seemed to roll around the vast nave. Among the echoes, another added itself to the din. It was like a scrape, or a footfall, and the priest’s figure appeared beyond the altar, rising from a crouching position. 

        He stood, backlit by the candles and the lamps, and the reflections from the gold. He called, “Detective Stone?” 

        I said, “Detectives Stone and Dehan!” 

        And the two questions and the statement ricocheted against each other, climbing high into the cold vault. 

        He stepped a little closer. I still couldn’t see his face. Behind me I could hear only the cold spatter of water, and I could feel the touch of cold air on my ankles and on the back of my neck. 

        “Will you approach? Samuel is here.” 

        My footsteps reverberated, tapping like a clock, and Dehan’s made a strange counterpoint, almost like a train leaving a station in the dark. Now his face came into view, partly illuminated by the candles. He was a man of about fifty, with thin, sandy hair. He looked drawn, worried, with hollow eyes. It was the face of a man called upon to solve a human problem, when all his life he had relied on God to solve them for him. 

        I stopped at the base of the altar and looked up. “Where is he?” 

        “He is prostrate.” 

        “Where is Helen?” 

        “She is also prostrate.” 

        “Does he know I am here?” 

        He nodded. “He is just finishing his prayers.” 

        I sighed and raised my voice: “Samuel! You said you wanted to talk to me. I’m here! Let Helen go and tell me what you want!” 

        The padre peered behind him, then backed away. There was movement. Samuel emerged from behind the altar. He towered over us, looking down. In his left hand, he held Helen by the hair and forced her to kneel. In his right hand, he held a huge kitchen knife that gleamed and glimmered in the reflected light of the candle flames.  

        “She is a whore like her sister. God will exact his judgment. And you…!” He pointed at me with the long blade. “You will be the instrument of His justice!” 





EIGHTEEN


   

        “If I am the instrument of God’s justice, Samuel, then hear my words and lay down your knife, and let Helen come here to me.” 

        His voice was shrill: “Satan speaks in you! You will betray the Lord! You will not punish her!” 

        Helen was rigid on her knees, staring at nothing. I held up my right hand. “Slow down, Samuel.” I looked at the padre. “Get out of here, Father.” He scampered gratefully away. I looked back at Samuel. “Did you just say that I am the instrument of the Lord’s justice?” He didn’t answer. He stared with bulging eyes and swallowed repeatedly, with his Adam’s apple moving up and down in his throat. “If I am the instrument of the Lord’s justice, then you must have faith, Samuel, that I will do God’s will. Let Helen come to me…” 

        He shook his head. “No! I can hear it in your voice. The Lord has made me wise. Satan’s evil has been visited on our family and He has made me wise to it, to see the evil and excise it! You are lying to me. I can hear it in your voice.” 

        I went to the front pew and sat. Dehan moved back and sat in the shadows across the aisle. I spread my hands and then laid them on my knees. “All right, Samuel, you tell me what it is I have to do.” 

        “The evil is in her,” he said. 

        “So you say, but what do you want me to do?” 

        “It was in her sister.” 

        “And your sister, Samuel.” 

        “She brought the evil into the world, and she killed Momma.” His bottom lip curled in under his teeth. Tears spilled from his eyes, soaking his cheeks. He spoke in a choked, nasal voice, like he had flu. “She took Momma from us… She went into her belly and killed her. She went and she never came back…” 

        He yanked on Helen’s hair. It must have hurt, but Helen didn’t react. She looked catatonic. “It was her fault!” 

        “That is not Celeste, Samuel. That’s your sister, Helen.” 

        “She has the evil in her! She killed Momma and she put her evil poison into Helen! She must be punished!” 

        “So you keep saying, Samuel, but you won’t tell me what it is I have to do.” 

        “You are a policeman.” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “Then you must execute the law!” 

        “How?” 

        He pointed the big knife at his sister. She still seemed to be paralyzed, staring unseeing. “Kill her!” 

        I smiled, looked at the floor and sighed again. “That is never going to happen, Samuel.” I looked up at him. “God said, in the sixth commandment, remember? Thou shalt not kill.” 

        “Unless the Lord ordains it. Jesus himself said, Matthew 15:4, ‘He who speaks evil of father or mother, let him surely die.’ She has the devil inside her, she killed her mother and has brought her father low, crippled and broken him. She must die.” 

        “That is not Celeste, Samuel. That is Helen. You can’t punish Helen for Celeste’s crime. You have to let her go.” 

        He leaned forward, thrusting his face toward me. His voice was a rasp. “But she is inside her! She has gone inside her and made her sick! She is eating her mind, putting worms in her brain, making her crazy! She is killing her soul! She will kill us all!” 

        I spoke loudly. “Did you stop to think maybe she is doing that to you? The only person here threatening to kill anybody is you. You brought a weapon into the house of God. You are the one talking about killing, Samuel, not Helen.” 

        He was shaking his head before I’d finished, stepping toward me, dragging Helen with him, making her stumble onto her hands and knees. “Not me! Not me! You! You are the instrument of God. You are the one who must execute his will. You are the one who must kill her and release her soul…” 

        I stood. “OK. How do you want me to do this?” 

        He hesitated. A small click echoed around the church as Dehan cocked her weapon. He glanced over in her direction. I spoke again, drawing his attention back. “Come on, Samuel! I keep asking you, but you won’t answer. What do you want me to do?” 

        I could see his hands were shaking. “She must be excised…” 

        “How?” 

        “You are God’s instrument…” 

        His lip was curling in and he had started sobbing again. I moved toward the altar. “You want me to come up there and do it?” 

        He nodded miserably. “No tricks… It must be the will of God. You must do His will…” 

        “I plan to.” 

        I didn’t rush. I walked deliberately. I climbed the steps to the altar and stood just four or five feet away from him, with Helen on her knees between us, staring at nothing with huge eyes. I held out my hand. “I’ll take it from here.” 

        He stared feverishly at me. “What are you going to do?” 

        “Come on, Samuel. You told me I am God’s instrument. Hand her over. I am going to lift her onto the altar, so it will heal and sanctify Helen’s soul and release her from Celeste’s Satanic hold.” 

        “She must die…” 

        “I’m coming to that: Then I will plunge the knife into her heart so that Celeste dies and is cast back into hell.” 

        He started shaking his head. The action was almost frenzied, almost convulsive. He started saying, “No…! No…!” his tone rising at the end, almost like a question. 

        I held out my hand, aware Dehan must be lining him up. I said, “Come on, Samuel. Let’s get this over with. Let me take it from here.” 

        His voice was becoming hysterical, verging on a scream. “No…! No…! You’re lying! You’re lying! She’s in you, too! She’s everywhere! She’s everywhere! Oh, God in Heaven, have mercy on me!” 

        I lunged for him and grabbed his knife arm, pushing Helen away with my foot as I did it. But he was immensely strong and she barely moved. He slashed with his arm and I saw thick blood ooze from her neck. She toppled sideways and lay motionless. I bellowed, “Get a medic!” 

        Then he hurled me away and I fell, staggering backward down the steps, sending two tall, brass candlesticks crashing to the stone floor. The air was knocked painfully from my lungs and I staggered gasping to my feet as he vaulted the barrier to the altar and ran toward the door, screaming for God to help him. I went after him, hearing his pleas echoing over my head as he plunged through the arched door, out into the rain. 

        I forced my bruised, aching body to sprint and burst out after him. The rain lashed into my face. Through the churchyard trees, I saw Samuel’s hunched, lanky body racing toward his house. I went after him. He plunged through the gate and up the stairs. I was halfway across the road when he pushed open the door and went in. He slammed it as I followed. I swore under my breath, but I didn’t hesitate. I knew Dehan had skills in the lock-picking department, but there was no time for that. There was no telling what Samuel might do in this frame of mind. I pulled my piece and blew out the lock with a single shot. Then, I kicked the door open and went in.  

        The house was dark and still. I called out, “Samuel? Where are you?” 

        There was no reply. I ran through possible locations in my mind: his bedroom, Helen’s room, Celeste’s room…  

        I remained motionless, listening for the slightest sound. I heard nothing. Then suddenly, I knew where he was, the logical, natural place for him to go. I moved to the living room and opened the door. They were both sobbing like a couple of kids. Samuel was on his knees beside his father’s bed, holding his father’s hand in both of his own. His face was pressed onto it, and he was weeping, begging for his father’s forgiveness.  

        His father had his face turned away, his other hand clasped over his eyes, and he too was sobbing. I stood in the doorway, watching them and listening to Samuel. 

        “I’m sorry, Daddy, I’m sorry. She had the devil in her. You know she had the devil in her. You said it yourself, didn’t you? We both knew it.” 

        The old man had started keening, shaking his head and squeezing his eyes. All he kept saying, over and over, was, “Oh, Jesus, Sammy… Oh, Jesus! Oh, sweet Jesus…!” 

        Samuel raised his head from the bedcovers, hugging his father’s arm and hand to his chest.  

        “She was killing us all, Daddy! You know she was! You said it yourself! She was going through us one at a time. She would have killed you. Sure! She’s nearly killed you already! I had to do something! I had to do something!” 

        The old man looked up at the ceiling. His face was bright where the dull light from the window reflected off the tears that drenched his face.  

        “Sweet mother of God,” he said. “Forgive me! What have I done to deserve this? What have I done to deserve this cruel punishment for my family? If I have done wrong, sweet Mother! Punish me! Don’t punish my children like this!” 

        “Daddy, don’t! Please, daddy, don’t!” 

        I said, “All right! That’s enough crazy ranting from both of you! What the hell is wrong with you, Samuel? You go storming into a church, demanding that an officer of the law murders an innocent woman? Get a grip, will you!” 

        He got to his feet and pointed a trembling hand at me. “You are an officer of the law. You need to get her out of here.” 

        “There is an ambulance on the way that will take her to hospital, and Samuel, you had better pray she comes through, or you are in serious trouble. You are coming with me to the station. We have a lot of talking to do.” 

        Samuel swallowed. “To the police station?” 

        His father struggled onto one elbow, his mouth gaping. “I can’t go to the station. I’m sick. I have angina… You can’t.” 

        “Your physician will be there. You can and you will. Both of you.” Outside, I could hear sirens wailing far away, but drawing closer, and I knew Dehan had called for backup as well as an ambulance. I pointed at Samuel. “You, get your dad dressed and ready to come to the station. Do it now.” I pointed at his dad. “You, don’t move from this room.” 

        I followed Samuel to the bottom of the stairs and watched him climb them to the upper floor, looking at me over his shoulder. He still looked crazy, but like maybe he was calming down. I turned and leaned out the front door. The ambulance had pulled up and two patrol cars with it. Blue and red lights were pulsing, leaping off the wet blacktop. I turned back to look up the stairs.  

        Samuel was standing, looking down at me. He reminded me of his sister before. His legs were illuminated by the dull, gray light from the open door, but his upper body and his face was in darkness. I could see he had a bundle of clothes held in his right hand, but he was standing immobile. I said, “Come on, Samuel. Cut the crazy act and let’s get moving.” 

        He came down the stairs one heavy tread at a time, but stopped right in front of me, staring deep into my eyes. He said, “You don’t understand. She came from Satan. She brought evil to this house. She had to die.” 

        “Who did, Samuel? Celeste? Are you telling me that you killed Celeste?” 

        He shook his head and said again, “You don’t understand.” 

        He moved along the hall and stopped as he opened his father’s door. “I’m going to dress my father.” 

        “Make it fast, Samuel.” 

        He went in and closed the door. 

        I looked outside again and saw Dehan talking to the paramedics. They had a gurney they were wheeling toward the ambulance. I squinted and saw that Helen’s head was not covered. She was alive. They lifted the gurney into the ambulance, climbed in and closed the door. Then the ambulance was moving, wailing, heading toward the hospital.  

        Dehan approached the cops from the patrol cars, pointing up and down the road. I figured she was telling them to seal the area. Crime Scene would be on their way, but not, thankfully, Frank. This time, I told myself, nobody had died.  

        I turned and looked back at the door that had once been the living room door, but was now the old man’s bedroom door. There was silence. The whole damned house was silent. I wondered for a moment what it had been like for Celeste, a bright, intelligent young woman, imprisoned in this house, damned and condemned every day for having killed her mother, for being young, attractive and free of spirit; assaulted verbally, insulted, humiliated and damned to hell for wanting to experience life and love. There was no need to send her to hell, I told myself. She must already have been there. 

        Then the scream came. It was a scream, and a wail of grief and fear. I ran for the door and tried to push it open. It was locked. I hurled myself against it with my shoulder, kicked savagely at the latch. It wouldn’t budge. Then I saw the smoke curling under the crack and shouted, “Stand back! Stand away from the door!” as I pulled my piece for the second time that afternoon, took aim at the lock and fired. Then I kicked the door again and it smashed open. 

        The old man was curled up in the bed, covering his face with his arms, screaming and howling. Samuel was with him, clutching at him. He seemed to be trying to embrace him. His face was twisted with terror, but his voice was weirdly reassuring as he said over and over, “It’s going to be OK, Daddy! We’re going to heaven with Mom! We did the right thing! This is the right thing. We’ll be OK now…” 

        And all around the room flames flickered, billowing toxic smoke. They licked up the curtains, they smoldered in the arm chair, they made small explosions as they engulfed the sofa, and crackled and surged with blue flames as they crawled rapidly up the legs of the dining table and chairs. There was a soft roar of flames that grew louder as the room was steadily consumed.  

        I saw this all in a fraction of a second, and then I saw that the flames were creeping onto the bedcovers. I knew then that within minutes, the whole wooden house would be in flames, and I knew that within seconds, anybody in that room would be dead, first suffocated and then incinerated.  

        I ran in. 





NINETEEN


   

        I ripped the covers off the bed and grabbed the old man with both hands by the scruff of his neck. He was heavy, heavier than I had expected. Like all the Reynolds, he was big. Billowing smoke was filling the room, belching from the drapes and the upholstery on the furniture, snaking from the varnished wood. I heaved again and dragged Reynolds toward me. He clawed at my arms and my shoulders, wailing incoherent noises and coughing violently.  

        I heaved at him a third time. He seemed impossibly heavy. My lungs were demanding air. Then I saw that Samuel was across the bed, dragging at his father, screaming at him, “No, Daddy! You have to stay! This is our redemption! We have to be punished!” 

        The heat was suffocating. The foot of the bed was now in flames. I dragged at the old man again and screamed at Samuel, “Let go!” 

        I covered my mouth with my arm as I breathed in, but the acrid smoke tore at my throat, making me cough. Reynolds was thrashing and kicking, fighting to get away from his son, retching and trying to cover his mouth and nose. The smoke was so thick I could barely see the door. A dull pain was splitting my head and I knew it was from lack of oxygen. I grabbed Reynolds with both hands again and despair must have given me strength because I dragged him off the mattress and onto his feet. Samuel was half on the floor, coughing violently between wailing and calling out to God to cleanse him of his sins.  

        Flames six feet high were engulfing the foot of the bed, wavering through the smoke. The heat was becoming intense. I knew I barely had seconds. Reynolds was clawing and clutching at me like a drowning man, dragging down his savior. He was at least as tall as I was and heavier. There was no way I could carry him. I shoved him and screamed in his face, “Run!” I pushed past him and he clung to me, dragging me back. Flames licked at our clothes. He was screaming in my ear, insane, incoherent noises. His arms were around my throat. My eyes were burning. I grabbed his arms, leaned forward so his feet were lifted off the ground and charged for where I knew the door was.  

        I collided with a body. I heard Dehan shout, “Stone!” Then, hands were grabbing me, pulling me forward, and I fell in a heap in the hallway, with Reynolds on top of me. I pushed him off. Uniformed cops were seizing him, hauling him up and out of the house. I clambered to my feet, coughing and retching. Dehan was there, pulling on my arm. “We have to get out!” 

        “Did you call the Fire Department?” 

        “Yes! Come on!” 

        I shoved her toward the door. “Go!” 

        I ran down toward the kitchen. I turned the kitchen taps on full and filled a red plastic basin with water. I tipped it over my clothes and hair, soaked a tea towel and tied it around my nose and mouth and another around my head. Dehan was beside me, clutching my arm, screaming at me, “What the…? For crying out…! No, Stone! No!”  

        I wrenched my arm free and ran. I think I was bellowing like a demented demon. I plunged into the room, hearing the wet tea towels hiss and steam on my face. The smoke was a dense fog. Through it, I could just see Samuel lying on the floor. The bed was in flames beside him. The flames were eight feet tall and licking the ceiling. All the furniture was on fire and the carpet on the floor was beginning to smolder. I took all this in in less than a second. I grabbed his ankles and pulled. He barely moved a couple of inches. I could feel my hands starting to blister in the heat. I knew in a few seconds, my clothes and the tea towels would dry and then burst into flames. I heaved again. I could see his hair was burning. I screwed up my eyes and heaved a third time, roaring like an insane thing, and now he moved and I was running backward as though his body had become weightless. Then I was crashing out of the room backwards, gasping for air and Dehan was shouting, “Don’t stop! Don’t stop! Keep running!” 

        But even as we dragged him down the hall, cops were grabbing his shoulders off the floor and we were bundling him out into the blessed cold and the rain. There I half-dropped, half lowered him to the sidewalk and I staggered across the road, bent double, coughing violently and painfully. I took in the two fire trucks, the ambulance and the backup patrol cars, and I took in Dehan, removing the wet tea towels from her head and her face. 

        “You are,” she said, between coughs, “The most obstinate man in the world!” 

        I shook my head, wiping the rain from my face. “You shouldn’t have done that.” 

        “You’re welcome!” 

        “I’m glad you did. Thanks.” 

        “You’d be dead if I hadn’t, you dumb son of a bitch!” 

        “I couldn’t let him burn to death, Dehan. Is he alive?” 

        She shook her head. “I don’t know.” She jerked her chin toward the ambulance. Samuel was on a gurney with an oxygen mask over his face. We went over as he was being lifted into the ambulance. A red-haired paramedic glanced at me as we approached. I asked her, “Will he live?” 

        “Yeah. He has some nasty burns and he’ll have a pretty bad hangover from the smoke. But he should be fine in a few days.” 

        “How about his dad?” 

        She pointed her chin at the inside of the ambulance. He was sitting up with a blanket wrapped around his shoulders, watching his unconscious son being settled in beside him. He looked like he was in deep shock. I wiped my eyes and my mouth with the back of my sleeve and asked him, “Who’s your doctor, Mr. Reynolds?” 

        He stared at me, but didn’t answer. The paramedic climbed in and grabbed the doors. “We have to get them to hospital, Detective. We’ll find his doctor.” 

        I nodded. She pulled the doors closed and we watched the red rear lights disappear through the drizzle in the failing light of the late afternoon. I turned to Dehan. “You OK?” 

        She nodded. “You?” 

        “I want guards put on all their doors. Samuel’s, the dad’s and Helen’s. I don’t want anybody—anybody—going in or out except their doctors and the nurses. I especially don’t want them going into each other’s rooms. Make sure they are separated. If anyone goes in, I want a cop to go in with them. Will you see to that?” 

        “Sure.” She frowned. 

        I said, “You understand what I am saying. I want them kept away from each other.” 

        “I get it, Stone. What are you going to do?” 

        “I need to have a word with Father Arundel. I won’t be long.” 

        What I learned from Father Arundel was exactly what I expected to learn. So I made a phone call to Blackstone’s and joined Dehan ten minutes later, where she was sitting in the Jag, watching the fire department hose the house down while the cops evacuated the neighboring houses. I said, “Come on, let’s go to the hospital and wrap this thing up.” 

        She stared at me for a moment with mild surprise on her face, then went around and climbed in the passenger seat while I got behind the wheel. As we pulled away, with the growing flames playing on the wet road, Dehan was frowning. “I don’t know how you plan to wrap it up, Stone. As far as I can see, we are exactly where we were. We can charge him with kidnapping, assault with a deadly weapon and arson, but we still can’t pin him to Celeste’s murder.” 

        I nodded. “That’s true.” 

        She eyed me a while. “That’s it? ‘That’s true.’ That’s your answer?” 

        “You’re right. You deserve more. We’ll play it by ear when we get there.” 

        She looked away. “Dork.” 

        “You know that was my nickname at school, right?” 

        “You told me.” 

        Half an hour later, we arrived at the Jacobi and the receptionist, after looking dubiously at us and our badges, told us how to find the Reynolds’ rooms. They had put Samuel and his father next to each other, with a cop sitting outside each room. Helen was sleeping after surgery. The cut had not been life threatening, but it had been deep and needed stitches. She was very traumatized and was under observation by a psychiatrist. 

        Samuel was awake. He had second degree burns to his face and hands. When he saw us come in, he said, “I’ll confess to everything and take my punishment.” 

        I gave a single nod. “Don’t you think we’ve had enough punishment and redemption and cleansing of sins for one night, Samuel? How about we stop burning things down and start building them up?” 

        He looked away at the black window, where distant lights and luminous raindrops speckled the glass. “I don’t know what you mean.” 

        I sat on the edge of a chair under that black window with my elbows on my knees and looked at his partially bandaged face. 

        “I’m not going to question you tonight, Samuel. You need to rest and sleep. We’ll talk tomorrow. But I’d like you to think about something. Will you do that?” 

        “I never stop thinking.” He said it sullenly, to the window. 

        “A lot of people got hurt tonight, a lot of innocent people. It’s a miracle nobody got killed. Those people are paying the price for your guilt. Maybe it’s time you started taking responsibility, instead of guilt tripping everybody.” His eyes shifted and he stared at me. I leaned over and patted his foot. “I’ll see you tomorrow, not too early.” 

        Out in the corridor, Dehan screwed up her face at me. “What was that supposed to mean, Stone? Take responsibility instead of guilt tripping everybody. What does that mean?” 

        “It means it’s time he took responsibility for what he’s done.” 

        She watched me go into the old man’s room. He was sitting up in bed, looking depressed. A nurse was checking the bandages on the back of his hands. I asked her, “How is he?” I showed her my badge. “Detective Stone. This is my partner, Detective Dehan.” 

        She glanced at the badge and smiled at me. “He’s fine. Some minor burns to his hands, but he’ll be OK.” 

        “Have you been able to locate his doctor?” 

        She frowned. “I’m not sure what you mean… Dr. Patel is just here…” 

        I nodded, then smiled. “OK, thanks.” 

        “Don’t tire him. He needs rest.” 

        She left us. Dehan sat on a chair on the far side of the bed, by the door. I sat on a chair under the window, where I had sat in his son’s room. 

        “You’re a very tough man, Mr. Reynolds. Good stock. Your whole family are as tough as old boot leather.” 

        He gave something like a smile. “The Irish,” he said. “We’re a tough lot.” 

        “Sure are. How’s the angina?” 

        “I’ll live.” 

        “And the blood pressure? They must have checked that straight away when you came in, right?”  

        He nodded. “It’s under control.” 

        “But you should give them your doctor’s details, Sean, so they can contact him and get your medical records. That kind of thing is important.” 

        “Oh yeah, I will, don’t worry. They have everything under control.” 

        “How long has it been?” 

        “What?” 

        “That you’ve been incapacitated by angina and high blood pressure?” 

        He shrugged. “Few years.” 

        “You know, I don’t know a lot about medicine, but I never heard of a case before where somebody was actually bedridden by high blood pressure and angina. I always thought gentle exercise was advisable. Just goes to show, right? What do I know?” 

        “Rest.” He nodded several times. “That’s the thing. Lots of rest, and don’t get excited or upset.” 

        “I asked Father Arundel.” 

        “What?” 

        Dehan was frowning at me. 

        I said, “How long you had been bedridden. He said it was two years. He said it was your daughter’s death that crippled you physically and emotionally.” 

        He looked down at his hands on his lap. “I never did recover. Poor Samuel had to shoulder the burden of everything. He’s a strong lad, but I suppose the pressure got to him, and he cracked.” 

        “He supports all three of you, financially, doesn’t he?” 

        “Him and a small pension from my wife’s insurance. We get by.” 

        “Because before, it was both of you working, wasn’t it? You and Samuel both. Until Celeste was killed. Then you were broken by grief and he had to manage alone.” He didn’t answer. I waited a moment. Then I smiled and gave a small laugh. “Come on, Sean. It’s over. And God knows, who could blame you? You did it for your family, didn’t you? Nobody knows who hasn’t been there on the front line, nobody can possibly know what it’s like, trying to pull your family through, keeping them on the righteous path, on your own, with no help or support from anybody.” 

        He looked back at his hands. “It’s not easy.” 

        “And when Celeste came along, she killed your wife, and in the same fell swoop drove poor Helen into a psychotic state. But you loved her nonetheless, right? God had taken your wife, but he had given you this beautiful little baby girl. Am I right?” 

        He nodded. “I adored her. I doted on her. I prayed every night and day that Helen would be healed, and I thanked the good Lord for giving me Samuel, he was my rock, my support. But most of all, I thanked the Lord for the love of my life, little Celeste. My child of Heaven.” 

        “It must have been tough when she strayed from the righteous path.” 

        “I knew she would return. I knew she wouldn’t stray far. I had faith that God would lead her back to me.” 

        “But that weekend was more than any man could take. After all the love and devotion you had given her, after taking your wife and your eldest daughter from you, to then turn and insult you and heap abuse on you, to fall into sin and revel in it, be proud of it, boast about it, and finally, to cap it all, to tell you she was leaving—leaving to live in sin with a man. The ingratitude, the disloyalty to her own family, to her father. I get it, Sean. It must have been too much to bear.” 

        He shook his head at his hands. He was silent for a long while. Then, he said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

        “Samuel tried to reason with her. She just gave him a mouthful of abuse. You interceded. Tried to calm them both, lead them back to the loving harmony of a Christian family. But she wouldn’t have it and you ended up getting mad. Maybe you hoped, after she stormed up to her room, that she’d cool off and come to her senses and apologize. But instead of that, when she came down that evening, she gave you both more of the same.” 

        He still wouldn’t look at me, but he said, “That’s old news.” 

        “Sure, but I am willing to bet that that was when she dropped the bombshell that she’d been having an affair with Lenny. But now she was dumping him and moving in with Chad. And then you realized that what your son had been saying was true. She was evil, and her evil was spreading, touching not just her family now, but old friends, too. Samuel called her and begged her to wait and talk. But instead of him, you went. You probably begged her to see sense, to return to the fold, but all she would do was scream at you.” 

        He shook his head. “No. You’re wrong.” 

        “Was it the screaming, Sean? Was it the screaming that made you snap and want to shut her up? And before you realized what you’d done, she was dead. You repented and put your arms around her. Chad saw you, standing there, hugging her. You picked her up, put her in the truck and took her to Blackstone’s. You broke in—you knew there was no alarm on the gate and no CCTV. You dragged her through the improvised gate in the fence, loaded her down with rubble, and dropped her in the river.” 

        He shook his head again, small shakes, still staring at his hands. “I don’t know. I don’t know what you’re on about.” 

        “At first, we were thrown by your being bedridden. You looked so frail. But that isn’t a physical condition at all, is it? It’s emotional. You’re an emotional wreck, but physically you are an ox, just like your son. Your angina and your blood pressure, it’s all self-diagnosed, isn’t it? You haven’t even got a doctor. And when I realized that, I realized it wasn’t Sam Reynolds that worked at Blackstone’s, it was Sean.” 

        “I’m ill, I need you to go now. I need to rest. All this, it’ll bring on my angina and my blood pressure.” 

        I stood and went to the door. I poked my head out and asked the uniform sitting there. “Have they arrived?” 

        He glanced down the passage a bit. I followed his gaze, smiled and said, “Please come in.” 

        Geoff and Kate Blackstone approached and stepped into the room. Geoff beamed. “Reynolds! What have you been up to, you old dog? What is this all about?” 

        Sean covered his face with his hands and started to weep. Kate frowned at me. I said, “It wasn’t Sam, was it? It was Sean.” 

        “If you’d asked me from the start, I would have told you. Geoff has no memory at all, but I remember everything. Sean Reynolds. That’s him.” She gave me a lurid smile. “What has he done?” 

        I sighed. “He’s been cheating the Devil.” 





EPILOGUE


   

        It was still raining. It looked as though it would never stop. Occasionally, a human body transited across the window, wrapped in a mac or an anorak, leaning slightly forward, pushing an umbrella into the wind. I didn’t care. Nothing could touch me. 

        I was lying on the sofa, watching the trees bow and toss, watching the desultory passers-by getting wet. I had been propped with pillows under my neck and under my socked feet, and I had a large glass of Bushmills balanced on my belly. In my nostrils, I had the delicious blend of roasting lamb tinged with wood smoke from where Dehan was hunkered down, lighting the fire. I heard it crackle and spark, and then she came over, lifted my feet and sat under them, resting them down on her lap as she picked up her martini. 

        “Level with me, when did you first suspect Sean?” 

        “Day one.” 

        “Come on!” 

        “That was when the first alarm bells went off. He was too much, too devoted, too committed to his family, too devout in his religion and yet…” I shook my head. “He wasn’t really any of those things. What he was under that patriarchal exterior was a lazy narcissist who was not devoted to his family at all, but wanted his family devoted to him. 

        “Then I started to be more suspicious when we told them about Lenny. I never really bought Lenny as Celeste’s killer. The circumstantial evidence against him was strong, but it all pointed to the affair, not to his killing her, and the disposal of the body pointed firmly to an amateur, not a pro like Lenny. And when we gave Sean and Samuel the news, Sean stated categorically that Lenny did not kill his Celeste. Samuel was shocked, incensed, outraged, furious, but Sean simply repeated over and over that Lenny had not killed her. He didn’t say he couldn’t have, he said he didn’t. He was categorical. That told me that he knew who had killed her. 

        “His physical condition seemed to rule him out, but it was always in the back of my mind that it could be psychosomatic, or simply that he was a lazy bastard who felt sorry for himself and wanted the world waiting on him.  

        “Then, when Samuel wanted me to cleanse Helen’s soul and rid her of Celeste’s evil, it struck me very forcefully that he could not do it himself. He was incapable. He wanted me to take the responsibility for the killing. That was not congruent with his having killed Celeste with his own bare hands.  

        “And the clincher was when I tried to drag him out of the bed and I saw how damned big and strong he was. He was not the frail old man he liked to pretend to be. He was an ox, at least as strong as his son, and he fit Chad’s description just as well or better. 

        “So I asked Father Arundel how long he had been bedridden—we had assumed for some reason that it had been for a long time—but it had only been since his daughter’s death. So at the time of her death, he was just as able-bodied as anybody else, and he had just as much motive, or more. So I called Geoff Blackstone and asked him to ask his wife what Reynolds’ first name was. She came back straight away, not Sam, but Sean. Remember, we told Geoff it was Sam Reynolds. He agreed—it’s an easy mistake to make. But his wife was the one with the excellent memory, and she remembered it was Sean, not Sam. So I asked them to come over to the hospital to identify him.” 

        She sat gazing at the fire, nodding slowly with her bottom lip stuck out. “It never crossed my mind.” 

        “I won’t say he was my number one suspect, but I just had this constant nagging feeling, all the other suspects just didn’t quite fit.” 

        We sat in comfortable, companionable silence for a while, sipping our drinks and listening to the fire crackle and occasionally spit. Dehan’s gaze was lost in the flames, with the orange light tinting her skin. After a while, she said, “Stone, I don’t want kids.” She looked at me and I frowned. “I’m focused on my career. But, you know, if we did, eventually, one day, decide to have kids, and build that extension, what do you think it would be, a boy or a girl?” 

        “I really don’t mind.” 

        “But what do you think?” 

        “Well, it might be a boy, or it might be a girl.” 

        “If it was a boy, what would we call him?” 

        “I always liked Thorvald, or maybe Bullvine…” 

        “Be serious…” 

        “Perhaps Ragnar…” 

        “Stone!” 



BOOK 14


TRICK OR TREAT



ONE


   

        I was looking through the window at the ash-gray sky. The naked plane trees looked cold, and the occasional, drifting flakes of sleet made them look colder. The search for cold cases on a day like this seemed almost an unwarranted excess. Desultory cars, their headlamps switched on despite being only eleven AM, sighed on the wet blacktop. People, muffled like Eskimos, leaned forward as they walked, with their hands deep in their pockets.  

        It was December. It was December with a vengeance. 

        Dehan was not looking out the window. She was chewing the butt end of a pencil and frowning at the insides of an old manila file. 

        “This case,” she said without looking up, “was twelve years old last Halloween. We should have a look at it.” 

        I examined the content of my mug and found there was nothing. It was empty but for the dregs. “Why, because it just had its birthday?” 

        “Cosmic cycles.” She looked up, ignoring my bitter humor, and frowned a little harder. “Cosmic cycles,” she said again. “Twelve months in the year, twelve signs in the zodiac… And also it seems insoluble. Not locked-room insoluble—that’s always a hidden hole in the wall—but a genuine puzzle.” 

        I reached out my hand and she tossed over the file. As I leafed through it, she started to recite. 

        “Sue Benedict, twenty-four, died on Halloween, three days before her twenty-fifth birthday. Sucks, huh?” 

        “Born in November,” I said, scanning the ME’s report. “All the best people are.” 

        “Yeah, right. So, her body was found in the bedroom, on the bed, raped, strangled and stabbed.” 

        “How do we know she was raped and not just killed post-coitus?” 

        “Abrasions on her inner thighs and around her groin suggest she fought against him. Also, there was a lot of pre-mortem bruising on her neck and thighs, suggesting there was a sexual struggle before he killed her.  

        “The position of the body on the bed, with the legs spread open, and the bruising from the thumbs on the trachea, suggest that strangulation occurred either during or immediately at the end of the actual rape, while he was still on top of her. He then followed up with what looks like a frenzy of stabbing in the belly, especially around the lower belly. Apparently this is consistent with sexual rage, as it mimics the act of penetration. Semen was fresh and they were able to get a profile. He also left clear finger and thumb prints all over her body, especially her neck and throat. No match was found on CODIS or IAFIS. Swabs and prints were taken from everyone at the party, but no match was found there either.” 

        I put the file down and considered her across the desk, lacing my fingers over my belly. “Suggestive of somebody who knew her, wanted her, but was rejected.” 

        She nodded, then shrugged. The whole thing was a ‘yeah, maybe’ in body language. “It could also suggest a stalker who had been building up a fantasy at a distance. More suggestive is the fact that her windows were all locked from the inside and the door had not been forced. So either her attacker had somehow got hold of a key, or she let him in.” 

        “She had been at a Halloween party…” 

        “Yup. Seems she was involved in some art group based at the Bethlehem Church hall, near the corner of Lacombe and Thieriot. Had nothing to do with the church, they just rented the hall three nights a week.” 

        I managed to frown and raise my eyebrows in a complicated expression of skeptical surprise. “That’s a lot of dedication to art. Usually it’s just once a week, isn’t it?” 

        “I wouldn’t know, Sensei. Anyhow, this group must have been pretty tight, because they arranged a Halloween party at one of their houses. I think the house belonged to the guy who led the group. On…” 

        She screwed up her forehead, trying to remember, and I said, “Taylor Avenue, within staggering distance of Sue’s house...” 

        “…On the corner of Patterson. Seems she left the party at about two AM. A neighbor raised the alarm the next morning. He had seen comings and goings at the house the night before, and when he got up for breakfast, he saw her door was still open.” 

        I sighed. “Art, sex and a murder, all at Halloween. Edgar Allen Poe meets George Simenon. Did you know, Dehan, that turpentine is an aphrodisiac?” 

        “No, Stone, I didn’t know that.” 

        “Yup, that is why you rarely see nudes draped languidly across the beds of writers, but you will often see them in that attitude across the beds of painters.” 

        “Huh. How about musicians?” 

        “That depends on the style of music, Dehan. Composers and performers in Tudor, Renaissance, Baroque and classical, you will very rarely find with nudes across their beds. However, rock and roll is notoriously sexual.” 

        “Sex, drugs and rock and roll.” 

        I wagged my pen at her. “In the words of the mighty Dylan, ‘Lay across my big brass bed.’” 

        “Lay across my big brass bed?” 

        “That is what he said. So what do you say we go and have a look at this church hall and talk to whoever was in charge at the time; see what they can tell us about this bunch of wild, wayward Bohemians?” 

        She stood. “I say, lead me to the turpentine, Sensei.” 

        It was extremely cold outside. Shards of icy air stabbed through whatever small opening they could find in your clothes, and froze small patches of your skin, making your whole body shiver. I looked at Dehan as she stamped across the road toward my Jaguar, with her cheeks flushed pink under a brown woolen hat pulled low over her ears. She was also clapping her gloved hands as she stamped.  

        We clambered into the car (a burgundy 1964, Mark II, which I had brought with me from England years back) billowing clouds of condensation, slammed the doors and I turned the key in the ignition. The big, old engine growled and I reversed out of the lot.  

        It was less than a mile down Soundview Avenue to the Bethlehem Church. As we turned right out of Storey, Dehan said, “You know where the mystery lies for me, Stone?” 

        I glanced at her. 

        She went on. “The guy knows her. She knows him. That’s why she let him in. That’s how they come to be in her bedroom with no signs of a struggle. But he makes no effort to hide his DNA. He goes right ahead and rapes her and strangles her. Makes no effort to hide his identity at all. It’s like he is super confident that no match is going to be found.” 

        I nodded a lot, chewing my lip. “That is very interesting, Dehan. I agree. It could be the key to the answer.” 

        “And then, he just vanishes. Nobody has seen him, nobody has any idea who he is. He’s like…” 

        “Please don’t say a ghost. I know it’s thematic, with the whole Halloween thing, but don’t.” 

        She tried to arch an eyebrow at me, but her woolen hat wouldn’t let her. “I wasn’t going to… I was going to say a ghoul.” 

        I turned into Thieriot Avenue and pulled up outside a large, white church that looked as though it might have been more at home in a Mexican desert. It was chunky and square in design. The walls were lime washed and there was a giant, wooden cross on the roof above the door. Beyond an iron fence and gate, steps that had been painted oxblood red climbed to an arched wooden door in which two crosses had been cut. To the side of the building there was a large lawn, and at the back I could see a long, low, clapboard building which I guessed was the hall. 

        The church door stood slightly ajar, like God knew we were coming but didn’t want anybody else disturbing his Monday morning with a pot of coffee and the New York Times. We clambered out of the car and, as I locked it, Dehan jumped up and down for a bit, billowed vapor from her mouth like a small, woolen dragon, and stamped up the steps to the door. I followed. 

        Inside, it was dark. Only the golden altar at the far end, beyond the transept, was illuminated. There, candles wavered and reflected off the crucifix and the gilt on the walls, and the frames of the paintings. 

        We proceeded down the central aisle. I coughed and it ricocheted around the rafters on the ceiling, knocking against the echoes of our footsteps. Out of the shadows beyond the transept, a small man with big eyebrows appeared, as though he’d been dislodged by my cough. He was little more than five feet tall, with a bald, shiny head, brown corduroy trousers and a sage green cardigan. He was holding a cloth and a can of furniture wax. The smell was both strong and oddly reassuring. 

        He looked at us uncertainly, in turn, one after the other, suggesting he was uncertain about both of us. Dehan said, “Are you the guy who takes care of things around here?” 

        His shoulders rose slowly and his head tilted to one side, like he was shrugging in tai chi. Then he spread his hands: shrugging tiger, uncertain dragon. 

        “I am not the padre. I am only the handyman.” His accent was more Spanish than Hispanic. 

        I showed him my badge. “I’m Detective Stone, this is Detective Dehan. We’re with the NYPD. What’s your name?” 

        “I am Juan de la Torre.” 

        “How long have you worked here, Juan?” 

        “Twenty, almost twenty-five years. I am naturalize now. I come from Spain…” He said ‘Espaing’, but I knew what he meant. 

        “Do you remember a group of artists who used to rent the church hall, about twelve years ago?” 

        He nodded. “They still rentin’ it. Mr. Giorgio Gonzalez, he is teachin’ his classes there, couple of nights por week.” 

        Dehan asked him, “Do you remember the group back then, one Halloween…?” 

        He was nodding before she had finished. “And the nice woman, Sue, she was kill. I remember. It make me very sad.” He pointed back past the transept. “You wanna come in my room? I make some coffee an’ you can ask me. Is very cold here in the nave.” 

        We followed him past the altar into the shadows. He pushed open an arched wooden door and led us into a small, neat room with a bed, a small cooker, a table and four chairs. There was also a single armchair in front of an iron wood burner, and beside it a small bookcase with a couple of dozen books. None of them was the Bible. He saw Dehan reading the spines and sighed.  

        “I am a communist and an atheist. I told Padre Romero, but he say he don’t care. He is a communist and an atheist also. Sometimes he invite me to eat in his house. He is a good man. From Puerto Rico. Please, sit. You like some coffee?” 

        We sat at the old wooden table and he poured us black coffee. He put a carton of milk on the table and a dish of sugar. We all sipped and he said, “I remember this group. Giorgio Gonzalez is the teacher, back then also. He is Mexican. All the women like him because he has the strong personality, lots of temperament.” He gave a small laugh. “I think maybe it is a bit of theater, you know? But he is not a bad artist.” He leaned toward Dehan and narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps he is a little bit prisoner of his own culture. You understand what I am saying. He paints like a Mexican in New York. Picasso, Monet, Van Gogh, Goya, they are painting like human beings in the world. Their art is for the everybody. But Giorgio is painting like a Mexican, so he is painting for himself. Is just my opinion.” 

        I smiled. “That is a very good observation. So you said you remember Sue?” 

        “Yes, of course. She was a nice girl.” His face lit up. “Always laughing. Always with a big smile on her face. I like her, and she is always happy to talk. Many people are thinking, ‘Oh, Juan is the cleaner. It is no good people see me talking with him.’ But no Sue. Sue was off the people. Nice girl.” 

        Dehan asked him, “Can you remember anything that happened around that time that was unusual, that struck you as strange in the behavior of the group?” 

        He made a face, pulled his mouth down at the corners, and shook his head. “No, the detective ask me the same thing. Nothing…” He shrugged again. “Nothing, everything normal, they come in for their lessons, they always laughin’, he is teachin’ them, makin’ a bit of theatre, ‘hey, look at me, I am an artist’… I remember she was kill on Tuesday. On Monday they have a class and it is a nude girl. Giorgio was jokin’ with Sue if she want to be the model. But she say no, and they get a model to come and pose. Pretty girl, nice figure, but she was complainin’ about the cold. Giorgio was laughin’ at her, flirtin’, comin’ on to her. In the end, I have to go get some more heaters for her because she said otherwise she was leavin’.” He looked down at his coffee with a sad face, like coffee just wasn’t coffee anymore. “Pretty girl,” he said. “Giorgio no respect her.” 

        “Nothing else remarkable happened? Nobody new joined the group? Sue didn’t seem different in any way…?” 

        He shook his head. “No, no, nothin’ like that. Everything was normal.” 

        I said, “Who were the people she was closest to, Juan?” 

        Now he smiled at his coffee. It was a lopsided smile and after a moment, he looked up and met my eye, then Dehan’s. “She like Giorgio. A lot. She use to tell me, ‘Oh, Juan, I am crazy about Giorgio! But he don’t see me at all! Is like I am no here!’” He laughed. “She really upset when Giorgio was comin’ on to the model. I tell her, ‘No! You are wrong! He like you, but he playing hard to get. You should be cool with him!’ But she don’t listen. Until…” He paused for dramatic effect. “Fernando join the group.” 

        “Who is Fernando?” 

        “Fernando Martinez. He is an ol’ friend of Giorgio. He is also from Mexico. Women also like him. He is good artist, better than Giorgio in my opinion. So when he is joining the group, Sue is not knowing which way she wanna go: to Giorgio who is ignoring her, or to Fernando who is comin’ on strong?” 

        I laughed. “So what happened?” 

        He spread his hands, shrugged and nodded in a way that could only be Mediterranean. “Immediately this happen, Giorgio is all over Sue, and Giorgio and Fernando are competin’ with each other for her attention. It was the stupidest thing I ever seen in my life. They was like fifteen year-old teenagers, you know?” 

        Dehan drained her cup and set it down on the table, frowning to herself. “When did this happen? How long before she was killed?” 

        “Oh, very short time, I think like the month before, or two months. I think about it many times because it was sad. He only realize he have to fight for her, when it was too late.” 

        I examined the dregs of black liquid in my own cup for a moment and asked, without looking up, “Juan, did you ever form an opinion about who might have killed Sue?” 

        He made a long, ‘pfff…’ noise. “My opinion is only my opinion. You cannot send a man to prison because of my opinion. But, you know this because you are cops, so this is my opinion! People kill for money and sex. I don’t know about any money problems with Sue. Maybe she have them, I am not saying she didn’t have money problems with somebody! I don’t know. I just saying I didn’t know about any. But…” He nodded a lot, using his whole body, “I do know about sex problem, with Fernando and Giorgio. Mexicans, like Spanish, are very jealous people. The night she is kill, she is at a Halloween party with Fernando and Giorgio…” He held up his hands like somebody was pointing a gun at him. “You can take out your own conclusions from this. I don’t wanna say nothin’. But sometimes, when two men are real close, an’ a woman is come between them, they can punish the woman, instead of kill each other.” 

        “Point taken. Was there anybody else close to her at that time that you noticed?” 

        “Not that I can remember. Better you ask Giorgio. He still livin’ here, still doin’ the classes.” 

        I looked at Dehan. She shook her head and turned to Juan. 

        “Thank you, Juan, you have been very helpful. Stay here in the warm, we’ll see ourselves out.” 

        As we stood, he watched us a moment. “You openin’ the cold case, huh? I hope you get him. She was nice girl.” 

        Dehan nodded. “We’ll get him. Don’t you worry.” 

        We let ourselves out and closed the door behind us, then crossed the long, dark nave toward the gray, icy day outside. 





TWO


   

        It was walking distance, but with the wind picking up and whipping sleet and tiny shards of ice off the East River, and burying them in our skin like frozen shrapnel, we got in the Jag and drove the two hundred yards to Patterson Avenue. Two right turns and another hundred and fifty yards saw us parked outside something that looked like a giant boathouse. It was tall—four stories tall—and narrow: not more than twenty-five feet across. Like many of the houses in that area, it was clapboard, with a long, sloping, gabled roof and tall, narrow windows on the upper floors. There was a garage facing the street on the first floor, and a flight of ten stone steps led up to a kind of veranda at the side of the house, and what looked like the front door.  

        Dehan led the way, still stamping and clapping her hands, picked a path through half-carved hunks of tree, and rang on the bell beside the blue door. It was opened after a couple of minutes by a man in his late forties. What had once been thick, curly black hair was now going gray and thinning on top. He had large brown eyes, a heavy moustache and gray stubble on his cheeks. He gazed at Dehan a moment like he was thinking there might be an attractive woman underneath all those clothes. Then he gave me a careful once over, like he was wondering if I would stop him from removing all those clothes. My face and my badge said I would. 

        “Mr. Gonzalez? Giorgio Gonzalez?” 

        “Yeah, that’s me. Why?” 

        There was a trace of an accent. I told him who we were, then added, “We’d like to ask you some questions about Sue Benedict. May we come in?” 

        He sighed. “Sue?” He looked Dehan over a couple of times and stepped back. “Yeah, why not? Come on in.” 

        We stepped over the threshold and directly into a large space with wooden floors and a high ceiling. A fire was burning in a huge, six-foot square fireplace with a bare-brick chimneybreast. There were rugs and skins strewn across the floor, heavy linen chairs and a sofa were scattered with careful abandon around the fire, and at the far end of the room there was a massive, wooden table that seemed to be hand-made out of raw hunks of tree. Each of the six chairs around it was different, but carefully so. Everywhere there were paintings; some on the walls, others stacked against the walls in reams of five and six, and everywhere there was the small of turpentine. A giant easel stood near the fireplace, with a large semi-abstract nude on it. I stood and looked at it for a moment, thinking how far we had come from Picasso. To him an abstract was an abstraction of form. This was just an ugly distortion of it. 

        I turned my attention to Giorgio. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and I noticed he was barefoot. Looking at him made me feel cold, but I realized the room was very warm. 

        He gestured at us, and there was mockery in his eyes, a mockery I figured was habitual. “You can take off your coats. I got triple glazing, and the fire makes a lot of heat, you know?” 

        He fell onto the sofa, with his arms thrown carelessly along the back, and watched us sit, unbuttoning our coats. His expression seemed to suggest that he was both wise and liberated, and that we drones of the ‘Establishment’ were endemically stupid and did stupid things, like wearing coats in warm rooms. He looked at Dehan as she dragged off her hat. 

        “You should wear your hair down, guajira, it suits the shape of your face, and your neck.” 

        She sighed. “Gee, thanks, Sancho.” 

        A spasm of irritation crossed his face. “What do you want to know about Sue? It was a long time ago.” 

        Dehan spoke, looking at her hat. “How close were you two?” 

        “You mean was I fuckin’ her?” 

        She frowned hard, still looking at her woolen hat, then placed it on her lap and turned to him. “Is that what I asked you?” 

        He spread out his arms and crossed his bare ankles, smiling at how stupid the whole damn world was. “I’m just asking. You know, people are usually so scared to talk about sex. They use this crazy euphemisms…” 

        “What did I ask you?” 

        “Sure, but I thought maybe…” 

        “I asked you how close you were. You want to answer the question instead of offering me half-assed theories about social repression? Would that be OK?” 

        “Woah!” He held up his hands. “Hostile, baby!” 

        I sighed. My stomach was telling me it was lunch time and this guy was standing between me and lunch. I said, “Mr. Gonzalez, would you mind answering the question, please? The question was very clear. It doesn’t need interpreting. How close were you to Sue Benedict?” 

        “My apologies, man. Just trying to be clear. She was my private student. I think at one time she maybe had a thing for me. A lot of my students do. We became friends. That was about it.” 

        “What about in the rest of the group? Was there anyone else she was close to?” 

        His face was a perfect blank, like the question didn’t mean anything to him. He gave his head a small shake. “I don’t know.” 

        Dehan said: “You met three times a week?” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “That’s a lot of dedication on their part.” 

        “What can I tell you? I’m a good teacher, there was a nice feeling in the class, we had a good groove, you know what I’m saying? We’d put on some music, have a little wine, and paint, man. Paint the night away!” 

        He laughed and Dehan smiled. “So you had a good rapport with your students. Did they confide in you, discuss their feelings with you? Was it that kind of thing?” 

        He gave a lopsided smile which you got the feeling he’d practiced a lot in front of the mirror. “Hey, babe, I am just a private art teacher, you know what I’m telling you? You gonna hear some lost souls out there say I got a lot of natural wisdom and insight into people’s souls. I did my peyote back home with the shaman, I seen my eagle, but I am just a regular guy who knows how to paint. Maybe…” 

        I sighed loudly. “Mr. Gonzalez, you’re preaching to the choir. I believe you. You convinced me. You are just an ordinary guy and if I need philosophy, I will go to John Locke or David Hume. Believe me, I won’t come to you. We are not asking for insights into anybody’s soul. All we want to know is whether Sue had any close relationships in the group, or if anybody was trying to get close to her.” 

        He watched me a moment, shaking his head. “Hey, man, you guys are real hostile, you know that? I invited you into my home, and you’re coming at me with this shit.” 

        Dehan stared down at her boots. “Is there any reason, Mr. Gonzalez, why you don’t want to answer this very simple question? Did Sue have any close relationships within the group?” 

        “No.” He shook his head and was beginning to look mad. “No reason, and no close relationships.” 

        “What about with Fernando?” 

        His eyebrows shot up. “Fernando?” He shrugged. “They fooled around a bit, you know what I mean? She liked to flirt, liked to play around, but she was never serious about Fernando. Fernando is a pendejo. I love that guy, but you can never take him seriously. He’s a player, always on the surface, playing games. He never goes deep, you feel me?” 

        The question was directed at Dehan, with what he probably thought were smoldering eyes. 

        I asked, “So there was no rivalry between you and Fernando for Sue’s affection?” 

        He threw his head back, with his arms along the back of the sofa, and laughed out loud. It was too loud and went on too long, so it became almost embarrassing. After a moment, Dehan looked at me and gave her head a small shake. She said quietly, “I was thinking tonight maybe a moussaka? It’s so cold…” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, maybe some prawns and avocado to start, and we could pick up some wine…” 

        Giorgio stopped laughing, but kept a trace of amused irony on his lips. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Sometimes the absurdity of people, you know…? People don’t understand how I feel…” 

        Dehan said to me, “Yeah, that sounds good…” 

        We both turned to look at him. I asked, “You done? So I take it there was no rivalry between you and Fernando…” 

        He chuckled and shook his head, then affected to make a serious face while winking at Dehan. “No, Detective Stone, there was no rivalry between me and Fernando.” 

        Dehan leant forward with her elbows on her knees. “Were you aware of anybody in the group who might have had strong feelings for Sue?” 

        He seemed to think for a while, gazing up at his walls. A couple of times he seemed about to shrug and finally said, “When you say group…” 

        Dehan flopped back in her chair. I let out a sigh that was on its way to becoming a groan. “It’s not complicated, Mr. Gonzalez. Your group of students, or indeed anybody else. Can you think of anybody, either among your students or elsewhere, who might have had strong feelings about Sue?” 

        He managed to look vaguely pained. “You know, Detective, when I am with my students I am thinking about…” He paused, searching for words, with his hands held up like he was making an offering. “Texture… light… balance…” He gave me a pitying look. “I am not thinking about village gossip, who is fucking who, who has a crush on who…” 

        Dehan sat forward, her face flushed red, but I beat her to it. I said, “Texture? You are interested in texture? Have you ever seen the texture of a tongue when somebody has been strangled? It’s like a sponge. And color? The color is a dark blueberry, but it starts to turn to gray after a while. And the face has a weird texture too, like somebody has used a bicycle pump to fill it with water. Kind of bloated and also spongy. Would you like to see the pictures of your friend Sue, after she was strangled, the texture, the color, the balance?”  

        I sat forward and spoke quietly. “Now, I advise you to listen very carefully to me, Giorgio, because this could make an important difference to your life. Sue Benedict was raped. While she was being raped, she was being threatened with death and possibly mutilation. She must have been terrified out of her mind. Are you capable of imagining what that felt like? After she was raped, the son of a bitch who did it to her then strangled her, and she suffered the most horrific death a person can experience, by suffocation. This bastard then took a knife and went into a frenzy of stabbing all over her belly. Is that enough texture and color for you?”  

        I paused, examining his face, then went on. “Now, I can see that you don’t give a rat’s ass about anything that isn’t about you. That’s fine. But next time I ask you a question, or my partner asks you a question, you are going to give a clear, concise, civil answer. Because if you don’t, I am going to drag your sorry ass down to the station house and charge you with obstruction of justice, conspiracy to commit murder and possession of marijuana and cocaine. You will do time. Have I made myself clear to you?” 

        At the last couple of sentences, his face had gone a pasty gray and he raised his hands as though I was pointing a gun at him. “OK, man, it ain’t necessary to…” 

        “Don’t start.” 

        He closed his mouth and swallowed. 

        “Do you know of anybody who had strong feelings for Sue, yes or no?” 

        “No. Fernando liked her, but it was cool. What I am trying to tell you is that, maybe there were things going on in the class and I just didn’t notice.” 

        I nodded. “No kidding. Try putting down that mirror sometimes, you might get to see what goes on around you. Can you give us a list of the students you had at that time?” 

        “Is twelve years ago, man.” 

        “Yes or no? 

        He shook his head. “No, I can remember a few people, but not all of them.” Then he frowned. “But, you know what? I gave a list to the detective at the time. You gotta have it in your file, right?” 

        Dehan asked him, “What happened that night? At the party?” 

        He groaned and rubbed his face with his hands. I noticed they were strong hands and his forearms were corded with hard muscles. He took his hands away from his face and there was an expression of helplessness there. “What happened at the party? What happens at parties. People drink. People dance. We played salsa, rumba, maybe some people smoked dope—not me, I never smoke marijuana!” He laughed. “Sue was tripping…” 

        I frowned. “On acid?” 

        “No man, on the vibe, a natural high. She was dancin’, flirting, driving all the guys crazy. She was nice lookin’ you know? Nice body. She was dancin’ a lot with Fernando. Then she was givin’ me a lap dance!” He laughed a lot. “Sometimes it seems like yesterday. I thought she was gonna stay the night. And Fernando, poor son of a bitch, he was thinkin’ he was gonna go home with her and she was gonna fuck with him. But then she told me she ain’t feeling so good and she’s gonna go home. She tells me maybe I can go over later and wake her up.” He made an ugly face and shrugged. “There are plenty of babes at the party, you feel me? I don’t need to go chasin’ after Sue. I can get fucked right here in my own house. I told her to go to hell and that night I stay with…” He gazed up at the ceiling. “Rocio… Karen, Karen was from Sweden, and Ruby. They were nice kids.” He made an expression that might have been regret. “Next day the pigs… sorry, the cops, come around tellin’ me Sue is dead. So that’s what happened that night.” 

        Dehan thought for a minute. “Any idea where we can find Fernando?” 

        “Yeah, man. We still hang out. I’ve known that pendejo all my life. He’s got an apartment in that cute house above the liquor store, by the public library, on Soundview.” He held his hands in front of his face as though he was turning dials. “It’s all decorated with zigzag white bricks. I like that house. It’s cool.” 

        There was a chime then from the front doorbell. Giorgio hesitated a moment, then stood. As he made his way to the door, I looked at Dehan. She shrugged and said, “I think we’re wasting our time. I have no more questions.” 

        I looked up at the ceiling, at the walls and at the huge fireplace, then at all the paintings. I heard a woman’s voice coming from the door. 

        “I hope I am not interrupting anything. I just made a huge meat casserole, far too much for me, and I thought you might like some…” 

        “Oh, Sandy, that is so generous. You have such a warm soul…” 

        I stood and Dehan stood with me. They were both looking at us, Giorgio with hostile eyes, the woman with curiosity. She was a youthful forty with a pretty face and a slim, shapely figure which you could see because she had unbuttoned her coat. Her clothes were in stark contrast to Giorgio’s: a high-necked blouse with a frill, a string of pearls, a dark skirt, stockings and high-heeled shoes. Her hair was blonde and taken up in a neat bun. She smiled at us. 

        “I was just saying to Giorgio that I hope I am not interrupting. I tend to cook far too much for myself, and I just know that he doesn’t look after himself! These creative, artistic souls!” She laughed. 

        I said, “Don’t worry, we were just leaving. Are you a neighbor?” 

        “Sure. I live just across the road!” 

        “How long have you lived here, Miss…?” 

        “Beach, Sandy Beach! Can you believe it?” She laughed again, then held Giorgio’s arm with the hand that wasn’t holding the casserole. “Well, now, let me see. It must be about eight or nine years, or there abouts.” 

        I nodded and smiled, then turned to Giorgio. “It’s narcissistic, your work. Too self-involved. Try looking outward. Enjoy your casserole.” 

        We stepped out into the cold and heard the door close behind us. As we went down the steps, shivering with the icy wind, I felt unreasonably angry. As I unlocked the car, Dehan leaned on the roof and squinted at me.  

        “Before we go see Fernando, I need some lunch. That asshole made me angry and hungry.” 

        I nodded. “Agreed.” 





THREE


   

        We picked up a couple of burgers and some fries and sat in the car eating in silence and looking at the freezing world outside. Everybody was either leaning into the wind or hunched away from it. Everybody was padded and had their shoulders up by their ears, and everybody was wearing woolen hats. I said: 

        “Fernando is just going to tell us the same as Giorgio. Either because it’s true, or because he phoned him as soon as we left and told him we were on our way.” 

        Dehan looked at me, a little surprised and taking small bites of a fry with her front teeth. 

        “So…?” 

        “I don’t want to go and see Fernando. I want to go and see Rafa Montilla, the detective who had the case to begin with.” 

        “Why?” She shoved the rest of the fry in her mouth with her finger. 

        “This case isn’t just cold, Dehan. It’s arctic, like this damn weather. What have we got in the way of witnesses? We have two wiseass artists who wouldn’t notice a performing elephant in the room unless it had a photograph of them pasted onto it, and the handyman at the church. Three very limited, very subjective perspectives. We need something broader and more detached to help us choose a line of inquiry.” 

        She nodded into her greasy paper cone. “OK, makes sense.” 

        While I finished my burger, she called the precinct, got Rafa’s number and arranged to meet him at the Britches Sports Bar on Miles Avenue, in Throggs Neck. It was a ten minute drive that took almost twenty because I was driving slowly, turning something over and over in my mind. Finally, as we were approaching the bar, I said to Dehan, “You got the list of students there?” 

        “Uh-huh.” 

        “Bring it in with you. I want to show it to Rafa. I keep going over this. She was killed by somebody she knew, who wasn’t there.” I pulled up outside the bar, killed the engine and yanked up the handbrake. “That’s wrong, right?” 

        She smiled and opened the door. “It was Halloween, Sensei!” 

        Rafa was about ten years older than me. He was sitting at the bar with a beer between his forearms, watching reruns of old games and popping peanuts into his mouth. He had a shiny, bald head with long, scraggly hair that hung from his ears to his shoulder blades. When we stepped in, he turned, smiled, jumped down from his stool and embraced me and slapped my back like we were old buddies. He shook Dehan’s hand and kissed her on the cheek. Then he grabbed his drink and he and Dehan moved to a table. I ordered a couple of beers and joined them. 

        “So,” Rafa said, grinning, “you two, huh? Who’d a thunk it?” He laughed. “No, I’m really happy for you guys.” He leaned toward Dehan and gestured at me. “I don’t know how you put up with this arrogant SOB, but I am glad for you!” 

        Dehan gave a small, dry laugh. “You’ll say the same to him as soon as I go to the john.” 

        We gave the obligatory laugh and with the preliminaries out of the way, I said, “Listen, Rafa, you know we’re working the cold cases, right?” 

        “Yeah, I heard you’re putting everybody to shame—again.” 

        I shook my head. “Not at all. Cases go cold for very good reasons. You look at them again with fresh eyes and notice different things. You know that.” 

        “Sure I do. I’m just messing with you.” He sat back in his chair with realization dawning on his face. “Ooh… So let me guess. You’re reopening the Sue Benedict case?” 

        “Yup.” 

        “Man! After twelve years? I wish you luck. You know me, right? I mean, we were never pals…” He turned to Dehan. “Stone and me, we was never like close pals, you know? But he knew me, and…” He turned back to me. “You know I would never drop a case unless there was just zero evidence, right?” 

        I nodded. “I know that, Rafa, and that’s kind of why we’re here. So far we have three witnesses, for want of a better word. We’ve Juan at the church, Giorgio who is a royal pain in the ass and about as useful as a footbrake on a wheelchair, and Fernando, who we haven’t spoken to yet, but I’m willing to bet he’s going to be about as useful as his pal Giorgio.” 

        Dehan had narrowed her eyes and was shaking her head at me. I knew why and I didn’t care.  

        “Seriously? A footbrake on a wheelchair? You said that?” 

        Rafa was wheezing a laugh. “Yeah, twelve years ago and you brought it right back. You ask him any damned question and he’d answer by telling you what kind of an artist he was: ‘I did not notice, Detective, because me, I am an artist of the soul…’” 

        I laughed. “That’s about it. What was your take on the case, Rafa? Did you have any suspects?” 

        He watched Dehan pull out the list of students and slide them across the table. He shook his head. “Jeez, buy a girl a drink, guys! If you’d given me some warning, I could have refreshed my memory.” 

        He looked over the names, leaned back in his chair and stared at the TV for a while. Then he started talking while still looking at the TV. 

        “Things I remember, we went through all the guests, who were pretty much everyone on that list…” He paused and looked at me. “You’d know this if you bothered to read the damned report.” 

        I smiled without feeling. “But you have such a nice speaking voice, I like to hear it from you.” 

        “Yeah, right. So we worked our way through them and they all alibied each other, plus we couldn’t find anybody with any kind of issue with Sue. But…” He reached out and turned his glass around three times. “There were three exceptions to what I am saying: there was Giorgio, who disappeared from the party around two thirty. He says he went up to his bedroom with three women…” 

        “Rocio, Karen and Ruby.” 

        “Correct.” 

        Dehan had picked up the list of names and was going through them. Rafa said, “You won’t find them on the list. They weren’t in the group and they weren’t invited to the party. When we challenged him about that, he admitted they were prostitutes and he had called them. He couldn’t remember the number.” 

        Dehan asked, “You checked his phone records?” 

        He shook his head. “By that time, we had the DNA and fingerprints from the lab. Everybody at the party gave us a sample and they were all cleared, including Giorgio. We had no justifiable reason for checking whether he had been with those prostitutes or not.” 

        She grunted and Rafa went on. “Same thing with Fernando. He said he left with Sue, she told him she didn’t want to sleep with him, he went his way and she went hers. But there is a witness you might want to talk to…” 

        Dehan said, “Patterson Avenue.” 

        “So you did at least glance at the report. Yeah, just across the road from Sue. He saw a man matching Fernando’s description going up the stairs to Sue’s place with her. He said they had a brief scuffle. He went to get the phone to call 911, but when he got back to the window, the man was walking away and the door was closed. Next thing, he saw another man approach and climb the stairs: short to medium height, woolen hat, pretty much nondescript. He saw the door open, the guy stood there for a moment and then went in.” 

        “Could it have been Fernando, come back?” 

        “That’s what I asked. The witness said it was possible, but he didn’t think so.” 

        I sipped my beer. “You said there were three exceptions, Giorgio, Fernando and…?” 

        “Cyril Browne, with an ‘e’. My understanding is that he was at the party, though just about none of the people who were there remembered him. Those who did varied from being sure they saw him, to thinking they might have seen him. Apparently he’s the kind of guy who sits in the corner and nobody knows he’s there.” 

        I was surprised and my face said so. “And Cyril was one of Giorgio’s students?” 

        “Yup, and apparently he was pretty good. But in class it was the same as at the party, nobody was ever sure if he was there or not. He never got involved, never spoke to anybody, shy, insecure, whatever. So he was probably at the party, but we can’t be one hundred percent sure.” 

        Dehan had been listening with her glass halfway to her mouth. Now she put it down without drinking and said, “OK, so I am going to ask the stupid question. Why didn’t you ask him?” 

        “He vanished.” 

        Dehan made a face like three ‘O’s. 

        Rafa looked at me and said, “It’s in the report.” 

        “We only picked up the case this morning, Rafa. We’ll read and digest tonight. Meantime, help me out. What do you mean, he vanished?” 

        “We went to his house, he wasn’t there. We contacted his landlord, he’d given two months’ notice end of August, and had left November 1st.” 

        “The day after the party. That is one hell of a coincidence.” 

        “Tell me about it. Naturally, Giorgio and Fernando were no longer suspects. Aside from the fact that their DNA didn’t match, this guy’s behavior obviously made him the prime suspect.” 

        Dehan was nodding. “Did you manage to trace him at all?” 

        “Kind’a. We discovered he had a sister in California. I’m not being funny, but the address is in the file. Elk Grove, if I remember right, in Sacramento. We called her and she said she hadn’t heard from Cyril in years. She said she’d let us know if he turned up. We put out a BOLO.” He shrugged and pulled a face. “But it was like he’d vanished off the face of the Earth. We even got a court order to try and recover genetic material from the house, but he’d got professional cleaners in and there was not a trace of him anywhere.” 

        For a moment, he looked embarrassed. “There wasn’t a lot more we could do. We canvassed his workmates—he was a librarian—to see if there was anybody who might be hiding him, but the universal consensus was that he was a bit weird, a loner, had no friends, and kept to himself. He’d handed in his notice two months earlier there too, at the same time he handed in his notice to his landlord. Didn’t say where he was going, something vague about going abroad.” 

        I called for another round of beers and scratched my head. “So, two months earlier, he decides to kill Sue on Halloween. I get the feeling he is a meticulous planner. He hands in his notice at work and with his landlord, comes along to the Halloween party, and when she leaves, he follows…” I paused and shook my head. “I have a couple of problems with this scenario. First, if he is such a meticulous planner, why does he pick a method of killing her that he cannot be a hundred percent sure will work? He can’t guarantee she will be alone that night. She might have spent the night with Giorgio or Fernando. Also, even if she was alone, how can he be sure that she will let him in?” 

        Rafa shrugged. “I’d love to have asked him.” Then he suddenly made a face like mental constipation. 

        Dehan was watching him and nodding like she was reading his constipated mind. She said, “I don’t think he’s the guy.” 

        Rafa nodded at her. 

        I said, “What makes you say that?” 

        The barman came over with a tray of beer and set them in front of us on the table. When he went away, Dehan said, “OK, this is going to sound crazy, but hear me out. Everything and anything Cyril does is going to look weird and creepy, because the one thing this guy does not want is for anybody ever to notice him. Right?” 

        Rafa was nodding, staring at his beer. “That’s exactly what I think.” 

        I said, “OK.” 

        “So, the only reason it looks weird that he gave notice at work and to his landlord is because he didn’t tell anybody about it. Anybody else would have told his workmates, his family, friends… But Cyril is a loner and he doesn’t tell anybody. He just goes. So it looks like he’s on the run. But aside from the coincidence of dates, there is nothing that points to him as her rapist or her killer.” 

        “Disappearing after a murder is fairly strong circumstantial evidence.” 

        “But did he do a runner?” She raised her eyebrows. “He gave two months’ notice. That’s not much of a runner. Plus, as you yourself said, the rape has the feel of being opportunistic, not planned. This guy seems to be a planner, not an opportunist.” 

        I grunted. “There is also the small fact of the DNA. He is the only person at the part whose DNA was not tested.” I took a long pull and looked at them both. “If not him, who?” 

        Rafa nodded. “I have to say, Stone, I always thought it was Giorgio. It’s wrong to say ‘I thought’. There is very little evidence pointing to him, but I had a gut feeling.” 

        “How do you account for the DNA?” 

        “I can’t, but you know like I do, that’s not impossible to rig.” 

        I snorted. “Not impossible, but damned difficult.” 

        Dehan gave me a long, skeptical look. “There were apparently three hookers at the party…” 

        I smiled. “So when everybody is good and drunk, Giorgio telephones his three hookers…” 

        Dehan took over. “Meanwhile, Fernando has left with Sue. He makes sure she gets home and returns to the party, where Cyril has been taken into a room upstairs with the hookers. It’s all done in the spirit of good fun. The girls are sweet to him and make him wear a condom. Once they have the semen, either Fernando or Giorgio, or both, return, rape and kill her and plant the evidence.” 

        Rafa leaned back, pointing at her. “I like that theory better than Cyril. It’s convoluted because it has to be, but it makes more sense to me as a cop than this little guy planning an opportunistic murder two months ahead. You said yourself, Stone, it makes no sense to plan everything ahead and leave the actual kill to chance.” 

        Dehan’s face was almost apologetic. “I have to say I agree. Cyril just doesn’t ring true.” 

        I turned it over and around in my head a few times, then asked Rafa, “Anything else?” 

        He thought for a moment, with his arms crossed, then said: “Basically, Stone, the way I see it, you have three or four options, depending how you look at it. One, like I just said, Cyril planned this murder for at least two months, but left the actual killing to chance; two, and maybe three, Giorgio and/or Fernando killed her and framed Cyril; three, or four, it was opportunistic. Some guy passing saw her go in, saw she was drunk, rang at the door and pushed his way in.” 

        Dehan drained her glass and tried and failed to repress a belch. “That is in many ways the most likely scenario, but the big drawback is that an opportunist who manages to rape and kill a woman without upsetting any furniture is statistically very likely to have a rap sheet. And this guy did not show up on any database.” 

        Rafa shrugged again. “Which leaves you back with Giorgio or Fernando. Motive would not be impossible to find. By the looks of it, they were into her, but she was not into them. MO? What your partner said. A frame up.” 

        I gave something like a reluctant nod. “Food for thought.” 

        “I’m sorry I couldn’t be more helpful.” With a hint of irony, he added, “If I could’a been, I would probably have solved it myself.” 

        I laughed. “Sure. I hear you.” 

        We stood and shook hands, thanked him for his time and stepped out into the freezing dusk, where the street lamps and shop fronts were already beginning to light up, and the clouded sky above was turning dark.  

        “So what now, Sensei?” 

        I leaned on the roof of the Jag and shuddered. “Now, you get on the phone and request Cyril Browne’s financials from the end of August 2006. While you do that, I’m going to phone Frank. Then we go and visit Fernando. We’ll see if he’s as much of a pain in the ass as his friend Giorgo.” 

        We climbed in the car out of the cold and slammed the doors. 





FOUR


   

        Frank’s phone rang twice and he answered. I said: 

        “I am going to frame you for rape and murder.” 

        “You’re not normal, Stone. That is not a normal way to start a conversation on the telephone.” 

        I ignored him and pressed on. “So, I am going to lure you into a room with three prostitutes.” 

        “Three, no less, I am flattered.” 

        “They will gather your semen in a condom.” 

        “I see. Are you going to stop soon? I hope you are going to stop soon.” 

        “And I will take that condom to a nearby house, where I will strangle a woman and then introduce the semen into her, making it seem that you raped her.” 

        “I am assuming, John, that this is not a gratuitous threat, but your inimitable way of asking me if such a thing is possible.” 

        “No, Frank, I am threatening you.” 

        “Very amusing, this roughhouse humor. The answer is, it depends. A very astute Medical Examiner might spot it, but it could just as easily go undetected.” 

        “How would you detect it?” 

        He sighed and was quiet for a moment. “In the coital, orgasmic spasm, the man tends to stop thrusting and withdrawing, which is the normal build up to orgasm, and becomes rigid, pumping, as it were, his semen as deep within the woman as he possibly can.” 

        “You say such pretty things.” 

        “This is nature’s way of ensuring that the sperm has the best possible chance of fertilizing the egg. Therefore, if the body has remained immobile since being raped, the bulk of the sperm will have tended to settle mainly in one location, deep within the vagina, leaving only traces elsewhere. However, in the scenario you have described, the sperm would tend to be smeared mainly around the labia, upon insertion, and then along the walls of the vagina. Does that make sense?” 

        “Indeed it does, Frank.” 

        “What’s the case?” 

        “Sue Benedict, Halloween, 2006.” 

        I heard him scribbling something, then he said, “Would you like me to have a look? It’s a long shot, but if it wasn’t mentioned in the ME’s official report, there may have been some notes or observations on file here.” 

        “Please, Frank. I’d be grateful.” 

        I hung up. Dehan was watching me. I smiled and said, “The big question is, was it pooled at the end or smeared all over? Most MEs would miss it, but our Frank is smarter than most, so he’s going to have a look at the notes and see.” 

        “Graphic, but I get the idea. OK, shall we go see Fernando?” 

        “Let’s do that. After that, I think we have an appointment with a moussaka. This cold is getting to me.” 

        We proceeded through the early dusk, with the headlamps and streetlamps shining hazy through sleet that was gaining confidence and turning steadily to snow, back toward Soundview. Fernando’s apartment was above a liquor store beside the public library. Access was via a narrow door to the side of the shop. There were four bells. The top one had his name by it and we rang. 

        “Quien?” 

        Dehan said, “NYPD. We’d like to ask you some questions, sir.” 

        There was an audible sigh. Then the door buzzed and we pushed inside. There was no elevator, so we climbed the stairs to the fourth floor. He was standing with the door open, waiting for us. He was about fifty-something and looked as though he worked out at the gym. His hair was thick and curly, and a little too black. He had on a denim shirt over a black vest and he was clean shaven.  

        “What’s the problem, detectives?” 

        We showed him our badges and I said, “There is no problem, Mr. Martinez. We just need to ask you some questions about Sue Benedict.” 

        “Susana?” He gave a bark of a laugh. “Seriously? After all these years?” 

        “Is that a problem?” 

        He frowned at me. “No, man. Don’t get hostile. I’m just surprised, right? Is a long time.” 

        “May we come in?” 

        “Sure. But don’t hang around, you know what I’m saying? I have a girl coming to watch a movie.” 

        The apartment was comfortable. Giorgio’s had been expensive. This was not expensive, but it wasn’t cheap either. The furniture was solid and well made, not IKEA, and the sofa and the armchairs were deep and well padded. There was no open fire, but the heavy burgundy drapes were drawn and the apartment was warm. There was a smell of roasting chicken on the air. Like Giorgio, he took the sofa and left the chairs to us. 

        Dehan leant forward and asked him, “What can you tell us about the night of the party, Mr. Martinez?” 

        He laughed. “Not a lot. If I say I was stoned on coke and weed that night, can you arrest me?” 

        I sighed. “We’d still have to prove it and that would be almost impossible, and really not worth the effort. We’re not interested in that. We are interested in Sue’s murder.” 

        “Cool. I was drunk and pretty stoned. What I can remember is that she was coming on…” He paused and hesitated. “She was coming on to all the guys at the party and some of the chicks too. She was wild that night. To be honest, I was conflicted?” He gave it the intonation of a question, like he was asking us if we understood what conflicted meant. “Because I really liked her? And to be honest, I was hoping we would hook up that night. So, you know, she was kind of wild and open to all kinds of stuff, which was kind of nice. But at the same time I felt like, you know, it’s not just me. You know what I mean?” 

        I nodded. “Sure. How was Giorgio taking all this?” 

        “Oh, man…!” He stared at the ceiling. “That guy is like the most arrogant, self involved, narcissistic prick in the world. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love the guy. He is brilliant. But he is so far up his own ass he can look out through his own teeth when he talks. And he was real mad at Sue because she was by far the prettiest girl in any of his classes, and he wanted her falling at his feet. And she wasn’t. In fact, she was beginning to take an interest in me. So he was like, what? You know, like, what the hell is going on here? I am God around here!” 

        Dehan smiled. “So there was some rivalry between the two of you, over Sue…” 

        “But don’t expect that macho pig to admit it! I think he even telephoned some whores to come to the party, so he could show Sue that he didn’t care that she wasn’t fawning all over him. Either way, it made no difference because she left the party quite early, about two? Something like that. I mean, it was twelve years ago, right?” 

        “It was, but you are being very helpful, Mr. Martinez, and we are very grateful.” She gave him a dazzling smile, which he gave right back. She went on, “So, did you guys leave together?” 

        “Like I told the first detective, it must be in the report! We left together. I asked her if she wanted to hook up, spend the night together, she said no, she was beginning to feel sick and just wanted to sleep. She promised we’d get together in the next day or two, and talk about things. I figured that meant we were going to be just friends. So I went home.” 

        I asked him, “You didn’t see anybody, a car, a bike, anything out of place?” 

        He gave a small, sad laugh. “You know, if I had, I would have told you guys twelve years ago.” 

        I nodded. “Of course you would, but you’d be amazed how many people remember things over time that they did not remember at the time. Mr. Martinez, do you remember Cyril?” 

        “Little Cyril?” He beamed. “Sure I do! Worked at the library. Sweet guy, but so timid.” 

        “Was he at the party?” 

        “Oh, sure! I invited him myself. He was class mascot. I loved that guy. I was always trying to get him laid, but he was just so scared of everything, you know what I mean? He sat in the corner, with his glass of lemonade, watching, listening. Not talking. He was crazy about Sue.” 

        Dehan frowned. “He told you that?” 

        “Not in so many words, but I used to watch him watching her. And I am telling you, that was pure, unadulterated adoration in his eyes. She was like a goddess to him. I used to tell her, go sit on his lap, give him a kiss. But she wouldn’t. Sometimes I made her? And he would go bright red! But I swear he loved it.” 

        I said, “At the party? Did you tell her to do that at the party?” 

        “At the party, yes. But I told her in class too, all the time. Jesus! It would have put some fun and light into the poor guy’s life. But she was mean. I guess she was a bit of a prick tease. Always flirting, but never saw it through. I think that made Giorgio pretty made at her.” 

        “Really? Mad enough to kill her, you think?” 

        His jaw dropped and his eyes bulged. “Oh, my goodness, no! Giorgio is a beautiful, spiritual being. He couldn’t hurt anybody! Besides, they found the sperm, right? All the guys at the party were cleared, because the killer left his DNA. That’s what I understood, anyway.” He looked from me to Dehan and back again. 

        I sighed. “The case isn’t closed, Mr. Martinez, and until it’s closed, every avenue remains a possibility.” 

        “Gosh,” he said. “I see. Do I need a lawyer, then?” 

        Dehan smiled like she was going to reassure him, but said, “I don’t know, do you?” 

        He sat up straight, half laughing. “Well, you’re making me nervous! Of course not. We all loved Sue, some of us more than others, but we all loved her. You know what I think? I think she was so drunk she left the door open, and some passing punk saw it, went in and killed the poor child. She was so gorgeous!” 

        I saw Dehan’s eyes narrow and she drew breath. I knew what she was going to ask him, but I cut across her. “You may well be right, Mr. Martinez.” I looked at Dehan and told her with my face not to pursue it. “Tell me, how long have you and Giorgio been friends?” 

        “Oh, my God! Since we were kids. We grew up on the same street in Chihuahua. Even our fathers were friends. You know what I’m saying? We came to U.S.A. together, we did everything together. We go back a long way. I criticize him? I call him names? But we are real tight, and there for each other, come what may.” 

        I watched him closely a moment and realized he was older than I had thought. I smiled. “Like brothers, huh? Stick by each other through thick and thin. That’s nice. More people should be like that.” 

        He seemed uncertain, but pleased, and said, “I know, right?” 

        I stood. “Mr. Martinez, thank you very much for your help and cooperation. I am sorry to have taken up your time. I hope you have a very pleasant evening with your date.” 

        “Thank you, Detective.” He stood too, and so did Dehan. “I wish all NYPD officers were as courteous as you two. You have a lovely evening too, y’hear!” 

        He let us out and as Dehan followed me down the stairs, I heard the door close behind us. We stepped out into the dark, freezing street and walked to the car. That was when Dehan said, “You want to tell me what that was all about, partner?” 

        I nodded. “Sorry. I didn’t want to go there yet. He clearly doesn’t know a witness saw him with Sue at her door. Let’s keep it that way for now. I need a few hours to get a handle on this. There is something very, very wrong here.” 

        She looked at me curiously. “What do you mean?” 

        I shook my head. “I don’t know yet. Moussaka, Dehan. Moussaka and wine. And let me think.” 

        I threw her the keys and climbed in the passenger seat. The doors slammed, the engine growled and we pulled out into the slow stream of traffic on Soundview Avenue. The wipers set up a slow, steady squeak and thud, pushing the melting flakes of sleet from the windshield. I leaned against the door with my head on the cold window and watched the people hurrying through the frosted, pre-Christmas light. After a while, Dehan frowned at me. 

        “Was it my imagination, or is Fernando gay?” 

        I grunted. “I don’t know if he’s gay, but it wasn’t your imagination.” 

        “Huh?” 

        I laughed a small laugh. “He is a little camp, affected, but he might still like, or even prefer, women.” 

        She nodded and made a face. “OK…” 

        “Sex is complicated…” 

        I said it half to myself, but she turned and smiled a smile that was full of promise and warmth and said, “No it’s not.” 

        “Keep your eyes on the road, you wonton hussy.” I rubbed my face with the palms of my hands. “We have every reason to believe she knew her killer. We will confirm that tomorrow, but as a working hypothesis which we can be pretty sure of, we can say for now that we have every reason to believe that she knew her killer. A, because there was no sign of a forced entry, and B, because we have a witness whom we shall speak to tomorrow, who saw a man climb the steps, knock on the door and go in. That makes it very unlikely it was a passer by. Agreed?” 

        “Agreed.” 

        “So, for now at least, this narrows our pool to Giorgio, Fernando and Cyril, none of whom is completely convincing. You like both Giorgio and Fernando…” 

        “And,” she interrupted me, “you didn’t let me press him on it, but note that Fernando lied about going home. He said they parted company when they left the party, but he went home with her and we don’t know if he went inside. Like you say, we will talk to the witness tomorrow, but that second man who went in could have been Fernando or Giorgio. Agreed?” 

        I was quiet for a bit, then nodded. “Agreed.” 

        “And if he is gay, or part gay or whatever, the three of them could have had some weird sex thing going on, some kind of Sharon Tate shit.” 

        I shook my head and sighed. “Dehan, I don’t know how to even begin to answer that.” 

        “You know I’m right.” 

        “As I was saying, you like Giorgio and Fernando for the murder.” 

        “And/or.” 

        “Giorgio and/or Fernando for the murder. My gut is telling me we need to look into Cyril, for several reasons.” 

        “Like?” 

        “Wait. Let me finish. But we also need to look into Sue’s past. Our pool of suspects may not be as small as we think. The killer could be somebody from her past.” 

        She looked at me and grunted. “Who just happened to turn up on Halloween?” 

        I shrugged with my eyebrows. “Halloween may have some special significance. There may be no ‘just happened’ about it.” 

        She grunted again. “What’s really troubling you?” 

        “Cyril.” We turned into Morris Park Avenue. The shops and restaurants cast amber light onto sidewalks that were turning slowly white, where the few people who were forced to brave the cold, hurried toward safe, warm homes. “He behaves like a killer with a motive,” I said, “but he kills like a serial killer.” 





FIVE


   

        We didn’t talk again until we were in the kitchen. It was too cold for beer, so we each had a tumbler of Irish whiskey. I was peeling potatoes and she was slicing eggplant and laying the slices in a colander, sprinkled with coarse salt. Then she said, quietly but suddenly: 

        “You’ve made up your mind that it’s Cyril.” 

        “I never make up my mind, Dehan, you know that. That is what evidence and proof are for. I just think he is our most likely candidate.” 

        She raised a withering eyebrow at a slice of eggplant and dropped it in the colander. “You said, and I quote: ‘He kills like a serial killer.’” 

        “You asked me if I have made up my mind. I haven’t.” 

        I started slicing the potatoes into nice, thick rounds and she started dicing carrots.  

        “All right, you want to explain to me what you mean by, ‘he behaves like a killer with a motive, but he kills like a serial killer,’? Or am I not smart enough to be allowed into the sanctum sanctorum of the great Sensei’s mind?” 

        “Stop it. You are more than smart enough and you know it. I am just not sure of my own thoughts right now. You know what the English call these?” I held up a round of potato. 

        She looked at it. “Potatoes?” 

        I shook my head. “Chips, and you have one on your shoulder. Get over it.” 

        “Funny. Explain. And while you’re explaining, get the lamb from the fridge.” 

        I got the lamb from the fridge, then rested my ass against the side and sipped my whiskey while she put olive oil, garlic and herbs into a big, cast iron pan.  

        “OK,” I said. “The introverted, socially inadequate loner is a recurring profile among serial killers. The handing in of his notice, both at work and to his landlord, suggests careful planning, as does the killing on a notable date that is associated with death. His presence at the party is surprising, as we know that he does not like interacting with people. The same goes for his presence at the painting group. Both suggest the possibility of a predator seeking a prey.” 

        I sipped. She fried. The smell of olive oil, thyme and oregano was rich on the air. I inhaled, then went on.  

        “The killing itself bears some hallmarks of a serial killing. It is both sexual and homicidal. We know that he had a knife because he stabbed her post mortem, but there are no signs that he used the knife to terrorize her into submission. There are no cuts on her throat, and he used both hands to choke her while he was raping her. It is only after she is dead that he goes into his frenzy of stabbing. It feels methodical, almost ritualistic; like an organized serial killer getting his victim to the point where he can safely release his rage without fear of a comeback.” 

        I sipped again. 

        “And finally, there is the bold, brazen leaving of his DNA and fingerprints at the scene, like a challenge to the cops: ‘I can do all this and you are still not smart enough to catch me.’ So much preparation, and yet no gloves and no condom. It’s as though he wanted—or needed—to leave his mark there. It’s primal, like a lion spraying to mark his territory.”  

        I sighed. “And yet, typically, a serial killer has a territory. If he lives and works in a fixed location, he will kill nearby, within a few hours drive, perhaps in neighboring towns.  

        “Alternatively, if he has a job that involves driving distances, like Adam Leroy Lane, he might kill all across the country—or the continent—like Jesperson. But what you don’t get is a serial killer giving up his house and his job to move on every time he kills a victim. Either they travel or they hunt locally. They don’t do both.” 

        She shrugged and frowned, like to her it was obvious. “So our guy is not a serial killer.” 

        “Sure, I think you’re right. But, he kills like a serial killer. Which means his motivation is similar to a serial killer’s.” 

        “What does that mean?” 

        “I’m not sure.” I walked slowly across the kitchen and leaned against the fridge, watching her as she spooned the browned meat, onions and garlic into a deep, blue, cast iron dish, then began to lay rounds of eggplant over the top. “I’m just thinking aloud here, but a serial killer is driven by a deep, unconscious need to kill, which builds periodically and overpowers him. Usually, almost always, he is driven to kill a particular type of person. That type of person is like a symbol of what he is raging against. But what drives him is that rage, the need to kill.” 

        “OK.” 

        “So, what if we have a person who has all the pain and hurt inside him that could lead to rage, but instead it leads him to hide away from people and become a loner, protecting himself from the hurt that people can cause him. Now let’s say he meets somebody who takes a liking to him, somebody who encourages him to break out and interact with people…” 

        She froze, then turned to look at me, holding a potato round in her fingers. “Fernando.” 

        “Cyril worked at the library. Fernando lives right next door. He stressed that he liked him and invited him to the party. Now, I am speculating like crazy here, Dehan, but just suppose that, having allowed himself to be lured out of his safety zone, he encounters the trigger that turns his pain into rage…” 

        “Fernando telling Sue to sit on his lap and give him a kiss. He described her as a prick tease and said that that made Giorgio mad. Did she flirt with Cyril on Fernando’s encouragement?” 

        “We don’t know, but it is not a huge stretch of the imagination, and it is not beyond the bounds of possibility that if she did, that could be a trigger for his rage.”  

        She had finished stacking the layers of meat, eggplant and potato, and now set about making a béchamel sauce. As she did it, she nodded and said, “That is very plausible, Stone, but I am not sold. If I had come up with that, you’d have told me it was all speculation and we needed some hard evidence…” 

        “And I would have been right.” 

        “But I am almost sold. It is a very compelling scenario. I still prefer Fernando and Giorgio, but I can see where you are coming from.” 

        I drained my glass. “As soon as we have spoken to the witness across the road, we need to talk to Cyril’s sister.” 

        “I agree, we can call her before lunch…” 

        “No. I need to be there and look into her eyes. I need to know what kind of childhood they had together. I need to see the house where he grew up and see photographs of his mother and father. I need to be there.” 

        She laughed as she pulled open the oven and shoved in the dish. “You just want an excuse to go to Cali’ and get away from the cold.” 

        “I am outraged. Outraged, I tell you. Come here, woman. You need to be severely punished for such scandalous slander against your lord and master!” 

        And after that, things got complicated. 

   


* * *


   

        Bob Smith was in his sixties. He had a broad, Caribbean face with warm, brown eyes and tightly curled black hair that was turning gray one curl at a time. He was wearing a mulberry shirt and a sage cardigan, copper corduroy pants and dark blue slippers. All in all, he looked comfortable. Almost as comfortable as the large, black cat he was holding in his arms, which managed to appear both expressionless and disdainful at the same time.  

        His voice was rich and resonant. He stood back as we showed him our badges and said, “Come on in out of the cold. It ain’t a day to be outside. I have some coffee on. Have you had breakfast?” 

        We stepped through the white door into a small hallway where he hung up our coats. Then he led us into a warm living room with a large bow window overlooking Patterson Avenue. From that window, there was a direct view of Sue’s house on the corner across the road. Dehan eyed the view and said, “We had breakfast, but we wouldn’t say no to some coffee. Thanks.” 

        He chuckled. His chuckle, like everything else about him, was comfortable. He dropped his cat on the large, cream sofa and spoke over his shoulder as he went to the kitchen. 

        “Make yourselves comfortable, Detectives. I won’t be but two minutes.” 

        Dehan went over to the window and I sat in one of his large, cream calico chairs. A New York Times lay in pieces on the sofa, and the cat was in the process of turning it into a shredded nest. On the heavy, oak coffee table there was a copy of Catch-22. By the look of it, he had read it several times.  

        After five minutes, Bob Smith returned with a tray bearing a coffee pot, three cups and saucers, a dish of brownies, sugar, milk and cream. He set it on the table, sat himself on the sofa and smiled. He did both things comfortably. 

        “It was twelve years ago last Halloween,” he said as he poured a black stream of brew into a cup and handed it to Dehan. “Please help yourself to sugar and cream, and a cookie.” He picked up another cup and poured. “But when you telephoned this morning, I sat and thought about it and I am pretty sure my memory is accurate.” 

        He handed me a cup and I sat back while he poured his own and kept talking. 

        “I am an amateur mathematician,” he said. “After I studied mathematics part-time at NYU.” He sat back and sipped. “I am not a mathematical genius or anything like that. Just an aficionado, but I have always liked to keep my mind agile and strong: attention, concentration, observation. I am very observant, and I retain what I observe.” 

        I smiled. “Admirable. So what did you observe that night, Mr. Smith?” 

        He pointed at his windowsill. “I had a pumpkin in the window, to signal to the children of the neighborhood that they could come and trick or treat at my door. I usually keep the drapes open on Halloween until about one AM, as a lot of the children around here stay up late that night.  

        “However, that particular night I had been reading, and I had dozed off. I was awakened at about two twenty by a woman shouting. I went to look and saw my then neighbor, Sue, with a young man. They were at the top of her stairs—you see that she has a steep flight of thirteen steps leading up to her door on the second floor—he was speaking quietly. She seemed to be a little inebriated and kept shouting, ‘No means no!’ and knocking his hands away as he tried to take her shoulders…” 

        Dehan frowned and pointed at the window. “You could hear her? Only I see you have triple glazing.” 

        He nodded. “Oh, yes. When I saw what was happening, I opened the window, intending to call to her and ask if she was all right. But then, when I saw that he wasn’t taking no for an answer, I went to get my telephone. It is wireless, but I don’t use a cell anymore. One of the pleasures of retirement.” He smiled, comfortably. “When I got back, the man had descended the stairs and was walking away. She was gone and her door was closed.” 

        I leaned forward. “The door was definitely closed?” 

        “Oh yes, definitely.” He gave a smile that suggested the answer was obvious. “Had she left it open, I would have called her. However, just as I was pulling the drapes closed, another man approached from the direction of the party. He climbed the stairs and rang her bell. After a moment, the door opened, they seemed to exchange some words, not in an unfriendly way, he stepped in and the door closed behind him. I assumed all was well, closed my drapes and went to bed.” 

        Dehan nodded for a moment, sipping her coffee. Then she asked, “Could you describe the two men? Did you know either of them?” 

        He sighed and stroked his cat. “Please, let me give you a cautious answer. I should hate for an innocent man to go to prison because of my erroneous identification. That said, I had the impression at the time that the first man was a friend of Giorgio, the Mexican artist who lives up the road, where the party was being held that night. I don’t know his name, but I have seen them together on many occasions. Average height, slim, well-built, curly hair. He looks something like Carlos Santana, if that name means anything to you. The second man was not dissimilar, but it was much harder to make any kind of identification because he was so wrapped up with clothes, including a thick woolen hat.” 

        Dehan scratched her chin. “I don’t want to influence you, Mr. Smith…” 

        “You won’t, don’t worry.” 

        “Good. Is it possible that the second man was the first man, having returned after putting on warmer clothes?” 

        His eyebrows shot up. “Well, now, that is something that had never occurred to me. Yes, it is certainly possible, but I could not put my hand on my heart and say it certainly was him. Also, I would have to say I doubt it, because she was so adamant in rejecting the first man that I think it unlikely.” 

        “But you would say he was roughly the same height and size.” 

        “Yes.” 

        I drained my cup and set it down on the table. “When he rang on the bell, and the door opened, did you see Sue?” 

        He looked surprised again and chuckled. “My, you two have an interesting line in questions.” He leaned back against the sofa and thought for a moment. “One is so cautious about creating false memories. Did I see her, or just assume that I had seen her? No, I saw her. She pulled the door open, she had taken off her coat, they spoke a moment, she was smiling, and they went inside. She closed the door.” 

        “I am sure your recollection is very accurate, Mr. Smith, but can I just make sure? Are you absolutely certain that the first man left?” 

        “Oh, without a doubt. I returned with the telephone, and the very reason I did not call 911 was because he was leaving.” 

        “Yes, that makes perfect sense. Did you hear any of the exchange between the second man and Sue?” 

        “No. I had by then closed the window.” 

        Dehan crossed one long leg over the other. “How well did you know Sue?” 

        He smiled with pleasure. “Not all that well, sadly. Not as well as I should have liked.” He laughed. “She was immensely attractive. I don’t just mean her looks, but her temperament, her personality. She was very lively and very friendly. Always smiling. So if she passed and I was doing some gardening she would stop and we would chat. She was quite bright. She had an opinion on most things. She liked to go to exhibitions. Her interest in art was genuine. But we had not become that friendly that we would visit with each other or anything of that sort.” 

        She winced at her own question. “Would you say she was a flirt?” 

        He produced his comfortable chuckle again and nodded. “Oh, yes. She was definitely a flirt. But not in a malicious way. I think a lot of younger men would have mistaken her flirting for a come on. She was not skilled, but she loved the game. In my youth, these things were better understood, but today, sadly, I see a youth that wants immediate gratification for every whim and desire, and also a youth that is deeply confused about its own identity. She loved the whole game of flirting, but I was aware that she had not yet found a man that she wanted a serious relationship with.” He shrugged with his eyebrows and sadness altered his features. “Perhaps she flirted with the wrong man.” 

        I grunted. “Did she have many male visitors?” 

        He watched me awhile with a glimmer of amusement in his eyes. “I liked her, Detective Stone, I was fond of her, but I didn’t spend my life watching her through my window. I have children and grandchildren, and a girlfriend to keep me busy.” 

        “None of that surprises me, Mr. Smith.” 

        “I just wanted to make sure you understood that. The answer to your question is that the only men I saw visiting her were the Mexican artist and his friend, sometimes together and sometimes separately. How long they stayed I have no idea, and as to whether there were others, there may well have been. But those two were the only ones I saw.” 

        We were silent for a moment, then I asked him, “Did you form any private opinion or theory about who might have killed her?” 

        He shook his head. “No, I simply didn’t know her well enough.” 

        We chatted a little longer, then thanked him for his help and left, no wiser than we had been when we’d arrived. 





SIX


   

        There were patches of ice-blue in the sky. The sleet had stopped, leaving the pavements wet and slippery, but the temperature had dropped to several degrees below freezing, causing patches of black ice to form on the roads. A cruel wind was gusting in off the East River and the last few dead leaves that had been clinging on, like rotten teeth in an old man’s head, were finally letting go of their branches and falling to be crushed and trodden into sludge. Soon it would snow heavily. You could feel it in the air. 

        As we drove slowly back, through the damp cold, toward the 43rd, I played an old Mammas and Pappas song in my head and wondered about Cyril’s sister in California. 

        “I’m going to talk to the inspector,” I said. “We need to know about Cyril’s background. I also find it hard to believe that his sister doesn’t know where he is.” 

        “Good,” she said from under her shapeless woolen hat. “While you do that, I’m going to call the library, and also track down Cyril’s landlord. Maybe we can have a chat with him before we go to Cali’.” She glanced at me and shrugged. “To be honest, we’re clutching at straws, Stone. I don’t hold out much hope for this case. I think this is the one that got away. But you never know, right? When he gave notice, he might have said something about where he was going.” She sighed. “We also need to know more about Sue’s past. If I have time, I’ll get started on that too.” 

        I parked and we made our way unsteadily across the icy road to the entrance. There, Dehan went into the detectives’ room and I climbed the stairs to Deputy Inspector John Newman’s office. I knocked and went in. He was standing, watering a bonsai fig tree on his windowsill. Outside, the sunlight had faded on Story Avenue, leaving a gray translucence in its place. 

        “Good morning, John,” he said, and smiled without looking at me. “What can I do for you?” 

        I closed the door. “We’re looking into the Sue Benedict case, sir.” 

        He frowned and shook his head at the diminutive fig tree, like it was a naughty fig tree. “Nope,” he said. 

        “It’s twelve years old. Young woman found raped and murdered in her apartment on Patterson Avenue. They got a perfect DNA profile and a perfect set of finger and thumb prints from her throat, but there was no match on CODIS, IAFIS, or among the people who’d attended the Halloween party she was at.” 

        He made a small ‘harrumph’ noise, gestured to a chair and returned to his own behind the desk. “A case worthy of your and Dehan’s talents,” he said and smiled in the same comfortable way Bob Smith had. “How do you plan to tackle it?” 

        “There was just one guest, sir, who was not tested. Cyril Browne. He was a member of the same art class she went to, and he was also at the Halloween party that night. However, next morning he had vanished without a trace. The curious thing was that he had given both his landlord and his job notice that he was quitting, two months earlier.” 

        The inspector frowned and picked up a pencil, wagging it by the eraser as he narrowed his eyes. “He had planned to kill her for two months, then he struck after the Halloween party?” 

        “It’s possible. We are trying to track him down. His only known relative is his sister, but lives outside Sacramento, in California.” 

        He raised an eyebrow at me. “How do you manage it, Stone? Every winter you come up with a case that requires a trip to California.” 

        I spoke without expression. “It was Dehan who chose the case, sir.” 

        He chuckled and for a moment I wondered if he was related to Bob Smith. It was the same comfortable chuckle. “Can this woman not be contacted on the telephone?” 

        “Back in the day, Detective Rafa Montilla did just that. I believe his investigation was pretty exhaustive. However, she stonewalled him, and my gut is telling me that she has at least some idea of where Cyril is.” Before he could challenge me on the accuracy of my gut, I moved swiftly on. “In fact, sir, I am pretty certain that his family plays an important part in this case. From what we have been able to assertain from other witnesses, he seems to have been a rather…” I hesitated. “A rather troubled young man: extremely withdrawn, introverted, and, according to one of the witnesses, possibly obsessed with the victim. I think it’s important that we get some insight into his background, to help understand him and track him down, and for that I think we need to confront his sister in person.” 

        He nodded. “You know I trust your judgment, John. Just don’t turn it into a holiday. I know you won’t. What else are you doing, back here?” 

        “Re-interviewing the witnesses, having a second look at the DNA and fingerprints, running them through the databases again in case he has offended since and been caught. And we are going to talk to his ex-employer and his landlord, see if they know anything.” 

        He pursed his lips in a way that said he approved, and gave a single nod. “Good, keep me posted on any developments. Let me know when you’re heading off for Sacramento. You’ll fly, I take it.” 

        I told him we would and trotted back down the stairs to find Dehan clutching a large paper cup of coffee and staring at her laptop. I dropped into my chair, stretched out my legs and laced my fingers over my belly. “You keep drinking so much coffee your hair will go frizzy and your eyes will start bulging.” 

        Mo, at the desk across the aisle, looked over and nodded. “It’s true, that happened to a friend of my cousin in Detroit.” 

        We both narrowed our eyes at him. 

        He shrugged and went back to his work. “Whatever.” 

        Dehan said, “I called the library and spoke to the current manager. She vaguely remembered Cyril. She said he was a pain in the ass and never spoke to anybody. He certainly gave no indication of where he was going, and nobody cared anyway. They were just glad to see him leave. The manager at the time died five years ago, so I couldn’t speak to him. So that was pretty much a dead end.”  

        “OK, how about his landlord?”  

        “Amir Javid. He now occupies the house Cyril had back then, corner of Thieriot and O’Brien. Apparently he has several properties he lets out, but this is the nicest, so he lives there now. He’s a chatty guy. He remembers Cyril because of the murder and he is happy to see us in the next half hour, if that suits us. How did you get on?” 

        I smiled over at Mo and raised my voice slightly. “The chief gave us the go ahead to fly to California as soon as we’re done with Javid.” 

        Mo turned a baleful stare on me. 

        I kept smiling at him and talking to Dehan. “He said he agrees with me that it is essential to the investigation that we fly to California as soon as possible, and take as long as we need there.” 

        Dehan snorted and Mo shook his head. “You, you two, you just… you’re so… yah!” He flapped his hand at me and turned back again to whatever it was he was doing. 

        Dehan stood and pulled on her coat, grinning. “What you working on, Mo? Something interesting? That mugging on Lafayette?” 

        “Go to hell!” 

        “First California,” I said, “then hell.” 

        We left behind us an unsympathetic silence. 

        Cyril had lived just one block from Sue’s apartment. It was the last house before the park, on the corner of Thieriot and O’Brien Avenue. Beyond the park was the river, and there was a freezing, blustery wind coming off the water when we arrived. The house was set back from the road among well-kept lawns, behind a very elaborate, green, wrought iron fence. The first thing I saw as I entered the drive was the garage, then a small path that led off to the side and took me to the front of the house. Javid saw us approaching through the living room window, waved and hurried to let us in.  

        “Please,” was his first word, as he opened the door and gestured us toward the living room, where a log fire was burning in the hearth. “Please,” he said again, “Make yourselves comfortable. My wife is making coffee. It is a most inhospitable day. Can I offer you anything else? Something to eat, perhaps?” 

        We showed him our badges, confirmed who we were, and I added, “Please don’t trouble your wife, Mr. Javid. We won’t take up much of your time.” 

        We sat in front of the fire, each of us perched on the edge of our chairs, as though we were all trying to get closer to the heat of the flames. 

        He said: “You want to know about Cyril Browne? There is not much I can tell you. He was a very private man. Always paid very punctually. No problems there at all. He gave me notice that he was leaving in two months, as per our contract…” 

        Dehan cut in. “Did he give you any idea why he was leaving, or where he was going?” 

        He became abstracted, winced slightly at the memory. “He didn’t speak very clearly. No, that isn’t true.” He tilted his head and wagged his finger in the negative. “That isn’t true. He spoke clearly enough, all right, but very quietly. So it was very difficult to catch the things that he said. And his face was always averted, as though he were ashamed or embarrassed by eye-contact. But, once I thought he said that he was going home. It was jumbled in with a lot of other stuff that he was saying, but I got that impression. ‘Time to go home,’ or ‘time to come home.’ Something like that. But why he was leaving? He never said anything about that. Unless,” he shrugged, “it was because it was time to go home!” 

        It didn’t make a lot of sense to me, so I asked: “How well did you know him, Mr. Javid? Did he ever talk to you about back home, about his family?” 

        Javid shook his head and smiled. “No, no, never anything like that.” 

        “Was there anything he said, any passing comments that might give us a clue as to the nature of the man, what made him tick, interests, anything…?” 

        He shook his head again. “No, no, as I say, he spoke little and what he said was very quiet. He certainly never invited intimacy, friendship or conversation.”  

        He paused and Dehan gave me a look that was eloquent of despair. We were up against a brick wall and I could sense her thinking this was going to be the case we couldn’t crack. But I could also see Javid frowning, hesitating. I said, “What is it, Mr. Javid? However insignificant it may seem, it might turn out to be helpful.” 

        “Well, there was one thing…” A look of severity came over his face and his lips stretched into a tight, thin line. “It is a little embarrassing, but, after he had gone, while I was cleaning up and making the place ready for the next tenants, I found, tucked down the side of the cushion on his preferred armchair, a card.” 

        I frowned. “What kind of card?” 

        “A business card, belonging to a woman. Her name was Xara, with an ‘X’,  X-A-R-A, and she offered services that were very explicitly sexual. I do not know why America permits this kind of thing. Imagine if a family with children had taken the house, and found that card! It is very immoral and offensive to God.” 

        I looked at Dehan and she was frowning back at me. I said, “Mr. Javid, this could be extremely important. Do you happen to remember anything else, at all, about this card? The number, perhaps…?” 

        He straightened his back and dignity stiffened his neck and made him raise his nose and chin in the air. I thought he was going to tell us he threw the card straight in the trash, but instead he said, “In fact, as it happens, I made a note of the details in my address book, because I thought maybe one day the police might be interested.” 

        “That was very perceptive of you, Mr. Javid.” I tried to keep the irony from my voice and avoided Dehan’s eye. He stood and went out to the hall. There he pulled a slim, black diary from his coat pocket and returned to sit down.  

        “She goes by the name Xara, Xubmissive. Her telephone number was…” He recited the number and added, “I have never called her, obviously, and this was twelve years ago, so I don’t know if she will still be in New York or if she will be of any help to you. This kind of people are often liars and very duplicitous, as I am sure you know from your work, but I am quite sure he used to visit her.” 

        Dehan smiled blandly and blinked. “There isn’t much we haven’t come across in our work, Mr. Javid, and we certainly know how to spot a duplicitous lie, believe me.” 

        He looked uncomfortable and turned to me. “That really is all I can tell you about him. I suppose the most notable thing about Cyril was that there was absolutely nothing notable about him. Apart, of course, from his apparent penchant for naughty women.” 

        We thanked him, shook hands and stepped out into the icy wind again. We stood at the car a moment, Dehan gazing out at the inky, choppy waters of the river, I gazing up along Thieriot Avenue, toward the corner with Patterson. “What is that?” I said. “Three hundred yards? Two strides per second, a hundred and fifty seconds, two and a half minutes…” 

        Dehan nodded, and pointed out at the dark water. “And that right there is where the knife and his blood-stained clothes are.” She turned to look at me. “Let’s go talk to the submissive Xara before we go to California.” 

        I sighed. “For sure. Rogers works Vice. Why don’t you give him a call? He might know her.” 

        We climbed in the car and as I pulled away, she was dialing. After a moment, she asked to be put through to Detective Rogers, in vice, then said: 

        “Rogers, hey, it’s Dehan… Yeah, not bad. He’s good too. Listen, we’re looking for a hooker…” She paused, watching the road go by. “Uh-huh, that’s funny. I never heard that one before…” She looked at me, rolled her eyes and shook her head. “No, yeah, things are great with us, don’t worry about it. He told me he wanted me to moan more. I told him, ‘Such a day I had! I never stop working. The car broke down. Now I have no car…’ but apparently that’s not what he meant. Yeah, I thought you’d like that one. Now listen to me, will you? Her name is Xara Xubmissive, Both with an ‘X’ instead of an ‘S’, apparently she’s submissive. Subtle, right?... Yeah? You know her? No, not in the biblical sense. Right, give me her number and address, will you?” She took out her pen, grabbed my left hand and jotted down the number and the address on my palm. “Yeah, thanks Rogers, you’re a real asshole. Take it easy.” She hung up and said again, “Asshole. Thirteen oh nine B, Seneca Avenue. The number has changed.” She grinned. “So Javid hasn’t called in a while.” 





SEVEN


   

        Thirteen oh nine Seneca Avenue was across the river in Hunts Points. It was a redbrick box with an arched porch and a dead tree in the front yard. We rang and hammered for five minutes until we heard the slip and flap of slippers approaching the door. It was yanked open and a large, peroxide blonde in her early fifties stood squinting at us through two coils of smoke that were issuing slowly from her nostrils. She was wearing a large pink bathrobe and pink fluffy slippers. Between her bathrobe and the slippers she had plump white legs that needed shaving. She said: 

        “You look like cops.” 

        Dehan was smiling and breathing condensation into her palms. She pulled out her badge and showed it. “I’m Detective Dehan, this is my partner, Detective Stone. Are you Xara, with an ‘X’?” 

        “Yeah, I’m Xara with an ‘X’, ‘X’ for sex, ‘X’ marks the spot. What do you want?” 

        “We just want to ask you some questions about Cyril Browne.” 

        She screwed up her face like she’d bitten into a lemon. “Who? Are you Vice? Why ain’t Rogers with you?” 

        “Can we come in, Xara? It’s kind of cold out here.” 

        She sighed a big, noisy sigh, turned and walked away, leaving the door open. I said, “I think that means we can go in. After you, Detective Dehan with an ‘H’.” 

        We followed her down a dark green, threadbare carpet to a small kitchen at the back of the house. There was a vinyl floor, a sink stacked with dirty dishes, a fold down table made of steel tubing and Formica, and two chairs of the same design. She sat on one of them, beside a mug of coffee, an overfilled ashtray and a cell phone. 

        “I was working,” she said, as though in answer to an unspoken question. “‘Swhy I couldn’t open the door. They pay before they get put through, so you gotta finish the session, or they don’t call back. You can’t leave the guy half way, right?” 

        I rested my ass against the draining board and Dehan leaned on the doorjamb. We watched her crush out a cigarette and pull another from a carton. She spoke without looking up, with the cigarette between her lips as she lit it with a green disposable lighter. 

        “What d’you say his name was?” 

        Dehan said, “Cyril Browne.” 

        She shrugged her plump shoulders and coughed smoke. “That name don’t mean nothin’ to me.” 

        “This is going back twelve years.” 

        “Twelve years? Are you kidding me? Do you know how many men I seen in the last twelve years? True, in the last couple a years I work mainly on the telephone, but honey, do the math. Five Johns a day, five days a week for ten years? What is that?” 

        I smiled. “That’s thirteen thousand Johns, Xara.” 

        She stared at me a moment. “Thirteen thousand? Seriously?” 

        “Seriously. I guess some are repeat customers, right? They get to know you, they like your engaging personality and they come back.” 

        She smiled. It wasn’t a pretty sight. “You’re sweet.”  

        Dehan said, “Cyril was a bit odd.” 

        “All my clients are a bit odd, baby. That’s why they’re my clients.” 

        “He lived in Soundview, worked at the library, painfully shy…” 

        Xara sucked on her cigarette, looked over at the plates stacked in the sink. 

        Dehan went on, “Very quiet spoken, not bad looking, learning to paint…” She pulled out her phone, flipped the screen a couple of times and showed Xara a picture. 

        Xara glanced at it and spoke to the washing up. “You ain’t Vice, you’s Homicide.” 

        I said, “No, we’re a cold case unit. What do you know about Cyril?” 

        “I remember him ’cause of the girl. ’Cause of the murder. He disappeared, and all of a sudden they was lookin’ for him.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t believe…” She stopped talking and looked down at her cigarette. Her expression was one almost of anger. “I don’t believe he killed nobody.” 

        “How well did you know him?” 

        She shrugged, still examining the burning tip of her cigarette. “I guess I knew him pretty good. Better than most people. We was close in the end.” We waited in silence. A gust of wind rattled the glass in the kitchen window. She flicked ash. “He used to come once a week. Always on a Sunday. Sometimes he’d come twice if he was feelin’ bad. I liked him.” She drew smoke deep into her lungs and spoke as it trailed out among her lipstick and her words. “You never have feeling for your clients. You can’t do that inthis business. Specially…” She looked up at us, first at me and then at Dehan. “Specially if you advertise as sub. You know what that means? It means submissive. If you’re submissive, they treat you like trash. It’s what they’re payin’ you for. So you ain’t never gonna meet a client you like. It stands to reason. But Cyril…” She smiled. “Poor schmuck. What kind a mom calls her boy Cyril? You might as well cut off his balls at birth. That boy is gonna suffer all his life. Cyril was lookin’ for a sub, not so he could treat her like trash, but just so she’d be nice to him! And kind, and tender. He didn’t want to dominate nobody. He didn’t want to hurt nobody. He just wanted somebody who would not hurt him.” 

        Dehan took the chair across from Xara. She was frowning. “How long was he coming here, Xara?” 

        “Shit, I don’t know. Few months. Regular like clockwork. He used to call them his session…” She laughed and there was genuine fondness in her face. “Like I was some kind a fancy shrink. He talked a lot about his work. He hated the people he worked with. Said they hated him too.” 

        I said: “Did he ever mention his class mates, where he was learning to paint?” 

        She nodded, gazing out of the window at the leaden, cold sky and the naked trees in the backyard. “Yeah, he did. It’s twelve years ago, so if I get the details wrong don’t give me a hard time. I’m just tellin’ you how I remember it. He said they was all fancy-pants arty types. His teacher was a prick. Some Mexican asshole, no offense to the Mexicans. Some of my best friends is Mexican whores, know what I’m sayin’? But this particular Mexican was an asshole, according to Cyril. Really thought he was somethin’ special. An’ then there was the girl who got killed…” 

        “Sue?” 

        “I don’t remember her name. It might have been Sue. He said she was nice, and he’d like her to notice him from time to time, but she only had eyes for the Mexican prick. And then…” 

        She stopped talking, flicked ash from her cigarette and picked up her mug. She swirled the contents around and watched it for a moment. Then drank. 

        “This makes me sad, remembering this,” she said at last. “There was another guy. These are the ones I remember because he talked about them the most. Did the Mexican guy have a brother? He said this guy was nice to him sometimes, laughed at him, but tried to help him get closer to Sue, encouraged him to be a bit bolder with women. It was this guy’s idea he should come and see me, a whore, a submissive whore. Tried to bring him out of himself, know what I mean?” 

        “Did this guy ever come and see you?” 

        She shook her head. “Not that I’m aware of, but I don’t ask them for their fuckin’ resumés, right?” She sniffed, then carried on. “He showed me some of his paintings. Gave me a couple. I got them upstairs. They was nice. Did one of me, a portrait. It was good.” 

        She fell silent. I watched her a moment and scratched my Adam’s apple. “Xara, if he wasn’t looking for sub-dom sex, what was he looking for? Sexually, I mean. Was he ever violent to you? Did he ever become angry or aggressive?” 

        She looked surprised and stared at me a moment. “No, never. He wasn’t lookin’ for any kind of sex. We tried a few times, but he couldn’t get it up. Honey, I tried everything in the book and a few things that was never writ down in the book. He just couldn’t get past Mr. Floppy.” 

        Dehan flopped back in her chair. 

        Xara turned to look at her. “I ain’t kidding. That’s why I don’t believe he could’a done that murder. He could no more rape a woman than I could. And I ain’t got a dick.” 

        I squinted at her. “What about Viagra, Cialis…” 

        “Forget it! Ain’t I tellin’ you we tried everything? He wasn’t even interested. All he wanted was a woman to be sweet to him: hug him, hold him, stroke his hair, say sweet things to him. He loved bein’ told he was handsome. Truth is he wasn’t bad lookin’. Nice face. But his dick was like last night’s fuckin’ Chinese noodles. As limp as a boiled shrimp.” 

        Dehan was staring at the wall. “I’ll be damned!” 

        Xara looked at her and laughed. “Ain’t nobody in this room goin’ to the Good Place, that’s for sure!” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her and smiled. “So he gave you no indication that he was planning to leave?” 

        “Uh-uh. He just stopped calling and stopped showin’ up.” 

        “OK, now think about this very carefully before you answer, Xara. Was there anything he said to you, any passing comment, anything at all that would give you some clue to where he might have gone?” 

        She held my eye for a long moment. Her expression was not friendly. “I already told you, I liked the boy. You get your filthy hands on him, and you gonna frame him for a murder he did not commit. So even if I had some idea, which I ain’t, I wouldn’t tell the likes of you, Mr. Gammon.” 

        Dehan sighed. “We don’t want to frame him, Xara. We just want to know what happened that night. If he didn’t kill Sue, we need to eliminate him as a suspect. Because right now there is a man out there, who did  kill Sue, who may have killed again—who may still be killing. We want to stop this killer, whoever he is. We’re not in the business of framing anybody.” 

        She made a face that was skeptical. “Tell that to your buddies in Vice.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. He talked a lot about going home. Only he didn’t say it like that. He used to say ‘comin’ home,’ ‘I wanna come home,’ he’d say, like that had some special meaning for him. I know he was from Sacramento. I don’t know if he was thinkin’ of going back to California. I know he liked the desert, but I don’t think he was happy out west. He never talked about his family. He said once he had a sister, but he never talked about her.” She crushed out the butt in the ashtray and fiddled with the packet, turning it around in her plump, white fingers. “I know what that’s like, not wanting to talk about your family.” She snorted. “Whatever he thought, I ain’t no shrink, but I know he weren’t happy as a kid. You could see that plain as day.” She hesitated. “And you know what else you could see?” 

        I jerked my chin at her in a wordless, ‘what?’ 

        “He wouldn’t hurt a fly. He come across as sullen and rude sometimes, but it was defensive, not offensive. That was his way of protecting himself. Underneath that shell, he was the softest, sweetest boy I ever met.” 

        I looked at Dehan. She shrugged. I said, “OK, Xara. Thanks for your time. You’ve been very helpful.” 

        She laughed a smoky laugh and started coughing. “I been helpful to the cops. I’m goin’ to whore hell for sure.” 

        We let ourselves out. As I closed the door, I could still hear her coughing in the kitchen. The sudden cold air made us shiver and I thrust my hands deep in my pockets. 

        Dehan said: “The softest, sweetest boy a submissive hooker ever met isn’t much of a recommendation.” 

        I grunted. “But it was a very believable picture. What time is it?” 

        “Eleven. Too early for lunch, Stone.” 

        “Let’s grab a coffee and a snack somewhere. This is one hell of a puzzle, Dehan. I need to think this through.” 

        We went to Monsignor del Valle Square and hustled inside the Café Sevilla. It was warm and close, it smelled of wet coats and sweet buns, and there was an espresso machine screaming behind the bar. We found a table by the window, squeezed in and ordered two cups of hot chocolate and two almond paste croissants. Then we sat and stared out at the soaking sludge and the traffic in silence. Dehan was the first to speak after the waitress had brought our order. She broke off a piece of croissant and dunked it in her chocolate. 

        “She just blew a hole a mile wide in our case, Stone.” 

        I smiled at her. “In my case. Your money was on Fernando and Giorgio.” 

        She tilted her head in a kind of one shouldered shrug. “You had me almost sold on your semi-serial killer theory, but I have to admit—the sweetest guy she ever met, who wouldn’t hurt a fly and he has erectile dysfunction not even Viagra can cure... that’s not much of a prime suspect.” 

        I nodded. “You’re right. But I still think we need to track him down and talk to him. He is still the one guy who didn’t give a sample, and he is the one guy who disappeared the very next morning after the killing. It’s too much of a coincidence.” 

        She frowned at her croissant and made a ‘hm’ sound, then said, “I agree, but Stone, maybe we need to look at this again. Like I said before, maybe we’ve been making assumptions.” She leaned forward and put both elbows on the table. “OK, so two months earlier, late August, he hands in his notice at work and to his landlord, and because of that we have assumed that this meant he intended to vanish. But actually, when you think about it, it does not, in itself, mean he was planning to disappear from New York at all. He might have been moving next door. He might have been offered a better job and was planning to move up the road, or to Brooklyn.” 

        “OK…” 

        “So his notice could well be totally unrelated to his disappearance.” 

        “What are you driving at?” 

        She took a bite of her croissant and sat chewing for a moment. “Suppose Giorgio and Fernando have been trying to get into Sue’s pants for some time, they both implied as much, but Sue, despite being a flirt, is, as her neighbor Bob Smith said, at heart a good, decent, girl next door. We only have Giorgio and Fernando’s word for it that she was a tease, and for how she was behaving at the party.” 

        “True.” 

        “So let’s imagine for a moment a different scenario. Fernando has been encouraging Sue and Cyril to talk to each other, telling her to sit on his lap, yadda yadda. He’s doing this because he thinks it’s funny, he’s getting a laugh out of Cyril: the more Cyril humiliates himself, the better Fernando looks and feels. But, to his surprise, it has the opposite effect of what he expects. Why? Because Sue is in fact, like Bob said, a nice person. And so is Cyril, and when they are pushed together they actually start to like each other and become friends. Plus, Fernando and Giorgio are getting on her nerves and Cyril is actually nice to her.” She paused. “I know it’s a lot of speculation, but stay with me, ’cause it’s all we have right now. So, at two o’clock that morning, Sue is a bit drunk, but really, basically, she’s had enough of Giorgio and Fernando coming on to her and she just wants to go home. So she leaves. Fernando goes after her, determined he is going to sleep with her that night. She tells him to take a hike. No means no. OK so far?” 

        “Yeah, as you say, a lot of speculation, but it’s making sense.” 

        “So she goes home to her apartment. With Sue gone, Cyril has no reason to stay at the party. So he leaves too, but on the way home he passes by her place to check she’s OK. Meanwhile, Fernando has gone back to Giorgio to report on his failure. They are both drunk, maybe stoned, and they decide they have had enough of Sue, and what they see as her ‘prick-teasing’. Remember, they both described her in so many words as a prick-tease. Tonight they are going to have her whether she likes it or not.” 

        “Hmm… It’s feasible.” 

        “Shut up. Listen. When they get there, they find that not only has she rejected them but, to add insult to injury, she is with the nerd. This is too much for their narcissistic egos, they get real mad and they kill her. Cyril freaks, panics, and runs. Nothing to do with handing in his notice.” 

        “It’s good, but it has a major flaw, Dehan.” 

        “I know, the semen. The DNA. But there might be an explanation for that.” 

        “I think I know…” 

        “Shut up, listen, give me my moment. If his erectile dysfunction was emotional—not a physical condition—and Xara was actually having a therapeutic effect on him, like he said, Sue might actually have aroused him. If he was in love with her, and she was sweet and nice to him, maybe they actually got it on. It wasn’t rape at all.” 

        “Wow, that is one hell of a theory, Dehan.” 

        She nodded, using her whole body, and stuffed the last of her almond croissant in her mouth. “I rike idge. I’ burksh fo me.” 

        “You like it and it works for you.” 

        “Mm-hm.” 

        I thought about it, turned it over in my mind, looking at the angles. Finally I said, “Well, if we are going to prove it, we need Cyril Browne more than ever. Let’s go report to the chief and book them tickets. I also want him to run a check on Giorgio and Fernando, see if they have any priors out of state.” 

        “No road trip?” she said, licking her fingers and draining her cup. 

        “Not this time, ritoo glasshopper. This time we fly.” 





EIGHT


   

        We touched down at Sacramento Mather Airport at ten past ten that night. It was cold as we stepped out into the parking lot, but it wasn’t freezing and it wasn’t sleeting. That was a relief. From there it was a twenty minute drive, in an Avis hire car, west along the Lincoln Highway and then south on Watt Avenue, to Elk Grove, where Dehan had booked us into the Holiday Inn on Laguna Boulevard. By the time we had unpacked and hung up our clothes, it was eleven PM, two in the morning in New York. We were spent, so we had a drink from the mini-bar and hit the sack. 

        Next morning at eight we had a soulless breakfast of bagels and coffee in a soulless breakfast room; but after that we stepped out into bright sunshine, climbed in the car and rolled down the windows for a pleasant two-mile drive to Cyril’s sister’s house, on Kilconnell Drive. According to the file, her name was Mary Browne and she lived on her own opposite the elementary school where she taught. We hadn’t called to let her know we were coming because we wanted to surprise her. 

        Kilconnell Drive is a very pleasant road, with attractive houses, broad, green lawns and an abundance of trees. We pulled up outside Mary Browne’s house and I checked my watch. It was ten minutes before nine. I looked at Dehan. She grimaced. “Let’s see if she sends us back to New York.” 

        I opened the door. “That ain’t gonna happen.” 

        She followed me up the drive, past the garage and up to the front door, in the shade of a large green oak. I rang the bell and a few moments later the door was opened by an oddly familiar woman. She was big, with blonde hair, a tweed skirt and sensible shoes. She had on a very white blouse and a string of peals around her neck. Her face was soft and round, but her expression was hard and sharp. I guessed she was in her late fifties, but might have been older. She said: 

        “Well?” 

        “Good morning.” I didn’t bother to smile. “We are detectives from the New York Police Department. This is Detective Carmen Dehan and I am Detective John Stone.” We showed her our badges but she didn’t look at them. Her face had gone hard. I ignored her expression and went on. “We have notified the Elk Grove PD that we are here, ma’am. We are conducting some inquiries related to an investigation back in New York. Would you mind answering a few questions for us?” 

        “What about? I can’t imagine that I would have any information of interest to the New York Police Department.” 

        “Are you Mary Browne?” 

        “Of course I am!” 

        “Ms. Browne, we would like to ask you about your brother, Cyril. Could we possibly come inside?” 

        “Could you not have telephoned? Do you not have telephones in New York?” 

        I smiled a bland kind of smile. “Ms. Browne, we have traveled two and a half thousand miles to ask you a couple of questions. We won’t take up much of your time, but we would be very grateful if you would let us in.” 

        “I have nothing to say.” 

        “If this is not a convenient time, we can come back…” 

        “I have told you, I have nothing to say.” 

        I sighed. She reached for the door to slam it in my face. I spoke quietly. “We will come back with the Elk Grove PD, ma’am, in cars, with sirens, with a search warrant, and we will take you in cuffs to the station for questioning.” 

        Her face went like chalk and her mouth sagged. “You can’t do that! On what grounds?” 

        “Obstruction of justice is the least of the charges I will bring against you. Aiding and abetting a murder suspect, harboring a suspected criminal… That’s just for starters. Now, Ms. Browne, why don’t you do yourself a favor, let us in and just answer a few, simple questions.” 

        She stood back and held the door. 

        We went through to a large, open-plan room with a mezzanine floor. One wall taken up with sliding glass doors that led onto a patio and a back lawn. The floors were polished hardwood with rugs, and the chairs and the sofa were in dark leather. There was a cold, empty fireplace. Two small steps led to the higher level where there was a dining table. I looked for family photographs. There were none. 

        On the sofa, I noticed an embroidery basket and a hoop. Held in the hoop was a piece of white linen with an attractive and intricate peacock embroidered on it. The work was almost finished but for a few tail feathers. Pierced into the cloth, as though she had been embroidering when we called, was a small needle with a trailing red thread, knotted at the end. 

        I sat in an armchair without being asked. Mary’s face said she didn’t like that, but I didn’t care and my face said that. She sat at the far end of the sofa and Dehan took the other chair. I said: 

        “Ms. Browne, I think I had better explain the situation to you. It is important that you understand exactly what is going on here. Your brother was a suspect in the murder of Sue Benedict, twelve years ago. DNA and fingerprints were found on the victim, but no match was found in the police databases. Everybody who was at the Halloween party Sue had attended just before she was killed gave samples of DNA and their prints. None of them matched. The only person who was at the party and did not provide a sample was Cyril. Because he had vanished.” 

        I waited a moment to see if she would say anything. She remained immobile and silent, with her hands clasped in her lap.  

        “These circumstances naturally made him a suspect. However, in the last couple of days, since my partner and I have taken this case, we have come across evidence that suggests very strongly that he did not kill Sue Benedict.” 

        A cautious frown creased her brow. “What kind of evidence?” 

        I drew breath, but it was Dehan who answered. “Sue was raped by whoever killed her. Your brother had severe erectile dysfunction. He couldn’t achieve an erection even with the help of Viagra. Therefore he could not have raped her, even if he’d wanted to.” 

        Her expression said it was the first time in her life she had ever heard the word ‘erection’ spoke aloud. Then, as the implications of what she had been told began to sink in, her expression changed. Her eyes jerked this way and that, with little twitches of her eyebrows. I gave her a moment to assimilate the importance of what Dehan had said. 

        “It is still extremely important that we talk to Cyril. Apart from the killer, he may be the last person to have seen Sue Benedict alive. We believe he may well have seen the killer. Besides which, Ms. Browne, if he is innocent he needs to be cleared. He must be living in hell right now.” 

        She raised her eyes to meet mine. “I actually have no idea where he is, Detective Stone.” 

        I shook my head. “I don’t believe you.” 

        “I can’t help that.” She straightened her tweed skirt over her knees. The room was very quiet. Somewhere I could hear the tick of an old fashioned clock. It made the house seem quieter. 

        “Cyril and I were very close as children. But after he went to New York, we lost touch. I always tried to look out for him, but it seems he didn’t appreciate that. We didn’t communicate for quite a few years. Not even Christmas cards.” 

        She looked up, raised her chin, as though challenging me to make something of the fact that they hadn’t exchanged Christmas cards. When I said nothing, she looked back at the hem of her skirt. 

        “Then, quite suddenly, twelve years ago, out of the blue, he telephoned me. He said he was in serious trouble and needed my help, just for a few days.” 

        Dehan asked her, “What kind of help?” 

        Mary closed her eyes. She made an eloquent expression of impatience. “It was absolute nonsense. Typical of Cyril’s. Melodramatic nonsense. He said he was in trouble with the police. He had been framed for murder, for goodness sake! He needed to stay with me for a couple of days and then he would be gone. If the police called, I was to tell them I had not heard from him.” 

        “What happened?” 

        “Well naturally I told him not to be so foolish. That if the police wanted to talk to him he should go to them, but he became almost hysterical, so I told him to come home.” 

        “Is that what he did?” 

        “Yes. He was in a frightful state, sobbing like a little girl, half hysterical. I gave him a hot bath and a hot meal and that seemed to soothe him. He wanted to tell me some ridiculous story about a girl who had been killed, and somebody who was trying to frame him. I didn’t want to hear it and I told him so.” 

        I frowned. “But when the police telephoned you…” 

        “I told them what I told you: I had nothing to say. Our family business is none of your concern. I am only talking to you, Detective Stone, because you threatened me.” 

        “Where is he now, Ms. Browne?” 

        “I have already told you I don’t know. He stayed a couple of days, then flew to somewhere in Europe. He didn’t want to tell me where, and frankly his behavior was so absurd I didn’t want to know.” 

        Dehan was making a face like brain-ache. “But everything he told you was true.” 

        Mary gave her head a stiff little shake. “You don’t know Cyril. He is always making up absurd stories and getting ridiculously emotional over them.” 

        Dehan gave a small laugh and shook her head too. “No, Ms. Browne. What he told you was true. Do you not understand that?” 

        Her cheeks flushed. “Don’t try to tell me about my own brother! I know what he is like! Before long, he’ll come running back because he has wet his pants, or grazed his knee and I will have to bathe him and cook him a meal and then he’ll cry himself to sleep like a silly little girl. He is hopeless.” 

        I gave Dehan a glance to shut her up and asked, “What is the age difference between you, Ms. Browne?” 

        “What has that to do with anything?” 

        “Please answer the question.” 

        “I am ten years his senior.” 

        “Are you blood relations?” 

        “Of course we are! What an absurd question!” 

        “Ms. Browne, we are nearly done. Please bear with us a little longer. Can you tell me about your parents?” 

        She faltered, shrugged, gave her head another little shake. “I mean… like what?” 

        “Well, for example, they left you a substantial inheritance. You’re a school teacher, he was a librarian, they are not the best paid jobs in the world, yet…” 

        She cut me dead. “Both of our parents died when I was fifteen and Cyril was just five. The house was paid for and both mother and father had substantial life insurance. By the time the authorities had finished messing around, I had turned sixteen. They put us through hell in the courts, trying to take Cyril away from me. But I fought them every step of the way, and in the end the judge decided we had been through enough, and it would do Cyril more harm than good to be placed with a foster family. So I brought him up on my own. They appointed us a social worker, but it didn’t take me long to get rid of her.” 

        I looked around the room and gestured with my hand. “I don’t see any pictures of your parents, or of Cyril.” 

        “They were good, strict Catholics. They didn’t encourage sentimentality. Love and devotion should be for God. I brought Cyril up in the same way.” 

        “Where in Europe did he go?” 

        “I told you I don’t know. I don’t want to know. He’ll come back soon enough.” 

        “Where in Europe would he go?” 

        “I don’t know!” 

        Dehan said, “Why would he choose Europe? He must have had a reason to go there. Was there some place he always wanted to visit? There must be some reason he went there.” 

        “How many times do I need to tell you? I don’t know! When he was small he never stopped yammering. I spent my whole time telling him to shut up. And when he turned twelve you couldn’t get him to utter a word. I don’t know why he went to Europe, or where he went in Europe, and frankly I don’t want to know because it is just another one of his stupid fantasies!” 

        I scratched my chin. “‘Another one of his fantasies.’ Did he have a lot of fantasies?” 

        “All the time.” 

        “Can you give us an example?” 

        “More? How about moving to New York? Or his idea he was going to be, ‘independent’? Or that he would have a family of his own? The notion that he had been framed for murder, flying off to Europe. Why do you think I simply stopped listening to him? Every word that came out of his mouth was some kind of stupid fantasy.” 

        Dehan sighed and sat forward, with her elbows on her knees. The gesture was loud in the silent house. “Do you keep his bedroom ready for him to return?” 

        She shrugged. “It’s his bedroom.” 

        “Has he anything in there like a hairbrush from which we might be able to get a sample of his DNA?” 

        “Certainly not!” 

        “Certainly not, you won’t let us, or certainly not there is nothing of that sort?” 

        “Certainly not, there is nothing of the kind. This is a clean, respectable house, Detective. Do you honestly think I would have a dirty hairbrush hanging around for twelve years?” 

        Dehan sighed again and muttered, “Certainly not.” 

        “I should think not.” 

        I said, “Would you allow us then, Ms. Browne, to take a sample of DNA from you? We would be able to establish from that whether the samples at the scene were from a relative of yours.” 

        “Not,” she said, “under any circumstances whatsoever. And if you have finished with your absurd questions, I would now like you to leave. This ridiculous situation has gone on far to long. Now, please.” She stood. “Leave, and leave me and my family alone!” 

        I sat watching her a moment, then stood. She was almost as tall as I was. Dehan stood too and I said, “How did your parents die, Mary?” 

        “It was a car crash. Why?” 

        “Did Cyril witness it?” 

        She hesitated before answering. “He was in the car, if you must know. What is this, some psychological nonsense? God saw fit to take them. We accept His will and get on with it.” 

        I offered her a sad smile and nodded, like I knew what she was talking about only too well. “Sure. Thank you for your time, Ms. Browne. I am sorry if we’ve brought up distressing memories.” I pointed at the embroidery on the sofa. “That is quite lovely.” 

        She was taken aback. “Oh, thank you.” 

        I laughed. “You’ll think me stupid, but I have a small request. I have had a splinter in my finger since yesterday. I can’t seem to get rid of it. I wonder if I could borrow your needle…” 

        “Oh, good heavens! Of course!”  

        She reached for her sewing basket, but I stepped over and removed the needle from her hoop and put it in my pocket. “Thank you so much. You have been extremely helpful and kind. My apologies once again for disturbing you. We’ll see ourselves out.” 

        We stepped back out into the gentle, Californian sunshine and closed the door behind us. We walked back toward the car. It bleeped loudly as we approached, and Dehan asked me, “So that was weird. You want me to pick out that splinter for you?” 

        I stood staring across the road and shook my head. “No, thanks…” 

        “So what do we do now?” 

        “We go to church, Dehan. We go to church and pray for guidance…” 





NINE


   

        Across the road from Mary Browne’s house was the school where she taught. Next door to it, and apparently attached, was the Good Shepherd Catholic Church. It was huge, and set in the middle of a large parking lot, resembling more a vast, modern conference center than the traditional idea of a church.  

        We crossed the road, and then the parking lot, and pushed through the large, plate glass doors into a cool, shaded reception area with high ceilings and marble floors. There was a desk, with leaflets on it, and behind the desk there was a smiling woman in a dark blue suit. I returned her smile and said, “I never saw a church with a receptionist before.” 

        “This is the twenty-first century! And after all, isn’t St. Peter Heaven’s receptionist?” 

        Dehan made a noise that might have been a laugh but sounded more like a gurgle. I said, “I had never thought of it like that. I was wondering if we could have a talk to whoever is in charge…” 

        Her eyes twinkled with religious humor. “I think the Lord might be a little busy at the moment, but I’ll see if Father Cohen is free.” 

        I watched Dehan’s eyebrow climb all the way up to her hairline. “Father Cohen?” 

        The woman beamed. “Do you know him?” 

        Dehan shook her head. “No, I never met a Father Cohen before.” 

        She picked up an internal phone and said, “Whom shall I say…?” 

        I showed her my badge. “I’m Detective Stone and this is Detective Dehan, we are here making some inquiries about a case in New York. We would like to ask Father Cohen a couple of questions about a parishioner of his.” 

        She made an ‘O’ with her mouth, put the phone down and tapped across the large, echoing reception to disappear through a couple of doors at the far end. Dehan said, “I guess there is no reason why not.” 

        “None at all.” 

        “You could have a rabbi called O’Malley, couldn’t you?” 

        “Or an atheist called Dehan.” 

        We stood in silence for a moment, and I had the strange sensation that even the silence was echoing in the vast space. After a moment Dehan whispered, “What are we doing here?” 

        I whispered back, “Trying to understand.” 

        “In a church?” 

        I nodded and the doors across the echoing hall opened again and the receptionist reappeared, accompanied now by a tall man in his sixties with curling red hair not yet turning to gray and a vigorous stride. He was dressed in jeans with a checked shirt and walked toward us smiling, with his hand held out. It was a gesture he had to abandon half way because it was such a long distance to cover before he got to us. When he did arrive, he stuck out his hand again and shook mine, then Dehan’s. 

        “Father Cohen,” he said. “And you must be Detectives Stone and Dehan. A pleasure to welcome you to our humble home. I was just about to take my morning constitutional, will you walk with me in the gardens?” 

        We said we would and stepped out of the church, back into the sunlight. We crossed the road and entered onto a large common, fringed by trees and dotted here and there with occasional benches. Once on the grass, he slowed his pace and said, “So, how can we help the NYPD?” 

        Dehan said, “We are trying to locate Cyril Browne.” 

        He stopped dead in his tracks and frowned at her. “Why don’t you speak to his sister? She lives right here.” 

        He gestured at her house. I scratched my chin. “We have. Father, if I could explain... Some years ago, Cyril became the prime suspect in a murder case.” 

        His eyes went wide and he stared at me as though he thought I was insane. “That is the single most absurd thing I have ever heard in my life. Forgive me.” 

        I nodded. “I know. It’s a long story. Just trust me that at the time, the evidence was compelling. However, my partner and I have uncovered new evidence that would seem to exonerate Cyril. The point is we do need to talk to him.” 

        He made a face and pulled his mouth down, shaking his head. “This is all news to me. I am afraid if you think I can tell you where he is, you are barking up the wrong tree. I have had no contact with Cyril for years.” 

        “No,” I said. “I imagined as much. But Mary told us that about twelve years ago Cyril flew to Europe. She doesn’t know where, or why for that matter, and she says she has not heard from him since.” 

        “I see.” He was frowning down at his feet as he walked, and sounded as though he really didn’t see at all. “But I am sorry, I am still at a loss as to how you think I can help.” 

        Dehan was squinting at me as though she agreed with Father Cohen. I plowed on. 

        “I don’t believe Cyril stayed in Europe. I don’t see how he could have. He had to have come back by now.” 

        “That seems reasonable.” 

        “So what I am trying to do is develop some kind of understanding about how Cyril thinks, what makes him tick, so that ultimately I can get some notion of where he is likely to have gone. I’m afraid his sister was not very helpful…” 

        He nodded that he understood. “Hmmm…” 

        “But if I can understand what makes Cyril tick, how he thinks, what things are important to him, what motivates him, like I say, maybe I can narrow my search down from the whole world, to places in the U.S.A. where he is most likely to have gone.” 

        Father Cohen stopped and stared up at the sky, like he was asking his boss what the hell he thought he was playing at, sending this bozo to spoil his constitutional. “Gosh,” he said. “That is a tall order.” 

        “No,” I said. “It’s not really. I think there is one, defining event in Cyril’s life that shapes and conditions everything he does.” 

        They both stared at me and Dehan said, “His parents’ death.” 

        I nodded and asked Father Cohen, “Did you know them back then?” 

        “I had just left the seminary. I was about twenty-five. I grew up around here. That’s why I requested this posting. The church is only twenty-five years old, and when they started construction, I spoke to the bishop…” He waved a hand at me. “But you don’t want to know about all that. My point is that we, my family, we knew the Brownes. Most everyone knows each other around here. My father had married a Catholic girl from the neighborhood and we all—well, if we weren’t friends, we were acquainted. 

        “They were good people, very devout. Old school.” He nodded after he said it, as though confirming that old school was a good thing. “I can’t say that I knew them well enough to give you a psychological insight into Cyril, but I do remember the accident. It was tragic.” 

        “I believe he was in the car.” 

        He studied my face a moment and looked vaguely queasy. We had reached the center of the common and he stopped. “Yes,” he said, “but I’m afraid there is more to it than that. Shall we sit a moment?” 

        He gestured at a bench a few paces away by a small copse. We moved to it and sat. He took a deep breath and started to speak. 

        “Peter was the father. He was a strong man in every sense. Mary takes after him. They were very alike. But above all, his faith was strong. He was somewhat severe in his ways, but he was devoted to God and to his family. He worked hard and provided well for them. His wife was…” He sighed a sigh that was full of regret. “His wife, Marion, was charming, vivacious, happy, but of very poor judgment. And Peter—well, Peter hadn’t the imagination, the wisdom, what you will—he lacked the smarts, if you like, to provide her with the kind of joyful life she needed. We are all different, and where his frugal, Spartan existence was enough to fulfill him, it was not enough for her, and we all watched her wilt. She needed, poor woman, just a little more joy in her life. 

        “Sadly, tragically, she met a man who was only too willing to provide that joy. She began to see him while Peter was at work and the children were at school. This man, I forget his name, worked on the local paper. He was a man of few morals, and the few he had he tended to neglect. He spent much of his time in bars and worked often from home. So Marion began to visit him there, at home—would that it had been in the bars! May God forgive me for saying so!”  

        He fell silent, looking at the trees and up at that perfect blue sky. Eventually he gave his head a small shake. “Marion didn’t drink. They were both teetotal, she and Peter. But on that fateful afternoon, this man had encouraged Marion to have a drink, and she had yielded. One drink led, as it so often does, to another, and she had become drunk. She lost track of time and the time to return home and collect the children from school had come and gone. Thank the Lord Mary was of an age to have her own key. She was a sensible, responsible girl, she collected her brother and saw him safely to the house. 

        “At five thirty, Peter returned home and found that his wife was not there. These were the days before everybody had a cell phone. He came to the church, assuming she was here, but nobody here had seen her, and so he went to his neighbors next door. There, his long time friend told him bluntly that his wife was having an affair and she was at that very moment no doubt at this man’s apartment. I don’t know if what his friend did was right or not, but we had all suffered too long in silence watching him being cuckolded.  

        “Peter went insane. Why he put young Cyril in the car, we shall never know. Perhaps he thought he should not leave the children alone. Mary stayed with the neighbors. Why not Cyril? Perhaps he had it in his mind to hold up to her the full extent of her treachery, to shame her,  to ‘guilt trip’ her, in the modern usage. Whatever the case, he took Cyril and went to this man’s apartment.  

        “There, on the sidewalk, in full view of everybody, he screamed at his wife, called her a… Called her names I shall not repeat, but which you can imagine. Then he physically manhandled her into the car. She, for her part, was screaming at him that he wasn’t a man, that he was a sissy, that she was sick of him, all manner of horrible things. Then they took off at high speed, went across an intersection without stopping at the lights and were rammed from the side by a truck. They were both killed instantly and the boy witnessed the whole thing from the back seat.” 

        We sat for a moment without speaking. There was quiet, sporadic birdsong in the trees above my head.  

        “You tell it as though you witnessed it.” 

        “There were a handful of us who followed him. We were afraid of what he might do, that he might do something he would later regret…” 

        “You were here in Elk Grove? That’s quite a coincidence.” 

        “Oh no, not at all.” He smiled. “We have a long tradition in my family of spending Halloween together. It’s quite a thing around here. I omitted to mention, it was Halloween. That’s why he initially came to the church. He thought she might be helping out…” 

        I sat staring at the grass between my feet. Dehan stood and walked away with her hands in her pockets. Father Cohen frowned at her and then at me. “Is that significant?” 

        I smiled. “It might be.” 

        “I’m sorry, I don’t know what else to tell you.” 

        Dehan had started walking in a wide circle, staring down at her boots. On a sudden impulse, I said, “His mother, Marion, she didn’t quite fit in. She wasn’t from the neighborhood, was she?” 

        “Oh, no. No, she wasn’t.” 

        Dehan had stopped and was watching me with narrowed eyes. I sighed. Father Cohen was frowning at me. I said, “She was a New Yorker, wasn’t she?” 

        “Well, in a sense, yes. Her family hailed from the Bronx. But they had moved west when she was young. I forget where they went to. It wasn’t far from here. Oh, yes!” He snapped his fingers. “Reno. She spent most of her childhood in Reno, then they moved to Sacramento and finally Elk Grove. Apparently the crime rate in Reno was quite high, and they were looking for a better environment for their daughter. Tragic how it played out in the end. Tragic, and not a little ironic.” 

        I thought for a moment, sucking my teeth. “What paper was it that this guy worked on?” 

        “The Elk Grove Herald. They ran the full story, which must have been very distressing for Mary. The journalist was fired and left town, I believe. I can’t imagine that any of this is very helpful to you, Detective.” 

        Dehan was still staring at me. I said, “More than you can imagine, Father. You have actually been extremely helpful.” 

        We left him finishing his morning constitutional and crossed the common back toward Mary’s house. The birds were still chattering, but seemed too lazy to get a real conversation going. As we approached the car, Dehan stopped in her tracks and spread her hands. “Halloween? Seriously? He sees his parents killed on Halloween? What are the odds, Stone? There is no way that is a coincidence.” 

        I pressed the button on the key fob and the car bleeped. “So if it isn’t a coincidence, how do you explain it?” 

        “I can’t. It can’t be done.” She approached the car and got in, slamming the door. “This case is full of meaningless coincidences. Coincidences that don’t mean anything.” 

        I laughed. “That would be a meaningless coincidence.” 

        “And you want to tell me how you knew that his mother was from New York?” 

        “I could smell another meaningless coincidence.” 

        I pressed the ignition and pulled away, turned left onto Foulks Ranch Drive and then left again onto Elk Grove Boulevard. Dehan scowled. 

        “Where are we going?” 

        “As soon as you find it on your phone, the public library.” 

        She did a lot of swiping and typing and after a moment said, “It should be coming into view right about now. It’s on the crossroads.” 

        We were approaching a large intersection that looked more like a few buildings scattered in a woodland than the heart of a town, but this was the center of Elk Grove, and on the far side, on the right, was a large, modern building that claimed to be Elk Grove’s public library.  

        “You going to do another one of those things where you don’t tell me anything? Why are we at the public library?” 

        “Not at all, Dehan.” I pulled over and parked. “We are at the public library because I want to have a look at these people. I figure if they ran a full report on the incident, then there is probably a photograph of the Browne family.” 

        “Yeah, OK, I kind of got that, but why? What do you want to see a photograph of them for? Where is your mind going, Stone?” 

        I stared out the windshield and sighed. “I need to see them, get a feel for them. How are we going to find out where Cyril is, if we haven’t got a sense of who Cyril is?” 

        I climbed out of the car and started toward the entrance to the library. I heard the door slam behind me and Dehan mutter, “I know where my mind is going. Out of itself.” 





TEN


   

        We had sat in the quiet, spacious library, with the gentle, California light leaning in through the tall windows, making long, glistening ghosts out of the dust particles that lingered in the air. Now and then a distant echo would disturb the silence: a muffled cough, a book dropped on a table in another part of the building, a door opening briefly to allow in the hum of a passing car. Dehan had sat next to me, leaning against me with one arm on my shoulder, and we had read the article together. It didn’t add anything to what Father Cohen had told us already, except the name of the journalist, Jose Rodriguez, who had been summarily dismissed following the incident. 

        There had been several photographs of the family as a whole and of the individuals that comprised it. They, the family, were described in the article as God-fearing, long standing members of the community. The journalist had managed to imply that Marion’s childhood in Reno was somehow responsible for her lamentable behavior, and that though her death was a tragedy, the kids were somehow, in the long run, better off without her. The real shame was that Peter had not survived with them. 

        I had stopped reading after a while and sat staring at the photographs. There was a close up of Cyril, aged five. He had dark hair and sad eyes in a gaunt face. He was thin and bony, and you somehow got the feeling he was sensitive. Books would definitely have figured in his life, and I wondered if in different circumstances he might not have become a poet. 

        Mary, his sister, had been prettier back then, when she was younger. She gazed, smiling out of her portrait photo, as though toward a happy future. Even then, at fifteen, there was a strength about her, both physical and of character, a determination perhaps that any sign of weakness would be labeled ‘nonsense’ or a ‘fantasy’, and dismissed. I guessed that was how she dealt with her own loss and grief. That was the way she stayed strong. 

        A third photograph showed the whole family in their backyard. Cyril was in the foreground, on a tricycle, squinting at the camera in the sun. Mary was standing behind him, holding her father’s arm in both of hers. There was something proprietary about the gesture, which he echoed by placing his hand gently on her forearm. Like him, she was tall, with a strong, heavy body. He didn’t smile at the camera, rather he seemed to assess it and judge it through narrowed eyes. His wife, Marion, stood slightly apart from them, resting her backside on a garden table. She had a pair of aviator sunglasses perched on her head. Like her son, she was squinting at the camera, half smiling. The similarity with her daughter was striking, except that she was of a finer build, more delicate, like her son. Mary had inherited her father’s physical strength and ‘big bones’, Cyril his mother’s sensitivity. 

        I had sat like that, staring at them, for a good fifteen minutes, letting my mind roam and wander, until Dehan nudged me and said, “What now, Sensei, you want to grab a coffee?” 

        I glanced at my watch. It was eleven o’clock. “Let’s go and have lunch in Reno.” 

        Her eyes went wide and her jaw set. “See?” She said it loudly and it echoed. “You’re doing it! You are!” 

        Somebody went, “Shshsh!” and Dehan repeated in a hoarse whisper, “You are doing it, Stone! Tell me why we are going to Reno!” 

        I grinned. “In the car. And if you can’t learn to behave, this is the last time I bring you to the library.” 

        “Funny. You’re really funny.” 

        We left amid scowls and returned to the car. I threw her the keys and climbed in the passenger seat and as she got behind the wheel I said: 

        “I don’t know, Dehan. I’m kind of groping in the dark, but like you said, these coincidences can’t be coincidences: his mom’s from the Bronx, she’s killed on Halloween, he disappears on Halloween, Sue dies on Halloween…” I closed my eyes, trying to grasp a thought. “Somehow, in some way, he is trying to follow his mother. So, at the moment I am just following them.”  

        She glanced at me and started the car. “Reno…?” 

        “Uh-huh.” 

        She pulled away. “What for?” 

        “You picked up, like I did, that Cyril felt oppressed and controlled by his sister, right?” 

        “Yeah, I got that.”  

        She turned into Elk Grove Florin Road and we started moving north. 

        “Bear with me. I’m trying to fit my thoughts together here. It’s like we have two camps: Mary and her dad, strong and controlling, knowing what’s best for everybody and trying to keep order; and in the other camp Cyril and Marion, more sensitive, weaker in some ways, but needing to get away and be free. She breaks out by having an affair with a boozing, amoral journalist. He breaks free by physically escaping. In a sense he’s following his mother’s footsteps backward. Like he is trying to get her back, by going back to her somehow. Does that make any sense?” 

        She made a skeptical face. “Kind of…” 

        “When he tried to escape from his sister’s control, get away from her, where did he go?” 

        “New York, where his mother was a kid. OK, I get it. But it doesn’t hold up, Stone. Sue died on Halloween. The same night his mother died. So is he trying to get back to her, or is he punishing her for abandoning him?” 

        I sighed and recited the facts for the thousandth time, trying to see the pattern hidden in them: “He disappears from New York and returns home in a panic, claiming he’s being framed for Sue’s murder. Framed by whom? And why? We don’t know. Then he goes to Europe.” I sucked my teeth a moment and gazed out at the pretty town that was slipping by. “I have a problem with that, Dehan. I am not sure, but I think he would’ve needed a visa to go to Europe. We need to look into that. But I do know for a fact that he couldn’t just stay there. He would need papers, a work permit, all that. So he must have come back.” I looked at her. “Where did he go? It’s just a hunch, but it seems to me that, whether he is punishing her or trying to get back to her—or both—his mother plays a big part in his motivation. Did you happen to notice that there was a certain similarity between Xara, his sister and his mother? Xara and his sister are bigger boned and heavier, but the likeness is there.” 

        She had her bottom lip stuck out and she was nodding.  

        “OK, Sensei, I hear you. So you think he might have gone to Reno.” 

        “‘Think’ is putting it a bit too strongly. It’s a hunch I’d like to explore.” 

        She was quiet for a bit, then said, “We could sure use his financials right now.” 

        I grunted. “I have a feeling we are going to find that Cyril Browne’s financial records stop suddenly ’round about the time he left New York.” 

        She looked at me sharply. “Based on what?” 

        I thought about it. “Based on his character, on his meticulous planning…” 

        “Planning? So you think he’s the guy again?” 

        “I don’t know yet who the guy is.” 

        “Yet…” 

        “Let me think for a bit.” 

        “You want a pipe and a violin?” 

        “That would be nice, thank you.” 

        We didn’t talk much after that. We rolled the windows down and enjoyed the gentle sunshine as we moved through Sacramento and then turned east and began the slow climb toward the Sierra Nevadas. All the way I kept turning my idea over and over. It was, as Mary would have said, absurd, a fantasy. Equally it made sense and equally it was impossible to prove. 

        Almost impossible to prove. 

        As we climbed higher, the temperature began to drop and after about an hour we had to close the windows. Past Auburn, the landscape changed and we were suddenly surrounded by rich woodland rolling over peaks as far as the eye could see. And by the time we had passed Colfax, the I-80 had narrowed to one lane each way and the woodland had become a dense forest that seemed to close in and enfold us.  

        There, I snapped myself out of my reverie, pulled my cell from my pocket, found the number for the Washoe County Sheriff and called. After talking to a couple of people, I was eventually put through to Undersheriff Sarah Pfeninger. 

        “Good morning, Undersheriff Pfenninger. My name is Detective John Stone, I am with the NYPD. We are trying to track down a suspect in a murder investigation, we’ve been making inquiries in Sacramento, and we think our man may have been in Reno at some time. He may even still be there now.” 

        “OK, Detective Stone. How can we help?” 

        I tried to put a nice smile in my voice. “Well, first off, we don’t want to tread on local law enforcement’s toes. So this is partly a courtesy call.” 

        “Much appreciated.” 

        “But second, we’d like to know if the sheriff’s department has any record of our man…” 

        “Where are you?” 

        “On the I-80, just going through Gold Run on the California side of the border.” 

        “What’s your man’s name?” 

        “Cyril Browne, originally of Elk Grove.” 

        “When do you think he was here?” 

        “Early November, 2006, or some time after that. Sorry I can’t be more precise.” 

        “You’re about an hour out, a little more if you stick to the speed limit. You know where we are? 911 East Parr Boulevard. Put it in your SatNav. Ask for me at the front desk. I’ll come down for you. Meantime, I’ll make some inquiries. Send me a picture and I’ll put out a BOLO.” 

        “Thank you, Undersheriff, that is very…” 

        “What’s your precinct, Detective Stone?” 

        “43rd, in the Bronx. My commanding officer is Deputy Inspector John Newman.” 

        “See you in an hour and twenty. Name’s Sarah.” 

        I hung up. Dehan looked at me along her eyes. “All good?” 

        I nodded once. “Very efficient woman.” I spoke as I punched the address into the GPS. “She’ll see us in an hour and twenty minutes. She’s making inquiries and putting out a BOLO.” 

        “Great. So what’s wrong?” 

        I sent Pfenninger the photograph of Cyril, then sighed and shook my head. “I may be wrong…” I said. “We’ll see when we get there. Don’t ask me. It’s a stupid idea. I just have a feeling…” 

        We arrived an hour and ten minutes later. The Washoe County Sheriff’s Office is not what you would normally associate with a county sheriff. It is a huge, modular construction, set on the edge of the desert to the north of Reno, and looks more like a military HQ from a Star Wars movie than anything else. We left the car in the parking lot, went in to the front desk, gave the deputy our names and, two minutes later, Undersheriff Sarah Pfenninger appeared in a khaki uniform with smartly tapping heels. She was short, sharp and efficient, with very blonde hair pulled back so tight you could almost hear it scream, and very blue eyes that didn’t seem to care how much her hair screamed. She greeted me and shook hands and regarded Dehan without expression. 

        “Your man popped up right away. Follow me.” 

        We followed her down a passage, through a door and a busy detectives’ room into an office that had three glass walls through which she could keep an eye on her troops. There she sat down and we sat too. She said, “Can I see some ID?” 

        We showed her our badges and she sat back in her chair to look at us both. 

        “He’s your suspect, but he’s on my turf. What’s the story with this guy?” 

        Dehan said, “He’s a possible suspect in a murder inquiry.” 

        They both looked at each other a moment. Pfenninger seemed to be waiting. After a moment, she raised her eyebrows. “Your partner already told me that. You want to put some skin on the bones?” 

        I filled her in with what we had found so far and she listened carefully, with a small frown creasing her brow. When I’d finished, she said, “That’s a pretty weird story. What’s his motive for killing the girl?” 

        Dehan crossed one long leg over the other. “We don’t know that he did. On the face of it, we just want to eliminate him from our investigation.” 

        Pfenninger let her eyes rove over Dehan, seemed to find her wanting and turned back to me. “You figure he’s emotionally unstable.” 

        “It’s possible.” 

        “Probable.” 

        I nodded. “Probable.” 

        “He has big issues with his mother. Could have killed your Sue Benedict out of jealousy.” 

        I drew breath to answer but Dehan interrupted. “You said his name popped up right away.” 

        Pfenninger looked at her for a full three slow seconds, with her fingers laced over her belly, before nodding. 

        “Yup.” 

        I said, “He’s dead, isn’t he?” 

        Dehan looked at me in astonishment. Pfenninger raised an eyebrow at me. “How would you know that, Detective Stone?” 

        Dehan echoed her: “Yeah, Detective Stone, how would you know that?” 

        I sighed. “A hunch. How did it happen? Did he come here from Europe?” 

        “I don’t know. You say he disappeared from New York in the early hours of November first, he showed up in Reno on November eighth.” 

        “How do you know that?” 

        Her face was totally expressionless. “Keep listening and I’ll tell you.” I heard Dehan snort, but I ignored her. Pfenninger kept talking. “He was lodging at a house on the edge of the desert, Chablis Drive, out by the 395. Landlady said he was quiet. No trouble. Never spoke to nobody. Friday night, that’s November 10th, two days after he arrived, he goes to a building site on the river, by East 2nd Street Bridge. They were putting up a big hotel-casino at the time, and they’d poured a load of concrete that day into the foundations. So your boy gets up on a big pile of rubble, just beside the wet cement, and starts screaming about how life don’t have no meaning no more. The night watchman come running over, shining his flashlight, and he hears a big splash. Your boy had just jumped into the foundations. Wet concrete sucks you down like a quicksand. There ain’t no way out of that. So that’s where he’s buried, in the foundations of the East 2nd Casino Hotel.” 

        I frowned. “How do you know it was him?” 

        She gave a small sigh. “How many suicides have you dealt with over the years, Stone?” 

        I nodded. “A few.” 

        “Jumpers off bridges? You got some nice jumping bridges in New York.” 

        Dehan said, “I know where you’re going. It’s true. They always take their damn jackets off.” 

        “Yup.” She looked at Dehan and nodded. “Took his jacket off and left it lying on the rubble.” 

        I was shaking my head. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t you notify his sister?” 

        “We didn’t know he had one. When he registered here, he registered as having no next of kin. So there was nobody to notify.” 

        Dehan said, “He turned up on the Wednesday, found lodgings and the first thing he did was register?” 

        Pfenninger spread her hands. “What can I tell you? He was depressed, suicidal, maybe he was OCD, how should I know? From what you’ve told me, he was some kind of crazy.” 

        I puffed my cheeks and drummed my fingers on the arm of the chair. “You have been extremely helpful, Sarah. Can I trouble you for one more thing?” 

        “It ain’t no trouble. Just my job.” 

        “The night watchman…” 

        She opened a file and pulled out a slip of paper. “I figured you’d want to talk to him. He’s in charge of security at the same hotel. Give him a call. He’ll be happy to talk to you. His name’s Joseph White. He’s black. One of them ironies you was talking about.” 

        We left her watching us leave through the glass walls of her office, with her fingers laced over her belly. 





ELEVEN


   

        The East 2nd Casino Hotel was a sprawling, four story building in red brick and beige that stood directly opposite the Greater Nevada baseball field. I pulled into the underground parking lot, found a space and we took the elevator up to the foyer. There was a lot of brown leather and red carpeting, and just past the reception desk on the right, a huge arch led to three broad steps that took you down into the ninth circle of hell, where all the fruit machines are.  

        Behind the reception desk there were a pretty young woman and a pretty young man, both in blue suits. He had a burgundy tie and she had a burgundy scarf. They both had very white teeth which they displayed like badges of office. 

        “Good afternoon, my name is Sally. How can I help you today?” She said that. 

        I said, “We are police officers from New York. The Sheriff’s Department tells me I can find Joseph White here. I believe he is head of security.” 

        She picked up the internal phone, dialed three digits and smiled at me with her head on one side while it rang.  

        “Mr. White? There are two detectives from New York here to see you…” She held my eye while she listened and smiled, then said, “OK, thank you,” and hung up. “He’ll be right down if you’d like to sit down, or have a few games in the casino, or have a refreshing cocktail in the Cavendish Cocktail Lounge.” 

        We strolled over to a couple of brown leather armchairs and sat. I said, “It’s amazing what they can do with artificial intelligence these days.” 

        “She was definitely artificial, Stone, but intelligence…?” 

        I snorted a laugh but didn’t have time to answer, because a tall, athletic man in his sixties had entered the foyer from a broad staircase. He had hair graying at the temples, a dark blue, double-breasted blazer with brass buttons, and gray slacks. His black patent shoes were military clean and he had a chest like a sherry cask. He glanced at reception and AI Sally showed him her gleaming teeth and pointed at us. We stood as he approached. Dehan stuck out her hand as he made to reach for mine. 

        “Mr. White, I am Detective Carmen Dehan of the 43rd Precinct in New York. This is my partner Detective John Stone. I wonder if you could spare us five minutes of your time to talk about Cyril Browne?” 

        He watched her carefully as she spoke, with a small frown on his brow. When she’d finished, he said, “Cyril who now?” 

        “Cyril Browne. The man who is part of the foundations of this building.” 

        His eyebrows went up and his mouth made an ‘O’. He nodded. “Sure, sure. Let’s go up to my office.” 

        His office was a cubby hole up a short flight of steps. There was no window, but he had a wooden desk, a black imitation leather chair and two chairs for visitors. As he sat, he said, “Can I see some ID?” 

        We showed him and, as he handed them back, he asked Dehan, “What is it you want to know?” 

        “Can you tell us exactly what happened that night?” 

        He leaned back and sighed. “It’s a long time ago, Detective. Ten, twelve years?” 

        “Twelve years last November. It’s important, or we wouldn’t have come all the way from New York.” 

        He nodded. “I get that.” His expression became abstracted and he seemed to study the edge of his desk. “It was the craziest suicide you could ever imagine. Still gives me nightmares from time to time.” He looked up and frowned at her. “I just can’t imagine a more horrible way to die.” 

        I repeated Dehan’s question. “What happened, Joe?” 

        He glanced at me, then back at his desk. “It was the first week of November, I guess. I don’t recall the exact date…” 

        “The report says it was the tenth.” 

        “Yeah, that’s about right. This, what you see here, was just a building site. Early stages. They was just laying down the foundations. There were big heaps of rubble waiting to be taken away, big holes in the ground where they were laying the concrete for the foundations. It was a kind of organized chaos, if you know what I mean.” 

        I smiled. “Sure.” 

        “So in all that chaos, as I am sure you can understand, you had not only valuable tools and equipment, you also got the risk of some kid getting in here to drink or take drugs or whatever kids get up to, and getting hurt or injured in the process—or worse. Then the company got to pay out for occupier’s liability, for not making the place safe enough. The world we live in, right? Kid is stupid and gets hurt, the company is liable. Always somebody else’s fault.” 

        “That’s why they had you there.” 

        “Every night, there was two of us. We took it in turns to do the rounds, make sure nobody snuck in to take nothing. So that night, must have been ten or ten-thirty. I’m doing my rounds and all of a sudden I start hearing this screaming and shouting. Some kid is going crazy, screaming that life has no meaning no more, that it’s all over, that he just wants to die. 

        “So I get on my radio and call Sam, and I am running, hell bent for leather toward where I can hear the screaming. It was over…” He twisted around in his chair, pointing awkwardly, “At the north corner, just in from the road a bit. There was a fence up, and there was a big pile of rubble up against the wall, oh, I suppose six or eight feet high, and there was a kid standing on the top of the rubble. He had his jacket in his hand and he was shouting like a mad man.” 

        Dehan had gone quiet. I asked him, “What did you do?” 

        “Well, you can imagine that in the dark it wasn’t easy to run, with all that stuff lying around, and them big holes in the ground. They was cordoned off all right, but you could still trip and have a nasty fall. And if you fell in the wet concrete, you was in real trouble. So I was going as fast as I could, shouting to him not to do nothing stupid, that that was wet concrete there, and at the same time trying to make sense to Sam on the radio.” 

        “Where was Sam?” 

        “He was in the hut, keeping warm. He never saw nothing.” 

        “OK.” I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees. “Let me just make sure I have this straight. This young man was standing in the northwest corner of the site, on a pile of rubble, overlooking a pit that was filled with liquid concrete. Sam was in the hut, so he could see nothing, and you were trying your best to run to the boy, shout to him to be careful, talk on the radio and shine your flashlight both on the boy and on the ground to make sure you didn’t fall. You deserve a medal just for that, Joe. Where, exactly, were you when you were doing all this?” 

        He had started laughing. “It was a thing to behold, I can tell you. Where was I? As luck would have it, I was at the farthest point. Like you say, he was in the northwest corner, so I must have been in the southeast.” 

        I sat back. “OK, Joe, I have a clear picture in my mind now. What happened next?” 

        “Next thing, he just went and jumped in. Craziest thing I ever saw in my life. I can understand a man shooting his brains out. I can understand a man jumping in front of a train, or hanging hisself. Them’s all quick deaths. Jumping off a building, get it over and done with. It’s quick. But jumping into wet cement? There ain’ no way anybody ever is gonna get you out of that. It’s gonna get in your nose and mouth, and your eyes. That is gonna be one bad death. Like being in hell. And slow.” He paused. His face was uncomprehending. His eyes were distressed. “I know the Mob used to do that a lot, but even them, you know? They’d kill you first.” 

        We were quiet for a moment. Dehan was watching me curiously. I said, “Can you describe the boy to me, Joe?” 

        He blinked, pulling himself back from his nightmare. “Sure, he was kind of average height, maybe five ten, slim, dark hair. He was wearing dark pants and a dark sweater. That was about all I could see. He looked young, maybe late twenties or early thirties.” 

        “Can you remember if he said anything in the moment he jumped?” 

        “Uh…” He stared at the wall. “It was kind’a crazy. He was screaming a lot, making a lot of noise. I was running, trying not to fall…” He shook his head. “No, he sort of went silent. Then there was this horrible splash and he was sinking into the cement.” 

        “Then you scrambled up the rubble?” 

        “No. Sam arrived. I was pretty upset. He called the cops. They came about fifteen minutes later. There was no way to save the boy, though he must have took a whole minute or two to die. I was crazy, you know? Trying to find a stick or something to help pull him out. Cops started processing the scene and it was them found his jacket. Seems nuts, don’t it? But the detective told me lots of suicides do that, before they jump, or before they drown themselves, take off their shoes and their jacket. Crazy.” 

        “But he didn’t take off his shoes.” 

        “No, not his shoes, just his jacket.” He studied my face for a bit. “Who was he?” 

        Dehan said, “Cyril Browne. A very unhappy young man.” She hesitated, sighed and said, “Joe, I know it’s easy after all this time to trick yourself into remembering things that you either want to believe or think you ought to believe. So I want you to think very carefully, OK? It seems likely that Cyril either killed a woman in New York, or was framed for her murder. His dying words could be really important. Can you remember with any degree of certainty what he was shouting?” 

        He seemed to sag in his chair. “Oh, Lord…” He was quiet for a long time, staring at that spot on his desk. “Life had no meaning anymore. I know he kept saying that. He was coming home. I remember he said that a couple of times. She was gone…” He hesitated. “I don’t want to go inventing things, but he might have said he was going home to her. But I really don’t want to say no more because that might be bullshit.” 

        I looked at Dehan. She was thinking, frowning at the desk. The desk was getting frowned at a lot that afternoon. I said, “You have any more questions, Detective Dehan?” 

        She looked at me for a moment, her eyes flicking around my face. Then she shook her head. “No. No, I think that’s everything.” 

        I stood, leaned over and shook his hand. “Thanks, Joe. We’ll see ourselves out.” 

        We made our way down in the elevator, into the dark, echoing parking garage. I pressed the key and our car bleeped. Dehan was looking down at the floor with an odd expression on her face. 

        “You think he’s down there?” 

        I went and opened the driver’s door, looked back at her where she was watching me. “If he is, I guess that constitutes concrete evidence that he’s a hardened criminal.” 

        She frowned. “That’s not funny, Stone.” 

        “I know. Get in the car, will you? I’m starving.” 

        She walked toward me. “It’s kind of funny, but your timing is awful.” 

        She got in and we drove out into the bright, freezing afternoon. As we emerged from the garage, my phone pinged. It was an email. I pulled it from my pocket and handed it to her. “Have a look, will you?” 

        She swiped the screen a couple of times and said, “It’s from the inspector.” She glanced at me. “Cyril’s financials.” She looked back at the screen and spoke absently. “I guess they’re pretty much irrelevant now.” 

        After that, she was quiet for a while, reading, swiping occasionally, then reading some more.  

        “That’s odd.” 

        I glanced at her as I turned onto South Wells Avenue. “What is?” 

        She frowned out the windshield at the long road ahead. “He disappeared from New York in the early hours of November 1st. He showed up in Reno November 8th and killed himself November 10th.” 

        “Yeah, so?” 

        “He booked a ticket on October fifteenth, flying from San Francisco to Geneva on November 12th.” 

        We were quiet for the length of the avenue. I turned right into Plumb Lane and then right again into a large shopping mall with a parking lot. There I saw a bar called Shenanigan’s Old English Pub and decided the gods were smiling on me that day. I parked outside and we went in. Dehan was still reading Cyril’s financial records on my phone. 

        I ordered two pints of best bitter and two Chicago beef melts. We found a table and sat. I put down the beers and she put down my phone, took a sip and said, “There was no activity at all on his account, or his credit card, after November 10th.” 

        I gave a nod. “There wouldn’t be if he was dead. But we need to have a very close look at those records. What was the state of his account on the morning of the 10th?” 

        “One hundred and ten dollars.” 

        I took a pull and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “He wasn’t going very far on that in Geneva, was he?” 

        She stared at me a while, half wincing, like her mind hurt. “What the hell was he planning to do in Geneva?” 

        “What is Geneva famous for, Dehan?” 

        “Banks…?” She looked away. “What the hell was he up to?” I drew breath, but she held up a hand. “No, wait, I got this. Just let me think for a minute.” 

        The waitress came with the beef melts, told us to enjoy and went away. I was halfway through mine when Dehan looked at me and said: “He had built a whole, damn fantasy in his mind. Like his sister said he did. You know what?” Her cheeks colored. “I could take Fernando and beat seven bales of shit out of that son of a bitch.” She pointed at me. “Sue and Cyril didn’t get close the night of the party. They were already getting close, but as friends. Anyone who managed to get below the surface with Cyril says the same thing: He was a nice guy. And Sue was a nice girl. And because of Fernando’s interfering, they started to get to know each other. Trouble is, Cyril fell in love and built this big fantasy about her. He was planning something.” She paused, staring at nothing. “He was smart and I am willing to bet my next paycheck that he was planning some kind of heist, robbery, swindle—some smart way to make a lot of money. And in his fantasy, him and Sue were going to escape together to Switzerland, where he was opening, or had opened, a bank account. That is why he was going to Switzerland and that is why there was practically no money in his account. Because he had already transferred it.” 

        I spoke around a mouthful of food. “If I suggested something like that to you, you’d tell me it was a hell of a reach based on very little.” 

        “Think about it, Stone. He hands in his notice at work, why? Because he won’t need to work anymore. He hands in his notice with his landlord. Why? Because he won’t need to live there anymore. He goes to Switzerland. Why? For the banks. His account, despite the fact that he is moving house, is empty! Why? Because he has transferred the funds to another account. I bet when I look at these records properly, I will find a large transfer just before Halloween 2006.”  

        I nodded. “I am sure you will.” 

        She finally picked up her melt. “And I’ll tell you something else, that son of a bitch Fernando and his pal Giorgio killed Sue and framed Cyril. As far as I am concerned they may as well have put a gun to his head and shot him too. And they are going down for it.” 





TWELVE


   

        We got back to Elk Grove at shortly before 8 PM. Dehan had managed to book two seats on a Jet Blue flight out of Sacramento at just before midnight, landing at JFK at ten past 8 in the morning, just five hours later. So we packed, had a light supper at the Little Buddha Thai restaurant and tried to sleep the best we could on the plane.  

        The best we could was about three hours and we climbed off next morning, in a dark, frozen, cloudy New York, feeling ragged and unhappy. We found the Jaguar in the parking garage where we had left it, and it whispered to me of home, of log fires and a long sleep on the sofa. I told Dehan what the Burgundy Beast had whispered to me and she frowned disapproval, first at me and then at my car. Her expression said we should meet with the inspector and decide on a strategy for proving Fernando and Giorgio’s guilt. I pretended not to notice and unlocked the trunk. 

        It was as we were chucking our bags in that my phone rang. It was the inspector. 

        “Good morning, sir. I hope you had a good sleep. We managed a little less than three hours.” 

        Dehan made a face that was scandalized and spread her hands in a ‘What?’ gesture. I shrugged and the Inspector said, “Where are you? Are you back yet?” 

        “We literally just this very moment got off the plane.” 

        “Good. As soon as you get to the precinct, come up and see me.” 

        “About eight tomorrow morning, sir?” 

        There was a long silence, then a slight wheezing noise. “Oh… I see… I didn’t get it at first. Very funny. I didn’t realize, John, that you had a sense of humor. Very good. I’ll see you in about forty minutes.” As he hung up I heard him mutter, “What a character…” 

        I slammed the trunk and climbed in behind the wheel. We drove in sleepy silence out of the airport complex, but as we were joining the Van Wyck Expressway headed north, Dehan, who was sitting with her arms crossed and her brows knitted, shifted in her seat to look at me. Outside, everything seemed to be various shades of gray, and frosted, like a Christmas cake smothered in soot.  

        “What’s up?” she demanded. “That’s not like you at all.” 

        “What isn’t?” 

        “Wanting to go home when we’re wrapping up a case. Usually you’re a pain in the ass who won’t let anybody rest.” 

        I made a face that suggested she was making a big deal out of very little. “I figure the case has been cold for twelve years, we can take a few hours to catch up on sleep.” 

        But even as I was saying it, the words were troubling me. She was right. Something was nagging at my mind. Something that was not good. We sped past two large trucks that were spitting sludge and spray from their wheels and I became aware that I had started accelerating without realizing it. Dehan said: 

        “Wait a minute. You’ve… son of a gun! You solved it, didn’t you? You know what happened!” 

        I glanced at her, only partly aware of what she was saying. After a while I said, “Yes…” 

        “When?” 

        “Yesterday, at the library. But there were things I needed to confirm. I confirmed them in Reno. But there is something troubling me, Dehan.” 

        “Why didn’t you tell me, Stone? It’s not nice when you do this. We’re supposed to share, you know?” 

        I nodded. Chewing my lip. “I know. I was wrong…” 

        “At least you can admit it. So tell me, what happened.” 

        “No, I mean I was wrong about the case. It’s not finished yet. We need to… God damn it!” 

        I floored the pedal and hit 110MPH through Queens, crossed the Bronx-Whitestone Bridge into Throggs Neck and five minutes later, I was skidding to a halt outside the station house on Fteley Avenue. As we climbed the stairs to the inspector’s office, Dehan said, “OK, you scared me half to death by doing a hundred and ten in a sixty-eight-year-old car in the sleet and snow, now you want to tell me what the hell…” 

        I interrupted her. “Put it together, Dehan! Marion, Mary, Xara, Jose Rodriguez, Fernando…” 

        I ran up the remaining stairs. She called after me: “What?” 

        I called over my shoulder, “I can’t explain now. There’s no time!” 

        I knocked and pushed in without waiting for a reply. The inspector looked up from his desk. “Ah, John, Carmen…” 

        She was coming through the door. I said, “Is it Fernando Martinez?” 

        He frowned and blinked. Then his eyebrows arched. “Good Lord, John, how on Earth…?” 

        Dehan closed the door and said sourly, “Don’t bother, sir. He won’t tell you.” 

        “Sit down, both of you, please. I am keen to hear about your trip to Sacramento…and Reno! But first I need to tell you. As you requested, I had Fernando Martinez and Giorgio Gonzalez run through the system to see if they had any priors out of state. Your hunch was good. Not Giorgio, but Fernando. He is wanted on several charges of violence against women, in Texas, New Mexico and Arizona. The offenses range from assault and assault with a deadly weapon to attempted rape and rape. His latest brush with the law was in New Jersey. A complaint was made by a prostitute at a club in Newark. She claimed he beat her up, but she later dropped the charges.” 

        “I knew it!” Dehan balled her fist and punched me on the shoulder. “I knew it!” 

        The inspector made a face of bemusement and gave a small laugh. “There is the small matter of the DNA sample…” 

        She was already shaking her head. “We have a theory that could explain that, sir…” 

        “You have…?” 

        He turned and watched me pull out my phone. I dialed. It rang once and Frank said, “I was about to call you.” 

        “That’s what they all say, but they never call. Listen, did you find anything on the semen distribution?” 

        I watched the inspector frown at Dehan. Frank said, “That’s what I was going to call you about.” I put him on speaker phone and placed the phone on the desk. “You have to understand that this is not enough to clinch a case, John. With other evidence, it can be persuasive. The fact is I did that autopsy myself. I don’t remember it, but they are my notes. You’re lucky I am thorough in my work, and I did notice that the semen was not pooled at the end but, in fact, smeared around the walls of the vagina. Now, that can be caused by several things, amongst them very energetic or athletic intercourse. However, it is consistent with the scenario you proposed, where semen collected in a condom is then introduced into the victim’s vagina in order to frame somebody else.” 

        There was a moment’s silence. “Thanks, Frank. I understand. I’ll be in touch.” 

        He hung up and we sat staring at the inspector, who sat staring back at us. After a moment, he heaved a deep sigh and slumped back in his chair. Dehan said, “We should contact some of his victims, see if they’ll talk to us. We might get something from them.” 

        He slid the file across the desk to her. “Talk to Melanie Delano in Jersey. I’m not sending you to New Mexico.” 

        We stood and I opened the door. As I was about to step out, the inspector said, “John? Carmen? Sooner or later there has to be a case that just can’t be cracked…” 

        Dehan nodded, but I frowned. “Oh, I’ve cracked it, sir. I know who did it: how and why. I just need to prove it.” 

        Halfway down the stairs, Dehan said, “It’s Fernando, right?” 

        “We need the evidence, Dehan. Call Melanie, will you? Arrange to see her this morning. We’ll drive over to Jersey, but I want to pass by Giorgio’s place first.” 

        We stepped out into the freezing, blustery wind again and made our way toward the car on unsteady feet while Dehan dialed. As we climbed in, she spoke suddenly in a bright, friendly voice. “Hi! Is that Melanie? Hi! It’s so nice to talk to you! Listen, you were recommended to me by a friend…?” 

        She gave the statement the intonation of a question. I rolled my eyes and fired up the beast. As we rolled out onto Storey Avenue, she was saying: “She said you provided special services…” She squealed with laughter and curled up. “I know! Right? So I would like to book a session? For me and my husband…?” Another squeal of laughter. “Life’s too short! Right? Can you see us later this morning? I’ll pay extra for the short notice. It’s his birthday and I just know… You will? Eleven thirty? Oh you are a doll! Thank you so much! Can’t wait!” She hung up and grinned.  

        I shook my head. “Who are you? You scare me sometimes.” 

        “I know! Right?” She chortled, and after a moment said, “OK, partner, come clean. What was all that about Marion, Mary, Xara, Jose Rodriguez… How was any of that an answer to my question?” 

        I turned onto Sound View Avenue and began to accelerate south.  

        “You know the way ninety-nine percent of cases are all about sex?” 

        “I’d say a bit less, but yes.” 

        “This one is, in some ways, no different. It is all about sex, but it is Freudian sex.” 

        “Freudian sex…?” 

        “Yeah, this is all about Cyril’s mother.” 

        She sighed, took hold of her long hair and tied it into a knot behind her head. Then she sucked her teeth. Then she sighed again. “OK, go on.” 

        “Every woman in this case is, to a greater or lesser extent, a reflection of Cyril’s mother…” 

        “OK, maybe, but how does that help? And how does it clinch who killed Sue, or tell us why or how? Besides, Stone, I very much doubt that Fernando or Giorgio knew anything about Cyril’s mother. And also, how does Jose Rodriguez come into it?” 

        I turned onto Thieriot Avenue. “See? If you had listened instead of talking, I might have had time to explain. But we’re here now, so it will have to wait.” 

        “Dork.” 

        I turned into Lacombe and drove down Taylor Avenue, to pull up outside Giorgio’s place. Then I leaned on the horn for ten seconds, which, if you count them out, is a long time to lean on a horn. By the time I’d finished, Dehan was staring at me like I had lost my mind. “What the hell are you doing?” 

        I smiled. “Announcing our arrival.” 

        That didn’t change her expression. She climbed out of the car and I followed. Giorgio was watching us from his window. We climbed the steps to his porch and he opened the door. 

        “That’s a lot of noise you’re making there. What can I do for you, detectives?” 

        “I just have a couple of questions for you, Giorgio. You told us you were with three prostitutes the night Sue was killed.” 

        “So what?” 

        “It was a lie, wasn’t it?” 

        He didn’t answer. He just watched me. 

        “So, what I would like to know is, did you hire the prostitutes for Cyril?” 

        His eyes narrowed but he still didn’t say anything. 

        I gave him a moment longer and said, “OK, how about Fernando and his record of violence against women? Do you participate or just try to cover for him and protect him?” 

        “Are you arresting me on some charge?” 

        “Not yet, but these are questions you will have to answer sooner rather than later. These and others.” I placed my finger on his chest. “And take my advice, Giorgio. One of these days, there is going to be a knock at your door. Trick or treat. You better be ready.” 

        I went down the steps back to the car and, across the road, I saw Sandy Beach looking out of her window at us. I turned to Dehan, who was still looking at me like I’d lost my mind. “Just give me a minute, will you? I’ll be right back.” 

        I crossed the road and pushed through Sandy’s gate onto the path that led to her front door. It opened before I got there. She was smiling. “Hello, Detective. I couldn’t help noticing you outside Giorgio’s house. Is there something I can do for you?” 

        “I don’t know, Ms. Beach. It’s a long shot, but we’re kind of against the ropes. We’re a little concerned about Fernando, you know, Giorgio’s friend?” 

        She frowned. “Yes, I know him slightly. Concerned about him why, Detective?” 

        “I can’t really discuss the details, ma’am, but have you noticed any comings and goings at the house? Any women who might be…” 

        She gave a little gasp. “You mean… professional?” 

        “Yes, exactly.” 

        “Goodness…! No, I can’t say I have. They do have rather rowdy parties sometimes, but since I had a word with Giorgio, they seem to have moderated a bit.” 

        “Can I give you my card…” I pulled one from my pocket and handed it to her. “And if you notice anything odd, we are particularly interested in Fernando, perhaps you could give me a call.” 

        “Of course.” 

        “In fact, can I have your number?” I pulled out another card and gave her my pen. She hesitated a moment, then wrote down her number on the back of the second card and handed it and the pen back to me. “I am very grateful, Ms. Beach.” 

        “Sandy, please. Ms. Beach makes me sound so old!” She laughed, then became serious. “Giorgio isn’t in any trouble, is he, Detective? I confess I have become rather attached to him.” 

        I looked back at the house. Dehan had gotten back in the car. I could see Giorgio’s form at the window, watching me. I said, “It’s Fernando we are mainly interested in, Sandy, but my advice to you would be to keep your distance.” I looked her in the eye. “Off the record, don’t get involved with them. They are dangerous men.” 

        There was real sadness in her eyes. “They’re always either married or bastards, aren’t they?” she said. 

        I gave a small laugh. “Often they’re both, and that’s just the women. The men are worse.” 

        She laughed and slapped my arm. I said goodbye and returned to the car. I got behind the wheel and called the inspector. “Sir, can we have a discreet watch on Giorgio and Fernando for the next twenty-four hours?” 

        “If you’re sure we need it, of course.” 

        “I’m sure, sir. Maybe Santos and Clay, and Warren and Groves. They’re good and reliable.” 

        “Very well. Anything I need to know?” 

        “No, sir, not just yet. But tell them to be very discreet, very alert and ready for the unexpected. We’re on our way to Jersey. We’ll be in touch.” 

        I turned the key in the ignition and moved north up Taylor Avenue, back toward Soundview. 

        Dehan sighed. “Jersey?” 

        “No. Not yet. First, we are going to see Frank. Then our lady of the midmorning.” 

        “Why Frank? Is there any point in my asking?” 

        “Yes, of course. Frank because I am increasingly worried about Fernando and Giorgio. They are dissolute, dangerous men.” 

        She closed her eyes and crossed her arms. “You are so annoying!” 

        “I promise I will explain everything on the way to Jersey. Scout’s honor.” 

        I didn’t tell her I was never a scout.  





THIRTEEN


   

        The visit to Frank took less than five minutes, and Dehan stayed in the car, sulking. I ran in, had a brief chat with him, and trotted back out again, trying not to fall. Dehan was behind the wheel. I had a private chuckle with myself and got in the passenger side. 

        “It was either this, to work off my frustration, or beat you to death with my fists.” 

        I laughed. “You made the right choice. The other could take a long time.” 

        She turned the key. The big engine growled and we took off down Morris Park Avenue like she was after the kid who just took her baby brother’s lunch money. I gave her a moment and said, tentatively, “You want me to tell you…” 

        “No.” 

        “Come on, Dehan. Don’t get mad.” 

        “I’m not mad.” 

        “Your face is mad.” 

        “Thanks.” 

        We drove in silence for a couple of minutes. Eventually, I said, “You’re my partner, Dehan. I have to tell you my theory,” and regretted it immediately. 

        Her face flushed and her eyes went bright. She glared at me. “No kidding!” 

        “Eyes on the road.” 

        “Well, I don’t want to know your theory! I will work it out for myself!” 

        “That is childish.” 

        “Just keep going, buster.” 

        She turned left into White Plains Road, over the bridge and left again onto East Tremont. A couple more savage turns put her onto the East 177th access to the I-95, headed west.  

        “Are we really going to have a fight over this?” 

        “No.” 

        “Can I tell you my theory then?” 

        “No. You wanted to keep it all to yourself. You keep it all to yourself.” 

        “Watson wasn’t like this,” I said, and gave her a tentative smile. 

        “I, for your information, Mr. Stone, am not Watson!” 

        “OK, you made your point. I apologize. It was vain and stupid of me. I just wanted to get the evidence before I committed to it.” 

        “I am your partner. Aside from being your wife, I am your partner. We share our thoughts. That is what partners do. I am not some damned foil for your admittedly brilliant mind. Partner. Comprende?” 

        “Comprendo. I will strive to correct this flaw in my character. Now can I tell you?” 

        “Apology accepted. No, you can’t. I am going to work this out for myself to prove to you that I am not Dr. John Stupid Watson.” 

        I sighed. “Fine…” After a while I grinned. “It really is very, very subtle.” 

        She looked at me with hooded eyes and said nothing. I followed her lead. 

        Thirty minutes later, we turned into Madison Street, found a spot in the high fifties, parked and went to ring the doorbell. When Melanie opened the door, Dehan gave me a look which involved arching her eyebrows high on her forehead. Melanie was pretty, of medium height and build, with long, blonde hair. She could have been Sue’s younger sister. 

        Dehan smiled. “Melanie? We spoke on the phone about an hour ago?” 

        Melanie beamed. “Oh, sure!” She smiled at me and winked. “Happy birthday, birthday boy! Come on in.” 

        We stepped over the threshold into a small entrance hall. Before she could close the door, I said, “Melanie, there is something I need to tell you before we go any further.” 

        She paused with her hand on the door and looked worried. “What?” 

        I pulled out my badge and showed it to her. “I am Detective John Stone, and this is my partner, Detective Carmen Dehan. We need to talk to you.” 

        She kind of sagged against the door. “Oh, man…” 

        It was Dehan who answered. “The good news is we’re not vice, this is not our patch and this is not a bust. We’re from the 43rd in the Bronx.” 

        Melanie frowned. “So what do you want, a freebie?” 

        I laughed. “No, thank you. We just want to ask you some questions. Talk to us and in ten minutes we’ll be gone.” 

        She sighed and closed the door. “Let’s go up to my boudoir.” As she climbed the stairs ahead of us, she said, “Bronx? I sure hope this ain’t nothin’ to do with that Fernando. I ain’t gonna testify against that son of a bitch.” 

        She led us into a small room with a sofa, a couple of brown vinyl chairs and a huge TV on the wall. Dehan sat with her back to the door and Melanie draped herself on the sofa, facing Dehan. I took the other chair and let Dehan do the talking.  

        “Melanie, we are not asking you to testify. We are investigating a murder: the murder of a young woman who was very much like you. At the moment, all we are doing is putting the pieces together to try and get a picture of what happened the night she was killed. Now, what you can tell us could make all the difference between a killer going free, and killing again, or that killer being put away for life, where he can never hurt another woman. Or it could save an innocent man from going to prison. So it is really important, Melanie, that you be really honest with us and tell us exactly what happened between you and Fernando. You don’t need to testify, and he will never know you spoke to us. Deal?” 

        She sounded like a kindly mother talking to a troubled child. I turned to look at Melanie. She was fiddling with the hem of her blouse. She raised her eyes to meet Dehan’s. 

        “You better believe I am not going to testify. You put me in court and I will say he is the kindest, gentlest man on Earth.” 

        “I understand that. What happened?” 

        “About six months ago, it was in the summer, he was over here with some pals of his. I was working at the Unholy Chapel, the nightclub on Chapel Street? I was serving tables, keeping company with the patrons, you know the kind of thing.” She opened her eyes wide and laughed. “It’s damn good money, I can tell you that for nothin’! And Tony? The boss? People say he’s, like, an animal? But actually I think he’s a real sweet guy. He never done nothin’ to me, ’cept give me a chance to get on, and make some money.” 

        “So Fernando was at the club that night?” 

        “Uh-huh, him and some friends of his. They was there having fun, spending a lot of money, and so Tony says to me to go over, keep them company and see what they’re about.” 

        Dehan frowned. “What did he mean, see what they’re about?” 

        “Well, they were Mexican? And they had a lot of money. So this is like Tony’s kind of area. It’s like it belongs to him. He looks after people, if they have problems they go to him…” 

        Dehan nodded. “He’s with the Mob and this is his patch.” 

        “Yeah, I guess you could put it that way.” 

        “And he wanted to know if Fernando was trying to move in.” 

        “I guess.” 

        “So what happened?” 

        “It was nothing like that. They were just out having a night on the town. And at first Fernando was real nice and cute, and when Tony knew they was OK, he came over and had a drink, and we, you know…” She grinned and giggled. “We did a little coke and I said why didn’t we go back to their place and have a party, you know, like you do. But Fernando and his friend said no, they wasn’t local, why didn’t we go to my place? Then two of his pals took off, they had a flight to catch or somethin’, and I said, well my place ain’t a palace…” She gestured around. “You can see! I’m saving for somethin’ better, you know? I ain’t gonna be in the game all my life.” 

        “That’s admirable. What happened?” 

        “So I says, well, OK, let’s invite another chick from the club and go back to my place. But Fernando and this other guy, I can’t remember his name, they say no, just me and them.” She shrugged. “Well, OK, I’m into that. So we come back here. We do a bit of coke to, you know, get in the mood, like…” 

        Dehan asked: “Who provided the coke, Melanie?” 

        “They did. They was real generous. They had plenty. Anyhow, I put on some music and start dancing, and I tells Fernando to come and dance with me. Meanwhile his friend is just sitting and watching. So when Fernando gets up to dance with me, I ask him, you know, like, being courteous, what does he want to do with his friend? And then, everything changed.” 

        “Changed how?” 

        “All of a sudden…” She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, blew her nose and dabbed her eyes. When she spoke, her voice was nasal and a bit squeaky. “All of a sudden he calls me a whore and a bitch, and slaps me across the face. He hit me so hard I fell down. I asked him what I done, what was wrong, but he just kept hitting me and calling me horrible names. Meanwhile, his pal just sat there and watched. I begged him to stop, begged his friend to make him stop, but he wouldn’t. The son of a bitch put me in hospital and I couldn’t work for four months.” 

        I spoke for the first time and she had to crane around to see me. “Did Tony take care of you?” 

        “Uh-huh.” She turned back to Dehan. “He was real good. He paid my rent, made sure I had food, my medical bills. Everything. He said if I would have called him that night, he would have killed them, but they was out of his juris… jury…” 

        “Jurisdiction.” 

        “Uh-huh, there was nothing he could do unless they come back.” 

        Dehan asked: “Had you ever seen these men before?” 

        “Uh-uh, never. And I never seen them since. They know what they’s gonna get if they come back. Tony will take care of them. For sure.” 

        Dehan scratched her head and after a moment she said, “Melanie, I know this is horrible for you, but we are nearly done and this is really helpful for us. After he had beaten you, did Fernando or the other man rape you?” 

        Melanie looked blank for a moment. “Well, I never thought of it like that till now. I mean, like, they paid, right? But I guess by then I didn’t wanna do it, so yeah, I guess in that sense they did.” 

        “Both of them?” 

        “Uh-huh. First Fernando and then his pal.” 

        “What did his pal look like, Melanie, can you describe him?” 

        “Mexican, ’bout five-ten, five-eleven. I remember he had real strong hands. Well built, probably in his late forties, curly hair going gray, big Mexican moustache. And he had a funny smell. It was strange, but it was kind’a nice.” 

        “Like paint?” 

        “Yeah, like paint, and kind of pepper? Jeez, I wish I could remember his name. It didn’t sound Mexican, it was more like Russian…” 

        I said, “Gregor?” 

        She craned around and shook her head. 

        “Stephan?”  

        “Uh-uh.” 

        “Boris?” 

        “No…” 

        “Giorgio?” 

        “That’s it!” She snapped her fingers. “It’s like Italian? But there’s a city in Russia called Georgia, ain’t there?” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, it’s actually a country. And also a state in the U.S.A.” 

        “No kidding?” 

        “Go figure.” 

        I looked at Dehan. She nodded and we stood. “Thanks for your time, Melanie. That’s all we needed to know.” 

        “Is that it?” She looked almost disappointed. “You don’t wanna, you know… Your birthday an’ all?” 

        I shook my head. “No, Melanie, thanks all the same.” At the door I stopped. “What are you going to do when you quit the game?” 

        She was still sitting on the sofa, watching us leave. “I thought I’d buy a ranch in Texas. Tony says he’ll help me out.” 

        I nodded. “You take care, Melanie. Make smart choices.” 

        We let ourselves out and stood a moment, staring at the car. She handed me the keys and went to the passenger door. “Let’s get some lunch. I need to eat and think.” 

        I drove back via Market Street to the New Jersey Turnpike, and then headed north. On the way, Dehan spoke. 

        “I think you’re right. This is all about a kind of weird, Freudian relationship. I don’t know what your exact idea is, because you won’t tell me. Shut up.” I shrugged with my eyebrows but she ignored me and went on. “But here is how I see it.  

        “I read somewhere, or maybe you told me, that only seven percent of communication is words, right? Which means that ninety-three percent is subliminal, non-verbal. So what does that mean for our case?” 

        I glanced at her. Her face told me it was a rhetorical question and not to answer it. 

        “It means,” she went on, “that Cyril learnt from a very early age to be a victim! And wherever Cyril went, and whatever Cyril did, he was sending out subliminal, non-verbal communication to everybody around him saying, ‘Look at me, I am a victim.’ He’s sitting in the corner, not talking, not participating, looking at his shoes, with his shoulders hunched and his knees together. In non-verbal language he is shouting, ‘I am a victim!’” 

        I nodded. “Interesting.” 

        “Shut up! Now, if ninety-three percent of communication is non-verbal and subliminal, that means that somehow we are tuned, like radios, to pick up those subliminal messages, right? And just as some people have good hearing and others are deaf, some people, like Fernando, are really good at picking up those messages. And the minute he saw Cyril, his radar went crazy and he thought, ‘Aha! Here is a victim,’ because Fernando, contrary to what we have been told, is a son of a bitch, a bully and a sadist.” 

        “Strong words, but I agree.” 

        “Now, we need to think, Stone, what was going on, what was the scene, before Cyril showed up at the art classes? We have these two sons of bitches, these two animals, probably using the classes as a hunting ground, where they can select victims to prey on. And into that hunting ground comes Sue Benedict, who fits Fernando’s model to a T, if Melanie is anything to go by. So Fernando thinks it will be good sport to bring Cyril into the group, make him fall in love with Sue, and then have Sue fall in love with him or Giorgio, and watch Cyril go to pieces.” 

        “That’s an awful lot of assumptions there, Dehan.” 

        “Wait. Now, Fernando sets about his game, constantly pushing Cyril onto Sue, and Sue onto Cyril, sometimes literally, physically, getting her to sit on his lap, or give him hugs, who knows what? 

        “What he doesn’t count on is what we discussed before, that Sue and Cyril actually start becoming friends. Now, here is a question for you: according to both Fernando and Giorgio, Sue was flirting like crazy that night. She was wild, coming on to both Fernando and Giorgio, getting drunk, stoned, the works, right?” 

        “Right.” 

        “Actually, two questions. One: isn’t that a perfect description of the scene they paid for with Melanie?” 

        I nodded. “Yes indeed, it is.” 

        “Second: if she was so hot and so wild that night, why the hell did she go home at two o’clock? It is a question that has been nagging at me from the beginning. Why the hell did she go home?” 

        “They both said she had drunk too much. Maybe she overdid it and felt sick.” 

        “That is the obvious answer, but…” She held up her thumb. “One, if she was as hot and wild as they described her, she would have had to be very drunk to feel ill enough to leave the party where she was having so much fun, yet the scene Bob Smith described, that he saw through his window outside her apartment, does not fit a woman that drunk. She was coherent, unhappy, angry, but not drunk to the point of feeling ill.” 

        She raised her index finger. “Two, if she was so ill that she needed to leave the party where she was having so much wild, crazy fun, why did she let her visitor in? Why did she even open the door to him? If she was that ill, she should have been either throwing up in the can or comatose in bed. Fernando and Giorgio lied about her state and her behavior, Stone. And if they lied about that, we have to be asking ourselves, not ‘why?’, but, what are they trying to hide?” 





FOURTEEN


   

        We had collected a couple of beef sandwiches and a couple of coffees from the deli at the end of the road. Now we were sitting at our desks, eating and staring at each other. It was a habit we’d fallen into over the last couple of years. It freaked some people out and annoyed others, but it helped us think. Mo slouched past after a while and muttered, “Jeez, get a room, will ya!” Which made Dehan snigger. 

        I swallowed and shrugged. “We always come back to the same problem, the forensic evidence does not point to either Giorgio or Fernando.” She drew breath and I shook my head. “However clever and thorough your theory is, until we have some concrete evidence, it is just that, a theory.” 

        “So we pull them in, Stone. We separate them and we work on them, play them against each other until one of them breaks.” 

        “Pull them in on what grounds? The only thing we have them on is beating up Melanie, and she already told us she won’t testify.” 

        She grunted, sighed, chewed and stared out at the winter afternoon. Then she wagged a finger at me. “OK, Sensei, what about the cases in Texas, New Mexico and Arizona? We go through those files with a fine toothed comb.” She leaned forward with her elbows on the desk and pointed at me. “If we can link the cases, not just to Fernando but to each other, then we can threaten him with handing it over to the Feds.” 

        I nodded and smiled. “That’s nice. Tell him to roll on Giorgio or we hand it over to the Bureau…” 

        “Exactly, meanwhile we do the same to Giorgio.” 

        “There is something else.” I unwrapped my second sandwich and took a bite. “It’s been on my mind since the first time we visited Giorgio. He lives way above the means of a private art teacher. His furniture, the house, that’s all pretty expensive stuff. Same is true, though less so, of Fernando. Put that together with their visit to Tony’s nightclub, the way they were throwing money and coke about, and Tony’s refusal to go after them when they beat up one of his girls…” 

        “You’re right. That was weird. The Mob are not tolerant of that kind of thing. If they let it pass, there must be a reason.” 

        “The reason is coke. There was coke at the Halloween party and there was coke at Melanie’s party. I don’t doubt that Giorgio is serious about art and about teaching, but I have no doubt either that he makes his living selling coke and probably weed, and two gets you twenty part of the reason for his classes is to find customers and to distribute. This way he doesn’t attract attention and doesn’t need to challenge the gangs for a street corner.” 

        She grunted. “I like it. We don’t need to charge them. You go get Giorgio, I go get Fernando. We let them see each other being taken into separate interrogation rooms. Then we start to hit them: we’ve applied for a warrant to see their financial records, we’re looking at their phone records to see who they call on a regular basis, we don’t need a warrant for that, we know about Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, we are ready to hand the whole damn case over to the Feds if they don’t cooperate. Then we play them against each other, tell Giorgio Fernando’s cooperating and tell Fernando Giorgio is singing like a bird. If they are even a little guilty, they’ll crack.” 

        I nodded. “It’s very good, Dehan. It’ll work, but before we get started, let me ask you a couple of questions.” 

        “Sure, what?” 

        “One, why are you convinced it wasn’t Cyril?” 

        She flopped back in her chair and took a deep breath. “I guess,” she said after a moment, “his behavior. He had the whole plan set out, to move, leave his job, go to Europe… And then when Sue was killed, he just freaked and took his own life. That to me isn’t consistent with a man who has killed her, however crazy he is.” She paused, thinking. “You know? If he’d killed her in a fit of rage, I could understand the remorse and then suicide. But the careful planning followed by his chaotic behavior, culminating in his suicide. It doesn’t wash.” She shrugged again. “Also, Stone, his impotence. He couldn’t have raped her.” 

        I frowned. “But he could have consensual sex with her?” 

        “I think so. After the visits to Xara, if she was nice to him, I think so.” For a moment she looked exasperated. “But even if it was him, and I’m pretty sure it wasn’t, how would you ever prove it? Unless you go and tear down the East 2nd Casino Hotel and dig up the foundations, you will never have any forensic evidence.” 

        “OK, fair point. Now, last question, what if we prove everything we suspect Fernando and Giorgio of, but we can’t make Sue’s murder stick?” 

        “It’ll stick.” 

        “What if they didn’t do it?” 

        She was shaking her head. “They did and it will stick. If they didn’t, then we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 

        I nodded. “OK.” 

        She watched me a moment. “We onboard? You with me?” 

        “Yeah, sure. Let’s go for it.” 

        Half an hour with the files from the Texas, New Mexico and Arizona cases showed us that they were, indeed, in some respects, linked. They were linked in that they showed a pattern of behavior, and in that they suggested strongly that Fernando Martinez was involved in the drugs trade. How deeply he was involved was not clear, but each case involved the consumption of cocaine in a brothel where he later went on to beat up a prostitute. What was perhaps more important, however, was that all the prostitutes fit the same general description as Sue Benedict and Melanie. After forty-five minutes, Dehan closed the Texas file and looked at me. 

        “I’m ready to go. How do you want to do it? You go get Giorgio and I get Fernando? Or we go get one and then get the other?”  

        I was thinking about it when the internal phone rang. Dehan picked up the receiver, saying to me, “I say we bring Giorgio in first…” then, into the phone, “Yeah, Dehan…” Her face went rigid. “OK. We’re on our way.” She hung up and stood. 

        “What is it?” 

        When she answered, it was almost a growl. “Fernando. The son of a bitch just got himself murdered.” 

        I swore quietly under my breath and followed her out, pulling on my coat.  

        The heavy sky had started to snow thick, slow flakes that were beginning to settle and drift. We made our way across the slippery blacktop to the car at a half-run and climbed in. I reversed out carefully and pulled onto Storey Avenue, headed west, with the wipers going, spreading the snow across the windshield in a thick sludge. It was not yet five o’clock, but it was already growing dark and the lights of the slow-moving traffic were a haze through the smeared flakes. I turned onto Soundview and Dehan started to talk.  

        “It was called in by his downstairs neighbor when he noticed a stain on the ceiling that had started to drip. A patrol car turned up and the uniforms broke into the apartment, found him dead on the living room floor. That’s all we have for now.” 

        It was less than half a mile’s drive and we got there in a couple of minutes. There were two patrol cars parked outside and the uniforms were putting up tape. I did a U-turn, got some honks from cold, angry drivers and parked behind one of the patrols. Gunter was at the door.  

        “Sergeant?” 

        “Hi, Detective. He’s on the top floor. ME and Crime Scene ain’t got here yet but they’re on the way. It’s not nice up there.” 

        “OK, thanks. Canvas the neighbors, will you? Get statements. Who was watching the house?” 

         “Detectives Warren and Groves.” He pointed to a burgundy Corolla a couple of cars down. “They’s parked just down there, in the Toyota.” 

        I followed the direction he was pointing and saw Groves hauling his bulk out of the driver’s seat and Warren’s head bobbing over the roof on the passenger’s side. We crunched through the snow to meet them. Groves was already shaking his bald head and spreading his hands. “I’m sorry, Stone, we was told to watch for him comin’ out, not who was goin in. Either way…” He looked back at Warren, tall in a coat that looked too small for him, stamping his feet and billowing clouds of condensation as flakes of snow settled on his mass of curly hair. He said, “Just to pass the time, we made a list of everybody who went in and out. You gotta do somethin’ on a night like this, right? And we got tired of playing eye-spy.” 

        Dehan said, “You guys are the best. You got the list?” 

        Groves’ mouth sagged. “Who are you? And what did you do with Carmen Dehan?” He turned his gape on his partner. “You hear that, Warren? We’re the best! Where’s the list?” 

        “Yeah, see, then we got to making paper airplanes…” 

        They both laughed raucously, then Warren handed over a crumpled piece of paper. Dehan took it. Her shoulders were hunched and her cheeks looked very pink. Warren was saying, “You got quite a bit of coming and going, especially in the last hour. Some people I deduced lived in the block. You know? You see them come in, then a minute later a light comes on, or a drape gets closed, you figure, OK, fat guy with the baseball cap lives on the first floor.” He pointed at the list with a gloved finger. “So I made a note, see? Entered 3:15, drapes closed, yadda yadda. Then the babe comes in at 4:03, 4:20 she goes out and comes back at 4:40 with groceries. She lives here. What apartment? I don’t know. So yous can work through the list like that. Can we go home now?” 

        I nodded. “Nice work. Above and beyond. Thanks.” 

        They both shook their heads and walked away, talking in stage whispers. “They done something to Stone, and Dehan. It’s gotta be body-snatchers, or clones…” 

        Dehan followed them with a baleful glare. “See? That’s why I don’t talk to them. Let’s go look at the scene.” 

        I climbed the stairs with Dehan just behind me and cold, damp air clinging to my ankles. We reached the top landing and found the door ajar, with yellow tape strung across it. I ducked under the tape and nudged the door open. It was, as Sergeant Gunter had said, not nice. 

        He was on the floor, lying on his back. His hands were clenched into fists at shoulder height. His eyes were open, staring up at the ceiling, and his mouth was contracted into an horrific grin. He didn’t have a lot to grin about. He’d been gutted like a fish, from his pubic bone to his solar plexus, and the wound was sagging open. 

        Dehan stood beside me and swore softly. Then she said, “His guts. They are all on the inside.” 

        I nodded, “And there isn’t much bleeding. Remember the neighbor called it in because there was blood leaking through the ceiling? That’s not the wound that killed him. The wound that killed him’s in his back. This wound was inflicted once he was lying down. But notice the position of his arms?” 

        “Yeah, it’s like his back went into spasm.” 

        “I’m betting Frank’s going to find a stab wound in his back, probably to the heart.” 

        I turned back to the door and examined the lock. There were no scratches, no signs of tampering. Dehan said, “Anything?” 

        “No.” 

        “So he lets his killer in and turns his back on him. He knew him, and he wasn’t scared of him.” 

        I returned to the room and took a moment to assimilate the scene. Outside a siren wailed. “The drapes are open, so it was probably still daylight. He’s facing the door. What is he? Four, five paces from it? He has one chair over by the window and the sofa on his left, and they are both behind him. He’s kind of level with this nearest chair, right?” She nodded. I pointed at a collection of bottles and glasses on a small sideboard on the left, beside the TV. “The drinks are over there. The kitchen is through that door over there.” I pointed to a door on the far right. “I guess the bathroom and the bedroom are down there too. So, what’s left?” I looked at her. “What’s over here? What was he doing? Where was he going? He’s standing in the middle of the floor, facing the door. There is nothing over here and his killer is behind him. What’s he doing?” 

        Dehan studied him a while, visualizing the scene. “Huh,” she said at last. “He doesn’t look like he was fleeing: he wasn’t running.” She gave her head a little jerk. “There were two people? He was talking to one of them while the other stabbed him? Or somebody rang at the bell? Pizza?” 

        “Maybe. That position of his hands, though. It’s weird. If he was walking to the door…” I made a short walk to demonstrate. “Your hands hang down by your side, don’t they? You get stabbed in the back, your shoulder blades contract, but your hands are down. His are up, like a begging dog.” 

        “Two men. He was warding off an attack from the front, and got stuck from behind…” 

        “Hmm… Maybe.”  

        The tramp of feet on the stairs told us that Frank had arrived with the Crime Scene team. We turned to greet them. Frank nodded at us as they bustled through the door with their equipment, the CS guys in their weird, white, plastic suits. There were a couple of subdued, “Detectives,” but mostly they just got to work. Frank hunkered down beside Fernando’s body and pulled on his latex gloves. A camera started to click and flash. I took a couple of steps nearer, with Dehan beside me. Frank spoke without looking up. 

        “Don’t come any closer. What do you want?” 

        “His right hand.” 

        “You want his right hand? Carmen, what is wrong with your husband?” 

        “No.” I pointed. “Look at it, the index finger, there is a smear of blood.” 

        He examined it with care for a moment. “There doesn’t seem to be a cut. I’ll have a closer look back at the lab.” 

        “Could be the killer’s DNA.” 

        “You are not only stating the obvious, John, you’re interfering with my work. Haven’t you got something useful to do? Somewhere else? Come and see me at the lab later and I can give you answers.” 

        I ignored him and stood a moment with my hands imitating Fernando’s, pulling in my shoulder blades as though my back had gone into spasm. Then I relaxed my back and watched where my hands went. Dehan was watching me curiously. I turned to her and maneuvered her around so she was standing between me and the door. Then I cupped her cheeks in my hands, like I was about to kiss her. 

        She raised an eyebrow at me. “Not that this isn’t nice, Stone, but a little inappropriate, don’t you think?” 

        “As I kiss you, you stab me in the back.” 

        I heard Frank snort behind me. “The cry of men down the ages.” 

        I leaned in and felt Dehan’s fist thump my back, right over my heart. I contracted my shoulder blades and watched my hands wind up in the same position as Fernando’s. 

        Dehan said, “Holy cow.” 

        I turned to look down at him. “He was kissing whoever killed him, and the blood on his hand is from his killer’s face.” 

        Frank had stood and was staring at me. “Very ingenious, Stone, but you’ll understand that we are not going to turn him over here to inspect his back; not in his present condition. I’ll check him when I get him to my lab, and that’s where I’ll determine cause of death. Though I do tend to agree with you, he was already dead when he was gutted. Let’s get him into a body bag.” This last was directed at the guys from the meat wagon.  

        Dehan and I went through the apartment, examined his bedroom, the kitchen and the bathroom, but found nothing of any interest, and after fifteen minutes, we went back down to the street, where snow was beginning to fall heavily and a slow, steady stream of headlamps was moving along the avenue: people going home. I shoved my hands deep in my pockets. Dehan stood next to me and leaned on my arm, slapping her hands, stamping her feet and billowing condensation. 

        “Stone,” she said, and looked up into my face, “I think Fernando was kissing Giorgio when he was killed…” 





FIFTEEN


   

        We sat in the car with the world slowly disappearing behind the wall of snow accumulating on the windshield, looking at Warren’s list. It didn’t tell us much. Most of the people coming and going were people who lived in the apartments. There were a few women, and two or three men described as possibly Latino, middle aged and of medium build, who could have been Giorgio. But with the cold and the snow, everybody was dressed up in coats, hoods and scarves, which made precise identification almost impossible. 

        I switched on the wipers. They churned away the snow and diffuse lights bathed the cab and gave Dehan’s face a strange, ghostly luminosity. She was still studying the list, but after a moment sighed and dropped it on her lap. 

        I said, “Santos and Clay were sitting on Giorgio. If he had left the house, they would have seen it and followed.” 

        “If they had seen it. In this weather, it’s not so hard to get away unseen over a back yard fence in the dark.” 

        “Don’t forget, it was still light when he was killed.” I hit the ignition. “Let’s go talk to them anyway.” 

        I did a slow U-turn and we started moving south toward Patterson Avenue. Dehan shrugged and narrowed her eyes in exasperation. “Who else has a motive?” 

        “What exactly would Giorgio’s motive be?” 

        “You’d just got through telling him you knew about Fernando’s taste for beating up women while Giorgio watched. He knows if we start looking into that, Fernando becomes a suspect in Sue’s murder, and with the testimony of the hookers he’s beaten up, Giorgio becomes an accomplice. He’s looking at a potential life sentence if we make Fernando confess.” 

        “Except that we have the apparently insurmountable problem of the DNA. And whatever our theory might be, A, Giorgio doesn’t know about it and B, we have zilch evidence to back it up.” 

        “No.” She shook her head. “You looked and sounded convincing. You rattled his cage and he panicked. I’m telling you, Stone, they were lovers and they were involved in some weird-ass sexual relationship where they got their kicks seducing and beating up women. Sue frustrated them because she flirted but would not submit. Her getting close to Cyril was the last straw and Fernando lost it. Cyril’s semen, whether it was planted or the result of having sex, was a godsend to them because it let them off the hook. But it made Cyril panic and ultimately take his own life.” 

        I was quiet for a while. We turned into Patterson. It was dark and still, with the dim light from the streetlamps barely filtering through the bare, black branches of the trees that fringed the road. What light there was reflected a sickly yellow off the drifting snow and the wet strips of blacktop. I sighed as we crawled toward Taylor Avenue. 

        “Well, whoever killed Fernando seems to have killed any chance we had of getting a confession out of Giorgio, I’ll grant you that much. Playing them against each other was the last move we had, unless we get a hit from the blood on Fernando’s hand.” 

        I pulled up at the corner, killed the engine and frowned at her. “It could have been Tony. It could have been a supplier. It could have been a jealous husband—or wife!” 

        She held my eye. “It could have been Santa Claus with an early delivery, but it wasn’t. It was Giorgio.” 

        I smiled. “You know the nicest thing about being absolutely certain of something.” 

        “I’m absolutely certain you’re going to tell me.” 

        “You are that much more likely to get surprises.” 

        “Tee hee. Can we talk to Santos and Clay now?” 

        We climbed out and heard the whine of a window sliding down across the road. We crunched through the snow and saw Clay looking out at us. “Wa’s happenin’ Stone, Dehan? Heard your other bird got iced.” 

        Dehan answered. “Do you study that kind of dialogue at hard-ass school?” She turned to me. “His dad’s a senator and he graduated from Harvard, you know that, right?” He did some high-pitched wheezing and she asked, “Has there been any movement here? Has he left the house?” 

        “No, man. We would’a followed him, right? We got visual on the front door and on the back yard. There ain’t no way he can git out without bein’ seen.” He scowled then. “He in there with a nice fire an’ a bottle of wine, ain’t it? Only a dumb-ass gonna be out on a night like this.” 

        I smiled. “What does that make us?” 

        “Four dumb-asses. The Dumb-Ass Club.” 

        “I guess you’re right. Thanks, Clay.” 

        I was about to walk away when he called me back. “Hey, Stone, he had a woman in there since about five. She come out of the house opposite, couple of doors down.” He leered. “She be a better witness than us, I reckon.” 

        “Happen you’re right, Clay. Let’s find out.” 

        “Yeah, now git outta my window, man. You makin’ me cold.” 

        We crunched back across the road to Giorgio’s house. The drapes were closed but I could see light filtering around the edges. We climbed the steps to his porch and I began to hear music. It sounded like jazz. It could have been Miles. Dehan rang on the bell, then knocked on the wood. 

        The door opened and Giorgio stood looking at us with a glass of wine in his hand. He had something on his face that wasn’t sure if it wanted to be a smile, and one eyebrow arched.  

        “Detectives. I am wondering, is it against the law to tell a detective he’s a pain in the ass?” 

        “Have you left your house this afternoon, Mr. Gonzalez?” 

        “In this weather? What for?” 

        Dehan snapped, “Can you just answer the question, Mr. Gonzalez?” 

        “No! I have not left the house.” 

        “Is there anybody that can confirm that?” 

        He laughed. “Sure.” He turned his head to look back into the house. “Sandy, honey, have I left the house this afternoon?” 

        A voice came to us in the negative. He smiled at us like he’d done something real clever and he knew we were going to be mad about it. I studied his face for a moment, trying to decide whether he knew what was coming next.  

        “Mr. Gonzalez, I have some news which you may find upsetting. Would you like me to give it to you here on the doorstep, or may we come in?” 

        He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Come on in, Detectives.” He walked away from the door, talking over his shoulder. “You like my house so much, why don’t I make you up a room so you can move in?” 

        We stepped into the large, warm living area where the huge fire was burning in the hearth. Sandy Beach was sitting curled up on the sofa, holding a glass of wine, where the flames were reflected in rich orange among the oxblood red. She glanced at me as we came in, looked embarrassed and turned away. Dehan closed the door and Giorgio went to the fireplace. The mantelpiece was a huge beam of driftwood. He leaned his elbow on it and spread his arms wide. “So, Detective Stone, what is your sad news. I have to tell you, I am a happy soul. It is no easy to make me sad. But give it your best shot.” He looked at Sandy and grinned. “Eh, Sandy?” 

        She didn’t answer him, but looked at me and then at Dehan, waiting. 

        Dehan said: “When was the last time you saw Fernando, Giorgio?” 

        “We are on first name terms, now, Detective? Or should I call you Carmen?” 

        “Just answer the goddamn question.” 

        He winked at Sandy and chuckled. “Yesterday. He came over and we had dinner. Then he went home, maybe midnight. Is that OK, Carmen? Is that obedient enough for you? You like men to be obedient, Carmen…?” 

        “He’s dead.” 

        He went very still, narrowed his eyes, frowned. “What?” 

        “Fernando is dead. He was murdered. Probably this afternoon. Did you kill him?” 

        The approach wasn’t subtle, and it wasn’t one I would have chosen right then, but I studied his face carefully. What I thought I saw was incomprehension, but it was hard to be sure. He was a performer. He could have been acting. Sandy had gotten to her feet. Her hands had gone to her mouth and her glass fell and smashed on the wooden floor, spilling the red wine among the jagged shards. “Fernando? But that’s… No… That’s absurd! Why?” 

        I ignored her and kept watching Giorgio. He frowned and shook his head, like somebody looking at an equation that doesn’t make sense. “Fernando is dead? Murdered?” 

        Dehan almost snarled, “I asked you a question, Giorgio. Quit dodging my questions. Did you kill him?” 

        “No!” He was looking at her like she was crazy. “Why the hell would I kill Fernando? We were like brothers!” 

        “Where have you been since we saw you this morning?” 

        “Here! I told you! With this weather… Oh my God…” 

        “Can anyone confirm that?” 

        Sandy stepped forward. “I can. I’m sorry. I am in shock. I’m not thinking. After you left, I came over…” She gave me an apologetic glance. “I wanted to see if Giorgio was all right. We spent some time talking and he kindly asked me to stay for lunch. I’ve been back and forth a couple of times, but not long enough for him to go any significant distance.” She smiled again. “We have spent practically the whole day together.” 

        Giorgio went and sank onto the sofa. He covered his face with his hands and started to sob, strange, long, wailing sobs. I spoke while watching him. 

        “I’m afraid you can’t stay here, Ms. Beach.” 

        “Why in the world not? He needs my support now more than ever. I can’t leave him alone.” 

        I turned and frowned at her. “Ms. Beach, you need to snap out of it. Whoever killed Fernando might well come after Giorgio next. And believe me, this is one brutal son of a bitch. If he finds you in the house, he will not hesitate to kill you too. You cannot risk being here.” 

        She went very still, like she was trying to grasp what I was saying, but it wasn’t real to her. I went and stood over Giorgio. All the arrogant flamboyance was gone. He was staring up at me with wet, swollen eyes. 

        “Why…?” 

        “You tell me. Listen, Giorgio, we are not vice. We don’t give a rat’s ass what kind of games you get up to, but you need to understand that Fernando was just stabbed in the heart and gutted like a fish, and the same might happen to you if you don’t level with us. Are you trafficking?” I pointed around the house. “You’re not affording this on art lessons, right?” 

        His eyes were staring and his lips kept trembling. “A bit of dope, a bit of coke, but we’re not in the big league. We don’t owe nobody…” 

        “I’m going to put a couple of cops here for the night.” I pointed at him. “Step outside to get the paper off your mat and I will put you away for cocaine trafficking. The closest you’ll get to a piece of skirt for the next ten years will be when you get screwed in the showers. Do I make myself clear? Do not step outside your house.” 

        I turned and pointed at Sandy. “You, go home. Do not come near this house again. I am not asking. Come near this house and I will prosecute you for obstruction of justice. Now scram!” 

        She gathered her dignity about her, gave Giorgio a last, tender look and made for the door. I turned to Dehan. “Go and get Santos and Clay in here, will you?” 

        She followed Sandy out. I moved the drape and saw Sandy go to her house and let herself in, and Dehan walk to the car, say something to Clay and start heading back. Without looking at him, I said, “Sandy seems to care for you. You going to treat her the same way you and Fernando treated Sue?” 

        He spoke in a wet, swollen voice: “We was just playin’ games, man. It wasn’t nothin’ serious.” 

        I let go the drape and walked over to him. I knew Dehan was a good forty-five seconds away, maybe longer in the snow. It was ample for what I had to do. The back-hander caught him on the right side of his head and rocked him. His eyes were staring wide and the pupils were dilated. The open right hand caught him across the ear and knocked him half on his side. I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and dragged him to his feet till his nose was less than an inch from mine. 

        “What about Melanie, you piece of shit? What about the girls in New Mexico, Texas and Arizona? How many others are there who didn’t go to the cops? Was that playing too? Was that your sick, goddamn game? To beat up on girls who couldn’t defend themselves? Was that what you planned for Sue at the party that night? Well I got news for you, pal. I’m going to be having a quiet talk with Tony, about how you beat up his girl and how now you’re looking to do a deal and turn state’s evidence by giving up your contacts in the Jersey Mob. There are two classes of scum who don’t deserve mercy as far as I’m concerned, Giorgio, and they are men who hurt children and men who hurt women. I guess you pulled the short straw, huh?” 

        I threw him back down on the sofa as the door opened and Dehan came in. She gave me a curious look. “Everything OK?” 

        “Dandy. Giorgio has promised to cooperate, and to stop answering our questions with stupid questions of his own, isn’t that right, Giorgio?” 

        He swallowed and nodded. 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow at me. “Good…” 

        Santos, six feet of solid, athletic muscle, came in making small hops, like a frozen kangaroo. Behind him, Clay, six foot six of genial brutality, came in slapping his arms and stamping his feet. I pointed at Giorgio. “This guy is under protective custody. He has confessed to trafficking cocaine and marijuana, and he may be the target of a hit. Sit on him till you hear from me. Don’t let anybody near him, or him near anybody. I’ll talk to Inspector Newman and have you relieved by morning if we haven’t taken him in by then. Any questions?” 

        Clay said, “Yeah, I got a question.” 

        “What?” 

        “Get the hell out’a here, man! We got this.” 

        Dehan narrowed her eyes. “That’s not a question, Clay.” 

        “I know that!” 

        “Come on.” I took Dehan’s arm. “We have work to do. Let’s go.” 

        We went out into the snow and made our way carefully back to the Jaguar. The sky overhead was black, densely freckled by falling flakes. I wiped the windshield clear with my hand. Then we climbed in. Dehan slammed the door, shutting out the night and the cold, and I turned the key in the ignition to start warming up the car. The engine roared for a moment, then settled to a rumble.  

        Dehan raised both hands. “Stone, just hold on a second, will you? I am so confused. What the hell is going on? What the hell was that back there? Did you just beat up a suspect? He didn’t kill Fernando. He couldn’t have. What the…” She hesitated. “What the fuck is going on, Stone?” 

        I gave her a moment to settle. “First of all, of course I didn’t beat up a witness. If I had, there would have been a lot more blood and weeping involved. Second, what that was back there was me providing us with an excuse to take Giorgio into custody, partly for his protection and partly so that we could question him. Third…” I grinned. “You said you were going to work it out for yourself. Well, my dear Dehan, you know my methods, apply them! Ha!” 

        She eyed me resentfully. “Jerk!” I moved off carefully, moving back toward Soundview Avenue. “At least tell me where we’re going.” 

        “The game is afoot, Watson! We ride to hounds! Tallyho!” 

        She sighed. “Jerk! You are such a jerk sometimes…” 





SIXTEEN


   

        We crawled along Lafayette to Castle Hill and then joined the procession north on the long, slow, slippery drive toward the Jacobi, stopping and starting at one set of lights after another, with a thousand exhausts turning the freezing air into fog, and the icy sludge on the windshield turning the lights to a multicolored haze. Time crawled, cold and wet. 

        “OK, Dehan,” I said at last, as we were approaching East Tremont. “I will tell you this. There are a couple of things that you have been overlooking from the very start.” 

        She adjusted her woolen hat and sniffed. “There are?” 

        Her face said she wasn’t happy, but I nodded. “Yes. You developed the idea that Cyril had had consensual sex with Sue, and that Sue had been murdered by Fernando and Giorgio. In doing that you overlooked, and ignored, the fact that Sue was actually raped.” 

        She was quiet for a bit, thinking, then said, “We assumed she was raped because the sex and the murder were almost simultaneous…” 

        “No. They weren’t almost simultaneous, Dehan. They were simultaneous. You have been focusing on the semen and the distribution of the semen, but the ME’s report said other things, remember? The abrasions around the groin that were consistent with forced intercourse, the bruising and scratches around her legs and hips, and above all the fact that she was being choked. It was all consistent with rape.” 

        “But the only person who was with her was the guy who turned up after Fernando. Who we assume was Cyril. She let him in…” 

        “I’m pretty sure it was Cyril, and I hope we will find out for sure a little later tonight.” 

        “How?” 

        “One thing at a time. Keep going. Let’s assume for the sake of the argument that it was Cyril.” 

        I turned right into East Tremont, where the traffic was not so heavy, and we moved at a steady twenty miles per hour toward Silver Street. Dehan sighed. 

        “OK, for the sake of the argument. We know from Xara, the hooker that Cyril used to visit, that he could not achieve an erection. So how could he rape Sue without one?” 

        “But you yourself said that he might be able to with Sue.” 

        “If she was nice and loving to him! But to rape her?” 

        I sighed and shook my head. “Sex is not an act of love, Dehan. We have discussed this before. It is strictly an act of procreation. It is a very intimate act, so it lends itself to loving feelings, but at its core it is an act of domination and subjugation, where one animal inseminates another.” 

        “Jesus, Stone!” 

        “Don’t get personal, Dehan. This is a murder investigation. We deal in brutal truths. What we may bring to the bedroom, or the kitchen table, is our personal business. But murder, rape and sex are intimately connected at the organic level. You know that.” 

        “I guess…” 

        “So it follows that violence and domination can be just as sexually arousing as love and affection.” 

        “So you think Cyril raped and murdered Sue? It doesn’t make much sense, Stone. What about leaving his job and his house? Handing in his notice? The trip to Geneva? His suicide? There is a whole pattern of behavior there that is not consistent with his raping and murdering her.” 

        “No. Again, it is not consistent with your view of how and why he would rape kill her. It’s different. You are trying to make Cyril Browne behave like Carmen Dehan. You have to ask yourself, what motivates Cyril Browne?” 

        She was very quiet while I turned up Silver Street and crossed the Williamsbridge Road. Five minutes later, we were pulling off Seminole Avenue and parking outside the Van Etten Building. She opened the door and a blast of icy air entered the car and made me shudder. “OK,” she said, “so what motivated Cyril Browne?” 

        “His mother,” I said. 

        I climbed out and we made our way unsteadily toward the entrance. “But surely,” she said, holding onto my arm and trying not to pull me over, “if Sue was like his mother, that would be an overpowering reason not to kill her!” 

        “Things may become a little clearer for both of us in a moment, Dehan.” 

        We found Frank at the autopsy table. On the table was Fernando, looking a little yellow, with small purple patches all over his body. He was face down now, but I didn’t enquire as to how they had stopped his insides from moving outside in the process. What I could see was a large, ugly wound at about the height of his fifth intercostals. It was about one and a half inches long and the edges had inflamed and curled up like labia. Frank didn’t bother with greetings. He pointed at the wound and said, “That’s what killed him. He probably used a kitchen knife, judging by the shape of the wound: it is deltoid, slightly wider on one side than the other, two inches long and about six inches in depth. Probably had it concealed in his sleeve. Interesting thing…” 

        He led us around the table so we could see the left side of Fernando’s neck, and pointed to a purple bruise in the shape of two closed brackets. I said, “A love bite?” 

        “Mh-hm,” he nodded. “The saliva was still wet and abundant, which, given this weather, is hardly surprising. Nothing dries in this. Our house is full of wet washing, even with the dryer. I have sent it off for DNA profiling.” 

        Dehan frowned. “You sent your washing for DNA profiling?” 

        “The saliva, Carmen. Try to keep up. This killer has either never watched CSI or just doesn’t give a damn about being caught.” 

        I glanced at Dehan. “Remind you of anything?” 

        Frank answered. “Your Sue Benedict case. But the two murders are quite different. The gutting was postmortem, as you had surmised. He bled out quickly and copiously from the wound in his back, which had pierced his heart. With Sue Benedict, the killing was strangulation, from the front, during rape. And the post mortem mutilation was a frenzy of stabbing. Plus, she was obviously killed by a man. This murder, and the post mortem mutilation, were brutal, but cool and calculated, and could well have been committed by a woman. Probably were, I would say.” 

        Dehan scratched her head. “Why?” 

        “Well, amongst other things, because there are traces of lipstick on his neck, around the love bite. I know in our modern, rainbow society men also wear lipstick, but in my experience, statistically, it is more likely to be worn by a woman.” 

        I asked, “What about the blood on his hand?” 

        “Not his. Look…” 

        He showed me his right hand. There were no cuts. But there were bruises on the inside of his index and middle fingers. I nodded. “That’s what I thought,” I said.  

        Dehan swore softly. “An earring. He had her face cupped in his hands. She stabbed him in the heart. He went into spasm and tore her earring from her ear.” 

        “Assuming,” I said, “and we are assuming, that it’s a woman. If there is one thing that defines this case, it is the dark, Freudian sexual undercurrents that move these people.” 

        Frank grunted. “Thankfully not my department.” 

        I rested my ass against one of his benches and folded my arms. “Speaking of departments, what about the stuff I left with you?” 

        “Things are a lot quicker these days, thanks to the Panasonic-IMEC developments, but we still can’t perform miracles. I have the results on some of it.” 

        Dehan was frowning, looking from Frank to me and back again. “What stuff?” 

        Frank said: “The thread.” 

        “What thread?” 

        I smiled. “Remember the splinter I had in Elk Grove?” 

        “Yeah, what was that?” 

        “I saw the needle had been threaded, but she hadn’t started embroidering with it yet. So the tail end of the thread was still there. What do you do just before you thread a needle?” 

        “Nothing. I never sew.” 

        “What did your mother do, just before she threaded a needle?” 

        Her face lit up. “You are smart, Stone! She would suck the thread to make a point, so it would go through the eye.” 

        “Exactly, and then tie it in a little knot. I asked if I could have it. She agreed and so I lawfully removed a sample of her DNA. What was the result, Frank?” 

        “I have it in my office. I’ll send it to you later by email, but I can tell you that there is a very close family relationship, such as brother and sister, between Mary Browne and the man who raped and murdered Sue Benedict. He was her brother.” He shrugged. “If Cyril was her only brother, then Cyril killed Sue Benedict.” 

        “Holy cow, Stone!” Dehan stared at me with wide eyes. “So that’s it, you solved the case…” 

        I shook my head. “Not quite. There are a lot of loose ends to be tidied up. Like why Fernando was murdered, and by whom. We are not there yet.” 

        “Well, he clearly wasn’t murdered by Cyril. You figure a woman, Frank?” 

        “In all probability. In all my years doing this job, I have never seen a man stab to the heart, in the back, in an embrace. Typically, men will stab low to the gut or the solar plexus, up under the rib cage. Even in an embrace. Women kill a lot less than men, and they are typically devious when they do, because usually they are aware that their intended victim, if he is a man, is physically stronger than they are. I have never seen a man kill like this.” 

        Dehan shrugged. “A woman with a motive for stabbing Fernando in the heart. Hum, let me see.” She puffed out her cheeks and blew. “Let’s face it, that’s not a small pool of suspects, but chances are we’re going to get a hit on CODIS because, as you would say, Stone, two gets you twenty she’s one of the hookers he’s beaten up.” 

        I nodded. “That would be the obvious explanation.” 

        “Don’t complicate this, Stone.” She grinned and wagged a finger at me, “Entia non sunt multiplicanda praeter necesitatem.” 

        Frank went rigid and stared at her. “What have you done to her, Stone? She’s broken.” 

        I laughed. “It’s Occam’s razor in the original Latin. She does it to annoy.” 

        “It means,” she said, “things should not be multiplied beyond what is necessary. In other words, don’t complicate things.” 

        “That is true,” I said. “And William of Occam was a very wise man indeed. But are you sure you are looking at the simplest answer? Are you sure you are not complicating things unnecessarily?” 

        She crossed her arms. “OK, genius, what’s your theory?” 

        “I must say,” put in Frank, “I am pretty curious to hear it myself. If this man beats up women for fun, it’s a cinch one of those women killed him.” 

        I shook my head. “Uh-uh, I plan to wait for the DNA results and then say, ‘See? I knew it!’” 

        Frank sighed. “I always said he was a fraud. Now please get out. I have places to be and people to dissect. I shall call you when I get the results.” 

        We left him to his dissecting and made our way out. In the lobby I stopped, called the station and asked to be put through to Clay. It rang a couple of times and a deep voice said, “I told you we got this, mother hen,” then laughed. “What do you want, Stone?” 

        “I believe you. Has he said anything?” 

        “Like what?” 

        “Like any kind of confession?” 

        “Nah, he just regalin’ us with wild stories of wild parties, cocaine and crazy chicks. I missed my vocation, man. I gonna hand in my badge and become a cocaine traffickin’ artist.” 

        “I’m sure you’ll prosper. Anyone call, visit, ring at the door…?” 

        “No.” 

        “OK, we’re on our way to the station. I’ll talk to the inspector and…” I thought for a moment. “Yeah, what the hell, we’ll bring him in.” 

        “Ten four, man. We’ll be waitin’ for your call.” 

        I hung up and Dehan said, “Bring him in for what?” 

        I didn’t answer straight away. Finally I gave my head a small twitch and said, “Drug trafficking, at the very least.” 

        I took the chains out of the trunk and put them on the wheels. The snow was getting deep on the roads. There were barely any pedestrians and the traffic had thinned out to the odd, sporadic vehicle crawling through the gossamer veils of falling flakes. 

        It took us a good forty minutes to get to the station and by the time we had collected two cups of coffee and climbed the stairs to the inspector’s office, we were cold, tired and pretty miserable. His office was warm and he was, as always, welcoming. 

        “What an appalling night to be out solving murders! Tell me, I have been going over the original report and I am intrigued, how are you getting on? How is it going? Sit! Sit!” 

        Dehan sat in an armchair, clutching her cup with both hands and I sat in the chair across from him at his desk. I was still thinking about my answer to his question when Dehan started to talk. 

        “Stone managed to get a DNA sample from Mary Browne.” 

        “Oh!” His eyebrows shot up. “I thought she was set against that.” 

        “She was, but she gave him a needle with a piece of cotton attached… It’s a long story, sir. In any case, the man who killed Sue Benedict was Mary Browne’s brother.” 

        “Splendid work, Stone! So now we just have to find him.” 

        “No, we found him, sir. He is now an integral part of the foundations of the East 2nd Street Casino Hotel, in Reno.” 

        “Good Lord!” 

        “He committed suicide by throwing himself into the wet concrete.” 

        “Well…” He looked from me to Dehan and back again. “Case closed, then. What about this Fernando Martinez character?” 

        “He and Giorgio Gonzalez have been involved in small-scale coke and marijuana trafficking for a few years. They also got their kicks by beating up and raping women, mainly hookers we think, but not exclusively. We think they used the art classes both as an outlet for their merchandise, and as a hunting ground for girls. And it was in that environment that Cyril met Sue. It may have precipitated the killing, through jealousy or something of that sort. We just don’t know. The night she was killed, they were all at a party together. With the alcohol and drugs going down, it is hard to form a clear picture of the events.” 

        “Yes, I see. The Halloween party.” He thought for a moment. “So is it your opinion that Fernando Martinez’s death is related to the original case? Or simply a bizarre coincidence?” 

        She glanced at me. “I’m not exactly sure of Stone’s views on that, sir, we are still thinking it through. It seems he was stabbed in the back, with a kitchen knife, while he was kissing a woman. My own opinion is that he was probably murdered by one of the women he abused.” 

        “Yes, I see. That seems to make sense.” 

        “We thought at first that Giorgio Gonzalez, Sue Benedict’s art teacher, might be involved, but he has a pretty airtight alibi. He had spent practically the whole day with his neighbor.” 

        The inspector turned and frowned at me. “You are uncharacteristically quiet today, John. Usually it is you doing all the talking, while Carmen here observes a discreet silence. Are you going to share your thoughts with us? What do you plan to do with Giorgio Gonzalez?” 

        “I’d like to arrest him and bring him in for interrogation, sir.” 

        “Arrest him? On what charge?” 

        “Trafficking drugs, rape, assault.” 

        “Have you any evidence for these charges?” 

        “He confessed to trafficking cannabis and cocaine in front of me and Dehan, sir. We also have the testimony of Melanie in Jersey. Now that Fernando is dead, she may be willing to testify in court. The truth is, sir, any charge will do. I just want him in custody because I think his life is at risk. In fact, the more I sit here and think about it, the more convinced I am that we are on the clock. Somebody is going to try and kill him, somebody very subtle and very dangerous. He is with Santos and Clay right now, but I would feel a lot more comfortable if we had him safely behind bars, for his sake.” 

        He had listened to me with a deep frown on his brow. Now he turned to Dehan. “Do you agree with this assessment, Carmen? Did you hear Gonzalez confess to trafficking?” 

        “Yes, sir, I did. And Stone has been right about this whole damn case all along, so if he says Giorgio is at risk, I am willing to believe that.” 

        “Fine, that is good enough for me.” He nodded and turned to me. “Bring him in, John.” 

        I pulled my phone from my pocket and called Clay again. A voice came on telling me it had not been possible to connect my call. I suppressed a jolt of panic, hung up and called again. Again the voice, “It has not been possible…” I called dispatch and had them put me through to Santos. It rang three times and was answered. 

        “Santos, what the hell is going on? Why isn’t Clay answering his phone?” 

        There was silence, with only the slightest sound of breathing. I said, “Santos…?” 

        A sigh and then line went dead. I stood. “Jesus Christ!” I wrenched open the door, shouting at the inspector. “Get every available car down there now! Clay and Santos are down! Do it now!” 





SEVENTEEN


   

        I forced myself to stay at thirty miles an hour. I knew that if I went any faster, I’d start fishtailing, skidding and sliding all over the road and we’d end up taking twice as long. As it was, we fishtailed into Patterson Avenue and wound up with the trunk on the sidewalk and the back wheels spinning in the drift. Dehan took the wheel and I pushed and we finally got it back on the road again.  

        By the time we arrived at Giorgio’s house, the place was like an anthill, only with cops instead of ants. There were five cars there, their red and blue lights pulsing ghostly on the snow. The door was open and yellow light was spilling out onto the porch. The uniforms were putting up yellow tape, cordoning off the area. Across the road, I could see Sandy Beach staring out at us through her window. We ducked under the tape and went up the steps to the door. Dehan was just ahead of me. Sergeant Gunter was standing outside. 

        “Detectives, The ME and Crime Scene are on their way. So is the Inspector. Clay is just here…” 

        He pointed through the door. I felt a jolt of adrenaline. The way he said it sounded like he was alive. But when I looked through the door, I saw him lying on his back. He looked surprised to see the ceiling up there. He had a neat hole right in the center of his forehead.  

        “Gunter, have you started canvassing the neighbors yet?” 

        “We just got here, Detective, a few minutes before you did. All we’ve done is secure the scene. We found the door open and the scene exactly as you see it.” 

        “Across the road, two doors down, there’s a woman staring out of her window watching. Her name is Sandy Beach. Go get her and bring her here, will you?” 

        “Sandy Beach? Sure.” 

        He left and I heard Dehan’s voice across the large, hollow room.  

        “Santos is here…” 

        I looked over at the sofa, and only then became aware that the television was on, playing a rerun of Castle. Santos had been watching that, or something else earlier. He was sitting slumped over the arm of the couch. There was a mug of coffee spilled on the carpet, dangling from his fingers. His position was twisted and uncomfortable. 

        Dehan turned to look at me. “I really want to read this as Giorgio killed them and got away. But that’s not what happened here.” She pointed at the door. “Somebody knocked or rang. Clay opened and instantly got plugged in the head.” She gestured at Santos. “He turned to see what was going on. It must have been a bare second. His piece is still in his holster. Then the shooter stepped in and got him from the door. He must have shot Clay, taken just one step, aimed and shot Santos. Bam, bam.” 

        I nodded. That was how I had read it too. “So where is Giorgio?” 

        “Captured or rescued.” 

        I moved over to the sofa. The shot had entered his forehead close to his left temple and blown a big hole in the back of his head. There was a mass of gore and blood over the cushions. I hunkered down and had a look. The slug was clearly visible.  

        “Nine millimeter.” I stood. “What? Thirty foot? It’s a good shot.” 

        She nodded once. “That’s what I was thinking. Most people in a hurry would have gone for the body. He’s sitting sideways on, twisted around, and the shooter steps in and aims before Santos can react. But he goes for a head shot. That’s a lot of confidence. And accuracy at thirty paces.” 

        “The door was left open. The fire has burned down and the room is cold, but the blood is beginning to dry. This happened a while ago. It must have been very shortly after we left.” 

        “The killer was waiting?” 

        Before I could answer, there was a footfall outside. Then a gasp and a small scream. I moved to the door. Gunter was with Sandy. He looked embarrassed. She had her hands over her mouth and was staring wide-eyed at Clay on the floor. Then she screwed them up and turned away. We stepped out after her and Dehan put her arm around her shoulders, led her from the door. Gunter looked apologetic. “You told me to bring her over. I warned her it wasn’t pretty…” 

        I patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry. My bad.” 

        I followed them down the steps to where they were standing in front of the garage. Sandy watched me approach. I noticed she was wearing her hair caught up at the back of her head. She still had staring eyes, and her hands over her mouth. I said, “I’m sorry you had to see that, Ms. Beach. We’ve only just arrived and we’re still in a bit of turmoil. That was one of our officers.” 

        She slowly dropped her hands. “I’m sorry. I should have been prepared. Your sergeant warned me.” 

        “You’re never really prepared, Ms. Beach. I wanted to ask you if you had seen or heard anything.” 

        She gave small, slightly breathless nods. “It was a little after you…” She hesitated. 

        “After we’d left?” 

        “Well… yes, after you’d left. I had seen Detective Dehan go to that car and come back in with two men. I was so worried for Giorgio. I know you warned me to stay away, but I am really very attached to him.” She gave a small laugh. “I don’t want you to think that I spend my whole life at the window watching for him, but I heard you leave…” 

        She faltered and Dehan smiled. “You wanted to see if the two men had left with us, so you could go back to Giorgio again.” 

        Sandy nodded. “I’m afraid so. But I saw that their car was still there. Then I saw another car arrive.” 

        “Can you describe it?” 

        “It was big, dark blue. It was like the car Gibbs drives.” 

        Dehan frowned. “Gibbs?” 

        “You know, in NCIS.” 

        I said, “A Dodge Charger. So what happened next, Ms. Beach?” 

        “Two men got out. They were wearing suits. It was hard to tell but they looked expensive, and dark coats. They were well dressed. They went up to the house and a short while later, they came out again with Giorgio.” 

        I thought about it a moment, then asked her, “Where did Giorgio sit?” 

        She was momentarily taken aback. “Oh, well, um, in fact, he sat in the front passenger seat. Is that important?” 

        Dehan smiled again and shook her head. “Probably not,” but we both knew it was a given: if the Mob take you for a ride and sit you in the front seat, you’re not coming back. I figured Dehan wanted to spare Sandy that, at least for now. 

        Sandy took hold of her hands. “Is he all right? Is he going to be OK? They won’t hurt him, will they?” 

        I answered instead of Dehan. “That’s what we are trying to find out, Sandy. Why didn’t you call me when these men arrived?” 

        “Well, I had no reason to. They looked so smart, I assumed they were from the police or the FBI or something. I thought they were taking him away to question him.” 

        She had started shivering. Dehan put her arm around her again and said, “Come on. We’d better get you inside. Is there anyone I can call to come and be with you?” 

        She shook her head. “That person was Giorgio. Just please bring him back safe and sound.” 

        I watched them cross the road together, picking their way with care. 

        The sound of a siren preceded an ambulance, the ME’s car and the crime scene van. I called dispatch and put out a BOLO on a dark blue Dodge Charger driven by two men in expensive suits, and Giorgio Gonzalez, while the fleet of vehicles parked noisily out front. Then people began to spill from their vehicles and doors slammed and echoed in the street, like a firefight.  

        While the Crime Scene team suited up and the gurneys were wheeled into the house, Frank approached me, hunched into his shoulders and breathing clouds of vapor. 

        “What is this, some kind of killing spree?” 

        “Could be. You got any news for me?” 

        “If you’d give me a chance to work instead of finding bodies all over the place…” 

        “These two are detectives from the precinct.” 

        “I heard. Look, John, I did get one of the samples done. Don’t think I’m going to make a habit of this, but I knew it was important…” 

        I heard a street door slam and looked back over my shoulder. Dehan, with her woolen hat pulled down on her head, was crunching her way back through the snow. As she approached, Frank started talking again. “You’re not going to be happy. I said Fernando was probably kissing a woman when he was killed…” 

        Dehan said, “He wasn’t? Stone, maybe Giorgio’s alibi was a fake. Sandy would do anything for that guy.” She looked back at Frank. “It was Giorgio, wasn’t it?” 

        He sighed. “No, listen to me, Carmen. Yes, Fernando was kissing a man. In fact, he was getting a love bite from a man. But the man was …” 

        He hesitated. I supplied the words. “The man was Cyril Browne.” 

        He nodded. “Yes. Almost certainly. Whoever raped and killed Sue Benedict, also killed Fernando Martinez.” 

        Dehan turned and walked away, staring around her like she’d lost her mind and was trying to find it. Then she came back and stared at Frank. “What? Cyril Browne is dead! He jumped into the foundations of the damned 2nd Street Casino Hotel! He was seen doing it!” 

        Frank shrugged. “Then it’s his identical twin. I don’t know what to tell you, Carmen. The sample was not contaminated. I double checked. I also checked to see if Fernando was gay.” 

        “What? How?” 

        “There are ways. You examine the…” 

        “Yeah, OK, I get it. And?” 

        “He was either gay or bisexual. He had certainly had anal sex recently.” 

        “So you are telling me that Cyril Browne raped and murdered Sue Benedict, and then had sex with and killed Fernando Martinez.” 

        “Or somebody with an identical DNA profile. That is certainly what the forensic evidence indicates. I had better get inside and look at these bodies.” 

        He walked away and climbed the steps toward the door. Dehan stared me in the face. She was too shocked to be mad. “And you knew.” I nodded. She shook her head, then shrugged, screwing up her eyes. “How?” 

        “We have a much more immediate problem, Dehan. Where is Giorgio?” 

        “Two men in dark suits and a Dodge Charger took him.” 

        “Somebody who was waiting for us to leave.” 

        “And somebody who is skilled and experienced with a gun…” 

        “Who is very cold and very ruthless. Who does that suggest to you?” 

        She puffed out her cheeks and blew a long stream of dense vapor out into the dark. “Well, not Cyril Browne, for a start!” She sighed again and gathered her thoughts. “OK, a Dodge Charger, two men in suits, efficient killers… sure! It could be the Mob. Tony.” 

        “For what purpose?” 

        “We don’t know. That’s just the thing, Stone. We don’t know. We don’t know a goddamn thing.” 

        “Keep it together, Dehan.” 

        “Is this even the same case? Is Cyril dead? He has a twin now?” She stretched out her arm toward California. “Not in the photos! Not in the articles! Not according to Father Cohen! What is he? A long lost twin come back from the goddamn Amazon? What? Are we in Dynasty land now? In some damn Mexican soap?” 

        She thrust her hands in her pockets and stood bending her knees and bouncing, staring across the road. After a while, she said, “Sorry.” 

        “Forget it. I understand.” 

        Another siren sounded in the freezing night and a patrol car turned in from Patterson Avenue and pulled up. The inspector climbed out and approached, clapping his gloved hands. Before he could speak, I said, “Clay and Santos are both dead. Shot in the head with a 9mm. Dehan will fill you in, sir. I need to make a phone call.” 

        I took a walk down the road and phoned my friend Bernie at the Bureau. 

        “Stone. How’s married life? You still owe me those beers. I have the tally right here. It stands at three thousand, five hundred and sixty four.” 

        “Make it sixty five. I need an urgent favor. I could go through the PD, but you guys are faster because you cheat.” 

        “That’s true. It’s the only way to get things done.” 

        I told him what I wanted, he told me he’d call me back in five minutes and hung up. I was on the corner of Taylor and Patterson, looking west, down the dark, snowing tunnel of the street, with the ineffectual light of the streetlamps obscured by the twisted black branches of the plane trees. At the end of the tunnel, there was only more darkness, but I knew it was Soundview Park, and the freezing, inky Bronx river. 

        I made my way back toward Giorgio’s house with my toes going numb. Dehan was walking to meet me and behind her I could see the inspector talking on the telephone. As we came together, Dehan said, “He’s organizing a manhunt. Every car in the city, choppers, I think he’s even getting dogs out to search Soundview Park.” 

        I listened to her, then said, “He’s dead.” 

        “What?” 

        “Giorgio. He’s dead.” 

        “How do you know?” 

        “I don’t. I might be wrong. But, you know, I’m not. It’s logical. But we need to find him before…” 

        She was frowning like I was crazy. “Before what, Stone?” 

        I stood chewing my lip. I stared at her face for a moment, seeing only the movies playing out in my mind. I said, “The logical place would be where the party was. Come…” 

        I half ran, trying not to slip and fall, up the stairs and into his house, calling to every available uniform to follow me: “I want you to tear this house apart. Check every room, every cupboard, every wardrobe. Check the attic and the cellar if there is one. You and you, check the garage, check the trunk of his car. Check for hollow walls and loose floorboards. There might be a body hidden in this house. If there is, find it!” 

        It took two hours. Eventually they brought in a dog. We checked every corner of the building, every nook and every cranny. We even knocked on the nooks and crannies to see if they were hollow. Giorgio Gonzalez was not in the house where the Halloween party had been. That house was empty. 

        Finally the officers and the dog departed, to join the city-wide search for the Charger. The house was locked up and the inspector went home, advising us we should do the same. He climbed in the patrol car, the door clunked and the driver pulled away. As they carefully negotiated the corner, we could hear the choppers over Soundview Park describing their grid-pattern search, growing louder, then dimmer, with their powerful spots trained on the dark, desolate, frozen ground below. They would be using heat sensors too. But they would be useless in finding a corpse, especially in this weather. 

        In any case, the corpse would not be in the park. That would not make any sense. Everything this killer did had a meaning. And the only thing that made sense—that had meaning—was for the corpse to be where the Halloween party had been. 

        But it wasn’t there. 





EIGHTEEN


   

        Dehan took my arm in both of hers. “C’mon, Stone. There’s nothing more we can do tonight. Let’s go get some rest. I could use a fire, a meal and a drink.” 

        I looked down into her face. Her brown, woolen hat was pulled low, almost to her eyes, and her nose was red from the cold. “A fire, a meal and a drink,” I said. 

        “Yeah.” She narrowed her eyes and gave me a thin smile. 

        I said, “Home.” 

        “Mm-hm…” 

        I walked back to the corner of Patterson and Taylor. This time I didn’t look west. I looked across at Bob Smith’s house. I could see slivers of light shining through the edges of his drapes. I turned and looked then at the building where Sue Benedict had had her apartment, with the flight of ten steps running up the outside to her front door. All the windows were dark. Dehan came up beside me. “What is it?” 

        “I’m not sure. Come.” 

        I crossed the road to Bob’s house and rang on the bell. After a couple of minutes, he opened the door and smiled at us. He still looked amiably comfortable. “Good heavens!” he said. “You look frozen. Come in, for goodness’ sake! Come in and warm up.” 

        We followed him through to his living room, where three cats lay in front of a blazing fire, and a fourth lay across the back of his sofa. “Can I offer you a drink to warm you up?” 

        I shook my head. “We won’t keep you, Mr. Smith. I just have a couple of small questions. The house opposite, where Sue used to live…” 

        “Yes, on the corner.” 

        “Do you happen to know who lives there now?” 

        He raised his eyebrows. “No. In fact, I don’t think anybody lives there. I can’t remember the last person I saw coming in or out. It must be…” He gazed down at the flames, shaking his head slightly. “Oh, at least eight or nine years.” 

        “Did you notice anybody going in or out today?” 

        He gave his comfortable chuckle. “We haven’t been in the garden today, with this weather. So no, I haven’t noticed the goings-on in the street, except all the sirens in the last few hours of course.” 

        I pulled out my phone, dialed and waited. It rang once and Bernie said, “Stone, I’m not quite ready.” 

        “No, it’s something else. I know you have a family, Bernie, but this is critical.” 

        “No problem. She wants a divorce anyway.” 

        I gave him the address. “Who owns this? Also, when Cyril Browne died,” I gave him the details, “Who was the beneficiary of his life insurance?” 

        “This might take a little longer. I’ll get back to you.” 

        “Thanks.” 

        I hung up and called the Inspector.  

        “Stone! Any news?” 

        “In five minutes. Right now I need a search warrant for Sue Benedict’s apartment.” 

        “On what grounds, Stone?” 

        “On the grounds that Giorgio Gonzalez’s body is in there.” 

        “How can you possibly know that?” 

        “Because, if I am right, nine years ago, Mary Browne bought Sue Benedict’s house with the money she got from the insurance pay out from Cyril’s death.” 

        “Are you sure about all of this, John?” 

        “I wouldn’t be calling if I wasn’t sure, sir. Start drafting, I’ll confirm it in five minutes.” 

        I hung up and the phone rang. As I answered, I saw Bob coming in from the kitchen with three mugs of black coffee on a tray. I said, “Bernie.” 

        Bob put his finger to his lips and laced each mug with whiskey and winked at Dehan. She grinned and handed me a mug. Bernie was saying, “Yes to your first question.” 

        “Both parts?” 

        “Yeah, both parts. Outstanding. As regards ownership of the property. It was bought nine years ago by one Mary Browne of Elk Grove, Sacramento, and she is still the sole owner of the property. As to the insurance, she was also the beneficiary of her brother’s life insurance. Three quarters of a million dollars.” 

        “Bernie, can you email these documents to Deputy Inspector John Newman, at the 43rd?” 

        “Sure. That’s three more beers you owe me.” 

        “You got it, Bernie.” 

        “Them.” 

        “Yeah, them.” 

        I hung up, took a long pull of the coffee, smacked my lips and said, “You have to tell me your blend.” Then I called the inspector. 

        “John, what news?” 

        “My suspicions were right. Confirmation should be arriving in your email now. Sir, I feel the circumstances constitute probable cause. Have I got your permission to pick the lock? I think a man might be dying in there.” 

        He hesitated. “No, John. We’ll have a warrant within twenty minutes. Just hold your horses a little longer.” 

        I sighed. “Yes, sir.” 

        I hung up and we all three stood in awkward silence, sipping Bob’s excellent laced coffee. After a moment, Bob frowned. Dehan said, “What is it, Bob?” 

        He cocked his head. “Did you hear that?” 

        “No…” 

        I said, “I thought I did, but it may have been the wind.” 

        He went to his front door and opened it. We all stepped out onto his front lawn. There was no sound but the occasional gusting of the wind and the desultory creak of a branch loaded down with snow. 

        “There!” he said. “There it was again! Did you hear it? I swear it came from Sue’s house. It was like a muffled cry for help. “There! There it was again!” 

        I sighed. “You start to enjoy your coffee and something always crops up. We’d better go and have a look, Dehan. Thanks for the coffee, Mr. Smith.” 

        “Bob.” He winked at me. “You’re with the 43rd. I was forty years with the 45th. Go get your man.” 

        We crossed the road back to the corner and climbed the steps to her front door. I pulled out my Swiss Army knife but Dehan shook her head and muttered, “Put it away, Sensei, you’ll only embarrass yourself.”  

        She slid in front of me, pulled something out of her pocket, fiddled for a moment at the lock and the door opened.  

        “What did you do?” 

        “Mean Streets College, Sensei, mean streets.” 

        We stepped inside the dark hall. Pallid streetlight leaned in, making dull stencils of the banisters, on the floor and against the walls. I pulled my flashlight from my inside pocket, switched it on and played it around the small, cramped space. There was a narrow staircase rising to a second floor. On the right there was a door. I opened it onto a room that was pitch black. I said, “You think the lights work?” I reached in a flipped the switch. The lights came on. 

        The drapes on the right were drawn closed across the windows. The furniture was basic, and could well have been fifteen or twenty years old. There was no TV. There were no books, ornaments or photographs. But the place was clean. There was a white vinyl sofa with matching chairs, a coffee table on a rug. 

        Dehan moved across the room to the kitchen, separated from the living space by a breakfast bar. She ran her finger over the surface. “Dusted,” she said, and opened the fridge. The light inside came on and it started to hum. 

        “Milk, butter, hummus, eggs. Somebody either lives here or spends time here, Stone.” 

        “Somebody who doesn’t watch TV, and hasn’t much they want to remember, by the looks of it. You think maybe they’re sleeping upstairs?” 

        I switched on the landing light and climbed the steps without being too careful about making a noise. The landing was small. There was a small bathroom with a shower cubicle. There was soap, unused, but no toothpaste and no toothbrush. The bedroom door was slightly ajar. Inside, it was very dark. There was no snoring, no sound of heavy, sleepy breathing. There was only silence. I went over and pushed it all the way open. Then I switched on the light. 

        He was on the bed, as I had expected. But what I hadn’t expected was to find him handcuffed to the headboard. His ankles were also cuffed to the footboard, so that he was spread out in a big ‘X’. His eyes were wide with terror and he was staring at me. But he wasn’t seeing me, because he was very dead. 

        Cause of death was not hard to establish. The duvet between his legs was saturated with blood, which had sprayed as far as the footboard and even spattered the far wall of the bedroom. His genitals had been removed, apparently with a single, clean cut, and placed on his belly. From the gray, pasty color of his face and his naked body, it looked as though he had been pretty much exsanguinated from that single wound. 

        There were other wounds: savage wounds all over his body. There were multiple stab wounds to his left chest, slashes to his face and his legs, to his torso, his neck and his arms. But none of these had bled. He had been castrated and allowed to die, and then he had been attacked. 

        Dehan said, “I’ll call dispatch.” 

        A huge wave of weariness washed over me. I pulled my phone once again from my pocket and called the inspector. 

        “Stone, I am on it. Just give me…” 

        “Sir, you are not going to believe this.” 

        “What?” 

        “We have found Giorgio Gonzalez. He’s dead. He was castrated and left to bleed to death. After that, he was badly mutilated.” 

        “Poor bastard.” 

        “Agreed on both counts, sir.” 

        “Where was he? You went to the house, didn’t you?” 

        “The neighbor, a cop from the 45th, Bob Smith…” 

        “Bob? Sure! I know Bob! He lives there? Whaddaya know! Damn good cop.” 

        “Yes, sir. He thought he heard shouting from the house, so we thought it best to investigate.” 

        He grunted. “Very well, just as long as we’re covered. Are we any closer, John, to knowing who did this?” 

        “Yes, sir. As I said earlier, I had no doubt as to who had done it. Cyril Browne did it.” 

        “But I thought Cyril Browne was dead!” 

        “Yes, sir. He is. I’ll explain in the debriefing. It’s a little bit complicated. But I hope to have an arrest soon.” 

        “Good. We have had quite enough homicides for one night, John.” 

        “Yes, sir. I agree.” 

        I hung up and Dehan and I made our way down to the ground floor. I opened the door and stepped out into the cold. Dehan came close beside me. “You OK?” 

        I nodded. “It was a difficult call. If I had played it differently, Clay, Santos and Giorgio might still be alive.” 

        She shook her head. “You can’t do that, Stone. You did what seemed right at the time.” 

        “I should have brought Giorgio in straight away. I didn’t see this coming.” 

        “Nobody could have.” 

        “I liked Clay.” I smiled. “He was a pain in the ass, but I liked him.” 

        Far off, on Soundview Avenue, the first siren wailed, returning to Patterson Avenue once again. It would soon be followed by others. Dehan slipped her arms around me and we waited there, on the steps, for the patrol cars to arrive. 

        They came within a couple of minutes, accompanied by Frank and the Crime Scene team. We went down the steps to meet them. Frank looked pissed. “What the hell is going on, John? We hadn’t even got halfway back!” 

        I tried to smile but failed. “I think I’m done for tonight. At least I hope I am. Upstairs in the bedroom. Giorgio Gonzalez, castrated, bled to death. I have to notify his lover. After that, I am going home.” 

        Frank was frowning at me. “Are you OK?” 

        “Just tired. Catch you later, Frank. If I’m significantly wrong about cause of death, call me, will you?” 

        “You won’t be.” 

        “See ya.” 

        I put my arm around Dehan and we walked slowly up Taylor Avenue to Sandy Beach’s house. I let go of Dehan and rang the bell. Dehan took my hand and muttered. “Poor woman. She’s going to be devastated.” 

        She opened the door almost immediately, smiled brightly and then frowned.  

        “My goodness! You look exhausted. Please do come in out of the cold. What can I do for you?” 

        We stepped inside and she closed the door behind us. The living room and the dining room were on our right, and a passage ran down to the kitchen at the back of the house. On the left, a staircase climbed to the upper floor. She indicated the door to the living room and we went through. Four lamps gave a warm, amber light. There was a fire burning in the grate, and Debussy was playing softly in the background.  

        “Do sit and get warm. Are you off duty yet? Can I offer you a drink?” 

        I smiled and sat in an armchair. Dehan sat next to me on the sofa. I said, “Not quite yet, but almost. Ms. Beach, I think you ought to sit down. We have some very bad news.” 

        She went very still. After a moment, she sat in the other armchair. “Is it Giorgio?” 

        I nodded. “Yes. He’s dead, Ms. Beach. I am very sorry.” 

        Her whole body seemed to jolt three times, like the shock was hitting her in stages. Then her bottom lip started to quiver. Tears welled in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. She clamped her hands to her mouth and gave a small, strangled scream. Dehan rose, pulling a handkerchief from her pocket and went to sit on the arm of Sandy’s chair. She put her arm around her and gave her the handkerchief. 

        But Sandy fell back, stifling her screams behind her hands, calling on some unnamed divinity to make it not true; to make it so that it was somebody else, not Giorgio. 

        All we could do was watch her and listen to her grief, and wait for the storm to pass. There was nobody to help her through it. The only person on Earth she had to turn to in moments like these, was the one whose death she was grieving. Eventually her convulsive crying began to subside, and her breathing became more quiet. Dehan stood and went to the kitchen. Sandy sat up, blew her nose and wiped her eyes. We sat in silence until Dehan returned with a glass of water. She gave it to Sandy, who drank half and let out a shaky sigh. 

        Dehan sat on the sofa again. 

        I said, “Ms. Beach, Sandy, I am so sorry for the pain you are going through, but I have a couple of questions I need to ask you. Do you feel up to answering them?” 

        She nodded a couple of times. “I’m sorry. Of course. I’ll do my best.” 

        “The first seems a stupid question.” I hesitated a moment. “But, how did you know that the Dodge Charger, the one the two men arrived in, how did you know it was blue?” 

        She stared at me for a long moment, blinking and frowning by turns. “Well,” she said, “I saw it.” 

        “Yeah, but you see, I put it to the test out there, and at that distance, in this light, even outside, you can’t tell if a car is dark blue or black or even gray.” 

        “My goodness. Well, I suppose I assumed it was blue because that’s the color Gibbs’ car is on NCSI.” 

        I smiled. “Of course, that must have been it. The other question I have is a little more complicated.” She was frowning uncertainly at me, as was Dehan.  

        I said, “How long have you known Mary Browne?” 





NINETEEN


   

        She sank back in her chair. Her face had gone very pale.  

        “What makes you think I know anyone called Mary Browne?” 

        “Do you?” 

        “It’s an extremely common name.” 

        “Not the way she spells it.” She didn’t answer, so I pressed her. “Are you telling me, Sandy, that if I get a court order to search your computer, I won’t find any emails from Mary?” 

        She closed her eyes and sighed. “I must say, your timing, Detective… I have known Mary for many years, more than I can remember. Since we were small children.” 

        “She bought the house on the corner.” 

        “Yes.” 

        “We found milk, eggs, basic necessities in the fridge. The electricity is on…” 

        “I look after the place for her. I sometimes… It’s convenient…” 

        “Because she bought it at the time you moved here, isn’t that right?” 

        “Yes, I helped negotiate the purchase.” 

        “Did it seem like an odd purchase to you at the time?” 

        She didn’t answer straight away but unraveled the handkerchief and screwed it up into a ball again. “Why would you say that?” 

        “Well, it’s the house where Sue was killed.” 

        “I wouldn’t know anything about that.” 

        “Who chose the house, Sandy, her or you?” 

        “I’m…” She shook her head several times. “I’m not sure. It was a long time ago. Maybe I did.” 

        “That’s a hell of a coincidence, isn’t it?” 

        “Not really. I mean, her brother had lived in this neighborhood. He mentioned it to her. When I came, I naturally…” 

        “You naturally chose a house across the street from Giorgio.” 

        “I really don’t know what you’re driving at. I have just had the most appalling shock. I really need to rest.” 

        “Of course. We’ll leave you in peace. There is just one other question I would like to ask you before we go.” 

        She sighed loudly and seemed to slump. “What is it, Detective?” 

        “Are you related to Mary, or are you just friends?” 

        She swallowed hard and looked down at the floor. “These questions. I have tried hard to be civil and polite. I know you’re just doing your job, but I have to say I am finding these questions very intrusive.” 

        “She was kind enough to give me a piece of thread that she had just sucked in order to put it through a needle. There was enough saliva there to get a DNA profile.” 

        She stared hard at the floor, shook her head a couple of times. “No, no, this is wrong.” 

        “We know that whoever killed Sue was closely related to Mary.” 

        Again she shook her head but refused to look at me. “No.” 

        “Did you kill Fernando, Sandy?” 

        “I don’t like these questions. Please leave me alone.” 

        “I called a friend at the Bureau, asked him to check if you had a firearms license. I know you’re a very good shot. I don’t think many people realize just how good. But the way you shoot? That comes down to being really cold-blooded as much as anything else, doesn’t it? What throws most people’s aim in a critical moment is the emotions, their fear. But you don’t have that problem. You don’t feel that kind of emotion anymore, do you?” 

        “I don’t want to answer these questions. Please go away.” 

        “If I go away, I will have to take you with me.” I waited a moment. She didn’t say anything. I went on, “I understand that this was all about revenge. What I am not really clear about is whom you were avenging.” Her eyes shifted to meet mine. “I mean,” I said, “killing Fernando and Giorgio suggests that you were avenging Sue, but then, why did you kill Sue? If you killed her, what was to avenge?” 

        Again she didn’t answer. The room was quiet for a moment, with only the crackle of the fire. 

        “But then I realized, you weren’t avenging Sue at all, were you? You were punishing her.” I paused a moment and said, “What happened to your ear?” 

        Her left hand went automatically to the large, blue enamel flower she had over her left earlobe. We looked at each other for a long moment. Then I said, “Yes, that ear.” Still she didn’t speak. “Fernando pulled out your earring, didn’t he, when you stabbed him?” 

        She gave a couple of short nods.  

        “Why did you gut him?” 

        She spoke quietly, almost a whisper. “He deserved to be gutted, like a fish. He was so full of his own masculinity, always talking about how women loved his body. So full of his own sex, though he was actually bisexual. I wanted to cut it out of him and destroy it forever.” 

        “The same as Giorgio.” 

        “But Giorgio was worse. His big cock all over the place, making women love him, lying to them, lying with them, stealing their womanhood, lying on them, lying under them, lying inside them. He was the king of thieves. The king of liars.” 

        “I thought you loved him.” 

        “Not me.” 

        “And Sue?” 

        She looked at my hands. Then her eyes traveled slowly up to my face and I knew she was thinking about killing me too. “She stole him.” 

        “Everybody’s stealing.” 

        “Everybody is stealing from me.” 

        “Do you know who you are?” 

        “That’s a kind of crazy question.” 

        “DNA, you know, can be virtually identical with identical twins.” 

        “I know that.” 

        “But fingerprints…” 

        Her gaze drifted. “Oh…” 

        “Fingerprints are different, even with identical twins.” I waited a moment. “So do you know who you are?” 

        “I’m…” She took a very deep breath. “I feel very sleepy.” 

        “I gave you a pen, remember?” 

        “Yes.” 

        “And a card. You handled them both.” 

        “Yes.” 

        “I sent them to have the prints compared with the prints on Sue’s throat. Sue was raped by a man. A man who left his semen inside her, and strangled her. So, again, do you remember who you are?” 

        Again the deep breath, the drifting gaze, a slight smile. “I don’t always seem to be the same person.” 

        “Do you remember the trip to Geneva?” 

        “I saved up for that for a long time. I had money saved too, from when Mommy died.” 

        “You went to a clinic.” 

        “It was there or the U.K. I preferred Geneva. It seemed… cleaner.” 

        “You understand that changing your sex does not change your identity.” 

        She nodded. Then she shrugged. “But sometimes, changing your identity can change your sex.” 

        I turned to Dehan, who was sitting very quietly. “Get a couple of the guys, will you?” She nodded and stood. I stood too and looked down at Sandy. “Cyril Browne, Sandy Beach, I am arresting you on five counts of murder. You do not have to say anything, but anything you do say may and will be taken down in evidence and used against you in a court of law.”  





EPILOGUE


   

        The snow was coming down heavier. Through the window I could see the sidewalks blanketed in pristine white. There was not a soul on the streets and the cars looked like icing sugar castellations fringing the roads. The fire was burning in the grate and the room was warm and fragrant of roasting chicken. I turned as the back door opened and Dehan came in, stamping and puffing, with her shapeless wool hat on her head and a big, brown box in her arms. 

        “I always think,” she said, “that a Christmas tree should look like a badly wrapped Christmas present. Over the top.” 

        She grinned at me as she kicked the door closed, approached and dumped the box on the sofa. “Mine’s a martini, plenty dry. And put some tunes on, will’ya? I like that playlist with Bing and Santa Baby. It reminds me of my dad. He loved all that…” 

        All this was said breathlessly as she opened the big carton and started pulling out armfuls of tinsel, intended for the big tree that stood by the window. 

        I went to my laptop, on the breakfast bar, and started searching while she pulled off her hat and coat and started hanging the first baubles. We were quiet for a moment. Then she stepped back, gazing at the big red ball she’d just hung, and sighed. 

        “I’ve been over it in my mind several times, Stone. I still don’t get how you knew, so early on, that Sandy was Cyril.” 

        The laptop started singing, “Booboom, booboom, booboom, booboom…” I went over to the sideboard and started mixing a martini, dry. 

        “I didn’t know until later, but I suspected. The first thing that alerted me was the fact that the killer had made no effort at all to hide his identity, his fingerprints and his DNA. If he had been caught immediately among the guests, or on CODIS or IAFIS, you just put it down to being stupid.” I handed her her drink. “But he wasn’t anywhere to be found. So that meant he wasn’t stupid. And if somebody who isn’t stupid is so brazen about their identity as to leave their prints and their DNA at a rape and murder scene, that can only mean they are extremely confident that they will never be found.” 

        She sipped and shrugged. “Put like that…” 

        “It was also pretty obvious to me from the start that it had to be Cyril. In your words, Dehan, entia non sunt multipilicanda praeter necesitatem.” 

        “Yeah, go on, throw it in my face!” 

        I smiled and poured myself a Bushmills. “So the question I was wrestling with pretty much from the beginning was, what had Cyril done to be so confident his DNA and fingerprints would not trap him? Merry run up to Christmas.” 

        We toasted and sipped. I went and sat, enjoying the sight of her dressing the tree.  

        “Logically, it had to be something so radical that it was tantamount to a total change of identity. A change that would make any detective discard the possibility that he had raped and murdered her, out of hand. Becoming a woman would obviously do that. I confess, the idea was so extreme that for a while I couldn’t accept it myself. That was why I was so keen to meet his sister and find out about his childhood.” 

        The tree was taking shape as she draped a long string of gold tinsel from the top down in a wide spiral.  

        “What we found in Elk Grove seemed to confirm my theory, such as it was at that stage. He and his mother had been very close, like any mother and son. But he had then witnessed his mother die, if not at the hands of his father, certainly as a result of his father’s rage. The experience had been deeply traumatic, and, as you saw yourself, his sister’s tender mercies were not exactly therapeutic.” 

        Dehan turned and nodded. “No, she seemed bent on destroying his identity, his self esteem and his independence.” 

        “We’ll never know for sure, but I suspect her father was a bit like that. The best way to control people is to destroy their belief in themselves. Poor Cyril had his belief in himself so deeply damaged that he turned to his dead mother to try and heal him. Consciously or unconsciously—probably both—he tried to follow her. In his words, he was trying to ‘come home’.” 

        “Come home to his mother.” 

        I nodded. “It’s an expression that is full of symbolic meaning. He wants to return to his mother, he wants to return to a place that is safe, where he is loved and respected. The years following his mother’s death, until he was finally able to leave home, must have been hell: a constant, systematic destruction of his self esteem, being told day in and day out that he was an incompetent fantasist. And the more he sought solace in the memory of his mother, the more he was punished by his sister.” 

        She sat on the arm of the chair facing me, with a strand of burgundy tinsel in her hands. “It’s hard to imagine what that must be like.” 

        “And I get the feeling that he was actually, potentially, an intelligent, motivated, able person. A fact which only added to the rage he was suppressing inside. By the time he got to New York, he was so badly damaged he didn’t know who he was or how to get out of the crippling, paralyzing state he was in. He needed a therapist or a friend, somebody to guide him. But his personality was so awful that he couldn’t make friends.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “Along came Fernando.” 

        “Yup, and he and Giorgio thought it was great sport to see him writhing in emotional agony as they dangled Sue in front of him. They could not have known that Sue was so similar to his mother. At first he adored her. But the more she flirted, however harmlessly, with Fernando and Giorgio, the more he relived the nightmare of his mother’s betrayal and her death. 

        “I had a talk with his psychiatrist the other day and he confirmed what I had suspected. In the end, Cyril’s need for his mother, his obsession with her, became so all-consuming that he actually became her, both psychically and, as far as he could, physically. But he never quite stopped being himself, either. On the one hand he had his own rage against his mother, like his father’s rage, for betraying him, for abandoning him, for leaving him at the mercy of his sister. 

        “But on the other hand there was the rage against Jose Rodriguez too, the journalist his mother had her affair with. Jose Rodriguez was the ultimate symbol of his own inadequacy and weakness. Jose Rodriguez was this big, neon sign that said, Cyril Browne is not a man. 

        “It’s not hard to see how he projected that onto Fernando and Giorgio. Sue, Fernando and Giorgio represented his darkest daemons, and he raged against all three of them.” 

        She had hung a large, acid-yellow ball and now stood staring at her warped reflection in it. “OK,” she said, “I get that. But first of all, why, after killing Sue, did he A, come back and B, wait twelve years to kill Giorgio and Fernando?” 

        “That is something his psychiatrist is trying to find out now, but my guess is this. As you suspected, Sue started befriending him, not realizing that this act of kindness would actually trigger his rage against her. Because one minute she was being sweet and nice to him, and the next moment she would be flirting with Giorgio and Fernando. They would be coming on to her in an overtly sexual way, and she would laugh. This is like his deepest, darkest nightmares coming to life in front of him. It’s his mother’s betrayal all over again. This is where his neurosis starts to turn into a full blown psychosis and his mother starts to come to life inside his own psyche. He loves her and needs her so badly, the only way to escape her betrayal is to become her. And this is where he decides that what he wants is to have a sex change operation, and he books a clinic in Geneva. 

        “I don’t know if he planned to kill her that Halloween. We’ll probably never know for sure, but Dr. Petersen speculates that the unconscious motivation was probably there, and that was what drove him to be at the party that night. It wasn’t part of a conscious plan, but it was an unconscious motivation that would strike given the opportunity.” 

        “Hence the apparent discrepancy between handing in notice and the opportunistic nature of the murder.” 

        “Exactly. So when she left, and he saw that Fernando had not stayed with her, he called on her, ostensibly to see if she was OK. She let him in. They were in the bedroom. Did she invite him in? Did he come on to her? The thing is, at some point that sexual charge was ignited, and he killed her. Ironically, exactly contrary to your theory, the only cure for his erectile dysfunction was to release his repressed rage.” 

        Dehan rolled her eyes. “Go Carmen. So he went home. His bags were probably already packed, and he went back to his sister’s place in a state of turmoil. He had satisfied his drive to kill Sue, but was now tortured by remorse.” 

        “Something like that, but his psychosis was driving him by now. Remorse was something that was fading in him. His psychosis drove him to fake his own death in Reno, and then fly to Geneva for his surgery. It was the fact that he left his jacket so conveniently to be found on the rubble, and so helpfully registered as having no next of kin, that made me suspect that he had not really committed suicide at all. I was convinced Joe White didn’t see him jump. He assumed he jumped, and then imagined that’s what he’d seen. At that distance, running in the dark, in a panic, trying not to trip and talking on the phone, he had no idea what he’d seen. Cyril threw something heavy into the cement, and jumped over the fence. That simple. He was very cold-blooded. 

        “I suspect that, at that stage, his fantasy was to return as Sandy Beach, and kill Giorgio and Fernando in the same place where he had killed Sue, back in her apartment in the Bronx. His hatred for Giorgio must have been very intense at that time, and these symbolic elements must have been very important to him. These were the psychotic, ritualistic elements to his killing which I mentioned in the beginning, which suggested a serial killer. But, curiously, by the time he’d had his operations and completed his transformation, it seems that his drive to kill Giorgio and Fernando started gradually to subside. It was as though it belonged to his previous self, to Cyril. By becoming his mother, he had found some kind of meaning and peace. 

        “So when he eventually returned to the Bronx, I think he did actually start to fall in love with Giorgio. Perhaps he was living out his mother’s need to have an affair with some kind of artistic, creative bad boy, like her journalist. Whatever the reason, his fantasy about killing them seems to have faded for a few years.” 

        “So why did he kill them?” 

        I nodded. “I have a theory about that. She had been hanging around Giorgio for about eight or nine years, but she didn’t know Fernando that well. I suspect that as she got closer to Giorgio, and they started having their little affair, she began to realize that he and Fernando were more than just friends. That must have stirred long buried feelings—feelings that belonged to Cyril—and when we came along and started digging things up, and she discovered that they were both dangerous, and involved with prostitutes, Cyril’s original hatred and murderous intent were fully reawakened. She desperately wanted Giorgio to be a man she could fall in love with, but he wasn’t. He was exactly the kind of man Cyril hated for taking his mother away from him. So he and Fernando both had to die.” 

        She sipped her drink, gazing at the fire. “You were so convinced,” she said after a while, “that Sandy was Cyril. I can see all your reasoning, but even if I had followed it at the time, I would not have been that convinced, that sure, that she was Cyril.” 

        I shrugged. “I suspected it, but you’re right. In the end I was certain. And there was a reason for that.” 

        “What?” 

        I smiled. “Well, we had two murders committed by the same person, but one was committed by a man and the other was committed by a woman. There was only one way that could happen, Cyril had had a sex change operation and come back. The only person that could possibly be Cyril, was Sandy.” 

        “You make it sound almost logical.” 

        “It’s not logical for us. But to his psychotic mind, at the time, it was logical. One of the problems was that in the intervening years, his psychosis had receded. So we were looking at the actions of a psychotic person, who was, in many ways, no longer psychotic.”  

        “So if we had left the case alone…?” 

        I shook my head. “I don’t think so. There are signs that her split personality was still active. I think she kept Sue’s house as a place where she could still be Cyril. I think she used to go there to vent Cyril’s fantasies, as a kind of escape vale. The homicidal rage was still there, it was just waiting to be ignited.” 

        “Wow…” 

        There was a ping from the kitchen. She looked up and smiled. “The chicken is done. Let’s eat, Mr. Stone.” 

        I drained my glass and stood, and looked at the table we had set, with a red Christmas candle, holly, and the tree reflecting off the wineglasses. 

        Me and Dehan. This was home. 





BOOK 15


BLOOD INTO WINE



ONE


   

        Deputy Inspector John Newman entered the detectives’ room on hesitant feet, looking this way and that with small, jerky movements of his head, like a chicken on a secret mission. He bore a slim, manila file. He saw me watching from my desk, smiled with relief, and approached. 

        “John,” he said, “I thought I’d find you here.” 

        I wagged my pencil at him. “That’s because it’s the detectives’ room, and I am a detective.” 

        He smiled as though he knew it was a joke but wasn’t sure why it was funny. Dehan glanced at me from under her eyebrows, then smiled at the Inspector. 

        “Good morning, sir.” 

        “Carmen!” He looked at her in what you could only describe as alarm. “Naturally I was looking for you both! I just happened to see…” He swallowed and changed tack. “I like to get out of my office from time to time, see the troops, haha…” 

        I smiled amiably. “Here we are, sir, trooping.” 

        “Indeed! And what are you working on?” 

        I gestured at the old cartons on the desk. “We were just looking through the cold cases, sir. We were thinking about the Vince Wolowitz case. They found him tied to his bed in his house on St. Lawrence Avenue.” 

        Dehan nodded. “Clason Point, near the Catholic church. His dog had eaten his foot.” 

        The inspector winced. I contributed. “The neighbors said he had a hundred grand in a box under his bed, but it was never found.” 

        Dehan sat back. “August ’97. I always had a theory about his family.” 

        I wagged my pencil at her. “I’ve been meaning to look into that angle for some time.” 

        The inspector’s smile had turned to a rictus, which is not a good thing to happen to a smile. 

        “If you haven’t started on it yet, I wonder if you would have a look at the Jose Robles case?” he said. 

        Dehan frowned. “That’s cold? What they do, keep it in the fridge overnight?” 

        “I think what Detective Dehan means, sir…” 

        “I know what she means, John, and she is quite right.” He pulled a chair over from Mo’s desk and sat heavily. “The case is not even a week old. But it has run into some…” He hesitated, then plunged on, “…well, problems which seem intractable. And frankly, I am under pressure from ‘above’,” he made little inverted commas with his fingers, “to get it solved ‘pronto’.” He did it again, hunching his shoulders a little. “You two,” he said, gazing out the window, “seem to have a way of unearthing clues that don’t appear even to be there.” 

        “Why thank you, sir.” I smiled. “I think so too.” 

        “So, I know it’s not strictly a cold case, but I’d be grateful if you’d have a look at it.” 

        He tossed the file in front of me on the desk and I leaned over and picked it up. “Who had it to start with?” 

        “Gutierrez, but he’s glad to let it go because, as far as he’s concerned, it’s closed. And I have to say…” 

        He hesitated again. Dehan frowned at him. She said, “You agree…” He shrugged. She pressed him. “So why are we looking at it? What is the intractable problem?” 

        He sighed. “ADA Costas Varoufakis.” 

        Her eyebrows seemed to levitate. “Assistant District Attorney Costas Varu… The Assistant District Attorney is the intractable problem?” 

        “He does not believe it should be closed.” 

        Suddenly I was interested. I leaned forward.  “On what grounds? And since when does the Assistant District Attorney decide when we close a case?” 

        “Since his uncle went to school with the mayor.” 

        I grunted. “And his grounds?” 

        He made a face of helplessness and spread his hands. “It seems they were friends. They shared an interest in Mediterranean history or something.” 

        I made a dubious expression with my eyebrows and offered it to Dehan. She copied it and offered it back. The inspector sighed. “Look, I’m sorry and I am aware it’s an imposition. Just work your magic on it for a day or two and if you are convinced it’s case closed, we close the case and you can get on with…” 

        He made little stirring motions with his finger. I said, “Vince Wolowitz.” 

        “Indeed.” 

        “Of course we will. I shall enter it into my little black book of favors to be called in at a later time, sir.” 

        “He’s joking, sir,” said Dehan, in a way that said that I wasn’t. 

        He nodded and smiled, and retreated up to the rarefied atmosphere of the upper floor. I took the photos from the file and tossed the rest at Dehan. She read as I looked. 

        “Jose Robles, a Spanish national.” 

        I spoke looking at a photograph of him. “Spanish from Spain?” 

        She stared at me a moment. “Yes, Spanish from Spain. PhD in applied physics from the University of Santiago de Compostela, Galicia. That’s also in Spanish Spain.” 

        “I know. I’ve been. Excellent seafood.” 

        “He was conducting research and lecturing at University College, New York, in Manhattan. He’d been here a year last September, and had another year to run.” 

        The photograph I was looking at was a head and shoulders portrait. I figured he was thirty-something, handsome in that Mediterranean kind of way that women find so appealing: dark, chiseled features, black hair and big, brown eyes that managed to be both sweet and insolent at the same time. His hair was receding slightly and the collar of his pink shirt was on the outside of his turquoise cashmere sweater. He wasn’t smiling. 

        Dehan was saying, “He was found December fourth, that’s last Tuesday, at the house of a friend, Agnes Shine, also a lecturer at the university. He had been shot eight times in the thorax with a 9mm Sig Sauer Tacops p226…” 

        We both looked up, stared at each other and frowned. She raised her eyebrows and went back to reading. I stared at the naked trees outside, then turned back to the photos and found the one of Dr. Jose Robles lying sprawled and dead in an armchair. I was looking at the blood on his chest. 

        “The weapon was recovered at the scene…” 

        “Dropped on the floor near the body.” 

        “Correct. It was sent for prints and still awaiting results.” 

        “What about Agnes Shine?” 

        “I’m coming to that, big guy. She was known to be a close friend of the victim. Dr. Patricia Meigh, Jose’s head of department…” 

        “Me?” 

        “Meigh, M-E-I-G-H, Meigh, she’s the head of the department that was conducting the research that Jose was involved in. She was concerned when Jose didn’t turn up Monday morning and wouldn’t answer his phone. She tried to locate Agnes Shine, but it turned out she hadn’t shown up either…” 

        “What’s her department?” 

        “Um…” She scanned several pages. “Professor of Economics and International Finance.” 

        “Huh, OK.” 

        “She didn’t turn up either. Tuesday they were both missing again, so Dr. Meigh raised the alarm. A patrol car was dispatched to his house with no result. Her house is a few doors down, so they went to have a look. Living room is on the second floor, but there are outside stairs. They saw him through the window.” 

        “The drapes were open.” 

        “Presumably.” 

        “They were.” I waved the photograph at her. 

        “Uh-huh. Stephens Avenue, right by Pugsley Creek Park. Officers forced their way in, found the victim deceased at eleven AM, and no trace of Agnes. No driver’s license or any other kind of ID was found at the house. Her purse was also missing, leading Detective Gutierrez to conclude that she had killed Jose in a fit of passion and fled.” 

        “Witnesses?” 

        “Uniforms canvassed the neighbors, but nobody saw or heard anything out of the ordinary. Jose was last seen by a friend at the university Friday evening at eight. So time of death is sometime between Friday at eight P.M. and Tuesday at eleven in the morning.” 

        She dropped the file and reached across to pick up the photographs. I sat drumming my fingers on the desk and gazing at the stark, gray sky outside. “It has, as Holmes would say, some interesting features. Was the Sig registered to either of them?” 

        She answered while staring at the photograph of Jose Robles, dead in the chair. “Nope. Unregistered.” 

        “Curiouser and curiouser.” 

        “You’re mixing your quotes. That’s Alice in Wonderland.” 

        I stood and grabbed my coat. “Come, Dehan, I want to have a look at the crime scene. For once it is less than ten years old. It might actually tell us something.” 

        “I’m giddy with excitement,” she said with no particular expression and gathered up the papers and photographs into the file. 

        She pulled on a thick coat, a brown and white angora wool hat and matching gloves, and we went to collect the keys to the properties. Then we made our way out into the ice-cold street. There was no snow, but what moisture there was on the roads had frozen and they had the brittle look of thin ice. We crossed to my ancient Jaguar—an authentic, right hand drive, burgundy Mark II from 1964, with leather seats and walnut trim—and climbed in. As we slammed the doors, shutting out the icy air, Dehan said, “I can see why Varou… the ADA.” 

        “Varoufakis.” 

        I fired up the engine and reversed out of the lot. Dehan was still talking. 

        “I can see why he’s not satisfied. A Sig Sauer Tacops p226, new, is going to cost you over a grand. It’s a serious pro’s weapon, favored by special ops units like the Seals and Delta Force. You can pick up a Glock 17, which is a damn good gun, for half the price. Or a Taurus, which is OK, for half that again. So what is Dr. Agnes Shine doing with a thousand buck weapon that isn’t registered to her, or anybody else?” 

        I turned from Storey onto Soundview and made a, “Hmmm…” noise. “Did you look at the photograph of him?” 

        “Which one?” 

        “The portrait.” She watched me but didn’t say anything. “He looks to me like the kind of man who might own an expensive gun. Possibly he wouldn’t own a gun, but if he did, he would buy an expensive one.” 

        “You can tell that from his portrait photograph?” 

        “Sure. You don’t believe me? What is the betting he drove a German car?” 

        “What…?” 

        “Come on, what do you think he drove?” 

        “I have no idea, Stone.” 

        “Audi are too common for him, likewise Mercedes, and VW. Porsche is out of his price range. BMW. The three-twenty, in…” 

        “Come on!” 

        “Wait—in white.” 

        “That’s ridiculous.” 

        “Not at all. He wears a pink shirt with a turquoise, cashmere sweater, and he has the collar on the outside. That kind of thing can tell you a lot about a man and his relationship with his mother: he is vain, showy, has poor judgment, bad taste, and he believes he is entitled to the best because Mommy told him so.” 

        She sighed and shook her head. “Anyway, OK, so maybe the gun was his. Still, it is odd that it was not registered.” 

        “Laws are pretty tight here. Still, I take your point, if he had one, you’d expect it to be legal. By the way, what did you think about the picture of him in the chair, shot?” 

        She leafed through them till she’d found it. She was quiet for a moment, examining it. 

        “Not a lot. They’d been drinking. He has a glass of wine beside him.” She leafed through them again and looked at another picture. “There is another glass on the table beside the sofa. They were both sent for fingerprinting, and the bottle.” 

        “What’s the wine?” 

        “The wine?” 

        “Yes, what is it? California, Chile, French…?” 

        She peered at the picture. “It looks like… Bogle Vineyards, 2016. Is that important?” 

        “California. It might be, Little Grasshopper.” 

        “Whatever… It was sent for fingerprinting too. What else? Nothing much. Why? Am I missing some cigarette ash or something? Are you going to identify the killer by the texture of the burned paper?” 

        “That vitriol which is drooling from your lips, Detective Dehan, will come back to burn you in the ass. We are here.” 

        I pulled into Patterson Avenue and, as we crossed into Compton and Stephen, we were suddenly in a country village somewhere in New England. I smiled. “I love these little corners of the Bronx, don’t you, Dehan? You’re in this vast city, with millions of people around you, and yet you could be in rural Maine.” 

        She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Is this what they call being whimsical, Stone? Are you feeling whimsical today? You haven’t got a craving for tinned peaches and oysters, have you? Tell me you’re not pregnant.” 

        I chortled good humouredly and slowed outside a large, clapboard house on three floors plus an attic, with yellow tape across the porch. The house was part of a row of four that were all oddly grotesque, but somehow managed to be attractive. Everywhere about them was a superabundance of foliage from the woodland in the park at the back of the houses. 

        “That’s his house, right?” 

        “Uh-uh. Hers is the first on the left, after the trees, about two hundred yards down.” 

        Agnes’ house was, like all the houses on Stephens Avenue, peculiar. It was set behind a chain link fence and gate, beyond a large lawn that must have been thirty yards long at the very least, and a good fifteen yards across. Like Jose’s house, it was clapboard, but seemed to be put together from bits that were left over from other clapboard houses.  

        It had a gable roof and also a flat roof, an arch over a carport, a chimney that ran all the way up the outside of the house, right beside the front door, and a flight of six substantial stone steps up to that door. I was still trying to work out how the fireplace could be next to the front door when I noticed a broad flight of wooden steps going up to the second story, on the outside of the carport. It was like something from the Picasso school of abstract architecture. 

        Here, too, there was yellow tape across the chain link fence, and also across the front porch. We climbed out, and the slam of the car doors echoed across the icy morning. A couple of ravens, scared by the reports, flapped darkly away toward Pugsley Creek Park. The lawn was well-tended, the frosty grass was short and was obviously mowed regularly, but there were no flower beds, no trees, no bench for sitting out in the evening. 

        We crossed the front yard. Dehan pulled away the tape from the door, unlocked it and we stepped inside. It was dark, and there was a silence in the place that comes with death. It was a quiet saturated with stillness. The door that had mystified me turned out to be the kitchen door. The kitchen, along with the dining area, took up the whole of the ground floor, and the chimney I’d seen from the car was a flue that rose from an old, blue iron range that stood to the right as you went in. It looked like an antique, and it was spotless. 

        The floors were hardwood and highly polished. There was a table in the middle of the floor with four chairs placed evenly around it. A doily in the exact centre held a vase of plastic flowers. There was an oak dresser against one wall that also appeared to be an antique. Beside it, a wine rack held twenty-four bottles of wine. I examined them. They were all Spanish, twelve from Rioja and twelve from Ribera del Duero.  

        After that, I went methodically through the drawers. They were well ordered and, like everything else in the kitchen, very clean. Dehan was watching me with her hands in her back pockets. 

        “What are you looking for?” 

        “Agnes Shine.” 

        “You think she’s hiding in the cutlery drawer?” 

        “This house belongs to a highly ordered eccentric who doesn’t like high maintenance relationships.” 

        She smiled and pulled off her hat. “You’re something, Stone.” 

        “No flowers.” I pointed at the vase. “Plastic.” 

        An arch in the left-hand wall gave onto a narrow entrance with a door into the carport, and a flight of stairs that led to the upper floor. These were wood too, and carpeted in an ugly, dark green. They creaked as we climbed.  

        On the upper floor, there was a landing. At the back, there were two bedrooms and a bathroom. The front of the house was taken up by a large living room. Here there was an open fireplace with a white marble surround. Another antique. Two tall windows overlooked the long lawn and the street. There were low, heavy, wooden bookcases along all the walls, holding books on just about everything, but there was no fiction. Nor were there ornaments, nor pictures on the walls. There were four large, attractive lamps, evenly spaced, and a single overhead bulb with a green shade. 

        An old television was positioned in the corner, near the fireplace. Opposite, there was a brown sofa upholstered in suede. On either side, at an angle, there were two matching armchairs. One of them was caked with dry blood and peppered with small, black holes. 

        The silence was total. 

        Dehan pointed at the windows. “Triple glazing. Probably why the neighbors didn’t hear anything.” 

        I nodded and took my pen from my inside pocket. I crouched down beside the chair and slipped my pen into three of the bullet holes. Dehan said, “What?” 

        I shook my head and made a ‘nothing’ face, then stood. “The sofa and the chairs, they are based on the design of Coco Chanel’s sofa at the Ritz. They are very good imitations. That’s buffalo hide. You’re looking at sixty thousand bucks’ worth of furniture right there, Dehan.” 

        “Sixty grand?” 

        I nodded. “So he’s sitting in that chair. He’s got a glass of wine on that table, beside him. According to the photograph, she’s probably sitting on that chair on the other side of the sofa, because that’s where the other glass was, and the bottle. Does that seem odd to you?” 

        “A little.” She shrugged. “But she’s mad at him, remember? Usually they’d probably both be snuggled up on the sofa, watching a movie or something. But today she’s mad at him. So they’re a bit uptight, formal, they’re sitting on chairs having what he thinks is going to be an adult conversation to sort out their problems. Instead, she’s got this Sig.” 

        I nodded. “She’s got it here, concealed somewhere, ready to shoot him, or maybe she’s left it in her room. She’s thinking if he comes through, she’ll forgive him. But he doesn’t, he just makes her mad, so she gets up, goes to her room, collects the weapon, comes back and lets rip.” 

        “Eight shots, that’s a pretty mad woman.” 

        “Yeah. From the photograph, I’d say she was standing here, in the middle of the floor.” 

        I positioned myself halfway between the two chairs, about seven or eight feet from where Jose had been sitting. Dehan frowned. “So that looks like she went and got the gun, right? Because if she was sitting in the other chair, where her glass was, why would she get up and go over there to shoot him? And, if she had, he would have got up, tried to run or take the gun. So like you said, she’s left the room, got the weapon, and come back to where you are, and shot him.” 

        I nodded slowly, looked around the room, and stared at Dehan. “There are several things troubling me, Dehan, but you know what’s troubling me the most?” 

        She smiled. “No, but two gets you twenty it’ll be something that annoys me.” 

        “I can’t even smell a motive.” 





TWO


   

        She pulled off her coat, walked away and stood staring out at the street. Her silhouette against the cold, gray light was long and slim. After a moment, she turned and sat on the windowsill. 

        “They were close. They were probably having an affair. He was going to ditch her, or there was another woman; story as old as hormones. We don’t know anything about them yet.” 

        “I know…” I looked around the room. “But does this look to you like a place where there was a crime of passion? Even the wine glasses have coasters.” 

        “What are you getting at?” 

        “I don’t know. The wine glasses have coasters, everything is neat and tidy, and yet she has blown eight holes in her twenty thousand dollar suede chair. And she has used a silencer.” 

        “How the hell do you know that? There’s triple glazing…” 

        “A fact which she would have known. But the penetration, from a 9mm Sig, there would have been deeper penetration into the chair, I think. The silencer reduces the velocity of the bullet.” 

        I crossed the landing to the bedroom. The drapes were closed. They too were a dark green, and thin cracks of green light glowed down their sides from the park woodland outside. The bed was made and uncreased. I went into the en suite bathroom. There was a shower cubicle, but no bath. The towels were all folded and clean. There was a shower gel scented with lime and lavender, and an anti-frizz shampoo for extra body. And there were a lot of other things I had started to find in my own bathroom since I had married Dehan. 

        I stepped out of the bathroom and saw Dehan with her arms crossed, leaning against the doorjamb, looking down at the bed. 

        “I know what you mean,” she said. “There is no disorder.” 

        “The only disorder is the killing.” I thought a moment. “The killing, and the fact that she is missing. We may find she’s a little OCD when we talk to her workmates.” 

        “Mm-hm. I think you’re right.” 

        “This place has nothing to tell me, Dehan. Which, in itself, says something, but I’m not sure what yet. Let’s take a walk and see what his house has to say.” 

        We stepped out into the cold, still air and walked, hunched into our coats, the two hundred yards back up the road to Jose Robles’ house. This house was, again, peculiar. The first floor was made of raw stone, like big rocks cemented together, then filed down so they were flat. It was indescribably ugly. A flight of steps, which looked like something out of a medieval castle, rose to the front door, not directly, but across the façade of the house; and that front door was not at ground level, but on the second floor. The third floor and the attic were all clapboard, like the back of the house.  

        As we approached, breathing great clouds of condensation, Dehan, whose nose and cheeks had turned red under her hat, said, “Do you think these houses were designed in the ’60s, and the architects were all high on acid?” 

        “It would explain a lot.”  

        We turned in off the sidewalk and headed for the stairs. Just to the left of them was a double garage. I stopped, took hold of Dehan’s elbow and pointed. She stared, then looked me in the face and emitted a high-pitched laugh, which she kept going all the way up the steps to the front door. The reason for her laughter was the white BMW 320 which was parked outside the garage. 

        She opened the door and we went in. The front door gave directly onto the living room. It was a style that in the late ’60s and early ’70s would have been considered modern. The walls were paneled in tongue and groove, the fireplace was stone and the furniture was all low and leather, though none of it was of the class or quality of Agnes’ stuff.  

        There were many lamps, of all kinds of shapes and sizes, mostly pretentious and all of it expensive. There was a large coffee table in the middle of the floor that seemed to be made out of hunks of driftwood, and there were books, lots of them, stuffed into every available nook and cranny. Most of them were in Spanish, but a good number of professional reference books were in English. Open on the table was the Journal of the Electrochemical Society. I picked it up and had a look at what he was reading: The Development and Future of Lithium Ion Batteries, by George E. Blomgren. It didn’t mean much to me. I put it back down and continued looking around. He had a well stocked bar, and there was a lot of soot in the fire.  

        I pointed at the alcoves on either side of the fire, where cabinets and shelves had been put in. “Unlike her, he has photographs.” 

        She moved over and started looking at them, muttering, “Yeah, Agnes didn’t have any. That was odd.” 

        I went and hunkered down by the fire. I took the poker from the stand and started poking around in the soot. There were still a few hunks of blackened wood that had not burned completely. I stood and looked at his collection of bottles. He had Tio Pepe dry sherry, Martini, Gordon’s Gin, Beefeater, Glenfiddich Scotch whiskey and Johnny Walker Red Label. 

        Dehan spoke suddenly, still looking at the photographs. “Looks like his family. That looks like his mother and his father and a bunch of friends. They’re cooking paella out in the country. That guy has to be his brother.” 

        I stood and looked over her shoulder. “Why?” 

        “Looks like him, and he’s in these pictures too. The Spanish are Mediterranean, they are very family oriented. Look, see that pretty girl there? She looks like me. That’s his sister.” 

        I ruffled her head and told her she was cute, and made my way across the large room into the kitchen. There was no door separating the two rooms, it was just another space, sectioned off. 

        A heavy crystal tumbler stood beside the sink. I picked it up and smelled it. It smelled of whiskey. I opened the dishwasher. There was nothing inside it. He had a big, silver fridge and beside it a wine rack. Like Agnes’, it held two dozen bottles in it, mainly red, all from Rioja or Ribera del Duero in Spain. 

        I leaned my ass against the work surface and crossed my arms. Dehan walked in. I scratched my Adam’s apple. 

        “It was cold. He had a fire burning, yet her drapes were open. He was drinking whiskey and reading his journal. Somebody or something disturbed him. He set down his journal and brought his empty glass to the kitchen, then, presumably, made his way to Agnes’ house. There they drank wine and she shot him, with a suppressed Sig, while the drapes were open.” 

        “It is odd. I see where the ADA is coming from. We need Robles’ phone records, and hers, see if she called him. If we can establish that she called him over the weekend, that will help narrow down time of death. I’ll get on that.” As an afterthought, she added, “The lab has his cell.” 

        She walked away dialing and I made my way up to the next floor, to the bedrooms and the bathrooms. There was a landing that ran from front to back. At the far end, the passage made a dogleg and a further flight rose to the attic.  

        There were three bedrooms. Two were clearly guest rooms and had signs of having been used occasionally, perhaps by his Mediterranean family-oriented family. His room, the master bedroom, had red satin sheets on the bed, a Spanish translation of a Stephen King novel on the bedside table and an electronic clock with an alarm set for six AM. In a laundry basket he had some dirty linen, including more sheets. These were in black satin. 

        I checked his wardrobe and found a handful of good, off the peg suits, several pairs of Levis, several cashmere sweaters in dubious colors, and lots of expensive shirts. His shoes were real leather and hand made. There was nothing else. 

        I explored both bathrooms. There was nothing of interest there, either. I sat on the stairs and thought about that, and decided that, like Agnes’ house, the absence of anything interesting was interesting in itself. Downstairs I could hear Dehan talking. When she had finished, I rose and made my way down. She met me at the foot of the stairs. There we stood, staring at each other as I sucked my teeth. 

        “If they were lovers, Dehan, and I am not saying they weren’t, they had a very sterile, clinical relationship. There is no sign of his presence in her house, and no sign of her presence in his house. Where the hell did they have sex? Unless they had a third dwelling somewhere, where they used to meet up and get all their primal urges out of their system, these kids were not involved with each other. Not in any meaningful sense of the word.” 

        She was staring at me with narrowed eyes. “I know,” she said. “I was thinking the same thing. But if they weren’t involved, why the hell did she kill him?” 

        I shrugged. “There is always the other Big Motive.” 

        “Money?” 

        “What else? Or, it may not have been her. Gutierrez assumes it was her because she has vanished, but we haven’t got the prints back yet. We don’t know if her prints are on the gun or not.” 

        “That’s true. She may have vanished because she’s dead.” 

        I sighed and shook my head. “But that does present us with a different problem. When people kill for money, or power, it tends to be premeditated and more or less carefully planned. When people pump other people full of lead, drop the weapon and run, that tends to be a killing motivated by rage, jealousy, vengeance—sex. Something that makes you temporarily lose control.” 

        She slapped me on the shoulder. “Let’s go talk to Frank, drop in on the lab while we’re there.” She opened the door and we stepped out into the icy morning again. “Did you look at the lock at Agnes’ place?” 

        “Yup.” I thrust my hands in my pockets, we made our way down the castle steps and started walking back toward the car. “It wasn’t forced. And as Jose was not actually at his own house, that means either, A, the killer was a third party and Agnes let him in, or B, it was Agnes.” 

        “Him or her.” She said it after a long silence as she walked around the car with her hands in her pockets, her shoulders hunched and her collar up, then sniffed. We climbed in and slammed the doors. I turned the key and the big old engine roared into life. 

        “We should also remember,” I said, “that they are both academics. And academics are all more or less crazy.” 

        She was nodding as I pulled away and headed toward White Plains Road. “This is a guy who sits down in front of the fire, with a glass of single malt, and reads about batteries.” 

        We took it easy and, twenty minutes later, we found Frank in his office, behind a steel desk, going through papers. He looked up as we came in, frowned and said, “What?” 

        Dehan sat without being invited. She still had her hands in her pockets and her shoulders hunched. I stayed in his doorway and smiled at him. 

        “Good morning, Frank. Jose Robles, multiple gunshot wounds to the chest, Stephens Avenue…” 

        “I know who Jose Robles is, John. I thought Gutierrez had that case. Surely it hasn’t gone cold already! I haven’t even sent him my results yet!” 

        “It’s the weather, Frank. It’s making everything cold. We got handed the case. What can I tell you? Or, more to the point, what can you tell us?” 

        He shook his head at Dehan across the desk. “It’s his wit that makes him so endearing.” 

        He finished shuffling papers and stood, went to an ‘out’ tray on top of a filing cabinet, took a manila envelope and handed it to Dehan.  

        “We haven’t got a sample of Agnes Shine’s fingerprints, but from samples taken from her office and her house, we have isolated some prints that offer an extremely high probability of being hers. They are, however, suggestive and not admissible as evidence.” 

        Dehan nodded and reluctantly extracted a hand from her pocket to take the envelope. “Obviously,” she said. 

        “What can I tell you?” He sighed. “The gun, a Sig Sauer Tacops p226, an unusual choice for a crime of passion. Based on the prints, it was fired by the person we assume to be Agnes Shine. We can say with absolute certainty that the person who fired the gun was a frequent visitor to Agnes’ office and her home, almost certainly her. She also handled the bottle and one of the glasses found at the scene.” 

        He dropped back into his chair. “What else? There is very little else. He was shot eight times at close range. He could have died from any one of the wounds, which perforated his liver, his stomach, his lungs and his heart…” 

        I leaned my shoulder on the doorjamb. “But the one that killed him was the one to the heart.” 

        “Indeed.” 

        “So I guess you haven’t examined the contents of his stomach.” 

        He managed to scowl and raise an eyebrow at the same time. “Can you think of a reason why I would have?” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, I’d like to know what he had for his last supper.” 

        “You’re serious.” 

        “I am.” 

        “Anything else you’d like me to waste the taxpayers’ dollars on?” 

        “No… I’d be curious to know if he’d had sex before getting shot, but my other questions are for Joe.” 

        He frowned. “Really? I don’t know what you’re looking for, John, but I have seen many crimes of passion in my time and this murder is entirely consistent.” 

        “Almost. Have a look in his belly for me, will you?” 

        “What do you mean, ‘almost’?” 

        I smiled. “Well, there’s the gun, and then there’s the sequence of the shots.” 

        Dehan turned in her chair to stare at me. The expression on her face was an echo of the one of Frank’s. He said, “Sequence? What sequence?”  

        Dehan shrugged. “What sequence, Stone?” 

        “The shot to the heart, the one that killed him, was also the first shot.” 

        “Excuse me?” 

        “None of the other wounds bled anywhere near as profusely. The first shot stopped his heart pumping. So the first shot, delivered with a suppressed Sig Sauer p226—the pro’s choice—hit him in the heart and killed him.” 

        Dehan blinked a lot. Frank sighed. “Is there anything else you’d like to tell me? The person who pulled the trigger on that gun has a ninety-nine point nine percent chance of being Dr. Agnes Shine. Now go away, please.” 

        I smiled and looked at my watch. “We’d better leave before I upset him. We need to go and see Dr. Meigh, and on the way I need to call Joe.” 

        Frank shrugged. “Joe’ll tell you the same thing.” To Dehan he said, “I only work with him. You married him.” 

        On the way out, I tossed Dehan the keys. “Let’s go see Dr. Meigh.” 

        She climbed behind the wheel and I got in the passenger seat and called Joe at the lab as she pulled out of the lot and onto Morris Park Avenue. 

        “Yeah?” 

        “Joe, it’s Stone. Listen, I just got handed the Jose Robles case.” 

        “OK, how can I help?” 

        “I need you to have a look at his sheets.” 

        “His sheets?” 

        “Yeah, from his house. He has some dirty sheets in his linen basket, also the stuff on the bed, pillows, duvet, everything.” 

        “I’m looking for signs of sexual activity?” 

        “Exactly. And, while you’re at it, the same with the bedding from Agnes Shine’s place.” 

        “OK, I’ll get a team over there.” 

        “And Joe, I also need you to look for traces of saliva on the glasses. I want to know who drank from them.” 

        “You got it.” 

        I hung up and Dehan said, “We don’t know who drank from those glasses?” 

        “Not for a fact, no. In fact, the outstanding feature about this case is Agnes Shine’s absence. Gutierrez assumed she was there because Jose Robles was at her house. Now Frank has added a series of fingerprints to the equation, which we assume were made by her. But we don’t know for a fact that she made them, do we? And I keep coming back to the same thing: we cannot find even a remote trace of a motive. There is no indication that Agnes and Jose were anything but friends and colleagues.” 

        She screwed up her brow and made a ‘hmmm’ noise. “I don’t know, Stone. This may be what in Spanish they call looking for five legs on the cat. The cat got four legs, not five.” 

        “Yeah, I know, Occam’s Razor. But frankly, I’m having trouble finding even three legs on this cat. At risk of taxing the metaphor, this cat walks like a duck and quacks like a goose. I keep playing this movie in my head. He’s sitting there, in front of the fire, sipping his single malt, reading about batteries, and what happens? The phone rings or somebody knocks at the door.” 

        “It might have been a prior arrangement.” 

        “It might have been. In any case, he leaves his magazine open and he takes his glass to the kitchen.” I turned to her. “Did you notice the kitchen? It was spotless. There weren’t even dirty plates in the dishwasher. But he leaves the glass by the sink and he walks the two hundred yards to Agnes’ house…” 

        Dehan started talking, staring ahead through the windshield. 

        “She lets him in, they sit in this very formal way, with the whole sofa between them, sipping a glass of wine each. Then she gets up, goes to the bedroom, takes this gun from somewhere and shoots him, eight rounds, in a kind of frenzy.”  

        “Yeah, the kind of frenzy where the first shot scores a bull’s eye.” 

        She sighed. “You’re right. The rage does seem to come out of left field for no particular reason.” 

        “If I was that mad at someone that I was going to shoot them, I’d confront them on their doorstep. Or if I’d brought them to my house, I wouldn’t fix them up with a drink first. The whole set up looks so formal.” 

        She shrugged as she turned onto Boston Road. “Like you said, Stone. They’re academics. Maybe they’re just weird.” 

        “Maybe. Let’s see what Dr. Meigh says.” 





THREE


   

        “They were both a bit weird, to be perfectly honest, detectives.” 

        Dr. Patricia Meigh was surprisingly small, though her presence was surprisingly large. She sat in her black leather chair, behind her oak desk, like a much bigger woman, and turned her black Parker fountain pen over in her fingers. I frowned. 

        “Were?” 

        “Forgive me.” She didn’t smile. “He was. She, no doubt, continues to be, wherever she is.” 

        Dehan asked, “Weird in what way, exactly?” 

        She studied her pen a moment, pursing her lips. “You know the big difference between scientists and doctors, or engineers?” 

        “I have often wondered,” I lied.  

        “For doctors and engineers, it’s all about fixing a problem—a real problem. The engineer wants to get it built, get it made, put together. The doctor wants to cure her patient, make people well. But for scientists, it’s all about proving the hypothesis. They exist in the abstract. They dream up a theory, work out how they can turn the theory into an hypothesis, and they are happy, satisfied, when they can prove the hypothesis is correct. That was Jose and that was Agnes. They both existed—and she presumably continues to exist—in theoretical hypothetical worlds.” She hesitated a moment. “Agnes wasn’t strictly a scientist, of course, but a mathematician. Her work was entirely theoretical, in any case.” 

        Dehan gave a small grunt and squinted at Meigh. “That’s pretty vague, Dr. Meigh. Can you be more precise?” 

        “Yes, I can be very precise. They were both completely inept socially. At any kind of social gathering, she would go and stand in a corner and stare, completely unnoticed, while he would butt into other people’s conversation and talk incessantly about himself. The man’s ego, and his vanity, knew no limits, whereas she is a zero personality. She is a void, an empty space. Quite brilliant, truly, but absolutely no ego.” She added, with a touch of bitterness, “They were made for each other.” 

        Dehan looked up from a prolonged study of her thumbs. “So they were involved with each other?” 

        “Oh, good heavens, yes! Involved with each other and, more precisely, involved in each other. They went everywhere together, did everything together, forever united in this kind of ghastly, joyless bond. The Jose Robles admiration society, membership of two: him and his slave.” A trace of a smile flitted across her face. “I am exaggerating, but not very much.” 

        “Did he talk much about Spain?” 

        Dehan glanced at me like she thought the question was weird, but Dr. Meigh rolled her eyes and said, “Incessantly! Nothing was as good as it was in Spain, especially the food. He was forever moaning about American food, as though all we ever ate was hamburgers. Spanish food was the best in the world. Everything Spanish was the best!” 

        “Yes, I noticed they both had a lot of Rioja and Ribera del Duero.” 

        “No doubt, whatever that is. Forgive my being blunt, but he was a supreme pain in the ass. And a male chauvinist to go with it: what he used to call the ‘Macho Iberico’. The Iberian macho, a strutting, pompous little…” She paused and breathed in noisily through her nose. “I guess I shouldn’t really talk about him like that to the cops, huh?”  

        She smiled and I returned it. “Actually, it is very helpful. We were having some difficulty getting a handle on who they were, and their relationship with each other.” 

        “They were very close,” she said. “I have no idea what she saw in him. I am very fond of Agnes. I have known her for a long time and mentored her as an academic. She is a highly intelligent woman, but she has a very weak ego, and he neutralized her completely. I am not a psychologist, but I could see that there was some kind of codependent relationship developing there. It was a shame.” She narrowed her eyes and made a kind of claw with her right hand. “He seemed to be consuming her. He even rented a house in the same street so he could be close to her and they could come to work together and go home together. I suspect he wanted to control her.” 

        Dehan sat back in her chair. “Were you and she close? Did she ever talk to you about him, them…” 

        She made a dubious face. “She was as close to me as she was to anybody, except Jose, but she never discussed their relationship with me. Whatever they had going on, they were never demonstrative in public. They never hugged or kissed or anything like that.” She sat forward suddenly and pointed at her own chest. “I’d hug her sometimes, because I felt so goddamn sorry for her! She was hungry for love and affection, you could tell that. But with him it was always me, me, me and I’m the greatest and Spain is the best damn country in the world. Got on my nerves, I don’t mind telling you.” 

        I scratched my cheek and sucked my teeth. “Was he good? As a scientist?” 

        “Very good. More than very good. He was brilliant. He was on his way to big things.” 

        “You were his boss?” 

        She smiled like I’d said something quaint. “Doesn’t really work like that. He was conducting research under my supervision, in my department.” 

        “What was the research?” 

        “I can only tell you in very broad terms, Detective. Obviously it is highly confidential, but in essence, he was conducting research into lithium ion batteries.” 

        “Next big thing?” 

        She gave her head a little jerk to the side and raised her eyebrows. “It could lead to a transformation as huge as the Industrial Revolution, or bigger. But I really can’t discuss it.” 

        I nodded. “Sure, I understand. And whatever research he conducted would be the property of the university.” 

        “Those are the standard terms of the contract.” She frowned. “But, I don’t see what that can have to do with Agnes killing Jose. They weren’t even in the same department. Her work was related to socio-economic dynamics and the impact of international finance on cultural development.” 

        Dehan spoke suddenly, glancing at me like she agreed with Dr. Meigh and wanted to get the conversation back on track. “You said you were about as close to Agnes as anyone. Have you any idea where she might have gone?” 

        She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Detective Dehan, none whatsoever. We simply weren’t that close. I was a friend to her in that I was supportive, but she really never confided in me in any way.” She gave a small laugh. “If she has any sense, she’s in the Bahamas!” 

        Dehan grunted and muttered, “Or Goa,” then asked, “Was there anyone, besides Jose, that she was close to?” 

        “No. I don’t honestly think she confided in anyone. Jose, maybe, if he were able to listen.” 

        “How about family?” 

        She smiled. “You’re out of luck. She was an only child. Father died when she was a young child, drank himself to death. Mother was an art teacher, if I recall. A rather indolent, negligent woman. She died a few years back. Agnes inherited the house from her. I am not aware of any other family.” 

        Dehan grunted, then sighed. “How about rivals, doctor? The way you’ve described them, they don’t sound like very attractive people, but is it possible that Jose had started seeing somebody else?” 

        She gave a derisive little snort. “It’s possible, I suppose. Frankly, I find it hard to believe any woman would go for a man like that, but I am constantly amazed at the specimens some women are attracted to. He may well have been seeing someone else. I am just not aware of it. But please don’t get me wrong about Agnes. She is a very sweet person once you get to know her.” 

        I made to stand. “Who has his class now, Doctor?” 

        “Donald, Donald Hays.” She glanced at her watch. “He should be finishing his lecture now, two floors down, in the Goodenough Theatre.” 

        I glanced at Dehan. She shrugged and shook her head. I stood. 

        “Dr. Meigh, thank you for your time. You have been very helpful.” She stood, we shook hands and I opened the door. As Dehan stepped out, I turned to Meigh and asked her, “By the way, which one are you? A doctor or a scientist?” 

        She looked surprised. “Me? Neither! I’m an academic. All I want is the corner office with the best view, the best parking lot and a towering reputation.” 

        “Oh.” I laughed. “Is that what an academic is? I had often wondered.” 

        I closed the door and we made our way down two floors in the elevator. After a moment, Dehan frowned at me. “The Goodenough Theatre?” 

        “John Goodenough. He invented the lithium ion battery.” 

        “Why do you know that?” 

        I raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t you?” 

        We found Donald Hays leaving the Goodenough lecture theatre. He was a lean man in his early forties with a big black briefcase, a big, domed head and balding hair that grew long over his collar. His students streamed about him like a river that has broken its banks, and he was pushing through them like a man trying to escape a flood. He was easy to identify. 

        “Mr. Hays?” I showed him my badge as the students milled around us. “NYPD. This is Detective Dehan, I am Detective Stone.” 

        He seemed to sag. “Is it about Jose?” 

        “Yes. Have you somewhere we can go?” 

        “I have half an hour for lunch. Can we talk in the cafeteria? It’s downstairs.” 

        He led us down to the cafeteria at a brisk pace that was hard to keep up with, his head down and his legs moving fast, as though he hoped not to be noticed. As we pushed through the glass doors into the spacious, soulless, self-service canteen, he pointed across the room at a table by the glass wall overlooking Washington Square Village and said, “That’s my table. Grab my table. I’ll get the coffee. You want coffee?” 

        We crossed the room, which was hung with a few listless baubles and bits of tinsel, grabbed his table and sat, watching him load his tray. Dehan dumped her woolen hat on the table and ran her fingers through her hair. “All academics are like this,” she pronounced, like she was passing judgment. “They’re all crazy. My cousin is a lecturer in the classics. He’s the same. Neurotic. Everything is an issue. They’re all out of their minds.” 

        “Your cousin is a lecturer in the classics?” 

        “You never met my family.” 

        “You won’t let me.” 

        “I’m afraid you’ll judge me.” 

        “That’s crazy.” 

        “You see? You’re doing it already.” 

        Hays approached with his tray, put it down on the table and handed out the coffees. As he set about peeling the plastic off his chicken sandwich, he said, “They’re fifty cents each.” 

        I gave him a dollar. “How well did you know Jose Robles, Mr. Hays?” 

        “It’s Dr. Hays, and I imagine they have told you already, we were quite close.” He bit into his sandwich. Picked up his cup, put it down again and spoke with his mouth full. “But not close enough to kill him, for God’s sake.” 

        He made a face that might have been a smile, tried to sip his coffee, winced and took another bite from his sandwich. 

        “Did you socialize?” 

        He swallowed so he could answer. “Well, I mean, how else would be you close to somebody? Short of moving in together.” He gave a small laugh. “And we weren’t that close. So we used to go out sometimes. Have a drink and sometimes a meal. And we would talk. That is how you become close, I think.” 

        Dehan leaned her elbows on the table. “Were you close with both of them, or just Jose?” 

        “I knew Agnes long before Jose came on the scene. We sometimes had lunch together. Like me, she preferred the student cafeteria. At least here people don’t stab you in the back…” He made a stabbing gesture with his hand, to illustrate. “While you’re quietly having your chicken sandwich, as it is today. But it was only when Jose, he liked to be called Pepe, funny story, I’ll tell you later, came along, that we started actually going out. He was very gregarious. He missed the Spanish night life.” 

        She smiled and narrowed her eyes. “Was that just the three of you, or did more people tag along?” 

        “Mainly it was just us. But sometimes he would go with other people. He was pretty popular. Everybody liked him. He was noisy. People like noisy, I think.” 

        “Noisy?” 

        He took two bites of his sandwich and nodded. “Mm-hm.” He swallowed, reached for his coffee again, but didn’t pick it up. “Talked loud. Never stopped.” 

        I scratched my forehead. “Dr. Hays, I need you to think very carefully about this. Is it possible that Jose was seeing another woman, besides Agnes?” 

        “Why do I have to think carefully about that? It’s not a complicated question, Detective. By seeing, I assume you mean having sexual intercourse.” 

        “Yes, that’s what I mean. Was he?” 

        He gave a half-smile. “Obviously, I have never been inside his bedroom, which would be a place forbidden to me. But deducing from the signals that people send each other, which they think are secret but are plainly obvious to anyone bothering to watch, I would say that Dr. Robles was involved in a sexual relationship with Ali.” 

        Dehan’s eyebrows shot up. “Ali?” 

        Hays swallowed the last of his sandwich with a smirk, picked up his coffee and sipped. “Forgive my attempt at humor. It is always funny how people assume that Ali is an Arabic man, when she is in fact a Spanish woman. Alicia, abbreviated to Ali. She lectures in Spanish. He used to joke with us that he indulged in intellectual slumming by hanging out with her, because she was only a linguist, not a scientist. But Agnes didn’t think it was funny.” 

        Dehan nodded. “Was she jealous?” 

        “She was too intelligent to be jealous, but she didn’t like it.” 

        “She discussed it with you?” 

        “We both agreed, we didn’t know why he wasted his time with her. She had nothing to say—well, she has lots to say, but none of it was of any interest to anybody with any intelligence. But they used to talk together. It was more like shouting. They would both shout at the same time, very loudly, and laugh. I think it reminded them of being at home.” 

        “No doubt. Did either Agnes or Jose ever talk to you about guns? Were you aware that either of them owned a gun?” 

        He gave a smile that was slightly incredulous. “Why would they own a gun? If they were both anti-gun and anti-violence, against the second amendment, why would they own a gun?” 

        I smiled blandly at him. “Could you answer the question please, Dr. Hays?” 

        “No, neither of them ever talked about guns! I have to go. Can I go?” 

        “Of course, thank you for your help, Doctor.” 

        He didn’t say anything. He just stood, picked up his black bag and walked out of the cafeteria on his fast, anxious legs. Dehan sighed as she watched him go. 

        “Well, that helped to clarify absolutely nothing.” 

        I nodded. “I wouldn’t say absolutely nothing. We have a rough idea of who we are dealing with. They are both very clever, very complicated people, one with a deeply repressed ego, and the other with a hugely inflated one. And we have people with very contradictory opinions of Jose. Dr. Meigh seems not to have liked him at all, and yet, according to Hays, he seems to have been popular.” 

        She scrunched up her hat into a ball and watched it bounce open again. “Possibly he was popular because of the American intellectual’s infatuation with all things European.” 

        “Ouch.” After a moment, I added, “Ali is European, and she seems to have been infatuated with him. Or at least, they sought solace in each other. The allure of the familiar in an alien land.” 

        “How poetic.” 

        “Come on, Dehan. Let’s go and do some intellectual slumming, and have a chat with this mere linguist.” 





FOUR


   

        The college admin office, which sported a small, plastic Christmas tree on its counter, told us that Dr. Alicia Cobos was not in that day, so we got her telephone number and left. On the way to the car, Dehan pulled her woolen hat down over her ears, and then pulled her cell from her pocket. As we climbed into the car, she was dialing.  

        “Dr. Cobos? Hello, good afternoon. This is Detective Carmen Dehan of the NYPD…” 

        I started the engine and pulled into the traffic. Dehan smiled, but without much feeling. “Yes, yes, it is a Spanish name… Alicia, oh, like your mother. That’s nice. Dr. Cobos, we were hoping to talk to you about your colleague, Dr. Jose Robles. Is there any chance you could come in and see us?” 

        She did a lot of nodding, leaned against the door, licked her lips and raised an eyebrow at me. All the while, I could hear a voice in the background that belonged to somebody who apparently didn’t need to breathe. 

        “That would be great. Thank you. Two P.M. would be great. 43rd Precinct, Storey Avenue and Fteley. Thank you. See you then.” She hung up. “Man, she can talk! The problem is the ratio of content to volume.” 

        We were quiet for a moment, then I said, “That kind of sums up the case so far.” 

        She made a noise of thinking, followed by a small sideways twitch of her head. “I godda say, Sensei, to me it is looking more and more like what it has looked like right from the start.” 

        “And what is that? A crime of passion?” 

        She shifted in her seat to look at me. “What was the main problem we had? There was no trace of a relationship visible in either one of their houses. Now we know why. It’s not that there wasn’t a relationship, it’s just that they are weird.” 

        I laughed. “Don’t let the thought police catch you saying things like that out loud.” 

        “You know what I mean. They don’t express their feelings in the usual way. But you heard them. If there was one thing Dr. Meigh and Hays agreed on, it was the fact that they were emotionally dependent on each other. Only thing is, their needs were different. He needed people to need him, and she just needs him. It’s a story that’s as old as humanity. Faced with the possibility of being abandoned by him, she freaks out and kills him.” 

        “Where’d she get the gun from?” 

        “C’mon, Stone. This is America! The land of opportunity. Mail order, a pawn shop, maybe she went to South Dakota for the weekend. It is not hard to get a gun if you are determined.” She was quiet for a moment, staring at the limp, pre-Christmas lights outside, then went on. “So it’s a Sig, OK, that’s odd, but if she’s buying second hand and she doesn’t know what she’s looking for, maybe that’s the first thing that came along.” 

        I gave her a look that was skeptical and said, “Mad professor goes looking for a gun in a pawn shop and comes home with a Sig Sauer Tacops p226? Where shall I begin?” 

        “Yeah, OK, when you put it like that, it sounds ridiculous.” 

        “And you know why that is?” 

        “Yeah, because it is ridiculous. But the fact that it is odd she should have that particular gun does not take away from the fact that sexual jealousy is the most likely motive, and that she is the most likely suspect.” 

        I nodded. “That is true.” 

        I parked outside the station house and while Dehan went inside, I took a walk to the deli on the corner to buy some beef sandwiches and two coffees. When I got back, she was at her desk, going through a sheaf of papers. I put her sandwich and her coffee in front of her and she spoke without looking at me. 

        “His phone records, and hers. Gutierrez just brought them over.” She pointed at a file on my desk. “Also her financials. There it is.” She picked up a pencil and circled an entry on the record she was holding, then pushed it across the desk at me. “Saturday night, five past ten. She calls him. The call lasts four minutes.” She sat back and put her boots on the desk, pointing at me with the pencil. “He’s had his dinner, he’s washed up and put everything away because he is that kind of fastidious guy who has to have everything just so. Now he’s sitting down in front of the fire, reading about batteries and having a glass of Scotch. The phone rings...” She jabbed her pencil at the paper. “It’s Agnes and she wants him to come over because she wants to discuss something with him.” 

        “Hang on.” I raised a hand. “So far, what you’re saying is indisputable, but we have a problem with what comes next. “We have to accept that this very timid, self-effacing woman has gone out and bought a gun, and now lays on wine for this guy, preparatory to shooting him. It’s wrong, it just doesn’t scan.” 

        “Because, Sensei, you are making an assumption which is not founded in fact.” 

        “I bet you really enjoyed saying that. What assumption?” 

        “That she went out and bought the gun. She may have had it all her life. Maybe her daddy gave it to her. We have no idea where that gun came from, but it might just as easily have been sitting in her room for years.” 

        I nodded. “That is true.” 

        “And in that scenario, it does not seem so incredible. She invites him over. They are having wine and she asks him what gives with him and Ali. He replies with all the arrogance of the macho he believes himself to be. Maybe he puts Agnes down and humiliates her. Tells her that he plans to get serious with Ali. Whatever he tells her, it pushes her over the edge. She goes to her room, gets the gun…” 

        I sighed. “That is very plausible.” I picked up her financial records and waved them at her. “What do you say? Will we find an unexplained outlay of one thousand bucks within two or three weeks of his death?” 

        She shook her head. “Nope.” 

        I started going through it. “Whether we do or not, we need to establish where that gun came from.” 

        As it was, I found no outlay of a thousand dollars that might have been attributable to Agnes’ purchase of a Sig Sauer p226. In fact, the most remarkable thing about Agnes’ financial records was, as with everything else about her, the absence of anything remarkable.  

        At five past two, Alicia Cobos arrived and I had her shown up to an interview room. We joined her a couple of minutes later. She was an attractive woman in her mid thirties. Her black hair was cut short and she moved her hands a lot when she spoke. She was overdressed and had too much makeup on, but in spite of that, she looked good. As I introduced us and we sat down, Dehan put a paper cup of coffee in front of her.  

        “I brought you some coffee, just in case.” 

        Dr. Cobos peered into the cup and offered Dehan a thin smile. “Thank you, but this is not coffee.” She turned to me. “I teach Spanish at the university, and I make it part of my program to introduce Americans to good coffee, good food and good wine. Is part of Spanish culture.” 

        She laughed like she’d said something outrageous, reached across the table and touched my hand. “I am afraid America has terrible food, and horrible wine!” 

        I smiled sweetly at her. “It must have been a comfort for you to have Jose at the university, somebody who shared your cultural background.” 

        She made a face and shrugged. “I have many friends. I am friends with everybody.” 

        “Sure, I can imagine…” I paused a moment so she could read whatever she wanted into the comment, then asked, “How close were you and Jose?” 

        “We was friends. Good friends, but nothing more. Go out, come in, have some drinks with friends, no more.” 

        I leaned forward, confidentially, like we were allies. “I’ll be honest with you, Dr. Cobos, we believe that Agnes was in love with Jose…” 

        She did a thing where she tucked her chin into her neck, made her eyes big and flapped her hands like she was shooing me away, and at the same time emitted a long “Oooooh!” I took this to mean she agreed with me, a lot. “She was crazy! Crazy for him, and crazy. Point!” 

        “Point?” 

        Dehan gave a small sigh. “Period.” 

        Cobos ignored us both and stormed on. “She was with him all the time! But all the time! Never! Never you see him alone! Where you go, you see him with her, at the breakfast, at the lunch, when he is going home, if we going out for the dinner, always she is with him. I say to him, ‘Tio!’ We say this in Spanish, is like ‘Guy!’ I say, ‘Tio! You take her with you everywhere? You take her to the toilet? She is like your dog!’ He say to me, ‘She is my mascot. She bring me lucky.’” 

        She emitted a scream of laughter. Dehan nodded and said, with no particular inflection, “That’s funny. We’ve heard that he was a bit machista. Would you say that was true?” 

        She did the thing with the hand again and nodded, pursing her lips, “But a lot! But, he say it in a way that make you laugh. He use to tell me, ‘What you doing in the university? Taking a job from a man. You should be at home, cooking, making the cleaning. You are antisocial!’” She laughed. “He is joking, but he is serious.” She nodded and suddenly she was sad. “I miss him. He was a…” She searched the walls and the ceiling for the word, then fumbled, “…personage…” 

        Dehan said, “A character. He was a character.” 

        “Yes, a character.” 

        “Was he in love with you, Dr. Cobos?” 

        She flopped back in her chair, took a deep breath and puffed out her cheeks. “I don’t know. Jose was in love with one person.” She held up a finger to indicate one person. “He was in love with Jose Robles, himself. He was a…” Again she hesitated, looking for the world. “Narcisista.” 

        “Narcissist.” 

        “Yes, but…” She hunched her shoulders, spread her hands and nodded slowly several times. “We have a thing, you know? We laugh a lot, we have good compenetration. He like me, and I like him.” 

        Dehan asked, “So, he never said anything to you about his feelings.” 

        “No.” 

        “Did you ever spend the night together, without Agnes?” 

        Her cheeks colored. “We… Twice, he stay at my apartment. Agnes went home in a taxi.” 

        I said, “She was upset, obviously.” 

        She shrugged elaborately. “Is impossible to tell with Agnes.” 

        Dehan sighed and I scratched my chin. “How did that happen? I’m interested in the scene. Did she say she was going? How did it come about?” 

        “We went to dinner in a restaurant. Me, Jose, Agnes, Donald, some more people. Donald was another one always with Jose. Him and Agnes was crazy. Good, so, after the dinner we having a few drinks, then Jose say, come on, we go dancing!” She screwed up her face, presumably imitating Agnes. “No! No! We go home! We godda work! Tomorrow is Wednesday!” She rolled her eyes. “Americans! So boring! So Donald go home, Chen go home, others go home, but Agnes stay. What we are going to do? Go dancing? Me and Jose and Agnes? Like the three amigos? I think no. So Jose say to Agnes, ‘Agnes, go home.’” 

        Dehan grunted. “Just like that?” 

        “Yes. He call a taxi, give the address, ‘I see you in the morning.’ Finish.” We were all quiet for a moment, then she spoke suddenly. “And second time was similar. But he say to her, ‘I gonna spend the night with Ali, you go home now.’ She go, get a taxi and go home.” 

        I nodded. “That was pretty cruel. He must have known she was in love with him.” 

        She shrugged. “Is her problem.” 

        Dehan smiled. “As it turned out, it was his problem too.” 

        I drummed my fingers on the table for a second, feeling oddly frustrated. “Dr. Cobos, we are nearly done. I just have a couple more questions for you. We are trying to establish how Agnes came to get hold of a gun. Did either Jose or Agnes at any time mention a gun to you?” 

        The look of horror on her face was so extreme it was almost comical. “No!” she said. “Never! Jose hate guns! Always he was criticizing American gun law. He says to his colleagues all the time, ‘You have highest murder rate in the world, and you let everybody have guns by mail-order! Maybe put two and two together, it makes four!’” 

        Dehan smiled, but left her eyes on hold. “Yeah, shame it’s not that easy. Actually the U.S.A. is below the international average for murders, and most murders are committed with knives and bare hands, not guns. So he didn’t own or buy a gun.”  

        “No, no, no! He hates guns.” 

        “What about Agnes?” 

        She raised her hands and hunched her shoulders and made a face only Mediterraneans know how to make. “Ah! I don’t know! I speak to her only for say hello! But I think—I think—she is not a kind of person who owns a gun! Is just my opinion, eh! I don’t know.” 

        Dehan pointed at a pendant Cobos had around her neck and smiled. “That’s a very pretty cross. My mother gave me one very similar. Are you a Catholic?” 

        “Oh, yes! My mother too, she give it to me, for my communion. God is always with me, taking care of me. I no go to the church every Sunday, but in my heart I am a Catholic and with the Lord. Is important.” 

        “It sure is.” She turned to me. “So, Stone, I don’t know if you have any more questions…?” I shook my head. She went on, “Summing up, you and Jose were just friends, though you did spend the night together twice, Agnes was aware of that, and as far as you know, neither of them owned a gun?” 

        “That is correct—as far as I know!” 

        I stood. “Well, Dr. Cobos, I don’t think we need detain you any longer. Thank you for coming in, and maybe try some of the Italian cafes for your coffee. You have a good day.” 

        She left on prancing legs with a swing of her hips and a cute smile. Dehan stared at the empty doorway and chewed her lip. I said, “There’s your motive, right there.” 

        She nodded. “And you don’t like it any more than I do.” 

        I leaned against the wall and folded my arms. “What’s bugging you?” 

        “It’s nothing. It doesn’t count, but…” She shook her head. “She didn’t hit the sack with Jose.” 

        I was surprised and my eyebrows said so. “Based on what?” 

        She shook her head again. “I told you, it’s nothing. It’s stupid, but she’s a real, devout Catholic. She wears her cross on the outside of her blouse. I know the type. There is no way on God’s green Earth she is going to hit the sack with Jose if they are just good friends. I just don’t buy it. If they were engaged, maybe, but just friends? No way.” 

        I frowned. “Then why the hell would she tell us she had?” 

        “I don’t know, Stone. But I am telling you, sure as eggs is eggs, that woman did not have sex with Jose Robles.” 

        “As sure as eggs is eggs? Really?” 

        “Shut up. I read it somewhere.” 





FIVE


   

        Back at my desk, the internal phone buzzed. I answered and Maria the desk sergeant said, “Hey, lover boy, you got a call on line two.” 

        I smiled at Dehan as she dropped into her chair. “Maria, if Carmen ever catches us, she will surely kill us both.” 

        “Say hi to her for me.” 

        “Maria says hi.” 

        “Tell her to give her husband more celery, he has no staying power.” 

        I frowned. “Put it through, will you, Maria?” 

        Suddenly I could hear traffic, and the slightly breathless voice of a man who was walking. 

        “Stone.” 

        “Detective Stone, who was at the university before?” 

        “Yes, who am I speaking to?” 

        “My name is Am.” 

        “Am?” 

        “Uh-huh, Am is for Americano, like the coffee.” 

        I narrowed my eyes at Dehan, who was watching me with curious ones, and said, “I’m not really following you. Americano coffee?” 

        “The color, bro. My daddy had me with a black chick, called me Americano on account of the color of my skin.” 

        “Oh, I see.” 

        “We done with my name?” 

        “Yes, how can I help you, Am?” 

        “I was a student of Jose Robles. Me an’ him had a special connection. He knew I was a genius. I figure maybe I can help you.” 

        “You have information that can help us?” 

        “Maybe I have.” 

        “Am, maybe isn’t really good enough. Do you have information that can help the investigation or not?” 

        “Well, I don’t know until I tell you, do I? You gotta decide that. Me an’ him use to talk. We talked a lot. I told him ’bout my plans and my projects, an’ the stuff I aim to do with my life, and he wanted to help me, you feel me? He was a good dude. I feel I owe him. I can tell you what we use to talk about, and then maybe there is somethin’ in there that can help you.” 

        I tried not to sigh. “Can you come in to the station, Am?” 

        He laughed. “No, man. I ain’t goin’ to no police station. I go in there, you ain’t never gonna let me out again.” 

        “OK, give me your number and I’ll call you when we…” 

        “No, man.” He laughed again. “Don’t give me that, ‘I’ll call you’ routine. You ain’t never gonna call me. You think I’m as crazy as his lady. But I ain’t crazy. You don’t wanna talk to me, that’s cool. I jus’ wanna help the dude. You hear what I’m sayin’ to you?” 

        “He’s a little beyond helping, but I hear what you’re saying. Where do you want to meet, Am?” 

        “You know where I live?” 

        I looked at Dehan, closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. “No, Am, I don’t know where you live.” 

        “I’m gonna tell you. You know Hunts Point Avenue?” 

        “Yes.” 

        “You know where it makes a kind of wishbone with Bryant Avenue?” 

        “Yes.” 

        “Well that’s where I live. Right there, dude. That’s where I got me my apartment. It’s new, you know?” 

        “And is that where you would like to meet?” 

        “Yeah, that would be cool. Do you think I need to be afraid, dude? ’Cause I am a witness.” 

        I shook my head. “No, Am, I don’t think you need to worry about that. Are you at home now?” 

        “I will be in about three minutes, maybe two. No, I think maybe three…” 

        “Stay there when you get home. We’ll be right over.” 

        I hung up and Dehan said, “Am?” 

        “It’s a long story and not a very interesting one. Americano, milk with a dash of coffee. His father’s idea.” 

        “Nice.” 

        I stood and grabbed my coat. “I think it’s a waste of time, but he thinks he might have something. Let’s go talk to him.”  

        Am’s apartment was the ground floor of an ugly, yellow brick house at the top of Bryant Avenue. By the time we got there, the afternoon was growing old and the temperatures were turning from icy to glacial. A nasty gray light hung over everything and a wind had started to pick up off the water that was damp and frigid and found its way into every nook and cranny of your clothing. I hammered on the door while Dehan stamped and billowed big clouds of condensation.  

        The door opened after a moment and a big guy of about twenty-three or -four stood looking down at us. He must have been six three in his bare feet. His complexion was dark, but he had blond hair and blue eyes. 

        “Are you Am?” 

        “I am,” he said, apparently unaware that it could be amusing. “Are you the cops?” 

        “We are. This is Detective Dehan and I am John Stone. Can we come in?” 

        “Yeah, man, you can come in. I’m making hot soup. Do you want some hot soup?” 

        “No, thank you.” I waited. “But we would like to come in. It is very cold.” 

        He grinned and stood back. “Yeah, sure, man!” 

        We stepped into a short, narrow hallway with a door on the left and a door at the end that stood open. Light filtered out, along with a smell of chicken soup. It smelled good. He scratched his head, looked embarrassed and pointed at that door. 

        “I’m cooking… I’m making soup. I don’t know if I should leave it on the stove…” 

        I smiled, wondering how many more nuts I was going to meet that day. “Why don’t we all go into the kitchen? Then you can go ahead and cook, and we can talk there.” 

        “Yeah, man, that’s the plan.” He walked ahead, muttering, “…man’s got a plan.” 

        The kitchen, like the hall, was small and narrow, but it was clean and well ordered. There was a table against the wall with two plastic chairs. A window over the sink looked out to a backyard, where inky silhouettes of winter trees stood stark against a darkening, gray sky. Am went to his pot of soup, Dehan went and rested her backside against the sink and I leaned against the door.  

        “What have you got to tell us about Jose Robles, Am?” 

        “He was takin’ an interest in me, man. They was goin’ to reject my application at the university, you know? But he told them, no way, man. He could see I had ideas. So he said he wanted me. Now he’s dead.” 

        We were all quiet for a moment while he stirred his soup. Eventually I sighed and said, “I am really sorry about that, Am, but I don’t see how that can help us with our investigation…” 

        “I don’t know, but I figure, if me an’ him had a kind of special bond, you know what I’m sayin’? If you talk to me, then maybe you can, like, deduce why they wanted to kill him.” 

        I glanced at Dehan. She closed her eyes and shook her head. I looked back at him and was going to thank him for his time and tell him it didn’t work that way, but instead I heard myself asking him, “You live alone?” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “Where are your parents?” 

        “Dad’s in Colorado. Don’t know where my mom is. She left when I was born.” He looked at me and grinned. “She was colored, and he didn’t like colored folk much. So he told her to git. Then he called me Americano ’cause he said I come out on the right side of brown.” 

        I frowned, vaguely aware his voice was changing. “You grew up in Colorado?” 

        He took the pot off the heat and poured some soup into a mug. He glanced at Dehan. “You sure you don’t want any?” 

        She smiled and nodded. “I’d love some actually. It smells great.” 

        So he poured us a mug of soup each and said, “We can go to the living room. It’s warm in there.” 

        I glanced at my watch. “We can spare half an hour.” 

        He had a fire burning in the grate and a couple of old, collapsed sofas that had been bolstered with blankets and cushions. He picked a corner opposite an old TV and smiled at us as we sat. 

        I sipped the soup. It was as good as it smelled. He watched me carefully and I nodded. “It’s good. How long have you been in New York?” 

        “Since I turned sixteen. That’s six years. It’s why I talk funny. I kind of pick things up and mix it all together. Jose said it was a survival mechanism. I integrate to survive.” 

        Dehan put her mug on the floor by her feet. “Your daddy teach you to make soup?” 

        “Uh-huh. He taught me everything. He taught me to survive.” 

        “So what are the ideas that Jose was going to help you with?” 

        He stared at his soup for a while, then at the fire. “You heard about the Tesla. And there are dudes out in Texas makin’ ’lectric motors from lithium ion batteries. They’ll go naught to sixty in one and a half seconds, man. And they will go two hundred MPH no problem. Problem those cars got though, is the battery loses its charge super fast. Fast as the car goes, that’s how fast it loses its charge. Now, I have ideas, good ideas, about how you can stop that happenin’, dude. And I told those ideas to Jose, Dr. Robles, and he said they was good ideas. An’ that’s why he wanted me in his class. I told him, I want to run my own company, dude, fitting kick-ass motors to classic chassis, you feel me? Gonna be wild and bitchin’. Tell you! He said, ‘Yeah, you gonna do that, Am!’ I said, ‘You know I am!’” He sighed. “Now he’s dead, I can’t do that.” 

        I shook my head. “He was helping you, Am, but it was always going to be you doing it. It may be more difficult now, but you can still do it. There must be other lecturers who can help you.” 

        “Like Hays?” He laughed. “Hays is even more crazy than I am, man.” 

        Dehan laughed. “Well, there you go! If he could do it, so can you!” 

        He laughed out loud. “Yeah, I like that. Right. If he can do it, so can I. Yeah, man.”  

        I sat forward. “Am, did Jose ever talk to you about guns?” 

        “No way, dude. Me an’ him did not agree on that score. I’m like my daddy. I believe in the second amendment, man. Ain’t nobody gonna take my guns away from me, not while I’s alive anyhow. But Jose was all about, if you give people guns, they will shoot each other. And I’m like, no man. You give people guns and they will not shoot each other! You see me? I been around guns all my life, I never wanted to shoot nobody. Now, these boys around here? Guns pretty much illegal in New York, right? Well they can’t wait to git their hands on a piece and shoot somebody!” 

        I laughed and shook my head. “You just can’t decide whether you’re a cowboy or a badass black dude, can you?” 

        “I told you, man. I talk weird.” 

        “So Jose never asked you for a gun?” 

        “No way. And if he had, I would’a said no. I ain’t givin’ no gun to a dude like him.” 

        “What about Agnes? She ever ask you for a gun?” 

        He hesitated. “I didn’t know Agnes all that well. Never talked to her much. I seen her around with Jose, we never discussed nothing deep. She was real shy.” 

        I nodded. “So was that something Jose specialized in? Lithium ion batteries?” 

        “Yeah, man. He was lookin’ at ways of replacing the liquid. That liquid can form dendrites, see? And they will kill the battery and maybe even catch fire, cause all kinds of problems. Now, you replace that liquid with another substance like glass, or other crystalline substances, or gel, it is gonna be, like, more stable and hold its charge much longer. Me and him, we use to have long conversations ’bout that, man. I had some cool ideas. He liked them. He told me I was a genius. I felt good about that.” 

        “I bet you did. Did he ever discuss his personal life with you?” 

        He frowned. “Like what kind of thing?” 

        “His relationships with women, girlfriends, friends and family…” 

        His frown deepened. “No, he never talked about nothing like that. All he ever talked about was science, and the big revolution that was coming. He said men like me and him were gonna change the world. He said one day we would make a car called the Robles-Americano, and everybody would be drivin’ the Robles-Americano. Charge it once a year, dude, two hundred and fifty miles per hour, naught to sixty in one second. Bad ass car, man.” 

        I smiled. “A bit faster than my old Jaguar. OK, Am, thanks for talking to us. And stay with the course, don’t you go dropping out. We’re going to be checking.” 

        He nodded. “Was it helpful, what I told you?” 

        “I think it might be, yeah. Hang loose, dude.” 

        He shook his head. “It sounds wrong when you say it.” 

        I pointed at him. “It sounds wrong when you say it too!” 

        He laughed. “I know.” 

        When we stepped outside, it was dark. The wind blowing in off the river now seemed to be driving invisible needles. We clambered in the car, I put on the heating and pulled out onto Hunts Point Avenue and headed for the expressway. After a couple of minutes Dehan said, “Can you please explain to me what just happened? Have we slipped into some kind of parallel universe where crazy is normal and we are the normal ones, who are crazy?” 

        I nodded. “Yes. That just about sums it up.” 

        “Oh, OK, that’s all right then.” She was quiet for a moment longer and then said, “Because I thought I just met a mixed-race cowboy who tries to talk like Hollywood’s idea of a black Bronx badass, and is in fact a genius who is going to revolutionize the world by creating a battery you only need to charge once a year.” 

        “Yes.” 

        “And I’ll tell you one more thing. If there is one guy in the world who could have got Agnes her gun, it’s him.” 

        “Yup.” 

        “Jose had this guy’s dreams in the palm of his hand.” 

        “Mm-hm.” 

        “Stone, he was creating another dependency, just like he had Agnes, just like he had Hays, he was making Am emotionally dependent on him… That’s what this son of a bitch did in life. He went through life making people dependent on him. That’s how he got his kicks. He was a bully. A bully who created emotional dependency.” 

        “That is what it looks like.” 

        “And I can see how Agnes’ jealousy could lead her to want to kill him, or Alicia Cobos, but what I cannot see, Stone, is why this kid, whose whole future depends on Jose Robles giving him a hand up, would provide Agnes with a gun! Why would he get Agnes a gun?” 

        “Why? Try rephrasing the question.” 

        “OK, OK, OK… What would make this kid give Agnes a gun…?” 

        “That is more focused.” 

        “He already said he wouldn’t give a gun to Jose, so the only reason he would give one to Agnes is if she was going to shoot somebody he wanted dead…” 

        “Well, I’m not sure that’s the only reason, but…” 

        “So what would make him want Jose dead?” 

        “That is a good question. And…?” 

        “Jesus!” She stared at me. “If he was stealing Am’s ideas. Why else would a guy like Jose Robles hang out with a kid like Am? And if he was using them in his research, they would become the property of the university and Am would be left out in the cold. That is one powerful motive for shooting somebody.” 

        I nodded and sighed. “It surely is, partner. It surely is…” After a moment I added, “What I am not clear on, though, is why he would want to talk to us.” 





SIX


   

        The traffic was heavy and slow-moving on the Bruckner Expressway, and the lights looked like boiled sweets in red and green and amber. My phone rang and I handed it to Dehan. She answered the call and said, “Yeah, Dehan.” 

        She listened for a bit and said to me, “It’s Joe, from the lab. He has something he says we’ll want to have a look at.” She looked at her watch. “Let’s go see him and call it a day.” She didn’t wait for me to answer. She said into the phone, “We’re on our way, Joe. With this traffic, it’s going to be half an hour at least.” 

        She hung up and put the phone in my pocket. Then she said, “So, the question I am asking myself now is, does Am know where Agnes is?” 

        “You made up your mind about this?” 

        “No, I am exploring the idea. But frankly, Stone, so far it is the only idea that seems to have any chance of taking us anywhere.” 

        “OK, so talk me through it. How does this work?” 

        She shifted in her seat so she was facing me and stuck her gloved hands between her knees to keep them warm.  

        “Our starting point is that Jose Robles is an egomaniac, who gets a kick out of making weak people dependent on him. This is something he does for fun, for pleasure. It is the only way he knows how to have close, intimate relationships.” 

        I glanced at her and frowned. “This is a theory, we have no evidence for this, except anecdotes from acquaintances.” 

        “Don’t interrupt. I know that. So, he gets into this relationship with Agnes. She is highly dependent and falls in love with him, or becomes obsessed with him, whichever. Maybe both. And the more dependent she becomes, the more cruel and dominant he becomes, to the point that he starts a relationship with Dr. Alicia Cobos, and flaunts it to Agnes.” 

        She went quiet. I glanced at her. “I know what’s stalling you here. Jose and Ali started this relationship, but she was not dependent on him. In fact, your gut instinct is that she didn’t even have sex with him. So you are wondering A, how does that relationship fit in with your theory? And B, what made her lie about having sex with him in the first place?” 

        She nodded. “Mm-hm…” 

        “Well, note the questions and come back to them later. Keep going, it’s good.” 

        “OK, fine, he gets into this relationship as a way of torturing Agnes. What he doesn’t realize is just how badly he is hurting her. The final straw comes when he tells her, get a cab, I am staying the night with Alicia. Then Agnes starts thinking about killing him.” 

        “OK, meanwhile…” 

        “Wait! Meanwhile, Dr. Jose Robles, whose field of specialization is lithium ion batteries, has discovered a student who, though decidedly odd, is gifted in the field of science. And Dr. Jose Robles, while claiming to mentor him, actually starts to steal this kid’s ideas and use them in his research. What he doesn’t understand is that this kid is an evil mixture of Colorado cowboy and Bronx badass. This kid grew up around guns and he knows a Sig Sauer p226 from a Glock 18 or a Desert Eagle. So when he realizes what Jose is doing, he approaches Agnes, discreetly, and plants the idea of revenge. He also facilitates the gun.” 

        “Problems: how does he approach her without Jose noticing? Also, how does he get close enough to her to plant such a radical idea and facilitate the gun? Bear in mind, with both of these questions, that she is with Jose all the time.” 

        “At first, Sensei, but remember that after a time, he starts to get bored with her and enjoys dumping her. We have heard of two occasions, but how many more were there? Remember also that Hays told us he and Agnes used to prefer to eat their lunch in the student canteen. It is perfectly possible that Am approached her during her lunch hour and spoke to her.” 

        “Yes, that is possible. We need to check it, talk to Hays again. I’ll tell you what I am having most trouble with.” 

        “What?” 

        “Am as an evil genius. He may or may not be a scientific genius, but you would have to be very subtle, and very good at manipulating people, to persuade them to commit a murder and take the fall for it. I don’t see Am in that role.” 

        She was quiet for a long while, watching the cars ahead, with the amber light from the streetlamps washing over her face in a slow, steady rhythm. 

        Eventually we pulled off the expressway and turned onto Castle Hill Avenue and headed north toward Morris Park. Then she said suddenly, “I wonder how many Ams we’ve met. The name is a joke. First person of the verb to be. One minute he’s black Bronx, the next he’s a Colorado redneck… ‘I’m making soup, you want soup? I’m a bit weird and crazy, but I am also a loveable genius.’ He got us to go to him, so he didn’t have to step outside on a freezing cold day, and we didn’t even get his surname to check with the university.” 

        I handed her my phone again. “Call him. Get his name.” 

        I heard it ring a couple of times, then Dehan said, “Yo, Am, it’s Detective Dehan. Listen, we need your name. We have to fill out a report, and we can’t just call you Americano, right? What’s your surname?” She glanced at me, then said, “Nielsen? And that’s your permanent address on Bryant Avenue? Cool, Am, thanks for your help.” 

        She hung up, then made another call.  

        “Good afternoon, this is Detective Carmen Dehan of the NYPD 43rd Precinct. We are investigating Dr. Jose Robles’ murder, and I need to confirm that he had among his students one Americano Nielsen, also known as Am Nielsen… OK, I’ll hold.” After a couple of minutes, she repeated the question, then: “He did? And he is now temporarily on Donald Hays’ list of students? Thank you for your help.” 

        She hung up and sat banging the edge of my phone on her thigh. “So, just for the sake of argument, humor me here: let’s say Am is some kind of shapeshifter…” 

        “A what now?” 

        “You know what I mean, one of those people who can just become somebody else, like Meryl Streep. In Death Becomes Her she’s this glamorous, sexy star, and then in Bridges of Madison County she is just like totally somebody else.” 

        “Oh, OK, I get the idea.” 

        “So just humor me, and imagine that Am is like that, he can take on any kind of personality he wants, and be totally convincing. And by using that very skill, on a highly vulnerable, suggestible Agnes Shine, he convinces her to kill Jose. Now, the million dollar question becomes, does he know where she went? I think that would have to be part of the plan. He would need to know where she was going, and where she was going to hide. I mean, she becomes a big risk and a loose end.” 

        I nodded. “Yes, he would. He would need to know that. But I worry this theory is getting away from us. What is it actually founded on? The fact that his father is a Colorado redneck, and he is a little odd. There are a lot of suppositions here, Dehan.” 

        She grunted, then sighed. 

        We were pulling into the grounds of the Van Etten Building. I said, “I’m not saying we shouldn’t explore it, Little Grasshopper, but let’s get a bit of evidence to build on first. Let’s see what Joe has for us.” 

        We huddled in our coats and crossed the freezing parking lot to the lobby, then rode the elevator up to the lab. We found Joe in his office and he stood to greet us as we came in.  

        “Sit down, you want some coffee? It’s cruel out there.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “No, thanks. I just had some soup.” I shook my head too and he leafed through a stack of files till he found the one he was looking for. 

        “This was unexpected. Gutierrez had asked us to have a look at Jose Robles’ phone, to see if we could get any idea of where Agnes Shine had fled to, and also why she killed him in the first place. So we had the tech guys doing an autopsy on the cell when we find a deleted app. We look into it and we find he used to have Telegram.” 

        Dehan raised her eyebrows. “No kidding.” 

        “Exactly. Now, thousands of people have Telegram, there is nothing unusual about that. But, it always raises a flag with us, because obviously it is the messenger app favored by terrorists and organized crime, the reason being it is so hard to decrypt, and the company is so uncooperative with the authorities. So, we had a look-see what we could retrieve. There was very little…” He opened the file and leafed through a few pages, then said, “Here, this is all we could get. He receives a message on the Thursday before he died that says, ‘Maybe I should become your student,’ to which he replies, ‘I told you never to contact me on my phone!’ The message was from somebody called…” He looked at us both in turn. “Mohamed. We are working on getting the phone number, but I thought you’d want to see this straight away.” 

        Dehan sighed loudly, pulled her hat off her head and screwed it up into a ball. The static from the friction left small hairs standing up on her head like antennae. 

        “The fact that his name is Mohamed means nothing of itself.” 

        Joe nodded. “Obviously. And the fact that his name was Mohamed and he was using Telegram is nothing more than slightly suggestive.” 

        He smiled in a way that said that his uncle was the Sultan of Brunei and Alice in Wonderland was coming for tea on Sunday. Dehan sighed again. “But add to that the fact that he deleted the app, and that the murder weapon was a pistol favored by pros… oh man!” 

        I said, “The number that sent the message will be a burner.” 

        “In all probability, John. And the chances are he will have got rid of it by now. But if he hasn’t, we might be able to get a fix on its location.” 

        I looked at Dehan. She looked tired and cold. “Let’s not jump the gun, Dehan. ‘Maybe I should join your class.’” I looked at Joe. “It’s a threat.” 

        Joe nodded. “I agree. It certainly sounds like a threat.” 

        Dehan had her lips pursed, like she was blowing a kiss at her hat. “To which his response is, don’t contact me on my phone. The clear implication is that Jose has a secret he does not want revealed.” 

        Joe nodded. “So far, that is sound, yes.” 

        Dehan looked at him and then at me. “A secret that’s called Mohamed and uses a Sig Sauer Tacops p226.” 

        Joe leaned back in his chair and emitted a small, humorless laugh. “I’m just here to do the forensics, you guys have to put it all together and give it meaning, but don’t forget that whoever was using that Sig put no less than eight rounds into Jose’s body. He may have been using a pro’s gun, but he wasn’t shooting like a pro.” 

        “He or she,” I said. “Come on, Dehan. Let’s get home and get some hot food inside us. Things will make more sense after a bottle of…” 

        I stopped, remembering the bottle on the table by Agnes’ glass, the two dozen bottles in her kitchen and the two dozen more in Robles’ kitchen, and the glass of whiskey by the sink.  

        For a fastidious man like Robles, the sequence was wrong. 

        They were both looking at me. Joe smiled. “A bottle of wine or a bottle of whiskey?” 

        I gave a small laugh, that was more of a snort. “That’s a good question, Joe. First a beer, or a martini if you want a cocktail, then the wine, and then a whiskey or a brandy to round it off. Isn’t that the correct sequence?” 

        He looked at Dehan and laughed. “The man knows how to live. You have to hand it to him!” 

        Dehan was laughing and getting to her feet. “He does that! Why d’you think he married me? The man’s got taste!” 

        “Can’t argue with that!” 

        It was a short drive from the lab to the house. The streets were empty but for the occasional car that hissed by, casting amber light on the blacktop. The first Santas were beginning to scale the walls, balconies and rooftops, and the first strings of winking lights were beginning to gild the lilies in the gardens of suburbia. I killed the engine of the Jag outside our house and Dehan went ahead in her woolly hat and gloves to open the door.  

        Inside, as I closed the drapes and started to build the fire, she peeled off her layers of wool and went to the kitchen. I heard the fridge open and thud closed, pots and pans clatter and the warmth of the growing flames washed over my hands and face. Then there was a pregnant silence from the kitchen. I stood, poured two generous Bushmills and went to the breakfast bar with them.  

        She was standing, staring at a can of tomatoes. On the bar she had a pack of minced meat, an onion, some garlic, a red pepper and a pack of spaghetti. I said: 

        “It’s a can of tomatoes. It has tomatoes in it. They grow them like that in Italy, in the cans, especially for making spaghetti and pizza.” 

        She put down the can. I sipped my drink and went to look for a can opener, fearing dinner might be slow in coming if I didn’t. 

        She said: “Who stands to lose the most if Jose Robles’ research is successful?” 

        I set about opening the can. “That is a very wide question, Dehan. You’d need to be a bit more precise about what you mean.” 

        I handed her a vegetable knife and an onion. She took them and frowned at me. “I mean, if everything that Am said is true. If they are on the verge of a revolution in lithium battery technology, and soon all forms of transport are going to be running on lithium ion batteries. Who stands to lose the most?” 

        I ground some black pepper into the tomatoes and took the onion and the knife from her. “Peel the garlic, will you?” She picked up the garlic and followed me to the frying pan, where I peeled the onion and started cutting it into the pan. “Obviously the petroleum companies would be the worst hit. But, Dehan…” 

        “No, just humor me a moment, Stone. Where are the most powerful petroleum interests in the world?” 

        I took the garlic from her fingers and started peeling it. “Slice the red pepper for me. Saudi, Egypt, the UAE, Jordan, Iraq… all of them. I know where you’re going with this…” 

        She went and came back waving a red pepper at me. “Don’t talk, just answer the question. Now, obviously, if you are heavily invested in oil, you can’t go around murdering every scientist who comes up with an alternative energy source. But what you can do is try and take possession of that technology.” 

        I took the pepper from her and said, “Olive oil, and salt.” I started chopping the pepper. “Yes, that is true. But how do you get from there to…” 

        “I said don’t talk. Now, suppose a Middle Eastern government got to hear about Dr. Jose Robles’ research, and they approached him to buy him out…” 

        I took the olive oil from her hands and poured it into the pan, with the onion, the garlic and the red pepper, then turned on the heat. She had gone quiet. I took the salt and sprinkled it in. The pan started to sizzle. I stirred it with a wooden spoon. 

        “Hand me the meat and open the wine.” 

        She brought over the pack of meat in one hand and the bottle in the other. As she started peeling off the lead from the bottle, she sighed and shook her head. “Whichever way you look at it, there is always something that doesn’t fit.”  

        I nodded. “I keep wondering about that threat: to join his class.” 

        She screwed the corkscrew in, stuck the bottle between her knees and pulled. The cork popped. She carried the bottle away and put it on the table. Then she came back and leaned her cheek on my shoulder, watching the onions brown. “Wanting to own or control his research is a motive for blackmail, even torture, but it’s not a motive for murder.” 

        I dumped the meat into the hot oil and started breaking it up. “Yup. But whoever shot him, really wanted him dead.” 

        “That much is clear.” She went and started filling a pan with water. “But I’ll tell you what else is clear: we need to start looking at his research. Because it either has everything to do with his murder, or it has nothing to do with it.” 





SEVEN


   

        Next day, we were knocking at the deputy inspector’s door at eight thirty A.M. He made a muffled noise from within which we took to mean ‘enter’ and opened the door. He had his face in a large paper cup of coffee, which explained the muffled noise, and one arm out of his coat.  

        “Good morning, detectives. How can I help you?” 

        Dehan relieved him of his coffee and helped him off with his coat while I sat and said, “We need a court order to see Jose Robles’ research, sir.” 

        He frowned, then smiled as he thanked Dehan, and returned to frowning as he sat behind his desk. “Clearly you think there is a connection between his murder and his research, and that’s why you want the court order, but if I recall correctly it looked as though his colleague… um…” 

        “Agnes Shine.” 

        “Exactly, had shot him out of jealousy, or something like that.” 

        Dehan was wearing the expressionless expression she wore when people got on her nerves. Now she used it to say, “But the case was given to us, sir, because the ADA didn’t like that explanation.” 

        He grunted. “So what makes you think it has something to do with his research?” 

        I’d been rehearsing it in my mind all the way there that morning, and I still couldn’t nail it. I looked at Dehan and she shook her head. “There is no single thing, sir,” she said. “It’s a number of small things that, when you take them together, suggest very strongly that ADA Varu… That the Assistant District Attorney may be right, and the murder has more to do with Robles’ research than his love life.” 

        The inspector smiled at her. “That’s your introduction, Detective, now what are your reasons?” 

        She looked at me and I took a deep breath. 

        “Let’s start with the gun, sir. It was a Sig Sauer Tacops p226. That is a professional’s choice of gun. It is expensive and not the sort of thing you buy just for home defense. It is something you would use for a hit, or for an execution, or if you were being shipped out to Afghanistan, but not if you just wanted a gun around to make you feel safe.” 

        He flopped back in his chair. “There could be any number of explanations…” 

        “Bear with me, sir. As Dehan said, it’s an accumulation of things. Then there is the fact that all those who knew Robles and Agnes are adamant that neither of them would own a gun, far less spend the kind of money you’re going to spend on a Sig. So already we are seeing the as yet unexplained presence of an unregistered, professional’s choice of handgun at the scene of the murder.  

        “Next, and still on the subject of the gun, there is no sign in her financial records that she made an outlay of a thousand bucks in the weeks leading up to the murder, plus, it is hard to imagine Agnes Shine would have any idea in the first place of where to find an unregistered weapon. So the deeper we go, the more we have to wonder how that particular gun comes to be at the scene of the murder.” 

        He sighed. “I am far from convinced, John. What else have you got?” 

        “Well, sir, on top of the unexplained presence of the gun, there is no indication that Jose and Agnes were in any way involved with each other except as friends. They spent a lot of time together, he was cruel and unkind to her at times, but so far we have no reason at all to believe that they were lovers. I, personally, am still struggling to see what her motive was. 

        “Finally, we have reason to believe, from testimony given by one of his students, that he was engaged in some radical research into lithium ion batteries that could be worth a fortune. That could provide a serious motive for murder, and we have forensic evidence that he was in secret communication with somebody called Mohamed. So there is an at least even chance that the motive for the murder stemmed from his research, rather than his sex life.” 

        He grunted and sipped his coffee. “You know I like to give you guys every assistance I can, John. But no judge in New York is going to sign off on a request like that, where highly sensitive research is concerned. I agree you have grounds for suspicion, but you have no grounds whatsoever to believe that his research is behind the motive. That is a very different proposition.” 

        Dehan sighed. “We need to see that research, sir.” 

        “He was at University College New York, wasn’t he?” 

        “Yes, sir.” 

        “Then, at this stage, the best thing you can do is go and talk to his head of department, explain your concerns and ask to see his research. Point out it will not become public property, we are prepared to sign a nondisclosure agreement, and that the safety of other researchers may be at risk. That is the best you can do at this stage.” 

        We thanked him and on the way down the stairs, I pulled out my cell and called Patricia Meigh. When she answered, I could hear children in the background. 

        “Detective Stone, how can I help you?” 

        “In a big way, I hope. We have reason to believe Dr. Robles’ murder may have been related to his work, and not to his private life.” 

        “That is absurd.” 

        I stopped on the stairs. Dehan turned to watch me. I suppressed a pellet of anger in my belly and said, “With all due respect, Dr. Meigh, how would you know that?” 

        The momentary silence said she’d been taken aback. Then she said, “Well, I mean, how could it be?” 

        “That is a question, and a very good one. But what you made before was a statement of fact and an unfounded one. So with your permission, I am going to go with the question. Our investigation has turned up several inconsistencies which suggest it is possible Agnes Shine did not kill Dr. Robles, but that his murder may have been related to his research. If we are right, then other people on your team could be at risk.” 

        “I see…” 

        “Now we can apply for a judicial order, but then you’ll have to get your lawyers involved, it will be costly and slow, and during that time somebody else could get hurt…” 

        She cut me short. “Look, Detective, there is no need for all that. Just give me half an hour and I’ll get back to you.” 

        We returned to our desks and Dehan lowered herself into her chair. Outside it had started drizzling and the tops of the naked branches across the road were bouncing gently in the desultory, wet wind. It occurred to me it was almost Christmas. I smiled down at Dehan. 

        “We have to get the tree.” 

        She nodded. “Tonight.” 

        Behind me, Mo at his desk said, “Hey, you know, this year you ain’t allowed to say Merry Christmas, in case it offends the GBL…whatever, bacon, lettuce and tomato brigade, on account of Christians being homophobic. Now we gotta say a Gay Christmas and a Rainbow New Year. Seriously. I read it in the paper. If you don’t believe me, look in the Post. I got it right here.” 

        Dehan put her boots up on the desk. “They have words in that? I thought it was just pictures.” 

        Mo grinned. “Hey, you know why Jesus wasn’t born in Vegas?” 

        “I know you’re going to tell me.” 

        “They couldn’t find three wise men and a virgin!” He laughed noisily. “That’s good. Three wise men and a virgin. I like that. Like you’re gonna find three wise men and a virgin in Vegas! Right!” 

        He turned back to his desk, shaking his head and laughing. My phone rang. 

        “Stone.” 

        “Morning, Stone. Joe. OK, it’s piecemeal, but I’m giving you what I’ve got. We took all the bedding from Dr. Shine’s house and Dr. Robles’ house. We kept it all in three separate piles: on the bed, in the dirty washing, and clean and in storage, so that they would not contaminate each other.” 

        “Good.” 

        “Now, as a first step, we examined each piece of bedding to see if they did in fact have any latent fluids. We examined them thoroughly.” 

        “And?” 

        “They didn’t. ” 

        “Could they have been washed out?” 

        “No, recoverable semen stains will resist time and the washing machine, John. There was not a trace on any of the sheets. I’d be prepared to swear he never had sex in his own bed. Nobody had sex in his bed. And the same goes for her. They seem to have been celibate, at least in their own beds.” 

        I frowned down at Dehan, then asked, “What about the glasses?” 

        “Working on it.” 

        “Thanks, Joe. I appreciate it.” 

        I hung up and sat. “There was no sexual relationship between them, Dehan. The sheets were clean. Not a trace of semen on his or hers.” 

        “All the damn forensic evidence we have is negative. It all shows what didn’t happen and who didn’t do it.” 

        “We need to find this Mohamed guy. We need to know what he wanted from Jose, and why it was a threat for Jose to have Mohamed in his class.” I leaned back in my chair. “Why do I keep getting the feeling we need to talk to Am again?” 

        Dehan shrugged. “If Dr. Meigh won’t play ball, maybe he can give us a better insight into the research they were doing.” 

        “Yeah, maybe. Let’s see what Meigh gives us.” I drummed my fingers on the desk for a bit. “You know one of the things that’s eating me? How did Jose find out about Am? He said they didn’t want to accept him on the course, but Jose recognized his genius. How? How did he even know he existed?”  

        “Through his application.” 

        I made a QED face and said, “If his conversation is anything to go by, his application form wouldn’t exactly have screamed IQ 160. He may be brilliant when it comes to electronics and engineering, Dehan, but when it comes to communication…” 

        She narrowed her eyes. “What are you driving at?” 

        “I don’t know, but I can smell something. There’s Mohamed, ‘Maybe I should join your class,’ and Jose replying ‘I told you never to contact me on my phone!’ And then he deletes Telegram. So what did he have it for in the first place? And then there’s Am, coming to Jose’s notice before he joined his class. Before he was even admitted to the university.” 

        I studied Dehan’s face for a while and she studied mine back. She said, “It’s odd, isn’t it? ‘I told you never to contact me on the phone.’ Not ‘this phone’, but ‘the phone’. So, how else would he contact him?” 

        “Email and Facebook, but they are not as secure as Telegram.” 

        She nodded, then said, “But he obviously didn’t know that, which is telling us something.” 

        “It’s telling us he was not steeped in spook lore.” I sat forward with my elbows on the desk and rubbed my face with my palms. “If you were selling industrial secrets to the Saudis, and they advised you to install Telegram so they could communicate with you, would you then tell them not to contact you on your phone, and delete the app?” 

        “Doesn’t make a lot of sense, does it?” 

        “We are going round and round the mulberry bush.” 

        My phone rang. 

        “Stone.” 

        “I thought they only did that in the movies, Detective. This is Dr. Meigh. I have spoken to the Great and the Good at the university and they are willing to let you have sight of the research he had conducted so far. Obviously most of it will mean nothing to you, but he had extensive explanations and summaries that he had written in long hand which describe the work in layman’s terms.” 

        “That is good news. Thank you.” 

        “Now, there are conditions.” 

        “I imagined there would be.” 

        “We would like you to read the notes here, at my house. Nothing is to leave the room where you read it. You are not to photograph or record any part of the research, and we would require you to sign a nondisclosure agreement that, unless the research becomes material to a criminal investigation or a criminal trial, the NYPD, and you personally, will become liable to compensate the university in substantial damages if you disclose any of the contents of the research. And I do mean substantial.” 

        “That sounds very reasonable. Send over the agreement and I’ll get the inspector to sign it.” 

        “And you and your partner, Detective Stone.” 

        “And me and my partner, Dr. Meigh.” 

        “I’m sending it now. As soon as I receive the signed copy, you can come over. I’m at Port Washington for the next few days. Number fifty-five, Joels Place.” 

        The agreement arrived five minutes later by secure electronic messenger. We took it up to the inspector and scrutinized it. It was short and to the point, pretty much what she had said to me on the phone.  

        “I should send this to the legal department.” He said it running his fingers through his hair.  

        Dehan suppressed a sigh. “With all due respect, sir, that would kind of defeat the purpose. Once the lawyers get involved, it could delay the investigation by weeks. If we don’t find anything, it makes no odds. If we do, and it becomes relevant to the investigation, it’s in black and white. We can use it. Then we can bring in the lawyers.” 

        I said, “It’s two paragraphs. Send it to ADA Varufakis. See what he thinks.” 

        He tapped at his keyboard, then made the call. 

        “Costas? This is John Newman… Good, I’m fine. Listen, I just sent you something on the Jose Robles case… Yes I have my best team on it. You got an email from me?” He was quiet for a while. Then he said, “You happy with that?” 

        He was quiet again, watching us. Then he said, “I’ll pass it on. They’ll be in touch.” 

        He hung up and stared at the rim of his desk for a moment. 

        “He considers it is fine. He would like us all to get together for a talk when you have reviewed Robles’ research.” 

        Dehan spoke my own thoughts. “What is his interest in this case, sir?” 

        “I have no idea, Carmen. But I am becoming as curious as you are. I am curious about his interest, and I am very curious as to why Dr. Meigh has agreed to your having sight of the research.” 

        Dehan frowned. “Because she agrees there is a threat to her other researchers?” 

        He shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way, Carmen. If his research was so sensitive that it got him killed, the university would deny everything vehemently, close ranks and triple their private security. The research conducted by the major universities is worth billions of dollars, it can be highly classified material, attract massive government funding, and in those cases is guarded by ex-Navy Seals who work in the private sector. But instead of closing ranks and denying everything, she is inviting you to her house and opening the books.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow. “Then she has nothing to hide.” 

        “Then why the big show? Why the nonsense about not leaving the room, not making copies or photographs, the nondisclosure agreement? And why does Costas want a meeting afterwards?” He looked up at me. “This case has too many angles, John. What is it all about?” 

        I called Patricia Meigh.  

        “Detective, all in order?” 

        “It’s agreed and signed. Have you received it?” 

        She was quiet a moment, then said, “I have. Thank you.” 

        “We are on our way. We’ll see you within the hour.” I hung up. “Let’s go find out.” 





EIGHT


   

        It was a forty minute drive under heavy skies, sagging and pregnant with rain, sleet and snow. The East River looked as though it was congealing into ice, and the trees we saw along the Cross Island Parkway looked like naked zombies standing in line in a freezer. After Lake Success there were more evergreens and pines, but they did little to alleviate the gloom. 

        Dehan sat silent for the first twenty minutes, wrapped once again in her woolen hat, gloves and scarf, with her hands tucked between her knees. But as we slowed and started winding our way toward Manhasset, she said suddenly, “If this is what it’s starting to look like, we’ll have to hand it over to the Feds.” 

        I nodded. “If it is what it’s starting to look like, but the truth is, Dehan, it could look like a lot of things. Mohamed and a Sig Sauer make it look like Saudi industrial spies, Agnes and eight bullet holes in Robles’ chest make it look like frustrated love and sex. Am and his weird voices makes it look like the Mad Hatter’s tea party. Let’s reserve judgment and see what it looks like after Dr. Meigh shows us Robles’ research notes.” 

        She glanced at me, then looked out at the frozen landscape. “You think Varufakis has information he’s holding back from us?” 

        “Yup. It makes no sense his sending us on this investigation unless he knows something he isn’t telling us.” 

        “Something about Jose? About Agnes? Or about the research?” 

        I sat chewing my lip for a while as we cruised through Plandome Heights, with its genteel manor houses concealed behind a discreet overabundance of foliage. “Something,” I said, “about who Mohamed is, and how Dr. Jose Robles met Am.” 

        She knitted her brows under her soft wool hat. “Seriously? You think he knows about that?” 

        “I’d be very surprised if he didn’t.” 

        Ten minutes later, we pulled into Patricia Meigh’s driveway and parked beside a Jaguar that was fifty-four years younger than mine, and had a tenth of the style and the class. Dehan looked at my expression, then at the car, and laughed a pretty laugh with a red nose and red cheeks. “These upstarts,” she said, and climbed out. 

        Dr. Meigh opened the door herself. Behind her we could hear voices: a small group of people laughing and chatting. She offered us the smile that good form required of her, but left us in no doubt that we were intruding, and not welcome.  

        “Detectives, please come in.” We stepped into a spacious, elegant hall. She didn’t offer to take our coats, but turned and started walking away, past the door to the drawing room, where the voices were coming from, and speaking over her shoulder as she went. “I have put you in the dining room. We shan’t be using it until this evening. I imagine you’ll be finished by then?” 

        We followed her down a dark, wood-paneled corridor to a large, wood-paneled dining room. There was, in the middle of the floor, a highly polished mahogany dining table with twelve chairs about it, and above it a crystal chandelier. Two tall sash windows allowed dull, gray light in from the gardens and the driveway outside. A dull amber light was added to that when she snapped on a switch by the door. 

        On the table there were two cardboard boxes. She closed the door and moved to them. 

        “This is what there is. Most of it is equations which, unless one of you is an accomplished physicist or mathematician, will not mean much to you. However, quite a lot of it is, as I said to you on the phone, his theories and explanations of the equations. From them you will at least get an idea of what he was doing, though I am honestly not sure how that will help you.” 

        I held her eye a moment. “Dr. Meigh, you said when we spoke to you in your office that Dr. Robles and Dr. Shine were involved. I believe your exact words were that they were not so much involved with each other as in each other.” 

        “Yes, that’s true.” 

        “Detective Gutierrez’s assumption, and ours to begin with, was that this involvement provided the motive for the murder.” 

        “That would seem to make sense.” 

        I nodded and paused. “But actually, the deeper we dig, the less evidence we find that they were in any kind of relationship. They seem to have been little more than close friends.” 

        She looked surprised. “Well, of course, I didn’t know them socially…” 

        Dehan had pulled off her hat and gloves and the static from the wool was making some of her hairs stand up and wave around again. She started to remove her coat and said, “In fact, the person he seems to have had a closer, sexual relationship with is Dr. Cobos.” 

        She arched a withering eyebrow. “Really? Well, as I say, there is no accounting for taste.” 

        I smiled. “You don’t approve?” 

        She shook her head. “It is hardly for me to approve or disapprove. They are probably ideal for each other. They can celebrate their great nation together.” I drew breath, but she interrupted me. “They have produced world class painters and musicians, but never a world class scientist or a world class philosopher. That tells you something about their culture, I suppose.” 

        I forced myself to hold the smile. “Are you able to enlighten us any more on their relationship, Dr. Meigh?” 

        “I’m afraid not. It was generally accepted among the staff that Jose and Agnes were, so to speak, an item. People spoke of ‘Jose and Agnes’ as a unit. People used to ask, ‘What does she see in him?’ So you see, they were perceived as a couple. What actually went on with them in private…” She shrugged. 

        “Sure.” I nodded a couple of times and pursed my lips at the floor. As she was about to leave, I said, “What can you tell me about Am Nielsen?” 

        She stopped dead. “Am Nielsen? Nothing. Who is he?” 

        “One of Dr. Robles’ students.” 

        She shook her head again. “I’m sorry, I don’t know him, and I really must get back to my family; we have a luncheon and then we are busy packing.” A little warmth trickled back into her face. “We always spend Christmas in Maine. If you would like tea or coffee, just ring the bell and somebody will come.” She hesitated, and the frost returned to her eyes. “You can let yourselves out when you are finished. I trust you not to remove any of the notes.” 

        “That’s very kind of you, Dr. Meigh.” 

        She gave a smile that matched her eyes and left, closing the door behind her. Dehan opened the boxes and looked inside. “We have been quarantined, in case we infect her family with vulgarity and commonness.” 

        I rang the bell, took off my coat and dragged one of the boxes to the end of the table. There I pulled everything out and sat to examine it. It was mainly spiral bound notebooks, though there were a few documents consisting of typewritten sheets of A4, stapled together, and the odd slip of paper with handwritten scrawls on it. 

        The door opened and a young woman in a blue uniform with a white apron stepped in and smiled at us. I smiled back. 

        “Would you bring us a pot of coffee, please? Oh, and a plate of cheese and ham sandwiches. Thank you.” 

        “Of course, sir.” She bobbed and left. 

        Dehan was reading and didn’t look up, but she smiled and said, “You don’t know if you don’t ask, right?” 

        “That what I thought.” 

        Dr. Meigh had been right. The bulk of what was in the notebooks was incomprehensible. Even where words were used, they didn’t seem to make any kind of ordinary sense: Consequently energy density denotes volume necessary to store X energy (Wh/Liter)… 

        Or: …power density as power/area shd b correlated to area available on the electrodes leading to W/cm². 

        I sighed and looked over at Dehan. She seemed to be engrossed. I read aloud: “Internal resistance and V0 are derived from slop and y-intercept respectively. Did you know that?” 

        She didn’t look at me. “Really? Mo must have a lot of internal resistance then. I don’t know how much we are going to learn from this, sensei. We may as well be reading ancient Greek.” 

        “I think we are.” 

        There was a knock at the door and the maid came in with a large tray. She placed it on the table and unloaded it. On an impulse I said, “Did you make the sandwiches yourself?” 

        “I did, sir. I wasn’t sure if you’d like mustard and pickle, so I brought them along separately.” 

        I smiled. “That’s very thoughtful. Agnes said you make the best sandwiches.” 

        She looked startled, but her face lit up. “She did? That’s so kind of her. That was a long time ago. Back in the early fall! We hardly ever make sandwiches, ordinarily.” 

        “Well, she still remembers them.” 

        “That’s so kind of her. Thank you, sir.” 

        She gave a little curtsey, backed out of the room and closed the door. I sat staring at the space where she had stood. I heard Dehan’s voice. 

        “You’re a sly old fox, Stone.” 

        “Sandwiches.” I turned to look at her. “As she said, not a thing Dr. Meigh would normally eat, especially with doctor guests. It might have been afternoon tea, or, in early fall, a picnic. What do you think?” 

        “I think you should focus on the research and stop chatting up the staff.” 

        I logged the fact under ‘curious’ and went back to reading the illegible and trying to understand the incomprehensible. The enterprise was a predictable failure, until I came to two notebooks which had ‘Analysis’ written on the front cover. 

        It took an hour, but I worked my way steadily through half a plate of sandwiches, half a pot of coffee and a detailed discussion comparing various different types of battery. It concluded that lithium ion (LI-ION or LIBs) were the ones with the highest potential for future development and, in a second notebook, detailed all the weaknesses of the LIB and where they needed to be improved. Then, quite suddenly, the discussion stopped. 

        I tossed the two notebooks in front of Dehan. “They’re worth reading. You come across anything on how the LIB can be improved?” 

        “Probably, but if I did it was incomprehensible to me.” 

        “Nothing in plain English?” 

        “No, but I found a few emails in plain Spanish.” 

        “Really?” 

        She made a face. “Nothing much, to some guy called Paco Robles. Maybe his brother. Mostly he’s complaining about the States, people aren’t friendly, food is crap, yadda yadda, but here he says there is this girl who hangs around with him all the time. ‘She’s a pain in the ass, but she and her friend who is called like the duck, Donald, adore me, they go everywhere with me, but most Saturday nights I go out alone to a club in Chelsea, at 250 West 26th Street, after my colleague, ‘la colega’, it’s like, ‘the chick’, is in bed. Then I have a great time picking up chicks.’” She looked up at me. “Explains why his sheets are clean. He’s been busy messing up somebody else’s.” 

        “This stuff must have been gathered up in a hurry.” 

        “Yeah. Anyway, we came looking for industrial espionage evidence and found more crime of passion evidence.” 

        I gave a smile that was rueful. “Looks like I’m going to have to take you dancing, Detective Dehan. It will be almost like old times.” 

        “I can’t wait.” She didn’t sound like she meant it. 

        At twelve thirty, we heard the party leave the house. From snatches of their conversation, I gathered they were going to La Piccola Liguria for a family luncheon.  

        I stood and went to the window. Across the lawn I could see the driveway. There was a couple with two kids of about ten and twelve getting into the Jaguar. Beyond them, I could see a white Audi reversing out of a garage. There was a man with his back to me. He seemed to be in his late forties, with short, black hair and a dapper suit. The Audi stopped and Meigh got out. They kissed and she handed him the keys. He said something to her, they both laughed and she ran into the house while he got behind the wheel. A moment later, she came out again, wearing a scarf. She got in next to him and they drove away, to the Piccola Liguria. A family. A happy family approaching Christmas. 

        After that, we worked on for another three hours and at the end of it we had found nothing of interest, other than his email to his brother. Dehan photographed it on her cell, on the grounds that it was not research and was therefore not covered by the confidentiality agreement, and I stood to get my coat. I also pressed the bell to call the maid.  

        She entered as we were putting the notebooks back in the boxes. I smiled at her. 

        “What’s your name?” 

        “Cynthia, sir.” 

        “Cynthia, I am going to tell Dr. Meigh that you were extremely helpful, and very charming with it.” She blushed and bobbed and thanked me very much. I gave what I hoped was a paternal smile and said, “You know Dr. Shine has gone missing.” 

        “Yes, sir, but I don’t really know anything about it.” 

        “You probably know more than you realize. You know that Dr. Meigh, Detective Dehan and I are trying to clear her name. We feel that she has been wrongly accused of the murder of Dr. Robles.” 

        I could feel Dehan’s eyes burning into the back of my head, but I ignored her. Cynthia’s eyes were wide. I said, “I had hoped to have a chat with Patricia—with Dr. Meigh—before leaving, but it seems I’ve missed her. So maybe you can help me a little more before we go.” 

        “I’d be glad to, Detective, if I can…” 

        “You see, it’s essential we find Agnes soon, before she does anything…” I let the words hang there a moment until Cynthia nodded once, slowly. “So, maybe you can tell me when was the last time that she visited Dr. Meigh?” 

        She frowned hard. “Well, it’s hard to say, exactly. You see, she used to come over most Saturdays, sometimes Friday, and the last Saturday she was here was the Saturday before she…” She hesitated a moment, then concluded, “Before she went away...” 

        “You see? That is so helpful. Obviously she’d stay till Sunday, they’d have a picnic…” I laughed. “All the usual stuff.” 

        She was beginning to look troubled, like she knew she was being pumped and the doctor would be mad at her for talking to me. She nodded. “Yes, she always spent the weekend here.” 

        I slipped her ten bucks and my card, and winked at her. “You have been very helpful, Cynthia. If you think of anything at all, however small, which you think might help us to find Dr. Shine before she does anything foolish, you give me a call, anytime, night or day. Got it?”  

        She nodded and we left. 

        In the car once again, Dehan, looking more like a wool elf than a wood elf, we backed out onto the road and started the slow, freezing drive back toward the Bronx. She crossed her arms and her ankles and stuck out her bottom lip in thought. 

        “Well,” she said, “that was surprising.” 

        “We came looking for one thing, and we found three different things instead.” 

        She looked at me from under her eyebrows. “Three?” 

        “Number three, I grant you, was a negative find, but, one.” I held up my thumb. “We found that Dr. Jose Robles did in fact have a sex life.” I held up my index finger. “Two, we found that he pursued it while Agnes was country housing at the weekends with her exalted friend, Patricia Meigh; and, and, no less important than those two interesting facts, Dehan.” I held up my middle finger. “We found that there was absolutely nothing remarkable about Dr. Robles’ research. In fact, there was a bit of that research missing.” 

        She smirked a little smugly. “We also found something else. I said, ‘three’ like that because I counted four things.” 

        “Four?” 

        “We also found that Dr. Meigh lied to us when she said she was not that close to Agnes. She was close enough that they got together every weekend to go sailing and have picnics.” 

        I nodded. “Indeed, Little Grasshopper, indeed, we found that too. And that is very important.” 

        “You think she’s hiding Agnes?” 

        “It possible, isn’t it?” 

        “You think Cynthia will come through?” 

        “No. I did my best, but I don’t think so.” 

        “Oh, you did better than that. Poor kid’s knees were knocking with the post-pubescent hormonal riot that you unleashed inside her.” 

        “Where do you learn to say such horrible things, Dehan?” 

        “From reading your books.” 

        “So, what have we got?” 

        “May I?” 

        “Please do.” 

        “Jose and Agnes got into this very intense relationship based on emotional dependency. He was dominant and she was subservient. The most important aspect of this difference was that she depended entirely on him, whereas he had this insatiable need to have lots of people dependent on him. That need drove him to seek out other people, like Hays and possibly Am Nielsen.” 

        “OK.” 

        “Now, the thing is, their relationship is completely Platonic. We don’t know if it’s him or her or both of them who don’t want it, but we do know it ain’t happening. We also know that he may be hitting the sack with Alicia Cobos and that Saturday nights he is going to a club where he has lots of fun. Does Alicia go with him? We don’t know.” 

        “We’ll have to ask.” 

        “Now, my theory: Agnes wants their relationship to progress to the next level. She wants a full blown romantic relationship with him. But he only gets turned on by women who are not subservient.” She held up a woolen hand. “Don’t interrupt. He enjoys the power of dominating, but he only gets horny with women who don’t need him. That’s why he can’t with Agnes, but he can with Ali and he can with the hookers—nobody is less emotionally dependent than a hooker, right?” 

        “Right. You have changed your mind about Alicia?” 

        “Jury’s out. Anyway, Agnes gets to hear about his Saturday night capers, probably from Alicia. She calls him to her house, confronts him with it, and he follows their usual routine and humiliates her. But this time, the pain of rejection is too much, and she shoots him. The moment she realizes what she has done, she panics, jumps in her car and drives to her friend Patricia, who hides her and her car.” She turned and looked back over her shoulder at the receding road. “She is probably in that house right now.” 

        I thought about it for a while, trying to visualize her in some kind of ménage a trios with Meigh’s husband. It didn’t really work.  

        “Questions: what about the gun, what about the research, and what about Assistant DA Costas Varufakis?” 
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        Instead of turning right toward the Bronx, I continued straight on through Queens and Brooklyn toward Manhattan. Dehan was saying, “The gun we already said might have any number of explanations. The research, she is just trying to fob us off because they are secretive about their products. It’s natural. As for the ADA, I don’t know, maybe he saw the same things we saw and thought it needed a deeper look than Gutierrez was giving it.” 

        I nodded like I was listening and agreeing, but I wasn’t. I said, “Call Hays, will you? Ask him if Am is there. Don’t tell him we’re on our way. Just ask.” 

        She put it on speaker. It rang a couple of times, then Hays’ voice said, “Yes?” 

        “Dr. Hays, this is Detective Dehan. You remember we spoke yesterday.” 

        “Well, of course I remember. I would have to have some kind of very serious condition…” 

        I interrupted him. “Dr. Hays, we are phoning to ask about one of your students, Am Nielsen. Is he there today?” 

        “Yes, he was in class today. He’s in all day.” 

        On an impulse I asked him, “What kind of student is he, Dr. Hays?” 

        “I have only had him a very short time, but I know Jose thought very highly of him, and from what I have seen of his work, I would say he is above average.” 

        “Would you describe him as eccentric?” 

        “No. Not any more than most science students at this level. You don’t have to be insane to be a scientist, Detective, but it helps.” There was an odd noise, as though he was suffocating, and I realized he was laughing. 

        “That’s funny, Dr. Hays. I’ll have to remember it.” 

        “I hope you do. Your recall expectations seem to be quite low, if your partner is anything to go by.” 

        “Dr. Hays, I have one more question before you go. Who has replaced Dr. Robles on the research program?” 

        “Nobody as yet.” 

        “Right, OK, thank you.” 

        We arrived at the university twenty minutes later. It was already getting dark. As we entered the lobby, I noticed a security guard. He was in his fifties, tall and wiry, and strongly built. He saw me looking at him and approached. He had a badge on his pocket with the legend VMS. 

        “Can I help you?” 

        I showed him my badge. “Detective Stone. We’re looking for Am Nielsen.” 

        He smiled. “There’re an awful lot of students here, Detective…” 

        “This guy is a joker, six three, athletic, imitates accents…” 

        He gave a lopsided smile and pointed toward the cafeteria. “That him?” 

        “That’s him. Thanks.” 

        He was sitting at a table with half a dozen other students. A couple of them were playing chess. There was a lot of talking and a lot of laughing, so they didn’t notice us approaching till we were almost upon them. But I did notice that Am was getting most of the laughs, poking fun at the guy whose move it was. 

        “Mate in six, dude! No! Are you crazy? Not the bishop! OK! Good move! If you want to lose your queen, do that!” 

        We stood, one on either side of him, and Dehan said, “Hello, Mr. Nielsen.” 

        He jumped and turned, then gaped, and for a long moment he seemed only to be able to blink at her. Then he turned and looked at me. Finally, he said, “Detectives…” 

        I turned to the rest of the table. They were frowning. “Mind if we borrow your joker for a bit?” 

        Dehan winked at him. “Let’s go for a walk. You feel me, dude?” 

        We walked him out to the lobby. The VMS guard had gone. We found a nest of chairs and sat. He drew breath but I raised a hand. “Let’s get the ground rules set first. Right now we are going to prosecute you for obstruction of justice. That will end your career as an engineer, and you will probably do time. Tell me another lie and you will be looking at accessory to murder.” He went pale. “Now, start talking and convince me not to prosecute you. Here’s a hint. Do that by telling me the truth.” 

        “About what?” 

        Dehan shook her head, squinting at him. “How about you start by explaining why the stupid act.” 

        He took a breath, then sighed and shrugged. “I’m a clown. It’s compulsive. I get with people and I start clowning. When you came to see me, I just got caught up in the act.” 

        “That’s bullshit.” 

        “No, man, it’s not.” 

        I sighed. “Come on, Am. You called me on the phone, remember? Why the hell did you call me? You have a university full of students you can clown with. You seriously expect us to believe that you called two cops on a homicide investigation just because you felt like clowning!” 

        “No, no, no, of course not. I called you because we’d all heard that Dr. Shine was a suspect in Dr. Robles’ murder. It was eating at me. We all knew he treated her like shit, but she’s a really sweet woman and there was no way she shot him. I was sure his death had something to do with his research. I can’t tell you why. It was just a hunch. I knew if I called and said, ‘I’m Dr. Robles’ student and I think he was murdered for his research, but I have no evidence,’ you’d laugh at me and send me on  my way.” 

        “So you came up with that! You couldn’t think of anything more elaborate?” 

        “No, man. I didn’t come up with it, I called and when you answered, all kind of, ‘Stone!’ I started playing a part and before I knew it…” 

        “So how much of it was true?” 

        “Pretty much all of it. It’s just, the way I told it was kind of elaborate.” 

        “Your dad in Colorado, your name…” 

        “Yeah, man. Maybe not quite so dramatic as I made it sound, but it’s all true.” 

        Dehan pulled off her hat. “You said Robles intervened for you to be admitted…” 

        “No, I was admitted to the university in the ordinary way. But I got a reputation for being a clown. I have a bad habit of mimicking the teachers in tutorials and shit. That’s not helpful in a serious institution like this one, however high your IQ is. So when I applied to assist on Dr. Meigh’s research program, initially they said no, but Robles intervened and got me on.” 

        “So you already had a good relationship with him.” 

        “Yeah, very good.” 

        I cleared my throat and frowned. “The whole thing about the Robles-Americano electric engine…?” 

        He nodded. “We talked about that.” 

        “OK, so here’s the thing, I have just come from looking at his research and there is absolutely nothing exceptional about it at all. All he does is review existing technology and discuss how it can be improved. But there is nothing, nothing, in the way of solid proposals.” 

        “How could you possibly have seen…” 

        “Dr. Meigh gave us access.” 

        He stared at me for a long moment, then shook his head. “Meigh? No, our proposals were radical, we discussed them in depth…” 

        “Nothing.” 

        “But she wouldn’t have…” 

        Dehan snapped, “Wouldn’t have what? Are you saying she kept stuff back?” 

        “I don’t know, man. I’m just a student. I’m not even a graduate. You’d have to ask her…” 

        I pressed him. “But you are certain that he had proposals that were revolutionary.” 

        “I don’t know.” 

        “You just said so.” 

        “Yeah, but you just said…” 

        “Were you lying?” 

        “No, man! Stop it!” 

        “Think very carefully before you answer, Am. Did you and Robles discuss research that he was conducting that would be a radical improvement to the lithium ion battery?” 

        He swallowed. “Yes. We did.” 

        “And you were involved in that research?” 

        “Yes.” 

        “Where did he go Saturday nights?” 

        He stared at me and went a sallow gray color. “What?” 

        “Where did Robles go Saturday nights?” 

        “I don’t know. I have no idea. How would I know?” 

        “I need you to come to the station and make a statement.” 

        “Now? I have a late seminar. I have a ton of work to do, man. I’ll be there first thing in the morning. Nine o’clock.” 

        “We’ll take you and bring you back.” 

        “C’mon man! Give me a break! I told you I’m struggling with my reputation here. If I’m seen leaving with the cops…” 

        I sighed. “Nine AM, I want to see you there. And don’t even dream about changing your story.” 

        “I’ll be there. I promise.” 

        We walked back out into the dark. Little spits of freezing rain were being carried on the air by a light breeze. We climbed into the car. I fired her up and we pulled away toward the Bronx. The traffic was at its heaviest and we crawled along, stopping and starting among the broken, wet lights. I took out my cell and called the inspector. 

        “John, where are you? I’ve had Costas on the phone twice in the last hour.” 

        “We’re stuck in traffic, sir. We should be there within the hour.” 

        “I’ll tell him to make his way over, then.” 

        “Yes sir, we’ll be as quick as we can.” 

        At Madison Square Park, however, I took a left and cruised slowly down West 25th. Dehan didn’t say anything because she knew what I was doing. I turned right on 8th and then right again onto West 26th. I slowed as we approached number 250. It was the Wells Fargo building. Above it there was a jiujitsu club, and above that was Dare 2 Dream, the club Dr. Jose Robles used to frequent on a Saturday night.  

        It was ten to eight by the time we got back to the station. We found the Assistant District Attorney in the inspector’s office. He stood to greet us as we stripped off our coats.  

        “John, Carmen, thank you for meeting with me. I know it’s a long day.” 

        His manner and his voice were pleasant. He was in his forties, balding slightly, but his hair was still black. We sat and he studied first Dehan and then me. “How did you get on?” 

        Dehan made a ball of her hat and said, “Before we get onto that, may I ask you a question, sir?” 

        “Of course, but please, call me Costas.” 

        “Have you a personal interest in this case?” 

        His face hardened. “What are you suggesting, Detective?” 

        “I’m not suggesting anything, sir. I’m just asking if you have a personal interest in the case.” He sighed and sat back in his chair. Dehan went on. “We would like to know what prompted you to press for a continuation of this investigation, rather than accepting Detective Gutierrez’s conclusions. That’s a very unusual thing to do.” 

        He said, carefully, “There seemed to be unexplained aspects to the case.” 

        “Could you give us an example, sir?” 

        He hesitated. “You pointed out yourselves, the gun. Not only was it an unusual choice for a woman like Agnes, but where did she get it from? Also, where is she? It is not easy to disappear that completely in this day and age, even for a professional criminal. Yet she has vanished without leaving a trace. Her cards have not been used. There has been a BOLO out on her and on her car for a couple of weeks, but there is not a trace of her.” 

        Dehan leaned forward with her elbows on her knees and nodded several times. “Sir, Costas, my partner and I run the cold cases unit in this precinct. Our archive isn’t computerized yet, so it still fills two big cartons with cases. Some of them go back thirty years. What is it about this one, in particular, that makes it more important than all those other cases?” 

        He stared for a long time at the floor. The inspector was looking hard at Dehan. Finally, Costas said, “You are quite right, Detective, and you have a right to know. Jose was a friend of mine. When I heard he had been murdered, it was a huge shock, and the more I looked at the murder scene, the less convincing I found it. Gutierrez is a good detective, but I asked John to put somebody on it who would look beneath the obvious.” He gestured at us with both hands. “I see he made a good choice.” 

        She gave a humorless snort. “One thing you can say for this case is that there is nothing obvious about it. It seems everybody has half a story to tell.” He frowned at her and she held his eye, then said, “Dr. Meigh made Dr. Robles’ research available to us. We examined it. Obviously a lot of it was incomprehensible to us, but that part of it which was translated into layman’s terms seemed unremarkable. She left us alone with it without supervision, and if we had wanted to, we could have photographed and copied it. Her security was not lax, it was nonexistent.” She paused. “Another thing that struck us both as surprising was that the research was stored at her house.” 

        “That is surprising.” 

        The inspector gave me a curious look. “I don’t know what common practice is in these cases, but you’d expect…” 

        “Unless the value of the work he was doing was not as great as they are making out. On the other hand, she is the head of the department and in charge of the project.” I shook my head. “I honestly don’t know. What I do know is that what we saw was little more than a review of existing technology.” 

        Costas looked from me to Dehan and back again. “Not a motive for murder, then?” 

        I shook my head. “Not what we saw, no.” 

        He hesitated. “What are your conclusions, so far?” 

        “We haven’t any, so far. We have three major questions: Where is Agnes Shine? How did she get hold of that gun? And who is Mohamed?” 

        His face went rigid. “Mohamed?” 

        “Yes, Mohamed.” 

        He shook his head. “I don’t understand. I mean, I can only repeat your question. Who is Mohamed? How have you come up with this name?” 

        I watched him carefully as Dehan said, “He is somebody who was in touch with Dr. Robles, and seems to have been threatening him.” 

        “With what?” 

        I said: “With exposure?” 

        “Exposure? What kind of exposure?” 

        “That’s what we don’t know. Can you offer us any insight into that?” 

        “No. I mean, how would I?” 

        “You were friends.” 

        “But not that… I mean, not close enough to know anything that might be exposed!” 

        I spread my hands. “That’s where the investigation is at the moment, Costas.” 

        He stared at the floor a moment. “Yes, I see. Well…” He stood and took his coat from the back of his chair. “I’ll let you get home. Thank you for meeting with me.” 

        I stood. “If, as his friend, you should think of anything that could help us, however unrelated…” 

        He nodded. “I know the routine, Detective. Thanks again.” He turned to the inspector. “John, thanks again for your help.” 

        He left and closed the door behind him. We heard his feet on the stairs and after a moment, the inspector raised his eyebrows at us. “Would you mind telling me what that was about?” 

        Dehan still had her elbows on her knees, turning her hat over in her hands. She glanced at me. I said, “I wish I knew, sir.” 

        He shook his head. “Uh-uh, that won’t do, John. When you subject the Assistant District Attorney to that kind of treatment in my office, and he takes it, I am entitled to know why!” 

        I sat. My ankles were cold and I could see amber droplets of rain spattering the window overlooking Storey Avenue. Suddenly I wanted to be at home in front of the fire, smelling something good coming from the kitchen. I sighed. 

        “Truthfully, sir, all I can tell you is that there seemed to be a portion of Dr. Robles’ research missing, that Dr. Meigh and Dr. Shine were close friends, but Dr. Meigh lied about it, that Dr. Robles frequented a night club on West 26th Street, in Chelsea, most Saturday nights, that somebody called Mohamed threatened to join one of his classes and that ADA Costas Varufakis is hiding something, but I have no idea what. That, right now, is the extent of my knowledge.” 

        He stared at me a moment, then waved his hands in the air and shook his head. “Fine! Fine! We could probably all do with going home and having a good night’s sleep.” 

        I looked over at Dehan. She looked as dead beat as I felt. “Unfortunately, sir,” I said, “we still have to go dancing tonight.” 
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        We arrived on West 26th at midnight. Dare 2 Dream was located discreetly on the top floor and sported a vast terrace, a lawn, palm trees and even a swimming pool, all under a glass dome annexed to the bar. There was no music as such. It was more as though some electronic god had gone into paroxysmal supraventricular tachycardia and we were trapped inside his chest. There were a lot of people, and most of them were bouncing. The ones that weren’t bouncing were leaning into each other’s ears and shouting, then nodding at each other with faces that seemed to say, I have no idea what you just said. 

        As we squeezed through the press of bouncing, squinting people, I began to notice a third group. These were dressed mainly in black leather. It was not overt, but if you were looking for the signs, they were there. Mainly they were in dark corners, behind palms or partly concealed by groups of voyeurs.  

        Dehan grabbed my head and leaned in close to my ear. “Is it a gay club? I can’t work it out!” 

        I shook my head and put my mouth to her ear. “No! It’s a dare to dream club. Whatever you’re into! What Mo would call bacon, lettuce and tomato!” 

        She shouted back: “You think they cater to straight, monogamous chicks?” 

        “I hope so. Come on, I need a drink.” 

        We pushed toward the bar, which was made of translucent blue glass, and found a spot where I could hail the barperson. The barperson had a small knitting needle through her nose and dead people tattooed on her arms. She wiped the space in front of us and said, “Get you?” 

        “Two Bushmills, straight up.” 

        She poured them swiftly and efficiently and said, “Forty bucks!” 

        I handed her fifty and said, “Is Mohamed in tonight?” 

        In my peripheral vision, I saw Dehan stare at me. Barperson took my money and frowned. “Pal, there must be five hundred people here right now. How the hell would I know?” 

        I shrugged, and on an impulse I said, “Ali said you knew him.” 

        “Ali? Mohamed? What is this, Isis revenge? Gimme a break, willya?” 

        She took the money to the till and rung it up. Dehan leaned over to me and said, “Have you gone crazy?” 

        “I’m testing a theory.” 

        The barperson came back with my change. She handed it to me and said, “Ali? What’s this Ali like?” 

        “Spanish, pretty, short hair…” 

        “Talks too much?” 

        I laughed. “Yeah.” 

        “She said I knew Mohamed? What else she say?” 

        I shrugged. “She told me to talk to you.” I turned to Dehan. “What else did she say, honey?” 

        Dehan winked at the barperson. “She said you would help us, and that you were a tia buena.” 

        She shrugged her tattooed shoulder and shook her head. “I don’t know what that means.” 

        “It means you’re hot.” 

        Now she gave a bashful, lopsided smile and pointed toward a palm by the door to the dome. There was a table in the shadows beside it with several people sitting there. “He usually sits over there. You know what he looks like? Big, six three, tattoos like mine. Got short hair and very blue eyes.” 

        I shook my head. “Not an Arab?” 

        Barperson’s laugh was scornful. “No, dude.” To Dehan she said, “Name’s Heimdall. I get off at three.” 

        Dehan grinned. “Carmen. I’ll be around.” 

        “Carmen, that’s nice.” 

        We elbowed and shouldered our way through the crowd toward the palm. Dehan was tugging on my sleeve. I looked back at her and mouthed, “Wait!”  

        When we got to the table by the palm, the music wasn’t as loud. There were four guys sitting there. Two were on stools, the other two on a padded bench against the wall. One of those was huge. He had the tattoos, very short hair and even from where I was standing, I could see his eyes were a very pale blue. He had on a gray, string-sleeved vest and one of his massive arms was around another guy who must have been half his size and half his weight, and was wearing false eyelashes and very red lipstick. They all looked up as we arrived. They seemed more interested in Dehan than in me, but the interest was not all that friendly. 

        I jerked my head toward the big guy. “You Mohamed?” 

        He lounged back with his mouth slightly open. “No, I’m Thomas fuckin’ Aquinas. Who the fuck are you, apart from the guy who’s gonna…” 

        I held up a hand. “Before we get there, Robles sent me with a message.” 

        “You’re a lying fuckin’ bastard.” 

        “Yeah? Maybe I am at that. How about we go out to the lawn and talk about it out there?” 

        “Yeah?” He looked at his pals and they all laughed. “How about I break your arms and legs and throw you off the fuckin’ roof?” 

        “How about you try? Either way, let’s do it outside.” 

        He got to his feet and before he could reach for me, I moved to the door and opened it. Dehan stepped out onto the terrace and, as he came around the palm, flexing his muscles, I pulled my jacket back just enough for him to see the butt of my Colt. I smiled sweetly at him and jerked my head at the door. “Outside, Mohamed.” 

        “What the fuck…?” 

        “Outside.” 

        He went out after Dehan and his friends made to follow. I pointed a finger like a gun at them and said, “Scram!” Then I followed Mohamed out and let the door close behind me. The noise was less: a mild throb in the background, behind the hiss and hum of the traffic in the street below. 

        Dehan had moved to a table by a heater and was sitting, sipping her drink, watching me curiously. Mohamed was still standing, facing me as I approached him. “Who are you, man? What’s the deal with Robles? I ain’t spoken to him since…” 

        “Since what? Sit down, Mohamed.” 

        He narrowed his eyes a moment, then moved to the table and sat. He stared at Dehan, calculating, then looked at me. “Since he deleted me from Telegram. Who are you…?” 

        I grinned. “You’re asking, but you’ve guessed already, haven’t you?” 

        “You’re cops. I don’t know what that son of a bitch has said to you, but he told me to leave him alone and I have left him alone.” 

        “You threatened to join his class. You knew how that could affect his career.” 

        “Hey, man!” He spread his hands and hunched his shoulders. “Words! It was a lovers’ spat. I was hurting. Lovers say that kind of thing. But when I realized he was serious and it was over, I left it.” 

        “What did you want from him?” 

        “I wanted him to come out. I just wanted him to admit to the world that he loved me. Is that a lot to ask? Instead it was always this big macho act. Until he got behind the bedroom door. Then the whole story changed. He’d get on his knees and beg like a dog if I told him to.” 

        “I don’t need the details.” 

        “Your loss.” 

        “No doubt. Who else was in his crowd of friends?” 

        “Oh, you want me to be a snitch?” He looked at Dehan. She smiled at him. He looked back at me. “What is this, Trump’s little private army? Out to exterminate the deviants? Start with the college professors and purify the race?” 

        I shook my head and showed him my badge. “I’m Detective Stone. This is my partner, Detective Dehan. We have no interest in your sex life, Mohamed, but I’m afraid I have to tell you that Dr. Jose Robles was murdered last week, and we are trying to find his killer.” 

        His jaw sagged in a tragic echo of his expression when he first spoke to me. Arrogance was now replaced by shock, and that slowly began to give way to uncomprehending grief. His lower lip curled, his eyes became puffy and wet. His voice became a twisted whine. 

        “Why…?” He looked from Dehan to me again, wanting an answer, suddenly like a child denied its most treasured toy. “No… Why…? Not Jose…!” 

        He sat with his hands limp on his lap and his head thrown up to the glass dome, making a strange guttural noise designed to persuade a disinterested, uninterested, heartless god not to steal away his dreams. I sighed and glanced at Dehan. Her expression was hard to read. I said to Mohamed: 

        “Come on, we’ll take you to the station and give you some coffee. I need you to make a statement.” 

        He shook his head. “No. I want to be here, with my people. My friends. I’m not going anywhere. If you want to ask me questions, you’ll have to ask them here.” 

        “All right, who was in Dr. Robles’ crowd of friends, who used to come here?” 

        He ran the back of his hand across his eyes. “He used to come a lot with Ali. She was wild. I loved her. We used to joke that we were the Taliban. Ali and Mohamed. The terrorists. That was her joke mainly. She was like his beard. Then, more recently, just before we…” The tears spilled from his eyes and he shook his head at me, his eyes narrowed with resentment, his voice barely audible. “We could have been good, we could have been happy…” 

        I said, “A short guy, trim, in his forties, balding black hair, Mediterranean look?” 

        He nodded. “He was flaunting him at me. He was so cruel sometimes!” 

        “This guy have a name?” 

        “Most people don’t use names here.” 

        “But you knew Dr. Robles’ name. You knew everything about him.” 

        He shrugged. His face, his voice, were helpless, bewildered. “We were a couple. We were going to get an apartment. We were solid. I told him everything, and he shared everything with me. Then one day, it was just after we’d had a beautiful weekend together, he turned up with this… My god! He looked like a lawyer!” 

        “Think before you answer, Mohamed. Was this guy gay?” 

        “Well, if he wasn’t, he was sure putting on a good show! They were dancing and kissing like they meant it.” 

        I pulled out my cell, found a picture of the Assistant DA Costas Varufakis and expanded it so there was no information visible. I showed it to Mohamed. “This the guy?” 

        He nodded. “Yeah, that’s him. Who is he?” 

        I put the phone away. “What’s your name?” 

        “Am I under arrest?” 

        “No, but you might be a witness to a murder. What’s your name?” 

        “Daniel Brand.” 

        “I need your phone number and your address, and I need you at the 43rd Precinct tomorrow no later than ten to make a statement. You understand that? You don’t show, there will be a BOLO out for you.” 

        Anger suddenly constricted his face. “Hey! Pal! I ain’t a criminal! You don’t need to threaten me. I’ll do my civic duty, OK?” 

        I nodded. “OK.” I went to stand, then stopped. “Just a couple more questions. Did he ever come here with another woman?” 

        He shook his head. “The only woman he came with was Ali.” 

        “Did he ever show any interest in buying a gun?” 

        I might have asked if he ate babies for breakfast. The look of horror transfigured his face. “Are you crazy? Jose was just totally, totally anti guns! He even hated bullfighting! And believe me, he was so Spanish! But he detested all forms of violence… unless they were consensual.” 

        I looked at Dehan. She raised her eyebrows and shook her head. I said, “OK, let’s go.” 

        We stood and made our way back to the bar. As we went through the door, Mohamed’s friends pushed past us and ran out to him. Heimdall didn’t see us leave. 

        Dehan didn’t speak in the elevator or in the lobby. She waited till we were out in the street and I was unlocking the car. Then she leaned on the roof, with the icy wind whipping her hair across her face, and said, “How? How did you know? How could you possibly have known?” 

        I opened the door and climbed in the car. She got in the other side and slammed the door after her. For a moment we were cocooned in a comfortable silence. I started the engine and pulled away. 

        “The simple answer is that I didn’t.” 

        “No, uh-uh.” She shook her head and wagged her finger in the negative. “No. No, sir. You knew, and I’ll tell you something else, you came here for the express purpose of meeting Mohamed, because you knew that he would be here. Deny it.” 

        I smiled. “I deny it. I had a hunch, but it wasn’t that hard to see, Dehan. You would have seen it too if you had stopped talking yourself in circles.” 

        “Talking myself in circles…” 

        She didn’t say it resentfully. She frowned like she was thinking about it. 

        I nodded. “Yes, you had two theories you were considering, the terrorist or jealous Agnes. But we realized almost from the start that Mohamed could not be a terrorist, or an industrial spy in the employ of the Saudis. Two things stood out, on the one hand there was the fact that he had deleted the Telegram app, which we agreed he would not have been allowed to do if he was negotiating with Middle Eastern interests. And on the other hand, the nature of the message itself. It was a threat, for sure, but not a threat to kill or torture him. It was a threat by Mohamed to reveal his existence at Robles’ workplace. It was Mohamed’s existence that was the threat. Add that to Robles’ rather odd relationship with Agnes and it’s not a huge leap to a gay lover.” 

        She sighed. “So obvious…” 

        I shrugged. “Well, that and my razor-like mind.” 

        “Yeah, that too. So where the hell does that leave us? I am still no clearer, Stone.” 

        The roads were almost empty and we made good time. We crossed at the Madison Avenue Bridge and headed north on 3rd Avenue and the Boston Road. I didn’t answer her because I didn’t know how to. I had found a corner and a patch of sky in the puzzle, but it still didn’t make any kind of picture. There were two disparate parts to it: the sex and the science. And there didn’t seem to be any way to make them match up and make sense. 

        “It leaves us with a man,” I said, and Dehan looked startled because we had been quiet for almost fifteen minutes, “who stirred up intense feelings in people, feelings of love, devotion, anger, hatred and contempt. It leaves us with a man who did all of that through his public persona, while keeping his private self well hidden. His private self was, by all accounts, a brilliant scientist, about whom we know practically nothing. It leaves us wondering which one of the two got him killed.” 





ELEVEN


   

        The next morning, at ten to nine, we were in interrogation room three drinking coffee. I was sitting at the table and Dehan was leaning with her back against the wall, her arms folded. We were waiting for Am Nielsen to arrive and Dehan was speaking our thoughts for us. 

        “We have a serious question we need to decide, Stone, and we need to make up our minds by the time we finish taking Am’s statement. We need to decide whether we tell the chief about Costas and Jose.” 

        I nodded and looked at my shoes. They had no answers for me. “For that, we need to decide if his affair with Robles is relevant to the case. So far it’s only relevant to his getting us on the case.” 

        “Is it?” 

        “Honestly, I don’t know.” 

        “There is another question, which frankly he dodged last night, about why he was so convinced the case needed to be looked into more deeply. I mean, let’s face it, the fact that he and Robles were lovers makes it more likely, not less, that Agnes killed him. One thing is being dumped for another woman—at least Ali is gorgeous and shared all of Robles’ tastes and prejudices—but to be dumped for a guy? That’s got to hurt. That could tip a neurotic woman over the edge.” 

        “It’s a good point.” 

        “And it’s an important question.” She stated it with emphasis, “What made Costas so convinced that Agnes did not kill Dr. Robles?” 

        I nodded. “It is an important question, the more so because he must have known, when he pressed the chief, that a deeper investigation risked revealing his relationship with Robles.” 

        She shrugged. “I don’t see any option. We have to tell him.” 

        “Let’s get Am and Mohamed out of the way, then we’ll talk to the inspector about Costas and where the case seems to be going.” I sighed and held up both hands, like I was holding two oranges. “There’s his personality and his sex life, here, on the left. And then there is his research, here, on the right. On the left you have Mohamed, Ali, Agnes and Costas Varufakis. On the right you have his actual, physical research, the bit that’s missing, Dr. Meigh and Am.” I paused. “Thinking aloud, we originally thought that Mohamed was on the right, but he turned out to be part of his sex life.”  

        We were quiet for a while, staring at the empty place in space where we both imagined the small clusters of people and facts. Then Dehan said, “Maybe that’s just it, Stone. Maybe they are, in actual fact, separate. Maybe there is no connection between the two. Maybe he had such a damned awful attitude, such a conflictive approach to life, that he generated hostility and problems wherever he went. And that is what gives us the illusion that it is all connected to his death.” 

        I frowned. “Explain.” 

        “OK, the world is divided into those who thought Robles was great, and those who thought he was a royal pain in the ass. Now, just imagine, a department of nice, nerdy scientists who all get on together and either have chess evenings smoking pipes, or play Lord of the Rings and Halo games together. They are all happy in Nerd Land. And then, one day, El Grincho comes along, sneering at everything, putting everybody down, playing his power games, insulting everybody and generally being a pain in the butt. Everybody wants him to leave, but, there’s a problem.” 

        I said, “He’s a very good scientist and he is contributing radical ideas to the research.” 

        “Exactly. So they have to put up with him. That’s what’s going on in the right-hand bubble. Now, meantime, in the left-hand bubble, we see that his desire to put everybody down and play power games is nothing more than an expression of his sexual proclivities.” 

        “Who are you? And what have you done with Dehan? Where did you learn such language?” 

        “I told you, from your books. Robles has a compulsive, sexual need to dominate people or be dominated by them. This draws people like Agnes into a dependent relationship with him. She needs him, badly, but he refuses to get involved with her romantically, yet at the same time refuses to set her free. Double bind. The first humiliation comes in the form of Ali, and then the final straw is Mohamed and/or Costas. She snaps and kills him.” I drew breath but she held up a hand. “Meanwhile, presented with his death, Dr. Meigh does two things. One, she shelters Agnes, and two, she holds back the key part of his research, planning to present it later as either her own or the work of the team. The team quietly acquiesce—all, that is, but Am Nielsen.” 

        I thought about it for a while. Finally, I said, “That is a very compelling piece of reasoning, Dehan. I like it very much. It’s brilliant.” 

        “Gee. Shucks, boss.” 

        I glanced at her. “What about the gun?” 

        “As you would say, two gets you twenty she got that from Dr. Meigh. We need to look into her. Maybe her husband was a Marine, or at least military. My bet is she got it from her old pal, Meigh, who later sheltered her.” 

        I thought about the man I’d seen Meigh kiss and hand over the keys to the Audi. He didn’t look especially lethal, but you couldn’t always tell. “If that’s true, then it elevates Meigh’s involvement to conspiracy to commit murder.” 

        “Yeah.” 

        I looked at my watch. It was five past nine. “He’s late.” We stared at each other for a moment. “Once we have his testimony, we go back to Meigh and demand to see the missing part of the research.” 

        “What about Mohamed?” 

        “We’ll get Gomez to take it. I want to talk to Meigh before they go on holiday.” 

        Dehan gave a single nod. “If we can get her to admit to that much, maybe we can use it as leverage to force her to give up Agnes…” We stared at each other a moment longer and she shrugged. “That’s what this whole thing comes down to now, Stone, isn’t it? Find Agnes.” 

        “I guess…” I looked at my watch again. Ten past. I pulled out my cell and called Am. I got a message saying it was switched off or out of range. “He’s not coming.” 

        She frowned. “Come on! He’s probably on the subway.” 

        I shook my head. “He’s not coming. Get your woolly hat, Dehan. I’m going to call Hays and try Am again. You put out a BOLO, and arrange for a car to go to the university. We’re going to his house.” 

        She stood, looking at me as though I’d gone crazy. “Why? He’s ten minutes late, Stone!” 

        “Because we are missing something and I don’t know what it is. But believe me, he is not coming!” 

        I ran down the stairs dialing Hays’ number. It rang a couple of times before he answered. 

        “You again, Detective.” 

        “Yeah, me again. Is Am Nielsen there? Have you seen him today?” 

        “He isn’t here and I haven’t seen him. He’s probably still in bed. It’s barely a quarter past nine!” 

        “I know what time it is. The moment you see him, you call me. Tell him to stay put. I’ll come and get him.” 

        “Is that an order?”  

        “Yes.” 

        His tone was sarcastic, mine wasn’t. I hung up and went to the detectives’ room to grab my coat. When I stepped outside, it had started to drizzle, but the drizzle was turning to a fine sleet. I opened the door and Dehan came out of the station, swaddled in wool, and ran across the road to join me. As we climbed in, she said, “Time to share, big guy. You know it makes me mad when you cut me out.” 

        I reversed out of the lot, turned into Metcalf, crossed the Bruckner Expressway and joined the boulevard on the other side, going west. There I hit the gas, headed for Hunts Point. 

        “I don’t know, Dehan. I’m as confused as you are. Everything you said makes sense. But Am doesn’t make sense. He doesn’t fit with the logical explanation. I can’t put it into words for you right now, but I know he’s gone as sure as I know I had coffee this morning.” I glanced at her. “It’s at least twenty past now, right?” 

        She checked her watch. “Yeah, twenty-two.” 

        “Call the station, call the university, call him. I’ll tell you what you’ll find. He hasn’t showed and his cell is either out of range or switched off.” 

        She waited a second, then pulled out her phone and called the station. She put it on speaker. 

        “Maria, this is Detective Dehan. Has Am Nielsen turned up yet?” 

        “No, no word from him yet.” 

        “Call me when he shows, will you?” 

        “You told me that five minutes ago, honey.” 

        She called Hays. 

        “Dr. Hays, this is Detective Dehan…” 

        “Your partner spoke to me five minutes ago and ordered me to telephone him as soon as Nielsen arrived. He has not arrived. As soon as he does, I will call you. Is there anything else the police state would like from me before I start my day’s work?” 

        “No, thank you.” 

        She called Am and got no response. 

        Under the overpass, I turned onto Hunts Point Avenue and accelerated toward his house. I pulled up outside just as Dehan’s cell started to ring. She climbed out and slammed the door as she answered it. 

        “Yeah, Dehan.” She listened, watching me as I went to the door, hammered and rang the bell. “OK,” she said. “Just stand by. Wait there for now.” 

        The drapes were closed and there was no sound from inside. Suddenly Dehan shrugged. “It’s simple, Stone.” 

        “What is?” 

        “He supplied the gun. It was staring us in the face. I think one of us actually said it right at the beginning, but we dismissed it.” 

        “Why would he?” 

        She put her hands on my chest. Puffs of condensation came from her mouth as she spoke. “Put it together. He told us he liked her. He’s a chameleon. We’ve seen he has the ability to adapt to whatever he thinks people expect from him. Hell, he played us! He had us eating soup with him, listening to his story and advising him to go back to college! He even got that arrogant bastard Robles to get him onto the research team. So he got himself inside Agnes’ head.” 

        “What for?” 

        “I can give you two reasons. One, to help him get close to Robles because Robles could advance his career. It was not Robles who took an interest in Nielsen, but Nielsen who took an interest in Robles. And two, because Agnes is in fact an attractive woman.” 

        I frowned. “Agnes Shine?” 

        “Have you seen a picture of her?” 

        “She’s pretty enough, but she’s nothing special, Dehan.” 

        Her expression became smug. “Except, look at the way people respond to her. Ali looks like a million bucks, but how do people respond to her? With indifference. Agnes on the other hand, quiet, shy, retiring Agnes gets invited to the Meighs’ every weekend, becomes Robles’ special friend, Hays’ special friend, has Patricia Meigh hiding her and has Nielsen paying her special attention. I’m telling you, partner, Agnes Shine has a special attraction because of her shy, vulnerable nature. And Am Nielsen liked her, and with his empathic nature, got inside her defenses and when she decided she’d had enough of Robles she went to him—not Dr. Meigh or her husband!—to Am Nielsen because she knew he could get her a gun. And that, my friend, resolves the mystery of the Sig Sauer Tacops p226, unregistered and hot off the station wagon from Colorado.” 

        I thought about it for a moment. “You’re on fire today, Dehan. So wherever he is now…” 

        “She might be there too!” She pulled her cell and walked toward the car dialing. I called the inspector. 

        “John, good morning!” 

        I put him up to speed as far as Am was concerned and said, “I need to get into his house. There is a chance that Agnes is in there, or that there is some indication of where she might be.” 

        “Yes, I agree. I’ll send a Crime Scene team over, too. Let’s see if there is any trace of her there.” 

        “Good, thank you, sir.” 

        I hung up and by applying the small screwdriver on my Swiss Army knife, opened the lock before Dehan got back.  

        “We got probable cause?” 

        “The chief thinks so. We have a Crime Scene team coming over to look for traces of Agnes. You got gloves?” 

        “Always, baby.” 

        I glanced at her. Her tone of voice was incongruent with her Wool Elf look. She grinned. “I got the techs searching for his GPS. As soon as they find him, they’ll let us know.” 

        The kitchen showed us nothing but a pot of soup, one bowl and one spoon washed and dried on the rack. There was also a coffee percolator on the stove. I opened it and checked the grains. They were dry. The cups were all dry too, and stored away. 

        “He didn’t make coffee this morning.” 

        “That’s bad.” 

        “The last meal he had was soup.” 

        She smelled it. “It’s not rancid, but in this cold, that doesn’t mean much. It could be last night’s or the night before.” She put the pot down and faced me. “We spoke to him yesterday evening. We spooked him. He didn’t want to make a statement. He was anxious to get away. He bolted as soon as we left.” 

        I nodded. “Let’s have a look in the bedroom. See if he’s packed.” 

        The bed was unmade. His phone charger was plugged in next to the clock. I touched Dehan’s arm and pointed to it. She opened the wardrobe. There were a couple of jackets, a suit, a tie, some shirts, some chinos, shoes and boots. Two sports bags lay on the bottom of the wardrobe. 

        I opened the drawers in the tallboy against the wall. His underwear, his socks, jeans, belts and sweaters were all there. In the bathroom, his toothbrush, hairbrush and razor were all there. Dehan said:  

        “He didn’t come home to pack. He was in a hurry.” 

        “I don’t see his computer. He must have had it with him. But he’s left everything else.” I sighed and leaned my back against the wall. “What did we talk about? What did we say that could have spooked him so much?” 

        She thought for a minute. Outside the window, I could hear the cold sound of water spattering on the sidewalk from the guttering above. Dehan stuffed her hat in her pocket. 

        “He talked about how he was a clown, how they’d all heard Dr. Shine was a suspect in Robles’ murder. He knew Robles treated her like crap. He didn’t like that. He said she was really sweet—he used those words—and there was no way she shot him. He said he was sure Robles’ death had something to do with the research they were doing, but he had no concrete evidence, it was just a hunch. So he knew if he called us and said he was Robles’ student and believed Agnes was innocent, with no hard facts, we wouldn’t listen to him…” 

        “But that’s what he said, what did we say? Something we said spooked him.” 

        “I’m trying to remember. He said he got caught up playing a part…we asked him how much of what he said was true, he said pretty much all of it, he was from Colorado, his name, his dad…” 

        “You asked him if Robles had intervened on his behalf. That was when he told us it was not to get into the university, but onto the research program, remember? We asked if he had a good relationship with Robles…” 

        She pointed at me. “He said it was very good and confirmed they had plans for the Robles-Americano...” 

        “…And that was when I told him that there was research missing from what Meigh had shown us. That was when he started to get anxious, when I asked him to confirm, in a statement, that Robles’ research was radical and revolutionary.” 

        She nodded. “That, and when you asked him where Robles went on Saturday nights.” 

        I shook my head. “I can’t see it, Dehan. I can’t see anything there that would spook him enough to make him run.” 

        She nodded. “I can.” 

        “Tell me.” 

        “If Agnes has got Dr. Meigh and Am Nielsen to help her—Dr Meigh to hide her and Am to provide her with a weapon—it is possible, even probable, that Meigh doesn’t know anything about Am or how he got her the gun, but it is almost certain that Am knew that Meigh was hiding her.” 

        “Possible.” 

        “So when he hears that Meigh has started messing with the research, and we know about it, he figures we are going to start investigating her and it’s now only a matter of time before we find that she is hiding Agnes. You still with me? He’s a chess player, remember? He’s thinking several moves ahead. He knows that in a few moves we will have Agnes, she will confess and tell us where she got the gun from. So he bolts.” 

        I stared at her. “So Am gives Agnes the gun, Meigh doesn’t know that. When Robles dies, she hides his crucial research so she can present it as her own, we get wise to that and he fears our investigation into Meigh will show he was an accomplice in Robles’ murder…” 

        Before she could answer, her phone rang. She pulled it from her pocket and put it on speaker. “Yeah, Dehan.” 

        “Detective, we have just picked up a very weak signal from Mr. Nielsen’s phone.” 

        “Where?” 

        “I think he must be on a barge, Detective, because the signal keeps fading and coming back, like it’s being shielded by lead or something. He’s on the river.” 

        “Which river?” 

        “North stretch of the Harlem, where it branches off the Hudson? Right by the Columbia University athletic complex. I’m sending you the coordinates to your phone. There’s a jetty there in the park, and he seems to be moored there.” 

        Her phone pinged and she said, “OK, got it.” 

        Outside, I could hear the crime scene team arriving. I sighed and reached for my phone. “We’d better call for back up. I think we could have trouble.” 





TWELVE


   

        By the time we got to West 218th, the signal from Am’s GPS had grown a little stronger. Access to the Inwood Hill Park, where the pier was located, was cut off by two bollards and six artistically placed rocks. We stopped there and two patrol cars pulled in behind us. Dehan climbed out and pointed up the road, shouting to the nearest car.  

        “Campbell, you and O’Connor take the other corner! GPS says he’s still on the boat, cover the paths in case he tries to run!” The car took off up the road. “Mendez! Wagner, with me!” 

        With that, Dehan and I took off at a run through the park, with Mendez and Wagner close behind. It was three hundred yards and the air was cold and rasped in my throat and lungs.  

        The pier was located in a small bay that cut into a spit of land that protruded into the northernmost stretch of the Harlem river. At low tide, the bay was simply a stretch of mud some two hundred yards across, with a small wooden pier, half concealed by trees, poking out from the parkland near the baseball pitch. When we got there and rounded the tree cover, Dehan stopped dead, and Mendez and Wagner stopped behind her. We were all panting big billows of frosted air. There was no water in the bay, only mud. And there was no boat, no barge sitting on the sludge, waiting for the high tide.  

        Dehan shook her head. “There’s nothing there.” 

        I nodded. “There is, we just can’t see it yet.” 

        She frowned at me and I walked across the scrubby grass and onto the pier. Dehan, Mendez and Wagner followed close behind. I reached the end and looked down. It wasn’t visible at first. Dehan stared uncomprehending at the expanse of gray mire and shallow streams of water that trickled through it.  

        I turned to Wagner and said, “Call it in, Linda. We need a meat wagon, the ME, and a Crime Scene team. Tell them where the body is, they’ll need planks or something to get out there. And tell them they’re on the clock. The tide will be coming in again.” She was frowning at me. I pointed to a narrow, shallow stream near the foot of the pier, which was draining slowly out into the river. “He’s there, in the water. Call it in.” 

        She called dispatch. Dehan was leaning on the rail, squinting at the stream. “I wouldn’t have seen him if you hadn’t pointed him out. I would have assumed he’d dumped his phone.” She looked up at me. “You knew what to look for. You were expecting it.” 

        “I knew there were no barges up here. What your tech said made no sense. The Harlem is a tidal strait. The fact that the signal was emerging slowly suggested the phone had been submerged, and the tide was going out. Water will block the signal unless it is very shallow.” 

        “Elementary…” 

        “But there’s one thing that isn’t so elementary. Even the most water resistant of phones won’t last much more than half an hour underwater. If his is still working, it means it’s in some kind of watertight container. Which is kind of odd.” 

        “Why the hell…!” 

        I shook my head and grinned. “Not why, Little Grasshopper, what. What would make him, or his killer, wrap his phone in plastic before either he was thrown, or he jumped, into the river?” 

        She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Yes! OK! You’re right! It works. The only reason would be to ensure that it was found in working order.” 

        “And the only purpose for that would be if it contains information the suicide, or the killer, wants us to have.” 

        “Just when I thought I had it figured.” 

        I leaned my elbows next to hers and shuddered as the cold crept up my arms. “You never know,” I said. “It might confirm your theory.” 

        There was a touch of resentment in her face. “My theory? It’s not our theory?” 

        I took a deep breath and looked down at the hand that was slowly becoming more visible as the water drained out of the channel. “I don’t know, Dehan. I just don’t know. There is still something missing. We need to establish whether he was murdered or committed suicide. If he committed suicide, that will tend to confirm your theory. It also suggests a reason for keeping the phone dry, doesn’t it?” 

        “Yes, it does… What?” 

        I laughed. “A millennial suicide note.” 

        “Wow, and you’re the dinosaur.” 

        “Don’t knock the dinosaurs, kid. We survived almost two hundred million years. How long have you puny humans been around?” 

        She observed me with hooded eyes and pointed to the path that ran through the park. “Here comes the puny Medical Examiner, and the puny Crime Scene team is close behind him.” 

        They worked fast and laid a path of wooden planking out to where the body was half covered in silt and muddy water. The scene itself had little to tell them. What little evidence there may have been had been washed away by the tide. The body was recovered, bagged and brought ashore, then laid on a gurney. As we approached, Frank unzipped the bag to expose the face. It was bloated and a gray-blue color, but it was easily recognizable. 

        “That’s Am Nielsen.” 

        Frank looked at me curiously. “Am?” I nodded. He zipped up the bag and said, “Am is now Was. Which proves just how relative time is.” 

        Dehan asked him, “Can you tell us anything?” 

        “Not really, Carmen. On the face of it, there don’t appear to be any bullet wounds or stab wounds. Bruising is hard to establish until I have washed him off. He looks as though he has drowned, but until I get him on the table, I can’t say for sure.” 

        “Has your wife divorced you yet, Frank?” 

        He arched an eyebrow at her. “All of them. Why?” 

        “So you have time to work on him tonight, right?” 

        “What do you see in her, Stone? She has no soul.” 

        “That’s an advantage in a woman, Frank. The soul of Woman was created below. You should know that. Can you? He was a witness in the Robles case. ADA Costas Varufakis has a personal interest.” 

        The body was loaded in and the ambulance pulled away. Frank pulled off his gloves. “Varufakis? Seriously? If you were called Varufakis, wouldn’t you change your name? I would.” 

        He climbed in his car and slammed the door. Then the window slid down and he leaned out. “Drop by this evening on your way home. I might have made a start by then.” 

        We watched him drive away through the park. When he was gone from view, Dehan said, “I’ve been avoiding making any comment about the ADA’s name since we first took the case.” 

        I heard a shout behind me and saw Joe approaching from where his guys were working on the pier.  

        “Stone, I was going to phone you, then the call came in and I thought I’d see you here.” 

        “What you got, Joe?” 

        “First of all, the phone. You were right. He had it sealed in a watertight bag in his jacket. Go figure. We’ve kept the bag for printing. Here it is…” He fished it out of the pocket of his white spaceman suit, contained in an evidence bag. “…in another plastic bag. I figured you’d want to look at the contents. If you want the guys at the lab to have a look, send it back to me.” 

        “I appreciate it.” 

        “Now, I was going to call you, you asked me to find whose saliva was on the glasses, back at the original crime scene.” 

        “Yeah, that’s right.” 

        He gave a small laugh and shook his head. “Odd, but nobody’s was. Not on her glass, and not on his.” 

        Dehan pointed a woolen finger at me. “Ha! That is not as surprising as you might think!” 

        Joe laughed. “Really? Why’s that?” 

        “He was a wine snob. Only Spanish wine from Ribera del Duero or La Rioja was good enough for him. This wine was, let me see if I can remember…” I drew breath and she snapped, “Don’t! It was Bogle Vineyards, 2016, and he probably refused to drink it. Simple.” She thought about it for a second. “And you know what? That small, final act of arrogance might just have been the small straw that finally broke the camel’s back and made her shoot him!” 

        Joe sighed. “People have been shot for lesser things. Anyway, I’ll get back to my guys, but I don’t think we’ll find anything here.” 

        “Tire tracks,” I said, “would be useful.” 

        He gave me the thumbs up and went back toward the pier. Dehan and I started walking back toward the car. I gave Dehan the keys, pulled on my latex gloves and started looking at the phone. I spoke as we walked. 

        “The password has been disabled. The intention was clearly for the phone to be found and scrutinized.” 

        “Has it got Telegram?” 

        I smiled at her. “No, and I am just looking through his Whatsapp and his text messages, they have all been deleted. So has his address book. There is absolutely nothing on the phone…” 

        We had arrived at the car and she screwed up her face as she unlocked it. “So it was just a beacon to lead us to his body?” 

        I climbed in the passenger side. She got in behind the wheel, adjusted the seat and started the engine. As she pulled away, I said, “No. There is one document, in Docs. It’s addressed to me.” 

        I read in silence for a while. Dehan glanced at me a couple of times and I started reading aloud. 

        “It says: Hey, Detective Stone, dude, you know I have always been straight with you. I know I bin—spelled B-I-N—I know I bin a bit of a clown, but the words I said have always been true words. Like I told you before, my daddy was a man of God who always eschewed violence, and sought the path of peace and dialogue. When I came to New York, he warned me and told me to mind I walked the straight path of righteousness. But I have strayed from that path into evil and wicked ways. I know there is no forgiveness for me, and the only thing that lies ahead is damnation and punishment, for I have committed the worst of sins, and I have taken a human life. 

        “I have decided tonight to add one more sin to those I have committed already, and take my own life. I know the Lord considers suicide almost as bad as murder, for it is for Him to decide who lives and who dies, and for us to live in humble, Christian resignation of the trials which He sees fit to visit upon us, but I figure I may as well be hung for lamb as for mutton.  

        “You will think that the way I am writing is strange, considering how you have heard me speak, but I may tell you that this is my true voice, the way I was raised, and not one of the fake voices which I have adopted along the way. I speak to you now in truth, and not in falsehood, as I have before. 

        “I cannot delay the moment any longer. I must go and meet my Maker, and face whatever judgment He sees fit to pass on me. It is time to confess. I have committed murder, Detective Stone. I killed Dr. Robles. I shot him. My reason was a simple one. Though we had agreed to work as partners and develop the Robles-Americano electric motor, he stole my research and my ideas and then tried to cut me out. So I worked out a plan. I asked Agnes if she would reason with him on my behalf. She was always so sweet. She said she would, even though she knew it meant he’d lay into her—verbally, not physically. 

        “I suggested I could come to her house and she should invite him over on some pretext. He wouldn’t know I was there until he arrived. Then, between us, we could try and persuade him to reconsider his decision. I told her she could pressure him from a moral stance, appealing to his better nature, and I would cajole him with hints at a possible legal action against him. 

        “But they were just excuses. I had no intention of trying to persuade him to do anything. I took my Sig along with me, and when he was sitting comfortably in his chair, enjoying his wine, I shot him. I am afraid I went crazy. I didn’t even aim, Detective Stone. I just filled him full of lead, cowboy style.  

        “Poor, sweet Agnes was terrified. I hated having to do it, because I was fond of Agnes, but I had to strangle her where she sat in her chair. She is now at the bottom of the East River. I only hope the good Lord took mercy on her and she is now at peace at last. I took Jose’s keys and went to his house, where I retrieved the work we had done together, and which rightfully belonged to me. Then I set the scene, so it would look like Agnes had killed Jose in a jealous rage because of his affair with Alicia. It would then just be up to me to graduate with a good degree, and launch the Americano electric motor on my own. 

        “That was my plan. But when you confronted me at college the other day, I knew I had no way out and it was just a matter of time before you realized what had really happened. Hats off to you. You are not an easy man to fool. 

        “My time is up. Do you believe in reincarnation, Detective Stone? I do. Better luck next time. Yours, most sincerely, Americano Nielsen.” 

        I flipped back to the beginning. Dehan drove in absolute silence. I read it through again twice. Then I put the phone back in the evidence bag, sealed it and put it in my pocket. 

        Eventually we pulled into Fteley Avenue and Dehan parked outside the main entrance to the station. She killed the engine, the windshield wipers died and we sat for a while, she staring at the steering wheel while I stared unseeing at the trees in front of us, and made a movie in my head of everything that had happened from beginning to end. 

        Suddenly, Dehan took a deep breath and turned to look at me. She said, “Well, we didn’t see that coming!” 

        I blinked, returned from my mental movie and frowned. “Which bit?” 

        “That it was Am who shot Robles! I would have sworn it was Agnes. I would have sworn Dr. Meigh had her hidden somewhere. I would not in a million years have pegged Nielsen as the killer.” 

        “Oh no,” I said, “I knew it was Am who shot him. It had to be. What surprised me was the suicide note, and the phony cowboy speak. He was from Colorado. It should have come naturally to him.” 





THIRTEEN


   

        Her cheeks, which were already pink from the cold, flamed red. She wrenched the hat from her head and glared at me. “No!” she said. “No! No! No! You did not know. You are lying!” 

        I shook my head. “It had to be. Who else would have had a gun like that? He told us the first time we met him. No, it was always going to be Am Nielsen.” 

        I opened the car door and climbed out. She got out the other side and flakes of sleet began to settle on her head. She slammed the door. “Why didn’t you say so?” 

        I shrugged. “Because it wasn’t proven and I thought your theories were brilliant and worth exploring.” 

        I started across the road and she fell into step with me. “You thought they were brilliant? Seriously?” 

        “I did. The only thing you never quite nailed was how she got the gun. For that you had to come back to Am Nielsen, which left the door open. If he provided the gun, wasn’t it more logical that he shot him? He had a better potential motive than Agnes, the temperament for it, and then there was that first shot, straight to the heart. Occam’s razor, remember.” 

        “Entia non sunt multiplicanda praeter necesitatem.” 

        “That is so hot when you do that.” 

        “Stop it.” 

        “I always had trouble imagining the Agnes that had been described to us pulling a gun, even in jealousy. But I had no trouble at all visualizing Am shooting somebody. He was what you might describe as morally ambiguous.” 

        “You might describe him that way. I’d describe him as an asshole.” 

        We climbed the steps and made our way to the detectives’ room. On the way, I stopped at the desk. 

        “Maria, did Mohamed turn up to make a statement?” 

        “Sure did, lover boy. Gomez took his statement.” 

        I thanked her and followed Dehan. She dropped into her chair and threw her hat and her gloves on the desk. I sat, with the movie still playing in my head. She watched me a moment, chewing her lip. 

        “We got Mohamed’s statement.” 

        She continued to bite her lip a moment, then said, “So where the hell does this leave us, Stone?” 

        I nodded at her as though she’d said something I agreed with, then pulled over the file and looked through the photographs. When I’d finished, I pushed them over to her, took out my cell and called Joe. 

        “Yeah, Stone. We didn’t find anything down here. We got some partial tire tracks. We’re making casts of them now, but I don’t hold out much hope. What can I do for you?” 

        “My money is on a Land Rover.” 

        “You are such a dude. If they are, you have to buy me a bottle of scotch.” 

        “Listen, do me a favor, will you? Check the Sig again for partials, however small. I want to know if Am Nielsen, the guy we just pulled from the river, I want to know if he fired the gun, then wiped it and pressed Agnes’ hand onto it. I know it’s a tall order, but just see if there are any wiped partials on the gun.” 

        “I’ll have a look, but it won’t be anything you can take to court.” 

        “It’s more for my own curiosity, Joe, to confirm or deny a theory.” 

        “OK.” 

        “And I’m sending his phone over to you. He wiped everything but his suicide note. See what you can retrieve, and get me the prints off the screen. I want to know the last person who typed on it.” 

        “Gotcha. Hang loose.” 

        “Yeah, you too, Joe.” 

        I hung up and sent the file to the printer, which started to churn out pages. Dehan was sulking. “I need a holiday in Goa.” 

        I grinned. “You wanna Goa again?” 

        “That’s not even a joke, Stone. It’s a dinosaur joke.” 

        I shook my head. “No, this is a dinosaur joke. How do you ask a dinosaur to supper?” 

        “Oh Lord, no!” 

        “Tea, Rex?” 

        “Oh Lord, please, no.” 

        “Why can’t you hear a pterodactyl using the bathroom?” 

        “Oh good grief!” 

        “Because the ‘p’ is silent.” 

        She laughed in spite of herself and threw her hat at me. Then she became serious. “You don’t believe his note, do you?” 

        “That’s putting it a might strongly. But there are one or two things that still trouble me.” 

        “Like what?” 

        “Like the wine.” 

        “What is it with the wine? You’ve been fixating on the wine since the beginning.” 

        “He was a wine snob. More precisely, he was a Spanish wine snob.” 

        “We established that. That’s why he didn’t drink the wine.” 

        “Correct, but there are two inconsistencies here. One is that Agnes knew that he was a Spanish wine snob, and she would not have provided California wine. Every bottle of wine in her kitchen was Spanish.” 

        “So Am brought it with him, as an offering.” 

        “And what do you think Agnes would have said when she saw it? If he wants to ingratiate himself with Jose Robles, bringing the wrong wine is not the best way to do it, and she would have told him that.” 

        She made a face. “OK, that is odd.” 

        “But odder still is that.” I pointed at the photographs. “Look at his glass.” 

        She picked up the picture of Robles in his chair and squinted at it. “Son of a gun…! The glass is almost empty.” 

        “Look at her glass.” 

        “A little more, but not much.” 

        “Now look at the bottle.” 

        “Son of a bitch! It’s two thirds empty.” 

        “So who’s been drinking the wine?” 

        “What does it mean? There was somebody else there? But why would somebody else drink their wine, Stone? It doesn’t make sense.” 

        “No, it doesn’t make sense.”  

        The internal phone rang. Dehan snatched it up, nodded a couple of times and said, “Yes, sir, we’ll be right up.” She hung up. “The chief wants us to put him up to speed. Varufakis is there.” 

        “He’s there, already?” 

        “Uh-huh.” 

        “Boy’s keen.” 

        I picked up the printed copies of Am Nielsen’s message to me and we climbed the stairs. The inspector’s door was open. Dehan knocked and we went in. The Assistant DA was seated opposite the inspector at his desk, and stood as we entered. He was smiling a little too hard. 

        “Detectives! You certainly move fast. It seems it was just a few hours ago!” 

        I shook his proffered hand and said, “It was.” 

        The inspector was also on his feet, gesturing at chairs. “Please, close the door and sit, and tell us what’s been happening.” As we sat, he added, “I don’t have to say that, until we have assessed the evidence and come to some kind of determination, whatever we discuss in this room is utterly confidential.” 

        I raised an eyebrow at him. “No, sir, you don’t need to say that.” I looked at Varufakis. “We are well aware of the sensitive nature of the case, sir, but I am still very far from clear as to what is relevant evidence and what is not.” 

        The ADA nodded. “Why don’t we assess it as we go along, John? Believe me when I tell you that I am not sure myself, as yet.” 

        Dehan leaned forward in her chair, with her elbows on her knees. “We went to the Dare 2 Dream Club last night. There we met a guy who goes by the name of Mohamed, but whose real name is Daniel Brand. He was Dr. Jose Robles’ lover. Apparently they were quite serious, until Robles met you, sir, and you started your relationship. Then he broke up with Brand. Brand remembered you and identified you from a photograph.” 

        The inspector half stood. “You showed him a photograph of the assistant district attorney?” 

        I nodded. “Of course I did. There were no identifying features, except his face.” I turned to Costas. “Brand recognized you, sir, from dancing with Robles.” 

        He seemed to sag into his chair. “It wasn’t my finest hour, Detectives.” 

        I shrugged. “It’s not an issue, sir. But you need to decide whether you want to keep it secret or not. As long as you keep it secret, but continue to go to clubs like the Dare 2 Dream, you are at risk, and your professional integrity is compromised because you expose yourself to blackmail.” 

        Varufakis nodded again. He looked sick. “You are right, of course, but I am married, John, and I have two young children. The Greek community is not the most tolerant on this issue.” 

        Dehan sighed. “Brand was here this morning, shortly after ten. He made a statement.” 

        The inspector looked mad and flopped back in his chair, eyeing the Assistant DA. “Which brings us to the events of this morning.” 

        I handed them each a copy of Am’s suicide note and let them read it. When he’d finished, the ADA said, “This is a confession.” 

        I gave my head a slight sideways jerk that said it was and it wasn’t. “Technically it’s a confession because he says he killed Dr. Robles. It is on his phone, but it is not signed by him. We’re checking to see who the last person was who typed on that screen. Whether it is a true confession is still a moot point.” 

        He frowned. “What do you mean? You have reason to doubt the veracity of it?” 

        “I’m not satisfied. There are a number of things about it that worry me.” 

        The inspector scratched his chin. “Like what, John?” 

        “Small things that could be significant: for a start, his language.” 

        He narrowed his eyes. “His language?” 

        Dehan answered. “Am was a self confessed clown. He used to adopt different personas. When he first called us, he adopted the persona of a black gangster from the Bronx, but when we went to see him, he claimed to be from Colorado and he acted the part of a Colorado redneck trying to integrate into the Bronx black community. He was a very complex character, sir. When we surprised him with his friends, at the university, his speech was perfectly normal, and so was his behavior. However, Stone thinks, and I agree, that the language in the note is affectedly redneck. It’s not authentic.” 

        Varufakis burst out laughing. “That is hardly reason to dismiss his confession, detectives!” 

        I said, “That is just one thing. The other is the wine. It seems to me the glasses of wine were staged. The lab tells us neither Robles nor Agnes drank from their glasses, yet both glasses have only a small amount of wine in them, and the bottle is only a third full. Yet Robles had contempt for American wine, and Agnes knew this. She would not have given him California wine. The wine in her house and in his house is all Spanish. She was at pains to please him. Nor would she have allowed Nielsen to give him California wine if she was trying to help him win Robles over. So what is that wine doing there—and who drank it?” 

        The Assistant DA sighed heavily. “OK, knowing Jose quite well, I can confirm that he did consider California wine beneath contempt and would not have drunk it. But it was an affectation. He played the arrogant, aggressive, control freak, but underneath he was actually a kind, humane person. It is entirely possible that Nielsen brought a bottle with him, Jose sniffed it and refused to drink it while Nielsen and Agnes drank a glass each. After shooting Jose, he would have washed his own glass and, as he said, set the scene to frame Agnes.” 

        I nodded. “Yes, that is an explanation, but it’s not what happened.” 

        “Excuse me? Based on what?” 

        “Based on my knowledge of the characters involved.” 

        “I think I know Jose somewhat better than you do, Detective!” 

        “Yes, and your view is subjective and your judgment biased. Agnes would not have allowed Dr. Robles even to see that bottle. If she called him to come to her house, at that time of night, to intercede on Am’s behalf, she would have had a bottle of Rioja or Ribera del Duera Reserva or Gran Reserva. I saw bottles of both in her kitchen. It makes no sense that she would allow that bottle of California wine to be served.” 

        He shook his head and his eyes were bright. “It’s absurd.” 

        I looked at the inspector. “I’m sorry, sir. Mr. Varufakis has a vested interest in having this case closed without his relationship to Dr. Robles becoming public knowledge, and if I can avoid that, I will. But I am not going to close a case on the strength of an unsigned confession which I believe to be unsafe.” I looked Varufakis in the eye and added. “I also think that your relationship with Dr. Robles gives you a conflict of interests and you should not be involved in this investigation.” 

        “I was the one who pressed for this investigation, for God’s sake!” 

        “Yes, and now you need to distance yourself from it, sir.” 

        The ADA was about to reply, but the inspector cut across him. “They’re right, Costas. You know yourself that they are. We will do our level best to keep your name out of it, but this is a murder investigation and we have to follow the evidence—wherever it leads.” 

        He was quiet for a long while, then looked at me and his eyes were angry. “You have a confession!” 

        “I have a confession I believe to be unsafe. And frankly, Costas, you should have come clean about your involvement from the start.” 

        He stood and moved to the door. Dehan stopped him. “Mr. Varufakis?” 

        He turned. “What is it, Detective?” 

        “You’re asking us for latitude and understanding, to bend the rules for you, but I want to ask you something. If a colleague of yours had done what you have done, only with a woman instead of a man, would you expect us to be understanding and give him latitude?” He stared at her, but didn’t answer. She narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “A man who cheats on his wife is a rat and deserves what he gets, it makes no difference if he cheats with a man or a woman. If you have kids, that makes you twice the rat because you’re risking their happiness and their wellbeing too. Go home to your wife and kids and pray your affair isn’t relevant to the investigation. And while you’re about it, grow up. You’re a big boy now.” 

        He left and closed the door behind him. We were quiet for a moment, then Dehan shrugged. “I got no time for cheats. You make a commitment, you stand by it. End of story.” 

        “Indeed.” The inspector nodded. “I can’t argue with you on that. But where does this leave us? Are you serious about this confession? You know I’ll back you up whatever you decide, but I have to agree with Costas, you have a confession, and your doubts seem to be founded on some pretty slim evidence. The wine and the language… Both may have perfectly simple explanations.” 

        I nodded. “Oh, I agree, sir, we could probably come up with a number of explanations, but they would not satisfy Occam’s razor. They would not be the most simple answers. We would be making the evidence fit the answer, not the other way around.” 

        “Well, what is the most simple explanation, if not that the confession is true? Either Agnes Shine killed him, and for some reason this Am Nielsen is confessing to the crime, or the confession is true and Dr. Shine is dead too. It has to be one or the other, surely!” 

        Dehan nodded. “I agree. Besides, Stone, you said yourself in the car that you knew Am Nielsen had shot Robles. I am getting pretty confused about what you think happened here.” 

        I shook my head. “No, the most simple explanation is that Am Nielsen shot Dr. Robles, but Agnes Shine was not there to advise him about the wine.” I looked at them both in turn and smiled. “We need to find Agnes Shine.” 





FOURTEEN


   

        The deputy inspector’s eyes had glazed over and he had nodded a few times as though he had some idea of what I was talking about. Finally, he’d told us to carry on, we were doing a fine job and to keep him posted. We had left him shaking his head at the cold, gray window, and Dehan had followed me downstairs with the wooden motions of a string puppet, staring at her feet as she took each step. We had sat at the desk and she had watched me pick up the phone and call Dr. Patricia Meigh, with a small frown on her forehead. 

        “Dr. Meigh, this is Detective John Stone.” 

        “Good afternoon, Detective, how can I help you? I hope you found what you were looking for the other day, or not, as the case may be.” 

        “Thank you,” I said, somewhat ambiguously. “Things have moved on a little since then.” 

        “Are you any closer to identifying Jose’s killer?” 

        “Oh, yes, indeed we are, but there are a few things which I am not one hundred percent clear about, Dr. Meigh. I was wondering if you would be willing to come in before you head off for Maine, and just tidy up a few loose ends for us.” 

        “Of course, Detective. I would be happy to. When would suit you?” 

        “Could you manage it this afternoon?” 

        “In about an hour?” 

        I made a ‘well, that’s surprising’ face at Dehan and said, “An hour would be superb. Thank you, Dr. Meigh.” 

        Dehan said, “She is very cooperative,” and sounded worried. “Are you sure you’re on the right track?” 

        “No.” 

        “You’re not?” 

        “No, because I don’t know what track I am on. I am just following the inconsistencies.” 

        “Yeah, you say that, and then you say,” she put on an absurd male voice, “‘Oh, yeah, well, I knew all along that Am shot him, that was obvious!’” 

        I smiled. “Well, it was kind of obvious, you must admit. But I didn’t know why and I still don’t. Just as I am convinced Agnes was not there when Am killed Robles, but I don’t know why, or where she was.” 

        “So how can Meigh help?” 

        “I think there’s an at least even chance she knows where Agnes is.” 

        “So there is something in my theory?” 

        “I told you, it was a brilliant theory, Dehan.”  

        Today was my day for being subtly ambiguous.  

        Forty-five minutes later, Dr. Meigh showed up in a gleaming white Audi and was shown up to interrogation room one. We followed a couple of minutes later. She was sitting at the table in a pale blue suit with a white blouse and a string of pearls around her neck. She had a dark blue cashmere coat folded on the table. Her hair was carelessly perfect and she smiled as we came in. I was struck again by how large her presence was, considering how petite she was. 

        Dehan returned the smile and said, “It is very good of you to come in, Dr. Meigh. We know how busy you are.” 

        “I am happy to help.” 

        We sat and I leaned my elbows on the table. “Dr. Meigh, let me come straight to the point. Where is Agnes Shine?” 

        Her eyebrows shot up, but she didn’t lose her smile or her cool. “I have no idea! What on Earth makes you think I know?” 

        “Because you lied to us about how close you were.” 

        “I certainly did not.” 

        “You led us to believe that you were little more than acquaintances, Dr. Meigh…” 

        “I believe what I said was that she was as close to me as she was to anybody, except Jose. And that is true.” 

        “Which was actually a misleading answer. We asked you how close you were, but you didn’t mention that she went to stay with you every weekend.” 

        “Why should I? I don’t see how that is remotely relevant.” 

        “Is that where she is now?” 

        “Don’t be absurd!” 

        I sat back and Dehan frowned. “In what way exactly is that absurd, Dr. Meigh?” 

        “Do you really think I would risk my career and my position at the university by harboring a fugitive from the law?” 

        Dehan’s frown deepened. “I don’t know. Would you?” 

        “Of course not! Look here, is this what this interview is going to consist of? You bullying me about my friendship with Agnes?” 

        I smiled amiably. “No. You were friends then? More than simply acquaintances?” 

        “Yes, of course we were.” 

        “Had she told you about Dr. Robles’ visits to the Dare 2 Dream Club?” 

        She hesitated. “She hinted that his attraction for Alicia was possibly a front.” 

        “And what about Am Nielsen?” 

        “What about him?” 

        “You were initially against his joining Dr. Robles’ research team.” 

        “Well, he was a bit of a clown.” 

        “You told us you didn’t know who he was.” 

        “You reminded me and I refreshed my memory. As I say, he was a clown.” 

        “But he proved to be an asset in the end.” 

        “He was a good student, and Jose seemed to like him. Jose was effectively leading the research, it was his choice of team.” 

        “They were close.” 

        “Quite close, yes.” 

        “Do you think they were lovers?” 

        She looked genuinely startled. “Good heavens, no!” 

        “You seem very certain.” 

        “Well, it just never occurred to me…” 

        “Dr. Meigh, where is the missing part of Dr. Robles’ research?” 

        “What?” 

        “What you showed us the other day was incomplete. The developments he was working on with Am Nielsen were not there.” 

        “How could you possibly know that?” 

        “Where is the rest of his research?” 

        “What I showed you is everything we have. There is nothing else.” 

        I sighed and drummed my fingers on the table for a moment. “You described Dr. Robles as brilliant. You described both him and Agnes as brilliant.” 

        “They were. I hope she still is.” 

        “Yet what you showed us at your house was nothing but a very pedestrian review of existing technology. That is not exactly what you could describe as brilliant.” 

        Her cheeks colored. She drew breath, hesitated and looked away. “Look, Detective, I am a scientist, but my position at the university means that most of my work is administrative. You might even say political. I represent the interests of the university. I deal a lot with Washington and major industrial interests. I quite simply have no time for actual research. So I delegate it. My team’s published work will credit Dr. Patricia Meigh et al. But the truth is it is the et al who do the actual scientific investigation. I employ people like Dr. Robles, they benefit from the university’s reputation and financial clout, and I benefit from their brilliance.” 

        I nodded. “You’re an academic. Your interest is in the corner office.” 

        “That is a little uncharitable, but yes, essentially that is how it works. My point is I have not actually examined Jose’s work in some time. I know in general terms what it is about and what it aims to achieve, but I have not reviewed it for several months. We were due to go over it in January, in fact.” 

        I grunted. “Well, if I were you, I would review it a damn sight sooner than that, because all the key developments are missing.” 

        I waited for her to say something, but she just stared at me. Dehan said: “While we are on the subject, Dr. Meigh, perhaps you could explain something to me.” 

        Meigh’s eyes shifted. She was beginning to look alarmed. “What?” 

        “If you are not personally involved in the research, why was it at your house? Why wasn’t it at the university, or at Dr. Robles’ house?” 

        She closed her eyes and sighed. “You are determined to see me as a villain in all this, and you are going to pick on every tiny irregularity.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “Not at all, we are just asking you to explain. Can you?” 

        “Yes, of course I can. I just told you we were planning a review of the team’s work in January, immediately after Christmas.” 

        I said, “When you got back from Maine.” 

        “Yes. I was planning a get together with the team for a long weekend. We would eat, drink, discuss the work and do a bit of brainstorming. Science is a creative business, and we work best in a relaxed environment like that. So we had started shipping the research over. It is entirely possible that the more advanced stuff is in electronic format at the lab in the university.” 

        I nodded. “Then we will need to see it.” 

        “I understand. Are we done? I would like to leave now.” 

        “There is just one last thing, Dr. Meigh. Agnes has disappeared without a trace. I am quite certain that she was not murdered along with Dr. Robles. Now, disappearing that thoroughly requires a lot of skill. It requires the skills of a trained agent, and even they don’t always manage it. It requires things like fake ID documents: social security numbers, driver’s license… In a word, it requires field craft. You and I both know that Agnes Shine does not have field craft. And that means that somebody is sheltering her. There is only one person that can be. So you need to give some very careful thought to what you do next, Dr. Meigh, because what started out as a desire to help a friend in trouble could end up becoming accessory to murder, or, if the DA feels you didn’t cooperate when you should have, conspiracy to murder. Either way, you are looking at serious time. Think it over, and call me.” 

        Her cheeks were burning. She stood, snatched her coat and slammed out of the room. Dehan stood and walked across the room till she was two inches from the wall, with her hands stuffed in her back pockets. “Stone, I hate to say it, and I have not exactly shone in this case so far, but I believe her.” 

        “None of us has shone in this case, Dehan. This case is like wading through mangroves at midnight with no moon and sunglasses on. She is very credible. I’m inclined to believe her myself. Come on, let’s go do some homework.” 

        She turned to face me. “Homework?” 

        “Yeah, old fashioned wading through files, eliminating the impossible, checking registers… that kind of stuff. I want you to find out what Meigh’s husband does for a living.” 

        “Yay. Wait, can we go to Goa instead?” 

        We went downstairs and spent the next two hours going through births, deaths, marriages, company directories and the land registry. It was slow, tedious and largely unrewarding work. The light was starting to fade outside when my phone rang. The number was withheld. 

        “Yeah, Detective Stone.” 

        “Detective Stone, I would like to meet with you, to discuss the Am Nielsen murder.” The voice was pleasant, even cultured. 

        “Who am I speaking to?” I waved at Dehan and mouthed, ‘Get a trace.’ 

        “I’m not going to tell you, Detective. And I am not going to stay on long enough for you to have the call traced.” 

        “I need to know at least…” 

        “All you need to know, Detective, is that I will meet you in an hour at the park gates opposite the Bronx Zoo. Come alone. If there is anybody with you, I won’t show. I have information you need.” 

        He hung up. Dehan had the other receiver in her hand and shook her head. “Not a chance. Who was it?” 

        “A guy who wants to meet me alone, park entrance opposite the Bronx Zoo. Says he has information about Am Nielsen’s murder.” 

        “You can’t go alone, Stone.” 

        “I can’t afford not to. We’re at a dead end, Dehan.” 

        “You think so?” She looked doubtful. 

        I smiled and shook my head. “No, but I do think this is the breakthrough we need, and we can’t afford to blow it.” I pointed at her computer. “Did you find anything?” 

        She nodded. “I think it could be significant.” 

        “Tell me.” 

        She filled me in on what she had found, and bit by bit, the mangrove started to make sense to me. The only problem was, everything was circumstantial; everything was a theory. And Am Nielsen’s killer knew that. As things stood, there was no way of proving a goddamn thing. Dehan looked up at me and shrugged. “What does any of this prove, Stone? I can see by your face that this is what you were looking for, but I have no idea why.” 

        “I can’t explain right now, it just confirms some thoughts I had. It’s beginning to make sense. Some of it, at least.” 

        “So share!” 

        “I have to go.” 

        She sighed. “You should take back up.” 

        I shook my head. “He might get spooked.” 

        “Wear a wire at least.” 

        I thought about it. “OK, I’ll call you when I get there and leave my cell on. You can listen in. Will that do?” 

        She didn’t look happy. “OK, but don’t get hurt anywhere important. You still owe me five kids.” 

        “Five? Last week it was seven, what happened?” 

        “I’m serious.” 

        “I’ll call you when I get there.” 

        I had left with plenty of time. It’s less than a three mile drive from the station house to the zoo, but at that time of the evening the traffic was heavy going out of town, and the dark and the sleet made the progress slow. Besides which, I’d wanted to get there early, so I could see him arrive.  

        I took the Bronx River Parkway going north and came off at the Fordham Road exit, followed the loop around, crossed the bridge and found the entrance to the park on my right. There I pulled in, killed the engine and the lights, took my phone out of my pocket and settled down to wait. 

        I waited fifteen minutes. My feet were going numb and I was thinking about getting out of the car to stamp around for a bit when the cab was flooded by light and a large, dark Land Rover pulled in past me. It moved up to the gate, did a three point turn so it was facing me, killed the lights and the engine and waited. 

        I pressed call on my phone, put it in my pocket and got out of the car. It was dark, but there was enough light from Fordham Road for me to see the driver’s window slide down. Through it I could see a dark gray coat sleeve, but nothing else. I approached a few steps and the same voice I’d heard on the phone said, “That’s close enough.” 

        “What do you want?” 

        “I have a message for you, Detective. You and your partner are out of your depth. You need to back off and close this investigation.” 

        I gave a small, rather humorless laugh. “Get real, pal.” 

        “It’s you who needs to get real, Stone. There are big interests involved here, you are just a pawn. Now, I am going to do you a favor, and you had better accept it. Am Nielsen killed Dr. Robles. You have his confession. Close the case.” 

        I shook my head. “First of all, who is this message from? Second, what motive did Am have? Third, where is Agnes Shine? I know for a fact he didn’t kill her.” 

        He was silent for a moment, like he was thinking about the questions. 

        “Dr. Robles was going to sell his research, and Am’s, to the LightYear Corporation. Am found out and killed him.” 

        “How do you know? Who is this message from?” 

        “Enough questions, Detective.” 

        “What about Agnes?” 

        “Agnes Shine is dead.” 

        “Who killed her?” 

        “She did. The case is closed, Detective Stone.” 

        “I need proof.” 

        “No. You don’t. You have a confession. I told you, you are out of your depth. This no longer concerns the NYPD. Now, take your wife, go to Goa, and close the case. Otherwise you’ll be attending her funeral instead.” 

        The window slid up, the engine rumbled to life and the big truck pulled out onto Fordham Road, where it disappeared west into the city. 

        I stood for a moment looking at the amber-washed blacktop, with its sporadic stream of cars. Then I walked back to my Jag and leaned on the roof, thinking. My teeth were beginning to chatter with the cold, but all I could think of was his last words.  

        A car approaching from the east began to indicate right. It slowed and pulled in beside the Jag. The door opened and Dehan got out, in her woolen hat and gloves. 

        I smiled at her. “I should have known.” 

        “The inspector is looking into the LightYear Corporation now. Who was that guy? Did you get his registration?” 

        “Yeah, but two gets you twenty they were fake, magnetic plates. He tried to imply he was from some kind of government agency. But that was bullshit.” 

        I put my arms around her and held her for a moment. She gave me a squeeze and I kissed her hat. “Come on, Bombur, let’s get back to the station and have a chat with the chief.” 

        She looked up at me. “Bombur?” 

        “Yeah, you know, Bofur’s brother.” 

        I kissed her nose and climbed in the Jag. 





FIFTEEN


   

        We sat in the Deputy Inspector’s office listening to the recording Dehan had made of the conversation. When it had finished, he grunted and leaned back in his chair. 

        “No longer concerns the NYPD? Out of your depth? And Detective Dehan’s funeral.” He turned to consider me. “Did you recognize him?” 

        I shook my head. “No, but there aren’t that many people it could be. I can only think of two, and one of those is very unlikely.” 

        “I agree. Carmen?” 

        “One thing struck me, sir. The repetition, twice, of the phrase, ‘you have a confession’. We’ve heard that before, very recently. Also, he knew I wanted to go to Goa. We need to think who’s heard me mention that.” 

        He nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. Costas. It’s a shame. He’s a good man, but it’s a slippery slope. It starts with what seems to be a harmless lie, and before you know it…” 

        The silence was more eloquent than any words he could have used. I said, “We can’t prove it was Costas, sir. Did you turn anything up on the LightYear Corporation?” 

        “Not much so far. Started small in San Francisco. Very aggressive. Expanded quickly. Their thing seems to be launching cutting edge, innovative technology. They have expressed an interest in collaborating with companies like Tesla.” 

        Dehan shrugged. “But any approach they made to Robles would have been untraceable and a hundred percent deniable by the company.” 

        I scratched my head. “But let’s assume that it’s true. It is certainly credible. Let’s assume that the LightYear Corporation approach Robles and make him an offer for his research, which as we know, legally, belongs to the university, and which morally belongs partly to Am Nielsen. The first question is, how did Am learn about Robles’ planned sell out? The only people who would know about it would be Robles himself and LightYear.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “Unless he told Costas? He might have consulted Costas as to the legal implications, trying to cover his back.” 

        I nodded. “OK, so that means that Costas then informed Am? What purpose could he have for doing that? We still draw a blank there. And here is another blank. What motive has anyone got for murdering Am?” 

        The inspector frowned at me. “Surely that was suicide, John?” 

        “No. The more I think about it, the more certain I am that he was murdered. And I’m pretty sure I can prove it. First of all, there was the phrasing of the letter. It was unnatural, like somebody trying to write like a redneck and not knowing how. Second, drowning yourself is probably the most difficult way to commit suicide. The reflex against inhaling water is just too powerful. He was young, strong and fit, there was no way he was going to drown in ten or fifteen feet of water in a small bay six or seven feet from the pier. That just isn’t credible.” I pulled out my phone and called Frank. 

        “Stone, what a surprise.” 

        I put it on speaker. “Listen, Frank, this is important.” 

        “More surprises.” 

        “I mean it. Did Am Nielsen have bruising on his lower arms and wrists?” 

        “You know he did.” 

        “So the water in his lungs, I need you to…” 

        “I’m looking at the initial results right here, John. I know my job. I can’t tell you yet what kind of water it is, but I can tell you it’s not saline, which it would have been if he had drowned in the Harlem, it being tidal. He was drowned somewhere else, in clear water. And yes, the bruises are consistent with having had his arms held behind his back. He also has bruising to his scalp, where his head was held down.” He paused. “By the way, Robles’ last meal was Scotch whiskey.” 

        “Yeah, I kind of knew that. Thanks, Frank. You’re one of a kind.” I hung up and looked at them. “Somebody used Am to kill Robles.” 

        Dehan said, “Costas.” She looked at us both in turn. “It makes perfect sense. Robles’ big obsession was dominating people and hurting them, right? He was a sadist and a bully. He used Costas to hurt Mohamed—Daniel Brand—and once he had Costas hooked, he went for him, started threatening to blow the whistle on him. We can’t prove it yet, but it is a pretty safe bet. Then, when Robles consults him about the offer from LightYear, Costas sees his chance. He tells Am about it, convinces him the only way to save his work is to kill Robles. Maybe he even suggests selling the research to LightYear as his own, who knows? Point is, the plan is to frame Agnes as the jealous lover. So Costas gets Agnes out of the house for the night on some pretext, calls Robles to come over, badabim badabam badaboom, they kill him and frame her. And remember, Costas himself told us he knew nothing about wine.”  

        The inspector nodded. “Then he pressed me to investigate, partly to cover himself but also partly in the hope of casting suspicion on Agnes, whom they had framed. But when the investigation went too deep, he killed Am and planted the partially true confession on him. I imagine the muscle who carried out the actual killing was the same man in the car. I can’t see Costas doing it himself.” He thought for a moment. “How do you want to proceed? We pull in Costas and force a confession out of him?” 

        I shook my head. “We haven’t much leverage yet. Frank will be looking for prints on Am’s arms and scalp. We might get lucky.” 

        I went to the window and stood looking a while at where the sleet had turned to soft flakes and was starting to drift on the sidewalks under the yellow light of the streetlamps. 

        “The key to this whole thing is that research.” I turned to look at them where they were both watching me, Dehan uncertain and the inspector frowning, curious. 

        “Whatever the motive for Robles’ killing, that research played a central role. I want to go to Costas and tell him we are closing the case, and to rest easy. Then I want a twenty-four hour a day watch on him. If he has that research, he is going to try and sell it. 

        “Meanwhile, we get a warrant. We go to Dr. Meigh and we tell her the murder aspect of the case is closed, but we need to tidy up the issue of the research which appears to have been stolen. We search her house and the team’s offices and computers at the university. If it shows up…” I shrugged. “We conclude she was telling the truth. If it doesn’t…” 

        Dehan interrupted. “If it doesn’t, we need to give Costas a choice, confess and save his family public humiliation, or drag them through a trial.” 

        The inspector nodded. “I agree. Costas is our man. Fine, good work as always. I’ll apply for the warrant first thing in the morning. Now I suggest you two get home and get some rest.” 

        We went down, grabbed our coats and made our way out to the car. I climbed behind the wheel and she sat next to me, watching me as I stared out at the trees in the parking lot in front of me. 

        “You going to start the car or are you going to freeze us to death instead?” 

        I turned the key and the engine roared. I backed out and headed for the boulevard. 

        “So,” I said, “if some day we decided to have kids...” 

        “What do you mean, ‘if’? That’s decided. It’s going to happen.” 

        “OK, when we decide to have kids…” 

        “Will I continue to work? I don’t know, Stone. I’m old school. Happiest, healthiest kid is the one who has his mom at home. Home smells of baking. You know what I mean? There are probably a thousand psychologists and sociologists out there who can prove I’m wrong. But what the hell do they know? They’re probably all screwed up because their mothers were out burning bras and smoking hash instead of baking cakes at home.” 

        “And I’m the dinosaur?” 

        “Hey! Don’t knock the dinosaurs.” 

        “I’m serious, Dehan. This guy threatened to kill you tonight.” 

        She gave a short, adolescent laugh. “But he threatened to kill me because you are a cop!” 

        “Well, yes, that’s true. But the point is, being a cop in the Bronx is dangerous.” 

        We were quiet for a while, looking at the illuminated shop fronts and the Christmas decorations reflecting off the sidewalks, sidewalks that were slowly turning white under the gathering snow. 

        “You’re right. It’s something we need to think about. Both of us. A kid needs her father as much as she needs her mother. And when you lose your dad, it hurts just as much. I know all about that.” 

        We drove the rest of the way in silence. My mind kept going back to the dark Land Rover, the heavy coat and the arm and shoulder just visible in the limpid light, the voice, pleasant, educated. This no longer concerns the NYPD. Now, take your wife, go to Goa, and close the case. Otherwise you’ll be attending her funeral instead. 

        There was something jarring about the chauvinistic phrasing: take your wife to Goa, as though she could not afford to go herself. I had told the inspector I did not recognize the man, and I didn’t, not personally, but the more I thought about him, the more familiar his manner seemed: his manner and his style.  

        I pulled up outside our house, killed the engine and the lights and climbed out. The road was silent. Patchy snow had accumulated on the sidewalk and banked up against the walls and fences. Lamplight filtered through the naked branches of the plane trees. Dehan climbed out and her boots crunched on the snow on the sidewalk. Her door slammed and she smiled at me from under her brown and white woolen hat.  

        “Dehan,” I said, “let me always remember you just like that.” 

        Down the road, a car door clunked. Dehan began to walk carefully across the frozen sidewalk. “I look better in a bikini, you know.” 

        “A guy can have more than one memory.” 

        I followed her toward the gate. She pushed through and stopped at the first step. I looked down the road. There was a man approaching, silhouetted against the haze from the street lamp behind him. Condensation drifted from his mouth. He was walking briskly, head down. Without thinking, I said, “Go up, Dehan, get inside.” 

        “What is it?” 

        “Nothing. Just go up, open the door.” 

        She took a step up. The man was ten paces away. I saw his right elbow jut out and snapped, “No! Don’t! Get down!” 

        His hand was out and he was running, aiming. I heard my voice bellow, “Get down!” 

        Fire seemed to spit from his extended arm, once, twice, three times. I dropped and heard a slug smack and whine off the neighbor’s steps. Another smacked into our wall under the bow window. The third showered red brick dust over my head from the wall in front of me. By then, I had my .45 in my hand. I stood and took aim. He was already aiming at me, ten or twelve feet away. I heard Dehan scream, “Stone! No!” 

        His weapon spat a second before mine, but by then, Dehan was already colliding with me, knocking me to the ground. A searing heat in my left shoulder told me I’d been hit, but as I crashed on the sidewalk, with Dehan on top of me, I was thinking we were sitting targets. So I let off two rounds blindly in his general direction. 

        When I opened my eyes, it was to see his retreating form, running unsteadily on the icy sidewalk, and Dehan, in her coat, gloves and woolly hat, hurtling after him.  

        I scrambled to my feet. Shards of pain pierced my winded chest, but I ignored them and took off after Dehan. Down the road, tires squealed and headlamps blinded me. I shielded my eyes and saw Dehan seem to levitate and slam her boots into the guy’s back. He sprawled to the ground on his face and she landed with one knee on his back. The car was accelerating toward her. I screamed, “Dehan! The car!” 

        I could see she had his right arm pulled back and was twisting it savagely. I could hear her shouting at him: “Who do you work for? Who do you work for?” 

        Then the car was screaming to a halt, skidding and fishtailing on the snow. Dehan was jumping, rolling for cover. A hail of bullets hit the sidewalk in her wake, lifting a mist of snow and cement dust. The guy was staggering to his feet, running for the car. I was bellowing, “NYPD! Freeze! Freeze!” 

        I emptied two rounds blindly into the vehicle. I heard a thunk of metal and the shattering of glass. The passenger door opened and the guy clambered in. Then the car hurtled away down the road. 

        I ran to Dehan. “”Are you hurt?” 

        She stood. “I’m OK! You?”  

        “Yeah, I’m OK.”  

        She was dialing her phone as she stepped toward me. “Detective Dehan, I want a BOLO out on a dark blue Audi A8, old model, maybe twenty-sixteen, license plate G-A something, last two numbers a six and a three. Two males, late twenties, early thirties, possibly injured. One short-haired, six foot, well built, black leather coat and blue jeans. Possible broken fingers on right hand. Both armed and very dangerous, Car has a bullet hole in front right wing and a shattered windshield. I also need a Crime Scene team at my house. Yeah, Haight Avenue.” She hung up. “You’re hit.” 

        “It’s just a graze.” I laughed. “Your flying tackle did more damage than the slug.” 

        “You are one crazy son of a bitch, Stone. You stood up in his line of fire. It’s a miracle you weren’t killed.” 

        “Another two strides and he would have taken us both out. You know that. I had to stop him.” 

        “Come on, you big brute. Let’s get you inside.” 

        Far off, I could hear the howl of sirens approaching across the night. As we walked, I said, “Did he tell you anything? You were going to break his arm. That’s illegal, you know? You are not allowed to break prisoner’s arms.” 

        “I was only bluffing. I would only have dislocated his shoulder. But no, all he said was agh, agh. But he wasn’t wearing gloves.” 

        “What do you mean? He would have said more if he’d had gloves on?” 

        She smiled as we reached the front steps and pulled a Glock 19 from her coat pocket, wrapped in a handkerchief. “Prints,” she said simply. “Am I a good girl? Do you think Santa will bring me tickets to Goa this year?” 

        “You are some piece of work, Dehan. I am in awe.” 

        “Awe? Really?” 

        She giggled. Two patrol cars turned in off Rhinelande Avenue and accelerated toward us. As we watched them pull up, she said, “He didn’t give us very long, did he? Did he know we had decided not to drop the case? Has he got a source? Or was this guy only intended to scare us?” 

        I watched the lights pulsing red and blue on the snow and the officers climbing out and moving toward us. “Whichever way you look at it,” I said, “it is not coherent.” 





SIXTEEN


   

        I took the gun from Dehan and put it into an evidence bag from my pocket. Gomez and Smith were the first to get to us, closely followed by Derringer and Hoffmeier. I handed the gun to Gomez.  

        “Hoffmeier, you and Derringer go with Detective Dehan and cordon off the area. Find where the car was parked, cordon that off too. You never know, there might be a cigarette butt or something. Gomez, I want you to take this to the lab. I’ll call ahead and tell them you’re coming. If Joe is still there, you hand it to him personally. If not, whoever is standing in for him. This has to be processed tonight. Scram.” 

        She took it and she and Smith withdrew at speed, with the siren blaring. While Dehan returned to the scene of the fight, with Hoffmeier and Derringer, I called Joe at the lab. 

        “Good evening, John!” 

        “You still at the lab?” 

        “I was just putting my coat on, why?” 

        “Couple of guys just tried to pop me and Dehan with a Glock 19.” 

        “Oh, that was you, was it? A team is on its way. They just left.” 

        “Yeah, Dehan managed to wrestle the piece out of the shooter’s hand.”  

        Joe burst out laughing. “She’s one in a million!” 

        “No argument from me. She probably saved my life. Anyway, the gun is on its way to the lab right now in a patrol car. Sergeant Gomez has it. There’s a BOLO out on the shooters and their vehicle…” 

        “And you’d like the prints to go with it. I’ll do it myself, John, and run them. I’ll let you know the moment we get a match.” 

        “I appreciate that, Joe. Thanks.” 

        I hung up and called the inspector. 

        “John, good evening, what can I do for you?” 

        “I’m sorry to disturb you at home, sir.” He muttered something about not at all and I went on, “Two men just tried to shoot us outside our front door.” 

        “Good Heavens, man! Are you all right? And Carmen?” 

        “Yes, we’re fine, thank you, sir. She managed to get most of the registration of the car, I put two rounds into it and there is a BOLO out. Dehan also managed to wrestle the gun from the shooter’s hand. She may have broken his fingers in the process. His prints are being run as we speak.” 

        “That girl is something, isn’t she!” 

        “Yes, sir. Now, here’s the thing. This had to be Costas, and I want him arrested right now.” 

        “Yes, I see… How can you be so certain?” 

        “It can’t be anybody else. It has panic written all over it and the only person panicking right now is Costas. Simple process of elimination. He told us to drop the case and accept the confession. I said I wouldn’t and as soon as I get home there is a car waiting for me and the shooter tries to kill us both. It’s Costas.” 

        “I’ll have a car sent to his house and have him brought in.” He hesitated. “You are sure about this, John…?” 

        “One hundred percent. I’m going to have something to eat and get a few hours sleep. I’ll talk to him first thing in the morning. Have them let me know when he’s in custody, will you?” 

        “Right, right. Of course I will. Get some rest. Good work.” 

        The Crime Scene van had arrived while I was talking. Liz Greene was heading the team and we ran through the events together, setting yellow markers where each event took place. We managed to recover most of the slugs and she took my Colt in for comparison. We recovered the spent shells from the Glock, but found nothing where the Audi had been parked. After that, there was little to do but wait for the results to come back from the lab. 

        When they had gone, we went inside and Dehan tended to my shoulder. My coat, my jacket and my shirt were ruined, and there was a channel gouged out of my upper arm, one inch long and a quarter of an inch deep. It hurt like hell but I refused to show it, and two aspirins and a glass of Bushmills made it tolerable. At half past nine, when we were putting the dishes in the dishwasher, the phone rang. 

        “Detective Stone?” 

        “Speaking.” 

        “This is Gomez, sir. Deputy Inspector John Newman asked me to let you know as soon as we had Assistant District Attorney Varu…” 

        “Varufakis.” 

        “Yes, sir, thank you, in custody. We have him in custody, sir, at the 43rd.” 

        “Thank you, Gomez. Good work.” 

        I hung up and looked at Dehan, where she was hunkered down, pressing buttons on the dishwasher. It started to hum and she stood.  

        “Varufakis is in custody.” 

        “Good. So it’s over. Now we have a drink each, you put your good arm around me, we watch something totally mindless on TV, and then you carry me up to the bedroom.” 

        “Sounds like barbarian heaven.” 

        “I think so.” 

   


* * *


   

        It didn’t happen in exactly that order, but next morning at eight, we were at the station. Costas was upstairs in interrogation room three and I was on the phone talking to Liz Greene, from the lab. She was saying, “His name is Peter Yeltsin. He is wanted in Russia on several counts of murder, extortion and drug trafficking, and he is wanted in California, Arizona and Texas for questioning on similar matters. I hope they catch him, he’s a very dangerous man.” 

        “They found the car last night. There were bloodstains, so it looks like they’re both hurt. They’ll show up before long. Thanks, Liz.” 

        I hung up. Dehan was standing, waiting. I said, “The shooter is linked to the Russian Mafia, a hard case. We were lucky.” 

        She shook her head. “No, you were lucky. I was skilled.” She jerked her head. “Come on, let’s go talk to this son of a bitch. Apparently he has waived his right to an attorney. Inspector says the DA is on her way.” 

        We climbed the stairs and pushed into the room. He didn’t look up. He looked gray and drawn in his orange jump suit. We sat opposite him. Dehan went through the formalities and started recording. 

        I said, “You know the problem with the Russians, Costas? They are big and bold, but they are not subtle. If you want to terrorize a neighborhood, the Russians are your go to guys. But if you want a nice, subtle job of assassination, the Israelis, the British, the Chinese, the Japanese. Efficient, tidy, get the job done and vanish. But the Russians, they’ll mess it up every time.” 

        He didn’t answer. I said, “You’re not wondering why I am talking to you about the Russian Mafia, Costas?” He still said nothing. “Come on, you waived your right to an attorney, you may as well speak to us.” 

        “You haven’t asked me a question yet, Detective. What do you want me to say?” 

        “All right, let’s get to the questions. Do you know Peter Yeltsin?” 

        He closed his eyes and went a shade grayer. “Yes, I know him.” 

        “Did you hire him to have us killed?” 

        “No.” 

        Dehan slammed her hand down on the table. Costas leaned back. She leaned forward and yelled in his face. “You’re lying!” 

        “I did not hire him to kill you! I hired him to scare you! It wasn’t even my idea! It was his!” 

        I laughed. It wasn’t a nice laugh. “Come on, Costas! You know that cuts no ice. If he had killed us, you would have been as liable for murder as he was. He attempted to murder us and you are liable for conspiracy to murder and attempted murder.” 

        “That was never my intention. All I wanted was to scare you into accepting Nielsen’s confession. You were going to destroy my life!” 

        I made a face like he’d said something reasonable and I was thinking about it. “Yes, let’s talk about Am Nielsen. Did you employ Yeltsin to do that job, too?” 

        “That was suicide and you know it! You can’t pin that on me!” 

        “Nielsen was murdered, Costas.” 

        “What is this, your ridiculous theory about how his voice was all wrong?” 

        “Partly that, yes.” 

        “So, here we go, the NYPD up to its old tricks. You’ve got me for trying to save my marriage and my family, after making one, stupid mistake, in trying to understand my own sexuality and my gender ambiguity, and because of the rampant, homophobic, Republican prejudices of your partner, you are now out to destroy me and pin every unsolved case you can find on me! Truth and Justice, the American way! The president would be proud of you!” 

        Dehan looked at me, then looked at Costas. “You done?” 

        “Go ahead, do your worst. I slept with a man, I must be a morally twisted monster. Haven’t you got some cases of cannibalism and torturing of babies you can pin on me?” 

        “Now are you done?” 

        “Go ahead.” 

        “Because there is the small matter of the bruising on his arms and on the back of his head, consistent with having been held face down, and the water in his lungs. See, he did drown, but he did not drown in the Harlem. He drowned in a bath, or a sink. The water in his lungs was tap water.” 

        “No…” 

        I nodded. “Yes, so you had better start talking, Costas. Because we are interrogating Yeltsin too, and here’s the interesting thing about Yeltsin. They want him in Russia on several counts of murder, drug trafficking, extortion—you know the kind of thing. And Russian prisons are not quite as comfortable as ours, especially as Yeltsin has a few enemies back home he is not keen to run into. So in exchange for a lenient sentence here, I think Peter Yeltsin will be keen to be cooperative.” 

        Costas’ eyes had gone hollow and he looked like he might throw up. “I had nothing to do with Am’s murder. I am not a killer. I panicked when you refused to close the case, only because I was scared my wife and kids would get to know about my affair with Jose. It was a stupid thing to do, but I told him, just fire a couple of time over their heads, then get out of there!” 

        Dehan sighed like she was bored. “I’m hearing a lot of words there, Varufakis, but I ain’t hearing no content. You already told us all that. Now, let’s start where Dr. Jose Robles tells you about the LightYear Corporation’s offer.” 

        He buried his face in his hands and I heard him mutter, “Oh, dear God…” 

        “What happened, Costas? Did Robles start turning on you? Did he threaten to tell your wife, your boss? Did he threaten to leak it to the press that you hung out at the Dare 2 Dream?” 

        “I don’t hang out there! I went there once!” 

        “On whose suggestion?” 

        “His, of course!” 

        “And now he was turning that against you, threatening you with it, just for laughs.” 

        He didn’t answer. I said, “Is that what happened, Costas?” 

        “Yes, kind of.” 

        Dehan pressed him again. “So when he told you about the LightYear Corporation’s offer, you went to Am and told him that Robles was planning to take the offer and cut him out.” 

        “No, that’s not how it happened.” 

        “You persuaded Agnes to go out for the night. Where did you send her? To Dr. Meigh’s?” 

        “No.” 

        “You called Robles and you and Am waited for him, and when he came in, you shot him.” 

        “No…” He shook his head. “You’re wrong.”  

        “No?” She stood and leaned across the table, pointing her finger at him. “Come on, Costas! You know how this works! Do you really think you can get away with this? We have your admission on tape that you tried to scare us off the investigation! That means one thing and one thing only, goddammit! It means you’re guilty!” 

        Beads of sweat had broken out on his forehead and I could see his hands were shaking. “I asked the deputy inspector to appoint a team who would dig deep because I wanted to find out who had killed Jose. I would not have done such a stupid thing if I had killed him myself…” 

        Dehan didn’t let him finish: “Unless you had framed Agnes!” 

        “But Gutierrez already suspected her! Why would I…” 

        “And that’s a question you are going to enjoy asking the jury! Right? Come on, Costas! You know we can do this all day! You conspired to assassinate two police officers to cover up your crime. You’re a DA, for crying out loud! You know how this works! The sooner you come clean, the easier it goes!” 

        He drew breath to answer, but I asked him, “How did you meet Am?” 

        “What?” 

        “How did you meet Am, Costas?” 

        “I… At Jose’s house. He was leaving one day as I was arriving.” 

        “Were they lovers?” 

        “I… I don’t know. Possibly.” 

        “Were you interested in Am? Sexually?” 

        He hesitated, frowned, then shook his head. “No! You’re confusing me. No. I mean, he was good looking, but…” 

        “You stayed in contact.” 

        “Not really…” 

        “This is easy for us to check, Costas. Besides…” I gave a small laugh. “You either stayed in touch or you didn’t. ‘Not really’ means you spoke again. When and why?” 

        “All right! I called him! Once!” 

        “What for?” 

        “To ask him out for a drink.” 

        Dehan uttered an exclamation under her breath and looked away. I nodded and gave a look that suggested we were guys and a woman would never understand the way we operate. “OK, let’s take this easy. One step at a time.” He began to relax. “So, when Jose came to you for legal advice about LightYear’s offer, what did you advise him?” 

        “I told him it was very dangerous. The offer was huge, he would have become a very rich man, but he would have been in breach of contract as well as guilty of various criminal offenses.” 

        Dehan interrupted. “Just let me ask you something. You say you don’t know if Am and Jose were lovers. When you saw Am leaving Jose’s house, what the hell did you think they had been doing? Playing cards?” 

        Costas bridled. “I imagined they had been discussing work. They were collaborating, remember!” 

        I grunted. “So you did know that they were collaborating.” 

        He swallowed. “Yes…” 

        “So when Jose told you about the LightYear offer, did you think of telling Am?” 

        He saw the trap when it was too late. He was already in it and there was no way out. He closed his eyes. “Yes, but it is not the way you’re making it seem.” 

        Dehan exploded. “Oh, really? How are we making it seem, Costas? That you can’t keep it in your pants and you wouldn’t know a faithful relationship if it bit you on the ass? Is that how we make it seem? Tell this reactionary, Republican bitch something. While you’re offering your liberal ass to all takers around town, what is your wife doing back home? Is she washing up, cleaning your house, feeding your kids?” 

        “I am not the monster you are making me out to be!” 

        I sounded the voice of reason. “Let’s get back on task. Did you warn Am that Jose might cut him out?” 

        “Yes.” 

        Dehan snarled, “Betrayal comes really easy to you, doesn’t it, Costas?” 

        “It wasn’t betrayal! He had been treating me like shit!” 

        Again he saw it too late. Clamped his mouth shut and screwed up his eyes. I gave him a moment to realize he was sunk. Then I asked, “In what way was he treating you like shit?” 

        He didn’t open his eyes, just shook his head. “He was being the way he was sometimes.” 

        “Can you be a little more precise?” 

        He opened his eyes and sagged. “He was taunting me. He had this thing: he was attracted to people who were more powerful than him. He would start a new relationship by being very submissive, giving himself completely, until he found a weakness in the other person, and then he would start to attack that weakness, until he had that person completely enslaved. It was compulsive, and he would move from one relationship to another, leaving a trail of broken people in his wake. My weakness, he soon discovered, was my wife and children.” He looked at Dehan. “Whatever you may think, I love them and I would never do anything to hurt them. I had never been with a man until…” He gave a bitter laugh. “Until Jose discovered my latent weakness. I was fascinated by him.” 

        Dehan’s voice was quieter now. “So when he started to change…” 

        “I resented him. I saw that he was drawing Am in, and that he planned to steal his research and his ideas, so I arranged to meet him, to warn him.” 

        I frowned. “So, I am not clear, did you and Am Nielsen become lovers?” 

        “No! I am not gay! It was just Jose! It was something weird that happened to me with him! I can’t explain it!” 

        I smiled, not unkindly, guy to guy again, “And when he started threatening your wife and kids, that soon cured you of whatever it was.” 

        “You can say that again!” 

        I raised an eyebrow at him. “I had a similar experience last night.” 

        “Look, I…” 

        “Having your wife threatened will focus your mind. It strikes at our most primal instincts. I understand how you must have felt.” 

        “I’d do anything for my family. But, Stone, I did not plan to hurt you or Carmen. I consider you friends. I just needed you to back off.” 

        “I understand. I figure most people would have done something similar.” 

        “My wife, my kids…” 

        “So when Jose threatened that, you arranged with Am to kill him and frame Agnes.” 

        He stared at me wide-eyed. “No!” 

        “Give me a single reason why I should believe you.” 

        He licked his lips. He looked at Dehan but found no sympathy there, then looked back at me. “Come on, Stone! You have to believe me! I could not murder anybody! And not Agnes! Jesus! I was really fond of Agnes! I would never hurt her!” 

        I raised an eyebrow and Dehan gave a short, dry laugh. She said, “You were fond of Agnes?” 

        “Of course I was! She was a beautiful person! Jesus! She was quiet and shy, but she was also very smart and kind and gentle. She was the only person he respected.” 

        I leaned forward. “What?” 

        “He adored her.” 

        I shook my head. “How do you know this?” 

        He looked very confused. “We hung out together. Me and Agnes were close…” 

        There was a knock on the door. Gomez poked her head in. “You got a moment, Detective?” 

        I stood and stepped out. The door closed behind me. “We got Yeltsin, sir. He’s being processed downstairs. His partner, Boris, is in hospital. Seems you got him.” 





SEVENTEEN


   

        I stepped back into the interrogation room and leaned against the wall by the door. Dehan restarted the recording and said, “Detective Stone has reentered the room.” 

        Costas stared at me and I held his eye. “They just brought Yeltsin in. He’s being processed downstairs.” 

        He dropped his eyes and stared at his hands on the table in front of him. “I swear I did not hire him to kill you, Stone. I would never do that.” 

        “Be smart, Costas. You know what this means. When we start talking to him, he is going to sell you down the river. When the jury hear his testimony, and then hear from your own mouth that you hired him…” I shook my head. “You need to get real. Start telling the truth.” 

        “For God’s sake, Stone. I am telling you the truth.” 

        I sighed noisily and sat. Dehan said: “You want us to believe that Agnes, who was desperately in love with Robles, was also your close pal; that you had some kind of ménage a trois going on, in which she never got to sleep with lover boy, but you did, and she was down with that?” 

        He screwed up his face. “What?” Then he laughed. “She was just his beard! She had no interest in him that way! They were friends! She was probably the only real friend he had, because he couldn’t get to her.” 

        I suppressed a smile. Dehan leaned across the table, frowning, curious. “Are you telling me that Robles and Shine were just friends?” 

        “Yes! That was the whole point of ‘Jose and Agnes’! Anyone who was close to them knew that. He saw her as…” He shrugged, searching for the word, “I suppose almost like a mother figure. She was so tolerant! My God! He would say and do the most outrageous things, and she would just kind of smile, this long suffering smile and make some dry, witty comment to me, and we would laugh. I adore her. She was the sweetest, kindest woman you could imagine. But she was so painfully shy, few people ever got to know her as she really was.” 

        “Was?” 

        He groaned and sighed. “Come on, Carmen! You know that’s bullshit! It’s called reported speech! You’re telling a story, you put it in the past tense. I haven’t heard from her in a couple of weeks!” 

        I said, “Where did you send her?” 

        “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

        “You and Am decided to kill Robles. With the same elastic morality you displayed toward your wife and family, you decided to frame her and make her disappear. He had access to the weapons, you had access to the people who could give her a new identity.” 

        “That is absurd! Can you hear yourself? She has a career, for Christ’s sake! A house! A life! Friends!” 

        There was a knock on the door and Gomez put her head in again. 

        “You asked me to let you know when the suspect was in the interrogation room. He has been formally charged.” 

        I grunted, thanked her and stood. “You are not doing yourself any favors, Costas. If you were the DA in this case, what would you be thinking right now?” I turned to Dehan. “Come on, let’s let Mr. Varufakis think for a while. We’ll go and have a chat with Mr. Yeltsin.” 

        At the door, I stopped and looked back at him. “How did you meet Yeltsin, Costas? He hasn’t been prosecuted in New York.” 

        “I wouldn’t be stupid enough to use someone I had prosecuted, Stone. He was a friend of Am’s, from the shooting range.” 

        I smiled. “Better and better.” 

        We took a walk to the coffee machine and got two paper cups of nasty black liquid. She leaned against the wall and we stared at each other for a bit. Finally she shook her head. 

        “Whichever way I look at it, it’s bullshit, Stone.” 

        “I think what he said about Agnes is true. It makes sense of a lot of things we didn’t understand. It is also very interesting.” 

        She shrugged. “It doesn’t change anything.” 

        I nodded a few times. “Maybe. Whatever Yeltsin tells us will be key.” 

        We went in. His wrists had been manacled to the table. He was six foot, but strongly built, lean and muscular. His face was alert and his expression predatory. He didn’t look worried, just slightly mad. His right hand was bandaged and two of the fingers were in splints. 

        We sat. I said, “You’ve been read your rights. Do you want an attorney present, or are you willing to talk to us?” 

        “I want deal. You give me deal, I don’t need lawyer. You don’t give me deal, you can fuck off.” 

        “What kind of deal?” 

        “I tell you everything. I give you DA. I walk.” 

        I laughed, not a lot, but enough to let him know I thought he was ridiculous. “You tried to assassinate me and my wife last night. You think I’m going to let you walk?” 

        He nodded. “Yuh.” 

        “Not going to happen, Peter. You’re wanted in California, Arizona and Texas, and here you are charged with conspiracy to murder two officers of the law. You are doing time. We can talk about how much time, but you are doing time.” 

        He muttered something in Russian. His eyes were very pale and looked amused. “He tell me not hurt you. He say, ‘oh! You are good people! Friend! No hurt them. Just scare a little.’” He sneered and said something that sounded like, “Mudack! There is no conspiracy to kill police officers. Only scare. But I have other information. More interesting. About pussy boy Am. You want to know, we talk deal.” 

        “Yeah? You’d better give me more than that, Yeltsin. Right now I can nail you both just on forensic evidence.” 

        He grunted a laugh. “You can nail shit. My lawyer make you look like asshole in court. Your DA kills pussy boy Am. I can prove, conclusive, and more. He is fucking killer. Not just pussy boy, also professor at university, Dr. Robles, and other professor, Dr. Shine. He kill all of them. I can prove conclusive, but I need deal. No deal, no proof.” 

        Dehan leaned forward. “You are telling us that Assistant District Attorney Costas Varufakis murdered Dr. Jose Robles, Dr. Agnes Shine and Dr. Robles’ student, Americano Nielsen?” 

        “That is what I just tell you, sooka. I tell you nothing more until I have deal from DA.” 

        I sighed noisily, leaned back in my chair and laughed quietly. “I hear a lot of talk.” I looked up and held his eye. “I hear a lot of talk from a sissy who got his ass kicked last night by my wife.” I looked at Dehan and we both laughed. “But words are cheap. Especially the ones I am hearing right now. Anyone can make accusations, Yeltsin. Let me see some substance. Like I told you, on forensic evidence alone, you and Varufakis are going down. If you have something Earth shattering, let’s have a glimpse. Let me see some of it.” 

        He wasn’t drawn by the taunts. He glanced at Dehan a moment, then turned back to me. “I tell you where and how the DA drowns Am. I tell you why. I tell you how he is put him in the river. I tell you how he is kill Dr. Shine so no leave no sign off blood. I tell you where body is put in water. I tell you how he organize Dr. Robles’ death and I tell you why. I tell you everything you are need know, every detail. If I no give you every detail of all three murder, no deal for me. You can write it like that. I sign. But deal is, no charge. I tell you, I go free.” 

        I rubbed my chin and looked at Dehan. She gave a small nod. I said, “We need to discuss this with the DA.” 

        We left him in the room and made our way to the Deputy Inspector’s office. I knocked and he barked, “Come!” 

        When we pushed in, the DA was there with him. The inspector stood. “John, Carmen, you know Denise Davis, the District Attorney…” 

        We shook and muttered greetings, which I cut short and said, “I’m going to cut right to the chase. Yeltsin is offering us Varufakis on a plate. He says he can prove that Varufakis killed Dr. Robles, Dr. Shine and Am Nielsen. He claims he can tell us where Dr. Shine’s body was dumped in the river and he can prove it all.” 

        The DA frowned. “Do you believe him?” 

        I gave half a shrug. “In a sense, that’s irrelevant, ma’am. He’s willing to accept a deal that specifies that if he cannot provide satisfactory proof, there is no deal.” 

        The inspector pointed at a couple of chairs. “Sit down, detectives. Let’s take this a step at a time. First of all, in a nutshell, what is the theory right now? Because I confess this case has me confused!” 

        I gestured at Dehan. “Detective Dehan proposed the current theory, and it seems Yeltsin may be about to confirm it. Perhaps she had better outline it.” 

        “Sir, ma’am, this case is all about Dr. Jose Robles’ compulsive need for dominant, sadomasochistic relationships.” 

        Davis’ eyebrows shot up and she said, “Oh!” 

        The inspector sat back in his chair and said, “Indeed…?” 

        Dehan ignored them and plowed on. “Since he has been at the university, he has engaged in several of these relationships, which he starts in the passive role of a masochist, and then, having identified his partner’s weakness, he switches so that he becomes the dominant sadist. 

        “It is key to the case that he did not have this kind of relationship with Dr. Shine, though they both allowed everybody to believe they had. 

        “Recently, ADA Varufakis met Dr. Robles and they became lovers. Initially, the ADA was the dominant partner, but pretty soon Robles realized that Varufakis was devoted to his wife and children. This was his weakness and Robles exploited it, threatening to reveal their relationship to the media and destroy his family. Right there is his motive for killing Robles. 

        “Now, meantime, Robles had another lover, a student and research assistant by the name of Americano Nielsen. Am was very brilliant, particularly in Robles’ own field of lithium ion generated electricity. They worked closely together on research to develop a battery, and a motor, that could basically make petrol obsolete. Obviously this research—or at least as much of it as was conducted by Robles—belonged to the university. But, unbeknown to them, the LightYear Corporation approached Robles and made him an offer to let them have the research, and they would make him very rich. 

        “And that right there is where Varufakis saw his means. He told Am about the offer, and told him that Robles planned to cut him out. Between them, they plotted to kill him and frame Agnes, whom they also killed and dumped in one of the rivers somewhere.  

        “When Costas saw that we were going to unearth his relationship with Robles, he killed Am and faked his confession. When Stone didn’t buy the confession, he panicked and hired Yeltsin to, so he says, scare us. I think that’s probably true. It may be that Yeltsin was the hit man who killed Am. We’ll have to wait and see.” 

        She stopped talking and they were both quiet for a while. Then the inspector nodded and cleared his throat. “Very clear and succinct, Carmen, thank you. John, your opinion?” 

        “So far, the only concrete evidence we have is a few statements and the forensic evidence showing that Yeltsin shot at us and that Robles and Agnes did not drink from their glasses of wine. Practically nothing. The case as Detective Dehan has set it out hinges on Yeltsin’s testimony, or Varufakis’ confession. He, incidentally, admits trying to scare us but denies vehemently that he was involved in the murders.” I turned to the DA. “The bottom line is, ma’am, whether you are prepared to offer him immunity from prosecution.” 

        She looked at Dehan. “What’s your advice, Detective Dehan?” 

        “On balance, I think it’s worth it. If his testimony is as probative as he says, we need Varufakis put away for the rest of his life. If it’s a crock, we’ll find out and Yeltsin goes down. We may be able to take Varufakis down too, but on lesser charges.” 

        Davis turned to me. “Stone?” 

        “My advice would be to offer him the deal, but make it watertight.” 

        She sighed and nodded. “It’s hard to believe. Costas was a good man. Just shows, you never really know anybody, do you? I’ll call the office and have them draft the document.” 

        She stood and left the room. I stood and looked at the inspector. “We’ll go and give the boys the good news.” 

        Outside, as I closed the door, I said: “Let’s go and see Costas first.” 

        He looked up as we came in. His eyes and nose were swollen, like he’d been crying. Dehan stayed by the door and I sat opposite him. 

        “I’ve just spoken to the DA. She’s just agreed a deal with Yeltsin. He’s going to provide testimony that proves you killed Robles, Agnes and Am. In exchange he gets immunity from prosecution. Is there anything you want to tell me, Costas?” 

        His eyes were wide. He leaned forward, shaking his head. “This is insane! He can’t! He can’t do that because I didn’t kill them! For crying out loud, John! I wanted this case investigated! I panicked when I thought you were going to expose my relationship with Jose! I did something very stupid in trying to scare you! I own to that! But you can’t put me away for the rest of my life for murders I didn’t commit!” 

        “You won’t confess?” 

        “No!” 

        “Then get a lawyer, Costas. A good one.” 

        I called the sergeant and told her to take him down to the cells and let him call his attorney. After that, Dehan and I went back to the coffee machine and got more dirty black water, and stood in silence not drinking. After five minutes, Denise Davis appeared with a folder. She handed it to me and stared into my eyes. “Here goes nothing.” 

        I nodded.  

        Yeltsin was sitting, looking smug. He raised an eyebrow as Dehan closed the door and we moved to the table. “You got a deal for me?” 

        Dehan sat and started recording. When she’d finished the preliminaries, I showed him the folder. “This is the deal, Peter, on exactly the terms you proposed, as stated on the previous recording. You give us proof of Costas Varufakis’ guilt in the murder of Jose Robles, Agnes Shine and Americano Nielsen, and you get immunity from prosecution.” 

        “Yeah,” he said and leered at Dehan. “I tell you whole story. Give me, I sign.” 

        I pulled out the document and slid it across the desk to him. It was short and concise. He read through it carefully, pursed his lips and nodded. He held out his manacled hand without looking up. “Give me pen, I sign.” 

        I handed him my pen. “Now, start talking.” 





EIGHTEEN


   

        He held his manacled wrists toward me. “You no gonna prosecute me. You can undo this, no?” 

        I showed him an expressionless face. “Talk. Let’s see what you’ve got. Right now, you’re the punk who tried to shoot my wife last night. Show me I’m wrong and I’ll take the cuffs off.” 

        He slouched back. 

        “OK, couple of month ago, I start shooting at Coyne Park, in Yonkers. Is ten, fifteen minutes drive. I know guns. I like guns. But I am only professional there. Everybody else is big mouth, no experience. Then I meet Am.” He laughed. “Americano! He’s nice guy, always joking, making funny. But he knows guns. He never been in army, but he know guns. He have the mind and the heart of a warrior. Cold inside. I know. I recognize. I tell him, you wasting your fucking time in university. I introduce you to people, you can make big money doing what you love.” He shrugged his big shoulders. “But he don’t want to know. ‘No,’ he say me, ‘No, I gonna make an electric motor!’” He threw his head back and burst out laughing. “He is going to make electric motor! Electric motor is going to make him rich man, like Elon Musk!” 

        Dehan said, “What made him think that?” 

        “Because his professor is telling him, ‘You and me going to make electric motor, with fantastic battery, fastest car in world.’ He tell me, ‘Peter, this car going to go two hundred mile an hour, minimum! Accelerate zero to one hundred in one second.’ It’s going to be fucking space ship. 

        “OK, so then week is passing, two weeks, and he ask me, ‘Hey, Peter, you in the Russian Army?’ I tell him yeah, I was in special unit. We do a lot of bad things. He tell me, ‘My friend is looking for tough guy like you to help make a job.’ I tell him, I am not cheap. He wants me to kill somebody, it is going to cost ten thousand dollars minimum. If is university professor, it is going to be more.” 

        I said, “Names.” 

        “Not yet. So he tell me this is very expensive. I say to him, ‘Look, you can do this. You don’t need spend money on professional like me. I only advise you, tell you how, two thousand bucks, you make the job. He think about it and he says OK. 

        “So this the job: professor who was going to make super car with him, Dr. Jose Robles. Now he is going to sell idea to big company.” He thought for a moment. “There were two company, LightYear was one, then Electron was other. He was interested in LightYear. But he not tell Am about this. Am is find out because…” He screwed up his face. “Dr. Robles’ lawyer is tell Am about it! So I am saying, what the fuck? What the fuck, man? You bring lawyer, he sit down here with me and you both going to tell me fucking everything. His lawyer is telling you? Somebody trying to screw somebody, right? 

        “OK, so then lawyer is Costas Varufakis. And it don’t take me long find out that lawyer Varufakis is fucking Robles, and Robles is threatening to sell story to TV. So Varufakis and Am making a plan to fuck Robles.” He threw back his head and laughed out loud again. “Everybody fucking somebody.” 

        I said, “So you advised them?” 

        “Yeah, they come to my house. We drink, we make plan. They tell me everything. I tell them, OK, this how you going to do it. You kill him and you kill woman. She going to be easy to kill. Then, he like wine, so you make it look like they been having drink, she is in love with him, everybody in love with Dr. Robles, she jealous, she kill him. Some fingerprints on gun, on glasses. You take her, put rocks in her clothes and put her in river. She is probably in Bahamas by now. She killed him and she run away. Simple.” 

        I shrugged. “It’s a story. Where’s the proof?” 

        He looked at me with dead eyes. “I not finished yet. Give me pen and paper.” 

        I handed him my pen again and a slip of paper. He scrawled down a series of numbers alongside dates and an address downtown. 

        “Four payments of five hundred dollars in cash. Nielsen goes with Varufakis to this ATM to collect money. You check Varufakis account, you see he makes these withdrawals. This money is to pay me for my advice on the murder of Robles and Shine.” 

        I glanced at Dehan. She took the piece of paper and left the room. Yeltsin said, “More. I was at house when they prepare for killing. I see Am kill Agnes. He use his arm in arm lock and strangle her. Varufakis run upstairs and sick in toilet. Am is cool, he set glasses out on tables by chairs, pour wine, only a little in each glass, pour half the bottle down sink, then Varufakis come down. I go check all his sick is gone. I come down and Am call Roble on Agnes house telephone. He tell him to come over to Agnes house. He has to argue, but finally Robles is agree. So if you looking for fingerprints on Agnes house phone, you going to find Am’s prints. They are going to be last prints on telephone.” 

        I took my cell from my pocket and called Joe. 

        “John, how’s it going?” 

        “Joe, can you get a team over to Dr. Agnes Shine’s house, dust her telephone, the landline, see if Am Nielsen’s prints are on it. Theory is he was the last person to use it.” 

        “Sure. I’ll get a team over there right away.” 

        “Thanks.” I hung up. Yeltsin continued: 

        “Dr. Robles arrive. Am let him in, close door and pull gun. ‘You go and you sit down. Pick up fucking glass. Put down.’ Bang! Eight times. Bang! Bang! Bang! Then wipe gun and put it in Agnes hand. Take Agnes to river with her ID documents. Finish.” 

        “Where, exactly?” 

        “Through park at back of house. Is easy, into Pugsley Creek.” He made a face and carried on. “So, everything going nicely. We leave it like this and soon case is closed. But Varufakis want to be clever. You can be too clever. Varufakis too fucking clever. He want to make sure everybody believing he is innocent man. So he call your chief, ‘Hey, I want you put your best men on this case.’ But his best man is good cop, fucking pit-bull, never let go, huh? He can smell something wrong, something wrong. So Varufakis say me, ‘We going to tie up loose ends.’ He write a confession for Am. We take to Am and I put gun to Am’s head.” 

        “Your friend.” 

        “I have two friends, Detective: me and money. I put gun to Am’s head: write fucking confession on your phone. He write. I take him to toilet, I fill sink with water and I put in his head until he dead. Then we take to the river and throw in. You going to find fingerprints on arm are from my hand. Now, I going to ask you, what motive I have for killing Am Nielsen? No motive. Now I asking you, what motive Varufakis has? Good fucking motive. Same man who employ me to scare you. 

        “Last thing I give you. In my apartment, where your police find me, there you find burner telephone, Samsung, on table. This Samsung is one I use for communicate with Varufakis. You going to find on it the calls he is make to me, before I make him use burner. Then you going to find the number of his burner. Maybe you get lucky and find that phone in his house. So, you got the money, you got Am’s prints, you got my prints, you got the telephone and you got my testimony. You got proof.” 

        “What about the research? What happened to that?” 

        He stared at me a long time. There was something odd in his eyes. I couldn’t make out if it was humor or insolence; maybe both. He shrugged. “I don’t know what happen to that. Maybe is still at university. Maybe LightYear get it. Maybe Electron.” 

        The door opened and Dehan came in. I stood. “OK, Peter. We’ll see if this all checks out. If it does, it looks like you’ve got your deal.” 

        I stepped out and had the uniform take Yeltsin down to his cell while the tapes of the interview were taken to the Inspector and the DA. Then I called Joe again. 

        “Stone, you again so soon? People will start to talk.” 

        I forced a laugh. “One last thing, Joe. The prints on Am’s arm. Yeltsin—the guy who shot at us last night—he says those prints will be his. Can you check that?” 

        “Sure thing, I’ll be in touch.” 

        “Thanks.” 

        Dehan put her hand on my shoulder. “Newman has requested his financials. We got him, Stone.” 

        I nodded. “Yeah. We got him…” 

        “You OK?” I nodded again. She shrugged. “Agnes is dead. You were sure she was still alive. I’m sorry.” 

        I smiled. “It was so hard to get a handle on any of their personalities. Hers more than most. Sounds like she was a nice person.” 

        “Academics. They’re all crazy, right? What you see is definitely not what you get.” 

        “For sure.” 

        The inspector put his head out his door. “Stone, Dehan, we got confirmation. They’re sending his records over, but they were able to confirm the withdrawals. We have him. It is a very sad day in many ways, but well done to both of you. A superb piece of work. Well done. I’ll let you know as soon as we get confirmation on the prints and the rest of it. How’s the shoulder, John?” 

        “Nothing a Bushmills won’t fix, sir. Yeltsin tells me Agnes’ body was dumped in Pugsley Creek, at the back of her house. It has probably been dragged out into the East River by now, but we should conduct a search anyway.” 

        “Yes, indeed. I’ll see to it.” He nodded, then smiled. “Bushmills, excellent choice! Well, I’ll see you Monday, then!” 

        “I think we’ll go and give Dr. Meigh the news, sir. I believe La Piccola Liguria in Port Washington does rather good oysters and a sirloin steak in black pepper and brandy sauce that is really something special.” 

        He looked vaguely surprised. “Oh, well, that is very thoughtful of you, John. Thank you, and you two have a lovely evening.” 

        “Thank you, sir. We will do our best. After that, we’re going to Goa, for Christmas, I owe it to Dehan as part of a bet.” 

        He laughed. “Gotta go ta Goa!” 

        “Never gets old, sir.” 

        We went down the stairs, collected our coats and stepped out into the icy wind. It was only midday, but the heavy, bellying clouds and the dull, uniform gray light made it feel like early evening.  

        We made it to the car and climbed in before Dehan said, “OK, what’s going on? What did I miss, get wrong, overlook or fail to take into account?” 

        I smiled, started the engine and reversed out of the lot. “That is not very nice, Dehan. I take you out for a romantic evening and you impute all kinds of dishonest motives to me.” 

        “Yadda yadda…” 

        “Seriously, Dehan. I just want to wrap the case up, inform Dr. Meigh and take you to dinner. It is almost Christmas!” 

         She raised an eyebrow and we set off toward the Throgs Neck and Long Island. 

   


* * *


   

        Dr. Meigh opened the door and the slight widening of her eyes said she was startled. 

        “Detectives… We are just having lunch…” 

        “And we are on our way to lunch, but we thought we’d just drop in to let you know that the case has been closed.” 

        “Oh, well, that’s very good of you. Thank you.” She hesitated, unsure whether to close the door. 

        I waited, smiling, until it became awkward and then added, “You must be curious to know who did it. I’m afraid I also have some rather sad news for you.” 

        She sighed and her shoulders slumped. “You had better come in.” 

        “We won’t keep you long, Dr. Meigh. It shouldn’t take more than a couple of minutes.” 

        She forced a smile. “Of course. It is thoughtful of you to come all this way.” She led us into the drawing room, where a fire was burning in the grate, reflecting off the baubles and tinsel on a vast Christmas tree, and throwing ghostly reflections against the windowpanes. She sat, perched on the edge of a calico armchair. Dehan took the sofa and I took the other chair. 

        I said, “Perhaps your husband would like to join us.” 

        Dehan glanced at me and frowned. Meigh said, “No, that is quite unnecessary, Detective. What is the news you have for me?” 

        I spread my hands, “Cutting a long story short, Dr. Meigh, Peter Yeltsin has confessed that he was employed by Assistant District Attorney Costas Varufakis to kill Dr. Robles.”
       “Really? How extraordinary.” 

        “Yes, Robles and Varufakis were having an affair, and Robles was threatening to tell the media. One of his power games. Varufakis panicked and employed Yeltsin to kill him. Part of the plan was to frame Agnes, kill her and dump her body in the river, to make it look as though she had killed him and fled.” 

        “Oh.” The only sign of emotion was that her face went very rigid. 

        I waited a moment, then said, “I imagine you’ll miss her.” 

        “Of course, we all will.” 

        “Of course, Am was also a part of the plot. There were three of them, Costas, Yeltsin and Am.” 

        “I see.” 

        “Am’s motive was that the LightYear Corporation had made Robles an offer to buy his research, and he admitted to Costas that he was going to make the sale, and cut Am out. So Costas and Am teamed up.” 

        “Well, thank you for taking the time to bring me the news…” 

        Dehan made to stand. I said, “There is just one thing.” 

        Meigh sighed. “Yes, Detective Stone.” 

        “There was a second corporation who apparently also made an offer for Robles’ and Am’s research. The Electron Corporation. I don’t know what happened to that offer. The one Robles apparently went for was the LightYear offer.” 

        “I see. Anything else?” 

        “I just wondered if you had been approached by Electron…?” 

        “No, of course not.” 

        “OK, well, we’ll leave you to your lunch. You’ll be off to Maine soon, I imagine.” 

        “Yes, tomorrow in fact, if we can get away.” 

        She labored the last words as she stood. We followed her to the hall and she led the way across the hall toward the front door. As she reached it, I snapped my fingers and gave a small laugh. “My gloves!” 

        I turned on my heel and marched back. I heard her voice behind me, “Detective!” 

        As I reached the dining room, I grabbed the handle and pushed open the door. I could hear Meigh’s feet running behind me.  

        He was sitting with his back to me, eating what appeared to be a chocolate mousse. I glanced at Meigh and the distress on her face told me I was right. Behind her, moving as though in slow motion, was Dehan, both running toward me. I looked back into the room and said, “Hello, Agnes.” 

        Her hair was cut short and dyed very black. The clothes were a man’s clothes, jacket, shirt and tie, but the face was easily recognizable as Agnes Shine’s. She stood and turned to face me. 

        Dr. Meigh grabbed my arm in both her hands and pulled at me. Her face was twisted with all the emotion she had failed to show before. “You are not allowed in here!” 

        I spoke quietly, “It’s over, Dr. Meigh. You very nearly got away with it. But the game is up.” 

        “No!” 

        Agnes came around her chair and took Meigh in her arms. Meigh seemed to collapse, sobbing into her neck. 

        I turned to Dehan, whose mouth was slightly open. “You better call for a patrol car, and the Crime Scene team.” Then I turned to Agnes and Meigh. “Dr. Patricia Meigh, Dr. Agnes Shine, I am placing you both under arrest for the murders of Dr. Jose Robles and Americano Nielsen, and for the theft of intellectual property from University College New York.” 





EPILOGUE


   

        The weather outside was frightful, but the fire, where it was crackling in the hearth, was quite delightful. Big, fat flakes were falling past the window, shrouding everything in a blanket of frozen white, while a warm, wavering amber glow filled the room, and glinted off the large red, orange and yellow balls on the tree. 

        I sat on the sofa with my feet on Dehan’s lap and sipped a large glass of mulled wine, watching her face while she gazed at the flames. 

        “That has to have been the most confusing case we have ever had.” 

        I made a ‘hmm’ noise and nodded. 

        “How did you know that Agnes was there?” 

        I shrugged. “It was the simplest explanation. It all fell into place when Yeltsin mentioned the Electron Corporation. I’d had my doubts about Meigh from the start. She had shown no emotion whatsoever about Agnes’ disappearance. At first that seemed normal because we didn’t think they were very close. But then when it emerged that they were actually very close friends, her indifference made no sense at all, unless she knew Agnes was safe.” 

        She nodded. “Yeah, when you put it like that.” 

        “That was when I asked you to look into the births, deaths, marriages, et cetera relating to Meigh. You found out that she wasn’t married, and that she owned a house in Maine, where they were going for Christmas.” 

        “That’s why it surprised me when you asked if her husband wanted to join us. You knew she wasn’t married.” 

        “But that day we were checking on Robles’ research, I had seen her with a man, and they were behaving like a couple. I assumed at the time it was her husband. But then it began to dawn on me. Maybe it wasn’t her husband, but her lover. So while you were doing a background search on Meigh, I did a background search on Agnes, and found out that she really was a brilliant economist, and was on the boards of a number of corporations. When Yeltsin mentioned Electron, I recognized it as one of the corporations she was connected with.” 

        She snorted. “Son of a gun. So when Meigh realized the potential for the research Robles and Am were conducting, she suggested to Agnes that they should sell it to Electron.” 

        “Yup. Meigh knew that the real brains behind the research was Am, so she recruited him, and soon discovered he was able and willing to do more than just design batteries. And when LightYear came along and complicated matters by making Robles an offer, and Robles seemed determined to accept it and cut Am out, they decided he had to die.” 

        “So it was Am who killed Robles.” 

        “Oh yes, that was clear from the beginning. And note that neither Am nor Meigh had any interest in wine.” 

        “OK,” she said, turning from the fire to look at me. “But how does Yeltsin fit into all this? We had it all sewn up!” 

        “Meigh had it all sewn up. Did you notice the security company that the university uses?” 

        “No.” 

        “VMS, stands for Veteran Military Security. A lot of major corporations who have very sensitive, valuable material use them, because they only employ very high caliber military vets. But like many high level security companies, these guys don’t only supply security guards, they provide the whole range of personnel, all the way up to mercenaries. Meigh is a very clever, subtle woman. When she and Agnes had first come up with her plan, she had recruited Yeltsin. She didn’t have to go very far to look for him. He was on VMS’ books. She was aware that Am could become a problem at some point in the future, so she had Yeltsin befriend him and keep an eye on him. As it turned out, she was right to do so, because when Costas showed up, demanding a deeper investigation and talking to Am about how Robles was planning A, to reveal their relationship to the media and B, take LightYear’s offer, it was clear that not only did Robles have to die, but Am had to take the fall for it. Hence the suicide.” 

        “So the whole thing was planned and orchestrated by Meigh and Agnes, so that they could sell Robles’ and Am’s research to Electron.” 

        “A company in which Agnes had a stack of shares.” 

        “So Costas was telling the truth?” 

        “Costas was a fool, but apart from lying to his wife and trying to scare us off the case, he was telling the truth.” 

        “But hang on a second there, big guy, that is a hell of a coincidence, isn’t it? That Costas should employ Yeltsin to scare us?” 

        “Not a coincidence at all. Remember, Yeltsin had got Am to introduce him to Costas. In Yeltsin’s story, it was to commit murder, in reality it was so he could keep tabs on them both. It was Yeltsin who offered himself to scare us off. Remember Costas told us that?” 

        “So basically Meigh and Agnes employed Yeltsin to manage the murder and keep track of what their pawns were doing. That is scary.” 

        “Very subtle and very intelligent women.” 

        “And the guy who called, who threatened to kill me?” 

        “Meigh’s final attempt to scare us into accepting Am’s confession and dropping the investigation. What caused us so much confusion was that Meigh and Costas both wanted the same thing, and each made an attempt to persuade us to give it up. Hers was more subtle, his was more desperate.” 

        “And she offered you the name of the LightYear Corporation to lead you away from Electron and into accepting Am’s suicide story.” 

        “Yup.”  

        “That was one hell of a risk Yeltsin took, offering that deal.” 

        “He was never supposed to get caught. But when they realized it was inevitable, they came up with the idea of the deal. I imagine he was paid very well for that.” 

        “And the four withdrawals of five hundred bucks each at the ATM, from Costa’s account?” 

        “Simple, Am clones Costa’s card. All too easy these days.” 

        I sipped my wine and watched the flames for a while as it grew dark outside. “One thing I don’t get, and will probably never get, is why Yeltsin gave us the name Electron.” 

        “A slip of the tongue?” 

        “Maybe. You want your Christmas present now, or in the morning?” 

        “That depends, will I have to pack?” 

        “Yes.” 

        “Then you’d better give it to me now…” 





BOOK 16


JACK IN THE BOX



ONE


   

        It was spring, and all the trees that had been cold and naked during the long winter were now responding to the watery, early sun by sprouting small, succulent, bright green leaves. The air was chill, but I had the windows of my ancient Jaguar open and Dehan, in her black leather jacket, was watching me through her aviators as the spring air whipped her black hair across her face. I glanced at her and smiled. She was a nice thing to smile at.  

        She spoke, outlining the facts. 

        “Thursday, October 7th, 2014, Helena Magnusson, thirty-five, drives to Underhill Community Center in the Bronx to teach her creative writing evening class. When she gets there, at five thirty, a parcel arrives for her by special delivery. When she opens it, it contains her husband, Jack’s head.” 

        “Huh! Jack in the box.” 

        “Don’t interrupt. Jack Connors, fifty-two, mega successful founder and CEO of Connors Communication, an advertising company that claims it specializes in ‘persuasion engineering’, apparently a branch of neuro-linguistic programming.” 

        “Thinking outside the box.” 

        “Are you done?” I nodded. She went on. “The ME said that his head had been severed with exceptional precision in a single cut. He believed a razor sharp samurai sword might have been used, or something of that sort. Blood residue on the neck tissue suggested that the man had been lying down when he was decapitated. He also detected traces of ketamine in the blood, suggesting he may have been rendered unconscious before being killed.” 

        “But his eyes were open.” 

        “Yes. So if he was drugged, he woke up before he was killed. The face was tested for fingerprints but none showed up. The rest of the body was never found, despite an extensive search of parks and rivers. What’s left of him is probably in the East River somewhere.” 

        “Not habeas corpus, but habeas caput.” 

        “Caput?” 

        “Head.” 

        “You’re on fire today, Stone. Pretty much the only person to benefit from his death was his wife, who inherited a controlling share in the business. Apparently she later sold some of those shares in a private deal to Seth Greenway, the current CEO, and became a sleeping partner. She also inherited a brownstone beside Morningside Park, a weekend house outside New Haven and another apartment in Boston. She used to lecture there in English literature. Financial gain does not seem to be much of a motive in her case, however, as she was already a rich woman in her own right, being the Helena Magnusson.” 

        “Bestselling novelist of dubious talent. You say ‘pretty much’ the only person to gain from his death. Talk me through that.” 

        “One day, Stone, you will actually read a case file from cover to cover.” 

        I arched an eyebrow at her. “The day you do, perhaps.” 

        She ignored me. We had come to Morningside Avenue. I turned left and after four blocks, I turned left again into West 122nd. I pulled in between a green ash and a hydrant, killed the engine and turned to Dehan. She took a deep breath and said: 

         “The only other person to benefit from his death was Seth Greenway.” 

        “The current CEO.” 

        “But I don’t really buy that, Stone. I mean, how sure could he have been that he would get to take over?” She shrugged. “The big problems in this case, as always in a cold case, were a lack of forensic evidence and witnesses, but the lack of apparent motive was also a major stumbling block. Everyone, friends and workmates, agreed that Helena and Jack were the ideal couple and very much in love with each other, and at work everyone said Jack was a great boss.” 

        I stuck out my bottom lip and grunted. “It’s a very striking way to kill somebody, isn’t it—severing the head. You can’t get much more final than that.” 

        She nodded. “It sends a message, as does putting it in a box and sending it to the wife.” 

        “Almost,” I said, “as though she were the killer’s real target, not the husband.” 

        “That had struck me. But a target for what, exactly?” 

        “OK, let’s go and talk to her.” 

        We climbed out and made our way down the leafy, Victorian street that, in the age of baseball caps, cargo shorts and smartphones, had somehow managed to retain some of its old grandeur and elegance. Hers was the second of a row of understated, three-story brownstones. It had a stone stoop with a magnificent balustrade up to equally magnificent heavy brown doors under a vaguely Egyptian looking portico. I rang the bell and waited while Dehan went up on and down on her toes a few times, chewing her lip and scanning the façade. 

        “What do you reckon, three million?” 

        I glanced at the other houses down the street. “Three, three and a half.” 

        The door opened to reveal a smiling woman in her early twenties. She was wearing what appeared to be a surgeon’s coat and had very blonde hair and very blue eyes. Her voice was fruity and fluty.  

        “Hello, you are detectives who are calling earlier?” 

        We showed her our badges and Dehan said, “Detectives Dehan and Stone, we are here for Mrs. Magnusson.” 

        She did a funny little bob with her knees and said, “Yoh, she is expectink you. Please follow.” 

        The entrance hall was unexpectedly large. The floor was an intricate mosaic of hexagonal black and white tiles, with a deep, oxblood Persian rug thrown over it any old how. Large walnut doors stood closed on our left. Beyond them a broad, carpeted staircase rose to the second floor. To the right, a passage disappeared toward what I assumed was the kitchen. 

        We followed the blonde girl in the surgeon’s coat up the stairs and along a landing carpeted in the same oxblood red to a second set of walnut doors at the front of the house. There she knocked and went in. 

        “Madam, the detectives are here.” 

        She waited for an answer we did not hear, then bobbed and smiled at us. “Please come in, yoh.” 

        We went in and she closed the doors behind us. We were in a large drawing room with a magnificent bay window overlooking the street below. The floors were hardwood, strewn with Persian rugs, and the furniture, which was eclectic, seemed not to include anything later than the 1930s. A soft leather sofa sat opposite an iron fireplace, flanked by heavy lamp tables, and on either side of the fire there was a chesterfield armchair. The paintings on the walls looked like minor impressionists, but they were originals.  

        Helena was standing by the sofa with her hands clasped in front of her. Her eyes were pale blue and a small crease between her brows was the only expression on her face. A small frown for a small worry. Her hair was not so much tied up in a bun as tied up out of the way. Her cardigan, the same blue as her eyes, was somehow more noticeable than her pearls. Her shoes, like her skirt, were sensible. She did something with her mouth that, had she ever given it life, might have become a smile. 

        “Detectives,” she said, as though she were considering the word. 

        We showed her our badges and Dehan spoke. “Mrs. Magnusson, I am Detective Carmen Dehan and this is my partner, Detective John Stone.” 

        Before she could continue, Helena gave her head a small shake. “You said on the telephone you wanted to talk about Jack…” 

        There was the faintest hint of an accent: a softening of the ‘t’s and ‘d’s, a narrowing of the vowels. I wondered if she was Norwegian or Danish. She gestured at the chairs. “Please, do sit down. Have you found something?” 

        We sat, and she sat almost perched on the edge of the sofa, with her knees together and her ankles to one side, her hands folded on her lap. Dehan shook her head. 

        “I’m afraid not, Mrs. Magnusson. My partner heads up a cold cases unit at the 43rd Precinct. We periodically review cases that stalled for one reason or another, and we are having a look at your husband’s case. I know it’s distressing, but we were hoping you could talk us through it.” 

        She raised her eyebrows and gave a little sigh through her nose. “There is so little to tell. I was teaching at Underhill Community Center.” She glanced at us, as though realizing suddenly the statement needed an explanation. “So many people, not just young, but mainly older people, in boroughs like the Bronx, never have the opportunity, you know, to express themselves artistically.” Her eyes drifted. “Most have nothing to say of any value, but sometimes, you know…” She looked at me and smiled. “Not often, you meet somebody with talent. After the class, my publisher was organizing a party at the Chadwick & Holstein offices in Manhattan; we were launching the new book. 2014, let me see…” Again her eyes drifted away, as though she were looking at hidden images within the wall. “The Many Colors of Snow. My husband was going to pick me up to take me there, but he called, um, one o’clock, about, and said he must come later. He was always so busy at work. So, I took my car. I was always a little early to the class, to prepare, and the young man came to my class…” 

        “Young man?” 

        “From UPS, I think. He gives me the box, asks me to sign for it, and leaves. I was of course very curious to see what…”  

        She seemed to freeze. Her gaze shifted to the rug and she blinked several times in rapid succession. It was the only sign that she was feeling any kind of emotion. After a moment, she swallowed and said, “You know, it is such a long time since I have spoken about it. You would think… But, in any case, I had not ordered anything, I was not expecting anything, so naturally I was curious. So I opened the box and inside was a cool box, like for a picnic. I took it out, more curious now, and I opened the cool box.” 

        Again she stopped, looked away and bit her lip. She gave her head a small shake. “He was on his back, as though he was lying down. I have seen him like this more times than I can count, in the morning and in the evening. And he was staring right at me. He looked serious, a little surprised. Very…” She frowned at Dehan and ran her fingertips softly over her own cheek. “Very pale, because he had no blood in him. Of course he could not see me. I am told that I screamed, but I don’t remember. I remember, the next thing, that I was in a chair, there were a lot of people, and somebody was giving me water from one of those disgusting plastic glasses. I didn’t drink it. I could not drink it from such a plastic glass.”  

        She took a deep breath and looked back at Dehan. “The police came, a doctor came and some paramedics. They wanted me to go to hospital, or at least go home. But that is not the way we do things.” 

        I smiled. “We?” 

        She met my smile with one of her own that was a little distant. “In my family. My father was a very strong man. He taught me that we see first to our duties, and we express our emotions later, in private.” 

        “So you went to the book launch?” 

        She nodded. “Yes, of course.” 

        Dehan scratched her head and left a few stray hairs standing slightly on end. “Mrs. Magnusson, when was the last time you actually saw your husband?” 

        “At breakfast. We are both early risers, well, he was an early riser, and we always breakfasted together at six. Then he went to work and I went to my office. I work, naturally, from home.” 

        I asked, “And the next communication you had with him?” 

        “At one o’clock, when he called to say he could not collect me from the community center.” 

        “That would be his lunch time?” 

        She looked a little surprised. “I imagine so, Detective Stone. Is that important?” 

        “I don’t know. What did you do after you received the phone call?” 

        “I had lunch with some friends who were visiting from Boston, some fellow lecturers.” She sighed and closed her eyes for a second. “One of them was a friend. The others were friends of his. The details are in the original statement I gave the police at the time.” 

        “Did you go directly?” 

        She didn’t answer for a moment and seemed to be remembering. “Yes,” she said at last. “They were already here. I told them Jack would not be coming to the launch and we went. Again, I did tell the police…” 

        Dehan nodded. “I’m sure the detective at the time asked you all of this, Mrs. Magnusson, but sometimes time and reflection can cast a new light on things. Is there anyone you can think of, however remote or unlikely it may seem, who could have had a grudge against your husband?” 

        She smiled. It was an odd smile that seemed to suggest that Dehan’s question was somehow absurd. Her gaze drifted and she pointed at my chair. “He used to sit there, smoking a cigar in the evening. He liked cognac, the Rémy Martin Fine Champagne, XO… extra old.” She made a disparaging face and a small laugh. “I think it is a vulgar drink in a vulgar bottle, but he likes it… He liked it.” She took a deep breath and the laughter faded from her face. “Of course, I have asked myself this many times. Who? Who would want to do this? But I cannot answer that question. So many people in his life I did not know. I knew nothing of his work. In his personal life I can tell you that he had no enemies—few friends, but no enemies. At work…” She gave a delicate shrug. “I do not know. You would better ask Seth, and his colleagues.” 

        Dehan nodded again. “Sure, we will do that.” She hesitated a moment, then said, “Mrs. Magnusson, there is an outside possibility that you, and not your husband, were the focus of this attack. Had that crossed your mind?” 

        She blinked and her eyebrows rose a fraction. “What on Earth can you mean?” 

        “My partner and I both agree that the fact that so much care was taken to send…” 

        She hesitated again and Helena supplied the missing words: “My husband’s head.” 

        “Yes, the fact that so much trouble was taken to send it to you in that particular way suggests that you were, at least to some extent, a target in this crime.” 

        “That had never occurred to me. It is obvious now that you say it, and I a crime writer…” 

        For a fleeting moment her bottom lip curled in and she blinked away tears from her eyes. I said, “You were too close to it.” 

        “No doubt.” 

        “But you see that there was an attempt here to communicate something to you.” 

        “Yes.” 

        “This would suggest that the murderer knew you both, and considered himself…” 

        “Or herself.” 

        “Yes, or herself, to have some kind of relationship with you. Seen from that perspective, does anyone come to mind? Can you think what they might have wanted to communicate?” 

        She shook her head, not in negation but as though daunted by the enormity of the task. “I shall have to think about it. I have not thought about this for a long time.” 

        I nodded. “Of course. Mrs. Magnusson, I only have a couple more questions for you and then we’ll leave you in peace. How did you get from the community center to the party on Madison Avenue, in Manhattan?” 

        She stared at me for a long moment.  

        I frowned. “I’m assuming you didn’t drive.” 

        “No, no of course not. A friend from Boston came and picked me up.” 

        I smiled and my eyebrows told her I was surprised. “From Boston?” 

        “No, Detective, he was visiting for the book launch. He is an old friend.” 

        “This would be one of the friends you had lunch with. May we have a name?” 

        Her face seemed to dry and harden like plaster. “His name is in your original report. Do you need to trouble him again after all these years?” 

        “In a case like this, where there is no forensic evidence and there are no witnesses, we need to gather evidence from other sources. Often a simple comment can give us a clue that leads us to an answer. I am sure your friend is totally innocent, but he may know the killer without realizing it. We are trying to catch a murderer, Mrs. Magnusson, not cause you problems.” 

        “Of course.” Again the small sigh through her nose and the downcast gaze. “His name is Alornerk, Alornerk Smith. It is in my original statement.” 

        Dehan frowned. “That’s a very unusual name, Alornerk.” 

        “It is an Eskimo name. He is from Alaska. He lives and works in Boston. He is a senior lecturer in mathematics. I believe he has changed address since...” 

        Dehan wrote down his new address and phone number. When she was done, I said, “One last thing, could you supply us with a list of your students at Underhill?” 

        She sagged back in the sofa. “Now?” 

        I shook my head. “No, but if over the next day or two you could give it some thought and write down everything you can remember about them, that would be helpful.” 

        She gave a nod that was weary. “Yes, very well, Detective Stone, I’ll do what I can.” 

        I glanced at Dehan. She shook her head that she had no more questions and we stood. Helena rang a bell and we stood in awkward silence for a moment. Then Ebba opened the door and led us back down the stairs in a silent procession to the front door. There she smiled her bright smile and said she hoped we would have a lovely day. 

        The door closed and we walked without talking back to my old, burgundy Jaguar, where it sat in the mottled, spring shade of the green ash. 





TWO


   

        Dehan didn’t get in straight away. She leaned her forearms on the burgundy roof of the car, leaned her chin on her forearms and drummed her fingers. The dappled shade of the leaves lay across her face. 

        “In her original statement, she said that Alornerk came to visit and brought a couple of friends with him. She couldn’t remember their names, but they were visiting from Europe. She couldn’t remember the name of the restaurant either. She had never been there before and Alornerk’s friends had chosen it, somewhere in Queens.” 

        I listened to her, then unlocked the car door. “You think she’s lying?” 

        She drummed a bit more, then looked up at the young leaves in the green ash overhead. “It’s messy and unlikely enough to be true. It could also be a phony alibi.” 

        I climbed behind the wheel and she got in the other side. I asked, “What did Alornerk say when they interviewed him?” 

        She frowned at me and slammed the door. “Read the report sometimes, Stone. That’s what it’s there for.” 

        “I did, bits. I like to keep it fresh. Besides, I have you to read it for me. I like the way you tell it.” The big old engine growled and we pulled away. “What did he say?” 

        She sighed. “He confirmed her story. The friends had gone back to Europe that evening. It had all been a big shock. He couldn’t remember the name of the restaurant either. He would contact the friends and get them to tell him. He never did, and neither of them was ever a suspect, so it wasn’t followed up.” 

        I turned into Manhattan Avenue. “You want to go and see Seth Greenway?” 

        “Of course. Fifteenth floor, 667 Madison Avenue. It’s in the file.” 

        “Don’t judge me. My father used to judge me. That was what led me into a life of dissolute vice and profligacy, and ultimately self-recrimination and self-loathing. It took years of therapy and analysis to make me the man I am today. But the shadows are never far away. The shadows… and the nightmares.” 

        She watched me say all this from behind her aviators, with a small smile on her lips. When I’d finished, she said, “You know all about my family, my history, my childhood, but you never talk about your own past, or your parents.” 

        I shrugged. “Not much to tell. My father was an Austrian sadist with a small mustache and blond eyelashes. He used to pronounce Austria ‘orstria’. That always terrified me.” 

        She laughed. I smiled. After a bit I said, “Helena made the point that the killer could be a woman. You think that’s significant?” 

        She shrugged. “I noticed that. I don’t know. If she suspected a woman, why not say so? Also, ninety percent of murders are committed by men. So, statistically, it’s not likely.” 

        “Statistical probability is a misleading friend, Dehan. Statistically, he is very unlikely to have been murdered in the first place, and yet he was.” 

        “Still, I noticed the comment but personally would not attribute much significance to it.” 

        I made a left and a right onto Central Park West and was temporarily distracted by the beauty of the grass and the trees in the early spring light. At West 97th I turned into the park. “Would you say she was pedantic—in her speech, I mean.” 

        She thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, I guess so. She’s very precise. You get the feeling she was taught extremely correct English, and sticks to the rules.” 

        “I noticed she uses shall in the first person.” 

        She frowned at me. “What?” 

        “Not many people know that shall is the first person of will: I shall, you will, he will, it will.” I glanced at her and went on. “We shall, you will, they will.” 

        “You’re kidding.” 

        “She knew that.” 

        “Huh…” She frowned again. “Is that important?” 

        “Well, it makes her question a little more significant, because presumably she knows that in English ‘he’ is a neutral pronoun as well as a masculine one. That may not be popular in our politically correct age, but she struck me as a woman more concerned with propriety than political correctness. I may be wrong, but I think she thinks it was a woman.” 

        She shook her head as we turned out of the park and onto the Museum Mile. “One of these days, Stone, you are going to come out with one of these gossamer thin deductions of yours, and it will be totally wrong.” 

        I snorted. “See? And then you want me to share my thoughts. So that you can erode my ego with cruel stabbing words, like my mother when she used to make me lie under the floorboards, with the rats.” 

        “You’re out of your mind, Stone.” 

        “I must have spring fever.” 

        Five minutes later, I made two lefts onto Madison Avenue and parked outside J Safra. Dehan opened the door to get out, but I sat drumming the walnut steering wheel and staring at the FedEx van in front of me. 

        “What?” 

        “The killer knew where she would be at that time, so he could organize the special delivery.” 

        “Yes.” 

        “He also knew Jack was going for lunch.” 

        “Yup…” 

        I eyed her face a moment. “So, where did Jack go for lunch?” 

        “Let’s find out.” 

        “Yeah…” 

        I climbed out and we made our way along the sunlit sidewalk toward 667 Madison Ave.  

        We crossed the echoing, toffee-colored marble lobby to the bank of elevators along the far wall, which still evoked Orwell’s art deco vision of the future. There, we took a car to the fifteenth floor, in uncomfortable intimacy with a dozen other people, all trying hard to pretend it was normal to be this closely confined with a dozen strangers in a steel box fifteen stories in the air. 

        The doors slid back and we exited with relief into the reception of Connors Communication. Here the walls were also marble, but of pale oxblood hue that was oddly unsettling. A girl who had the kind of charm you learn at customer services school gave us a pretty smile and asked how she might help us.  

        I showed her my badge. 

        “I am Detective Stone. This is Detective Dehan. We are investigating a homicide and we would like to see Mr. Seth Greenway.” 

        She made a call on the internal phone and two minutes later, a young man in shirtsleeves with hair that looked as though it had been sneezed on came hurrying out of a passage and asked us to please follow him. We did, along a beige-carpeted corridor to a large mahogany door that was guarded by a large mahogany desk. The boy with sticky hair dropped behind the desk and picked up the internal phone. 

        “Mr. Greenway, the detectives are here…” 

        He hung up, flicked his eyes at us and said, “You can go right ahead, through that door.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow at him. “Don’t get up, junior, I’ll get it.” 

        She opened the door and we went in. 

        Seth Greenway was seated with his back to a floor-to-ceiling, panoramic view of New York City, giving the unsettling feeling that he might at any moment fall backward into empty space. The office was minimalist, with a round table and twelve chairs to one side, hardwood floors with rough-woven mats and furniture that had that Scandinavian feel which reminded you that comfortable was not the same as cozy. 

        He looked up from a dozen glossy prints on his desk and stood, smiling at Dehan, holding out his hand as we crossed the room. 

        “Detectives, forgive me, we are rushed off our feet at the moment with deadlines and the rest of it!” He laughed. “Much like any other time! Please, take a seat.” 

        He glanced at me to include me in the offer to sit and looked back at Dehan with a quizzical frown. “You are investigating a homicide…” 

        I said, “This is a cold case, Mr. Greenway. The murder of the former CEO of this company, Jack Connors.” 

        He flopped back in his big black chair, his mouth sagged a little and he looked back at Dehan with an oddly reproachful expression. “But that was, oh… five years ago.” 

        I answered, even though he was still looking at Dehan. “There is no statute of limitations on homicide, Mr. Greenway. We take a murder committed five years ago just as seriously as one committed this morning.” 

        “Of course!” He glanced at me, spread his hands and looked back at Dehan. “How can I help?” 

        She didn’t answer. I said, “How well did you know Jack Connors, Mr. Greenway?” 

        He gave a small shrug. “I probably knew him as well as anybody did. He wasn’t really one for sharing his feelings, you know…” He laughed at the thought. “He was very much a man’s man, a man of action. He was all about getting the job done, pulling in the clients, making the next million. He didn’t have time for what he called emotional horseshit.” He held up both hands, laughing, and spoke to Dehan again. “I’m not saying I agree. I am just telling you the kind of man he was.” 

        I saw a small frown crease her brow. I smiled. “Was he well liked at work? How did his employees feel about him?” 

        “Oh…” He nodded at me several times, like I had touched on an important point. Then he turned back to Dehan. “Make no mistake. His staff loved him. He was uncompromising, direct to the point of being blunt, sometimes rude, but always fair and a very generous employer. His staff loved him. He never forgot a birthday, if somebody got married the firm would be there to help out, mortgages, insurance, healthcare, deaths in the family… You name it, he was there, rolling up his sleeves, getting personally involved to make sure his staff were taken care of.” 

        Dehan gave a small snort. I rubbed my hand over my chin and said, “I’m more interested in what he would have called the emotional horseshit: his personal relationships, friends, enemies, jilted lovers, old girlfriends… Who was he close to?” I smiled again. “We are looking for somebody who would want to kill him.” 

        He held my eye a moment, then made a small, helpless gesture with his hands. “Who was he close to? Me and Helena is the simple answer. And I don’t think either of us really knew him. I am not being awkward, detective, but the truth is Jack never really got close to anybody. Friends, apart from me, I am not sure he had any. He had acquaintances who were more or less close, with a small ‘c’, but I am talking about people on his team, who he saw at work. I am not talking about people he socialized with. What little social life he had was all through his wife. You know she is a successful novelist, so often attends events, launches, galas. You know the sort of thing. He would usually accompany her.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “Enemies, jilted lovers, old girlfriends. He must have had them, I suppose, he was certainly a man who was attractive to women, but if he did, he never talked about them.” 

        I gazed out at the vast sweep of Manhattan behind him, with the Ed Koch bridge just visible, spanning the water. I spoke half to myself: “He never socialized…” 

        “Well,” he said quickly, “that would be inaccurate. He did socialize, grudgingly, when his wife forced him to.” 

        “What was your impression of their relationship, Mr. Greenway?” 

        He held my eye and shook his head. “Make no mistake about that, detective. They adored each other. I have never seen a couple more totally in love.” 

        Dehan spoke for the first time. “How can you know that if he never spoke about emotional horseshit?” 

        He laughed out loud and his cheeks actually flushed. “He didn’t need to talk about it. Whenever you saw them together…” He shook his head, searching for a way to express it. “They were both very reserved, neither of them ever made a public display of affection, but you could just see it in the way they looked at each other, smiled at each other, the small touch of the hand. Everybody agreed, even people who barely knew them. They adored each other. And she, I hardly ever see her now, but I know, she never recovered from his death. She used to be bright, lively, fun; but since his death she has just faded away. And her writing! It has become so dark!” 

        I gave a small sigh and rubbed my chin again. The picture I was getting, both from Helena and Greenway, was almost absurdly detailed and yet told me nothing about the man. I went for the question that had been playing on my mind.  

        “You say he never socialized unless it was with his wife. So, where did he go for lunch that Thursday at one PM?” 

        For a moment he reminded me vaguely of a goldfish, staring at me with round eyes, his mouth working on unformed words which never made it past his larynx. Dehan said, “Presumably he had a secretary, and a diary.” 

        He scratched his eyebrow and stammered, “Long, long… um… long since departed, I’m afraid…” 

        “You mentioned a team.” 

        “As I say, that was about five years ago. There was Jean Reynolds, Angie Byrne, Peter Heseltine… Those are the names that come to mind. Angie was the graphic designer, Jean and Peter came from backgrounds in CG, animation, special effects, that kind of thing. They all had creative input.” 

        “They still with the company?” 

        “Oh, yes, they are still with us, we value…” 

        “Could we talk to them?” 

        He gave a laugh that was more stress than humor. “They are actually engaged in a presentation right now that is worth several million dollars to the company. Let me arrange it and tomorrow, the day after at the very latest, you can sit down with them and have their full attention.” 

        I smiled like someone who wants to be cooperative. “We’d appreciate that.”  

        Dehan scratched the tip of her nose and asked, “Mr. Greenway, who benefited from Jack Connors’ death?” 

        He opened his mouth, his eyebrows moved in various ways and he blinked several times. 

        “Ah… Nobody benefited from Jack’s death. Helena inherited a lot of money and property that was, in effect, already hers! She inherited controlling shares in this company, which she did not want, because she had zero interest in it; and she ended up selling me a bundle of shares. So there was no real material benefit there, but she did lose a man whom she was very much in love with. 

        “You are probably thinking that I benefited by becoming CEO, but you’re wrong. Jack was planning to take early retirement anyway, and we had already discussed how he was going to transfer the reins of the company to me, and with them a bundle of shares. As it turned out, I had to buy those shares from Helena, so I actually lost money, and also the support and guidance of a businessman who was frankly brilliant. I miss him every day as a guide and a mentor. Emotional horseshit no doubt, but true nonetheless.” 

        I stared at him a moment, chewing my lip and thinking that he sounded sincere. After a moment he spread his hands and said, “Detectives, forgive me for being blunt, but we are up against tight deadlines and I don’t see that I can be much more help to you.” 

        I nodded slowly a few times. Dehan turned to look at me. I said, “There is just one last question, Mr. Greenway. Who was he having the affair with?” 

        He closed his eyes and sighed heavily. “I don’t know, Detective Stone. I believe he strayed a few times over the years. He never talked about it, but there were telltale signs…” He gestured at me. “As you noted, going out for lunch, which was totally uncharacteristic, not collecting his wife from college to take her to the book launch. It was atypical behavior and strongly suggestive of an affair. But I cannot swear to the fact, nor do I know who he was involved with.” 

        Dehan narrowed her eyes at him. “Did she know?” 

        “Helena?” He hesitated. “She is a highly intelligent woman, very deep and very intuitive. I would be very surprised if she didn’t know, but I suspect they both accepted it. For him it was a biological need and she just accepted that that was the kind of man he was.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow. “A man’s man.” 

        Greenway shook his head. “Don’t attack me, Detective. I don’t condone what he did. I am just telling you how I think they dealt with it. We never discussed it and I have no idea what went on in their private lives.” 

        There was a tap at the door and it opened. I turned to look. It was a small man in a suit. He was perhaps in his mid thirties with a face that was not unpleasant, but not particularly pleasant either. The only way to describe him was to say that he was nondescript. He stopped dead when he saw us and said, “Oh, I’m sorry…” 

        Seth groaned and managed to turn it into a sigh. “Peter, come in, close the door. These are Detectives Dehan and Stone. They are investigating Jack’s murder, five years ago.” 

        His eyes were round, with small lashes. He approached, staring from Dehan to me and back again. He said, “Oh…” He looked past us then, at Seth, and said, “We finished the presentation. It went really well. The girls and I have been on our feet for thirty-six hours, we were going to go home if that’s OK…” 

        “Of course…” 

        I stood. “Mr. Greenway, thank you for your help. Peter…” I turned to him. “We’ll walk you down. We have a couple of questions we’d like to ask you. It won’t take more than a couple of minutes.” 





THREE


   

        We traveled down in the elevator with Peter and Angie Byrne. Dehan smiled at them and said, “You carpooling? Got far to go?” 

        Angie, who had merino wool instead of hair, rolled her eyes and said, “I wish! No! It’s public transport for us, ay, Peter?” 

        Peter’s eyes were firmly on the floor. “I’m afraid so.” 

        “I’m sharing an apartment on 116th. But poor Peter is all the way over in the Bronx.” 

        “We’re going that way, we’ll give you a ride. Right, Stone?” 

        “Sure, I’m right outside. So you guys were both in Jack’s team?” 

        Angie nodded her shaggy head. “Are you investigating his murder? But that was like, what…?” She looked at Peter. 

        He said, “October 7th, 2014. Four and a half years ago.” 

        “Is that like a cold case?” 

        I nodded. “How well did you know him?” 

        She looked at Peter when she answered. “He wasn’t easy to know. He was all about the work. He didn’t encourage personal conversation…” 

        Peter snorted. “He was loud, rude, bombastic. Everybody here reveres his memory because he was murdered, but the truth is, he was a first class jerk.” 

        Dehan gave a short laugh. “That’s refreshing. It’s what I’ve been picking up all day but nobody has come out and said it till now. Is that a personal grudge?” 

        He echoed her laugh but shook his head. “Not at all. He was a great employer, and CC is a great place to work, but he was a jerk and an ego freak.” 

        The doors slid back and we made our way out to the sidewalk. As we approached the car, Peter said, “Jaguars are very unreliable. Especially the older models.” 

        I unlocked the door. “You ever own a Jaguar?” 

        His glance was resentful. “No.” 

        We all climbed in, the cat growled and we pulled out into the stream of traffic. I jumped right in. “So it was common knowledge that Jack was having an affair?” 

        In the mirror I saw them glance at each other. Angie started to say, “I wouldn’t say common knowledge…” 

        But Peter cut in. “Yes.” 

        “No, Peter…” 

        “Come on, Angie! He used to talk to her on the phone, right there in front of us!” 

        Dehan glanced over her shoulder at them. “How can you be sure?” 

        Peter’s voice took an almost hectoring tone. “Because, even though Jack liked to put it about that he was a private, reserved kind of guy, in fact he also liked it to be known that he put it about in a different way! So we’d be having a meeting to discuss a campaign or a contract or whatever, and he would receive a call and…” 

        Angie sighed loudly. “Peter! You don’t know…” 

        “No, listen. Let me ask you something. If you were having an illicit affair, and you were in a meeting, and you really—I mean truthfully didn’t want anybody to know you were having an affair, how would you deal with the call?” He paused and nobody answered, so he went on, putting his thumb and baby finger to his ear and mouth. “‘Hello… no, I’m afraid this is not a good time. Perhaps you could call back at seven. Thank you, goodbye.’ Or would you stand up, walk away from the table and in a loud, stage whisper say, ‘Penelope! I have told you a thousand times not to call me at work!... Yes, I love you too, baby… I miss you too… Look, I’m in the middle of a meeting, I’ll call you later.’” 

        It was like the butler had just farted while serving the Queen her sherry. The silence was like a physical object in the car. I glanced at Angie in the mirror. “Would you agree with that, Angie? Was it like that?” 

        She sighed again. “Yeah, it was pretty much like that. I mean, he was a pain in the ass, but he was also brilliant at what he did, and a great boss.” 

        Peter rolled his eyes. “The police are not here to investigate whether he was a great boss or not, Angie…” 

        She cut across him. “And also there is the impact on Helena. Have you guys met Helena yet? She is such a sweet, kind, lovely woman. Everybody loves her, and what she does for underprivileged people? Man! You know her salary for teaching creative writing goes straight to charity?” 

        I asked her, “What impact would it have on her?” 

        “She was really in love with Jack. Bad enough that he was murdered like that—and being sent his head in a box? Man, that is harsh! But to know that he was cheating on her as well?” 

        We had come to East 116th and I pulled in opposite her apartment. Angie went to get out but Dehan turned in her seat to look at her.  

        “Angie? That is a sweet sentiment, but it is not a good reason to lie to the cops or suppress evidence. That’s a very serious offense. Do you understand that?” Her cheeks colored. Dehan went on. “A man was murdered, and you would have the killer go free so as not to upset the wife? I don’t think you thought that one through, did you?” 

        “No, I guess not… I’m sorry… I’d better go.” 

        She got out and we watched her hurry across the road. I did a ‘U’ and we continued on our way to the Bronx. Peter was in the mood to talk. 

        “You know? We get regular seminars in NLP, neuro-linguistic programming? It’s kind of gone out of fashion now, but Jack was a big advocate, and Seth is too. And one of the main points about NLP is that some people think mainly in pictures, some people think mainly in words and sounds, and some people think with their feelings. That’s Angie. Like you said, Detective Dehan, they don’t follow through and analyze the consequences and implications of that first feeling. They just allow the feeling to kind of rule them. It was crazy, Jack was killed and there was like an automatic conspiracy of silence to protect Helena.” 

        I frowned at him in the mirror. “You telling me that the whole staff lied to the original investigators?” 

        He shook his head. “No, nothing so black and white as that. Jack never came out and said, ‘I am having an affair,’ therefore none of us knew that he was having an affair, and as they were both quite obviously very fond of each other, the collective conclusion was that he was not having an affair. So nobody lied, but nobody told the whole truth, either.” 

        Dehan said, “So, Penelope? Was that her name?” 

        “Yep, Penelope Peach.” 

        Dehan grinned and looked over her shoulder again. “Penelope Peach? Are you kidding?” 

        “No, that’s her name. It’s a hard name to forget. I heard him dictating her name and address over the phone. He was having something delivered to her. I don’t know what. I can’t remember the address, but it was on the upper west side, not far from his own house.” 

        I studied him a moment in the rear-view. “You didn’t like him much, did you?” 

        “Not really. I didn’t dislike him much either. I thought he was a narcissistic egomaniac and it kind of annoyed me that everybody bought into his ‘firm-but-fair’ great guy act.” He gave a small shrug. “He was living proof that his system worked. He was a crass, vulgar oaf, but he told everybody he was an amazing guy, and they all believed him.” 

        Dehan gave a single nod and pulled down the corners of her mouth. “Is that what persuasion engineering is?” 

        “It’s a little more complex than that, but in essence, yes. It’s based on the idea that communication is always what the other person understands. If in my language ‘I love you’ means ‘I hate you’, and I say to you, ‘Detective Dehan, I love you,’ what I have communicated is the opposite of what I actually intended to communicate. My intention plays no part in the communication. Communication is what you understand, not what I intend.”  

        I gave a small grunt. “That’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?” 

        “On the surface, perhaps. But then consider that each individual has his own language. Ninety-three percent of all communication is non-verbal. We communicate in hugely complex ways: tone, expression, twitches, gestures, body language—all of which flow from our unconscious urges, needs, fears and appetites; and all of that complex bundle is our own, personal language. So a skilled communicator takes the trouble to learn the language of the person he wants to communicate to, and tells them what they want them to hear, see and feel, in their own language. Jack was a passed master at that.” 

        “But you didn’t buy into it?” 

        He laughed. “Jack never thought I was important enough to learn my language. Consequently I saw through him and he didn’t even see me.” 

        “How about Helena?” 

        We were on the bridge and I saw him look out of the window at the wide expanse of water. “I think it suited them both to present this image of a united couple deeply in love with each other. I think they really were fond, but I also suspect they had stopped being in love a long time ago.” 

        Dehan had turned and wedged her back against the door so she could see him. “How well did you know her?” 

        I saw him smile out at the water. Then he turned to face her. “Maybe I could start my own business teaching NLP to the NYPD. Then you might start asking more subtle questions. I didn’t know her very well at all. She would sometimes come into the office, charm everyone, be superbly, elegantly European and then leave. I am not a brilliant observer, there are people at work who are real masters. They call it calibration. They will actually detect changes in your skin texture and breathing pattern while they speak to you. But I’m not that good.” 

        “I read somewhere that NLP is basically a form of hypnosis.” 

        “Not basically, that is exactly what it is. And not a form, but many forms. NLP is a range of highly sophisticated techniques for putting people into trance, and manipulating their unconscious while they’re there.” 

        We were quiet for a while as we drove along the Bruckner Expressway, headed east. As I moved off, onto the Boulevard to take White Plains north, he said, “I did try to talk to Detective Langstrum, during the original investigation, but he didn’t seem very interested. I guess because everybody else was giving him the official version.” 

        We dropped him outside his house on St Lawrence Avenue and watched him push through the gate, unlock the white door and go inside. When he was gone from view, I pulled out and we made our way back toward Storey Avenue and the station. Neither of us spoke until I had parked the car and killed the engine. Then I looked at Dehan and said, “I am trying to work out what happened just there.” 

        She nodded. “Me too. Roast beef sandwiches and coffee might help. You go get ’em, big guy, I’ll search for Penelope Peach. Like the man said, there can’t be many of them.” 

        “Sounds like a plan.” 

        When I got back from the deli and put the brown paper bag on the desk, Dehan was on the phone, sounding sweet and friendly.  

        “Oh, she’s not there right now? But you think she’ll be back next Monday? With friends… I bet she has! Well, how about you, honey? You sound like you are just gorgeous! We have a superb range… Well what are you laughin’ at? Nobody ever told you you sound beautiful? Well, I just don’t believe that!” She reached over and took a beef sandwich from the bag, checked it for pickles and gave me the thumbs up. “OK, honey, well, I’ll call back Monday, but you think about what I told you. Bye now!” 

        She hung up and bit into the sandwich. I said, “I think you derive a perverse pleasure from these personae you adopt.” 

        “Personae?” 

        “I gather she is visiting friends for the weekend.” 

        She spoke with her mouth full. “Dere a’ chew Phenelophe Peash im Mew Ork shtate.” She swallowed. “Only one in New York City. Flat A, tenth floor, 464 Riverside Drive. She’s in the right class for him to have noticed she existed and engineered some persuasion.” 

        I sat, took a bite of my own sandwich and asked, “Have we got a picture?” 

        “Gorgeous. She’s an actress, so she has a small presence online.” 

        My phone pinged and when I checked, she had sent me a picture of a partly clothed woman of prominent charms. I shrugged. “Not my type. Too…” I shook my head. “Too too.” 

        “Yeah? I think you’re in a minority.” 

        “You got a cell?” 

        She nodded. “And her GPS is switched on.” She pointed at her screen. “She’s in Madison, Connecticut. She’s at a big house on Lantern Lane.” 

        “Dystopia is alive and well.” 

        “You want to call ahead or be all dystopian and just turn up? ‘Vee know vere you are! Vee can finet you anyvere unt make you obey!’” 

        “That sounds like fun, but I think we’ll call and see if she’s willing to talk to us. If she’s not, we can try some persuasion engineering.”              She tossed me a piece of paper with a number on it. “Something tells me she’ll be more responsive to a man.” 

        “You’re a cynic, Dehan. I bet she’s a really nice person.” 

        I dialed and waited while it rang. After a moment, it stopped and a voice like the chiming of tiny silver bells said, “Hel-lo-hoo! Penny Peach speaking!” 

        I inserted a fatherly smile into my voice, avoided eye contact with Dehan and said, “Ah, Miss Peach, this is Detective John Stone of the NYPD.” 

        “Oh, Lord.” A small giggle. “What have I done?” 

        I laughed. “Nothing that I am aware of, Miss Peach. I head up the cold cases unit here at the 43rd Precinct in the Bronx, and we were hoping to ask you some questions about an old case we are investigating.” 

        There was a long silence. I was about to ask if she was still there when she said, “What case, Detective?” 

        The acoustics and the sound quality had changed and I gathered she had moved away to a more private spot. 

        “This would have been about four and a half years ago…” 

        I left the words hanging, curious about how she would respond. Her response was a half-hearted laugh and, “You’re teasing me.” 

        “Do you know what case I am referring to, Miss Peach?” 

        “I’m not sure.” 

        “If you were sure, what would it be?” 

        “Was it a homicide?” 

        “This is not a guessing game, Miss Peach.” 

        “Jack…?” 

        “Would you be willing to talk to us this afternoon? We believe you might have information that could be very helpful in our investigation. As I am sure you can appreciate, it is vitally important that we eliminate you from our inquiry.” 

        “Eliminate me? Am I a suspect?” 

        “Not right now, and the best way to avoid becoming one is to cooperate fully with us. We will be discreet, Miss Peach, and if your relationship with him is not relevant to the murder, it need never become public knowledge.” 

        I heard a small sigh. “Yes, all right, when will you be here?” 

        “In about two hours.” 

        “OK, I’ll see you in two hours at Crysty’s, on Warf Road. And, Detective, please do be discreet. I am here with my fiancé at his senior partner’s house. There is a lot riding on this visit.” 

        I glanced at Dehan and smiled. “I’m John, my partner is Carmen, we’re just passing through and we thought we’d look you up. Let’s make it the Madison Beach Hotel, we’ll be staying over till the morning.” 

        “…Thank you. That’s very… sensitive of you. Carmen is a lucky woman.” 

        “See you in a couple of hours.” 

        I hung up. “Well, Carmen, how do you fancy dinner at the Madison Beach Hotel?” 

        “Do they do bison steak?” 

        “No, but they do prime 14 oz, 21 day aged New York strip, roasted garlic smashed potato, grilled asparagus, applewood smoked bacon butter and crispy leeks.” 

        “Sold to the girl with the appetite. Let’s go talk to daddy’s latest fan.” 

        We stood and I saw Mo, large and pale with his shirt untucked, staring at us from the next desk across the aisle. He shook his head. “Do you two know how nauseating you are?” 

        Dehan pulled on her jacket and grinned. “What are you having for dinner, Mo?” 

        “Get lost.” 

        “Who knows? We might, tramping barefoot along Madison Beach; see where our wandering footsteps take us.” 

        “Yeah,” he growled at the papers on his desk. “Here’s hoping.” 

        We left. 





FOUR


   

        Madison is a small, pretty town that feels as though it has been carefully tucked into a tiny pocket on the edge of an immense forest that stretches far across the continent, from New England deep into Canada. It feels that way because that is basically what Madison is. As we turned into Warf Road from the Boston Post Road, wherever we looked there were trees, thousands of them: oaks, red maple, sugar maple, vast beech trees and pines, all bulbous and billowing like clouds of green smoke rolling across the landscape; and tucked in among the foliage, dwarfed by it, were houses, steeples and chimneys, understated and elegant, which were not at odds at all with the wild woods that surrounded them, but seemed to be a part of them.  

        “I could retire somewhere like this,” I said. 

        “Retire? We have to have kids before you retire.” 

        “Kids, in the plural.” 

        “Two or three.” 

        “I could get myself elected sheriff.” 

        “Then I could raise the kids and bake apple pies.” 

        I smiled. It was a nice image. We cruised gently down, past the golf course and after a moment Dehan grinned. “No, not a sheriff. I think you should become a novelist and write about our cases. You could be like Jessica Fletcher in Murder She Wrote.” She started laughing. “You’ll have to wear slippers and a cardigan, and start smoking a pipe.” 

        “Funny. You’re funny. The way psoriasis is funny.” 

        We pulled up outside the hotel and climbed out. It was a cute bay with a white sandy beach flanked by rushes and grass, and a row of gabled, New England houses in gray and white clapboard. That was to the north. Behind us, to the south, was a large, elegant, colonial building that was two, three and four stories high, depending on which bit you were looking at. It seemed to ramble, like an agreeable fireside conversation, with long, white verandas, blue-gray walls and hexagonal turrets that were almost Chinese.  

        We checked in, dumped our overnight bags in our bedroom and went down to find the Wharf Bar. We ordered two Martinis and sat in a booth. Penelope turned up fifteen minutes later, at ten past two.  

        Raymond Chandler once described a woman as the kind who would make a bishop kick a hole in a stained glass window. Penelope Peach was that kind of woman, only she’d have had him selling the relics too, to pay for her Manhattan apartment. Her big blue eyes spoke to you of innocence, while her full, red lips told you the innocence was just as skin deep as you wanted it to be. What the swing of her hips told you was all kinds of anything but innocent.  

        I stood as she came in and she approached our booth. Her eyes flicked over me and I got the impression she’d read me, figured she had my number and knew just how to play me. When she shook Dehan’s hand, her expression was more cautious. That was where she thought her problem would be. 

        She sat beside Dehan, facing me, and the waiter came over and asked her if she wanted the usual. 

        “No, Sam,” she said, like he was the man she’d always dreamed she’d come home to. “Today I’ll just have a white wine.” When he’d gone away, she turned to Dehan. “It was so kind of you to do this. I don’t know what Stephen would make of it.” 

        Dehan shifted into the corner, so she could look at Penelope. “Stephen is your fiancé?” 

        “He is, and he’s a darling, but he is not exactly broadminded. You know what lawyers are like! Everything has to conform to the rules.” 

        I arched an eyebrow at her. “In my experience, when they are not breaking a rule, they are trying to bend it. Miss Peach…” 

        “Penny, please, we’re old friends, remember?” 

        The warmth in her eyes said that she wished we were. It was a warmth that wanted to be believed, and would have been easy to surrender to. I smiled and said, “Right, Penny. What can you tell us about your relationship with Jack Connors, Penny?” 

        She shook her head. “My goodness, I didn’t think anybody knew about that.” She laughed and turned to Dehan, laying her hand on her knee. “You must be awful good at what you do!” 

        We both smiled without much warmth and waited. The laughter drained out of her face. “I’m not proud of what happened.” She sat back and laid both hands on the table. Her eyes rested on the diamond engagement ring on her finger. “I met Jack about six years ago. It was at a party in a penthouse somewhere in Manhattan. The owner was the director of a big corporation and they were paying Jack some absurd amount of money to promote their brand. I was there with one of the executives of the company. He had proposed to me and I was seriously considering marrying him. Mark… No, Mike. Sorry!” 

        She laughed like she was more amused than embarrassed. The waiter brought her wine and she made a point of making eye contact when she thanked him. Dehan prompted her. “So you met Jack. Did you meet his wife, too?” 

        “I saw her, but I didn’t meet her. We talked for a while, he fascinated me and I gave him my number.” 

        Dehan didn’t try to conceal the edge in her voice. “What happened to Mark, Mike, Micky, whatever his name was?” 

        Penelope gave a small sigh and held my eye for just a moment too long for it to be comfortable, before turning to Dehan. 

        “Let me be upfront about this, Carmen. I’m a gold digger, and I don’t pretend to be anything else. Most of the men I am with like to delude themselves into believing I am something I am not, but I never lie to them, and I never make them promises I can’t keep. That’s my own code. I am not apologizing, and I don’t honestly need your approval.” 

        I stepped in before Dehan could answer. “Penny, we’re not concerned with how you live your life or any of its moral implications. We are just interested in Jack, and what happened between you two.” 

        She played with the stem of her glass for a moment. “Jack was about twice my age. He was very successful and very rich. His company was already worth a fortune by then. He called me a couple of days after the party and we met a few times at my apartment in Brooklyn.” She smiled at the memory. “He didn’t like it—the apartment. He said it was too small and inconvenient. He wanted me somewhere where he could come over at lunch time. His attitude would have been offensive in anybody else. He made no secret of it: as far as he was concerned, he owned me.” She shrugged. “But somehow he pulled it off, and the truth is, I kind of enjoyed being owned by him. He was a rare man, powerful and magnetic. Irresistible.” 

        I said, “So he moved you to the Upper West Side.” 

        She nodded. “It was close to his office and close to his house.” 

        Dehan said again, “So what happened to Mike?” 

        “Frankly, he wasn’t in the same league. I broke it off with him and began to think seriously about the possibility of a future with Jack.” 

        I frowned. “You really think he would have left his wife for you?” 

        She hesitated, then gave her head a small shake. “No, but he was happy to keep me in style. We never talked about his wife. He gave me to understand that she would never question him. And he wasn’t all that interested in what I did, just so long as I was there when he called. It was a pretty good arrangement and a pretty good life.” 

        I sipped my Martini and asked, “Was he the only one? How many other men were you seeing at the time?” 

        “Two, Stephen and Grant.” 

        Dehan glanced at me. “Stephen?” She jerked her thumb in the general direction of Lantern Hill Lane. “The same Stephen?” 

        “Yes, I had just met him around that time.” 

        “At a party?” 

        The sarcasm was clear in Dehan’s voice and Penelope sighed. “Your judgmental attitude makes it hard to be cooperative, Carmen. You don’t approve of what I did. You’ve made that clear, but forgive me, that is your problem, not mine.” She paused a moment and went on. “I met him walking the dog in the park. He is a really nice guy and I actually started to have serious feelings for him. I found myself feeling happy at the thought of seeing him and spending time together. More important than that, I found I wanted to make him happy.” She gave a small shrug. “When Jack died, I was already thinking about breaking up with him, and Grant.” 

        I signaled the waiter to bring another round. “Did Stephen know what you did for a living?” 

        “No, absolutely not.” 

        “How can you be so sure?” 

        “Because he would have dropped me like a hot brick. He comes from a very strict, New England Methodist family and he is very rigid in his morals. Twice he has come close to losing his job with the firm because he has refused to make false statements. He is like super moral. If he knew about my past, he would not be with me.” 

        Dehan drew breath, I gave her a look and she closed her mouth. I said, “Tell me about Grant.” 

        She smiled and shook her head. “Grant was a piece of work. Man, he was something else. He was South African, with this real kind of badass South African accent? He used to pronounce it ‘Seth Efrica’, real kind of harsh. He was seriously rich and well on his way to becoming a billionaire. Back then he was, I don’t know, thirty-five? And Jack was poor by comparison.” 

        Dehan was frowning. “Dot com?” 

        She shook her head. “No, arms, security, mercenaries. Offices in Manhattan and supplied private armies to warlords in Africa, Latin America, even the Middle East. A lot of it was real shady stuff, but man did he pull in a lot of money! Shaw Line Defense is the company.” 

        “He knew how you made your living?” 

        She gave her head a little twitch to the side. “He’d been around the block a few times. He wasn’t exactly naïve, you know what I mean? He knew there were other guys and I depended on them all for the way of life to which I had become accustomed. He didn’t like it, but he was coming around to the idea that if he wanted this all for himself, he had to put a ring on it.” 

        I said, “He wanted to marry you?” 

        “Yeah, we talked about it.” 

        Dehan said, “But?” 

        “Let’s say I was weighing my options.” She leaned back to allow the waiter to set another glass of white wine in front of her. Then he set out the Martinis and left. “On the one hand there was Stephen, who I was growing real fond of, then there was Jack who was generous to a fault, gave me the apartment and stayed out of my hair, and then there was Grant, who was headed for the Forbes five hundred and was willing to marry me; but I was beginning to ask myself, what price I would have to pay for being his wife.” 

        I asked, “How did you find out Jack was dead?” 

        “I called his office on the Friday morning.” 

        “You did that a lot?” 

        “It used to drive him crazy, but it was naughty fun and secretly I think he liked it.” 

        “And they told you he was dead?” 

        “His secretary was hysterical. She told me about his wife finding his…” She seemed to go slightly pale. “It still makes me sick to think about it.” 

        Dehan sighed and scratched her head. “What were you doing on Wednesday, late morning to early afternoon, Penny?” 

        “You can’t think that I…” 

        “I can think all kinds of things, just tell me what you were doing on the Wednesday morning to midday.” 

        She seemed to sag. “OK… I remember it quite vividly. It might sound trite, but I had a hangover. I’d had dinner with Grant the night before and one thing had led to another… It wound up being quite a wild night, lots of drink and… stuff, big row, make up sex and booze...” She shrugged. “So I woke up feeling rough, to say the least.” 

        She stopped talking and sat staring at her fingers on the table. I drew breath but she started talking again.  

        “Jack was not crazy like that. He knew everything and was right about everything and if you disagreed, he just ignored you till you saw sense. But Grant was wild. It wasn’t enough that you did what he wanted, you had to agree, and want what he wanted too! He was real intense.” 

        “What did you row about?” It was Dehan.  

        “Exactly what you think we rowed about. I told him I wanted to end it and that there was a man I was thinking of marrying.” 

        “Stephen?” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “How’d he take that?” 

        “How do you think? He once explained his philosophy of life to me: take it; if you can’t take it, buy it; if you can’t buy it, shoot the owner and take it.” 

        I grunted. “So did you tell Grant who you were thinking of marrying?” 

        “Of course not…” 

        She said it without much conviction, and left the words kind of hanging. Dehan said, “But?” 

        “Well, for about a week or two before Jack was killed, I’d had the feeling I was being watched or followed.” She shrugged. “Stalked, maybe.” 

        I leaned forward. “Anything more definite than a feeling?” 

        “Maybe. A few times I saw the same white van. It was parked outside my apartment on a couple of nights, and when I went for walks in the park, it was there two or three times. I didn’t think much of it at the time, and after Jack died, I stopped seeing it.” 

        Dehan scowled at her. “That could be really important. It’s a shame you didn’t come forward at the time.” 

        She stared at her wine and looked unhappy. “I suppose it is. It never occurred to me at the time.” 

        I gave Dehan a microscopic shake of the head and said to Penelope, “Did you notice anything particular about the van? Plates, logos, any kind of distinguishing feature?” 

        “No, just that it was white, it was dirty and it had no windows in the side panels at the back. No logos, no writing. I don’t recall the plates.” 

        “Where is Grant now?” 

        “As far as I know, he still lives in New York. His offices are at one eighty-four, 5th Avenue, above the printers. He has the seventh and eighth floors. They don’t look like much from the outside, but he’s the real deal. You should see his apartment and his country house.” 

        I nodded. “I believe you. You got a number for him?” 

        She looked down at her hands and gave her head a small shake. “You better contact him through the company.” 

        Dehan made a question at me with her face. I shook my head. She turned to Penelope. “I have only one more question, Penelope. On any of those occasions when you noticed the van, were you with Jack?” 

        She didn’t answer for a while. She didn’t look as though she was trying to remember. She looked more like she wished she could forget. Finally she sighed and said, “Yes. Twice it was parked outside the apartment when he was there. I told him about it and he dismissed it as silly paranoia.” She hesitated just a moment, then said, “Shaw, Grant Shaw.” 

        She took hold of her purse and made to stand. “Is there anything else?” 

        I shook my head and Dehan said, “Not for now, Penny.” 

        She stood and left. 





FIVE


   

        It wasn’t exactly a moon, it was a thin crescent sliver of a moon, suspended a couple of inches above the water: just enough to make the horizon translucent and dapple the inky liquid with a luminous splash. The spring weather was not warm enough for going barefoot, but we wandered along the shore and Dehan nestled comfortably under my arm, with both of hers around my waist, and we muttered quietly to each other as we went.  

        “You’d seriously consider retiring to a place like this?” 

        We paused, looking out at the black bulk of Tuxis Island silhouetted against the pale glow of the moon. 

        “Why not? It’s halfway between Boston and New York, it’s one of the safest communities in the country, it’s pretty, peaceful.” I kissed the top of her head. “Don’t you ever get tired of the in-yer-face hostility, and the vast, overpopulated dirtiness?” 

        She nodded, then looked up at me. “Be a hell of a change, huh? What does a Bronx girl, born and bred, do in Utopia?” 

        I gave her a squeeze. “I don’t plan to retire for a while yet, kiddo. But when the time comes, I can think of worse places.” 

        “Could we buy a boat?” 

        “Why not?” 

        “And will you promise me you’ll never join the country club or the yachting club?” 

        “You have my solemn oath.” 

        The delicate smell of cooking reached us through the dusk. A car parked and people climbed out, chatting, laughing. The lazy echoes of the car doors, and the voices, dispersed like chimney smoke on the evening air. We turned and started strolling back. 

        “I guess,” she said, “that men like Grant Shaw, and women like Penelope, are drawn to the big cities, where there are richer pickings.” 

        “This is your way of telling me we are about to talk shop?” 

        “You know it is.” 

        “Hit me.” 

        “Well, set me right if I am way off, Sensei, but it seems to me pretty obvious we’re looking at Grant Shaw as our prime suspect.” 

        I had my right arm around her shoulders. She released her right arm from my waist and took hold of my dangling fingers, then thrust her left hand in my back pocket. We walked like that for a moment, pushing through the sand as she watched her feet. 

        “It’s a pretty classic situation,” she said at last. “A tough guy hooks up with a prostitute, they have some kind of chemistry and he starts to form a dependency. He wants to own her, have her exclusively for himself. He thinks he’s in love, but really he just has a violent, emotional addiction. So he tells her he wants to marry her. She says no and so he either kills her, or the guy she’s with. It’s one of the reasons hookers have pimps.” 

        I grunted and sucked my teeth. She kept on going. 

        “In this case, our possessive John happens to be a billionaire with a private army at his disposal. He’s probably a guy with a lot of self discipline. So he hires one of his mercenaries to stake Penelope out. His hit man reports back that there is a guy seeing her on a regular basis, so he has him follow Jack and kill him.” 

        “By cutting off his head with a samurai sword?” 

        We had come to the road and now climbed the steps to the porch and made our way through the bright lobby to the dining room. There the waiter showed us to our table and handed us a menu each. 

        “We know what we want,” I told him. “We’ll have the Prince Edward Island mussels to start with, and then the prime New York strip. And let’s have a half bottle of Las Pizarras with the mussels, and a Snowden Cabernet Sauvignon with the beef. You could open that now, to let it breathe.” 

        He gave a little bow and went away. Dehan was watching me with a small smile. “You dig all that, don’t you, Stone?” 

        I shrugged. “My father, he had an interest in wine. He and my mother used to go on wine tasting holidays. He was a good man, a bit cold and distant, but he tried to instill good values in me: honor, honesty, and an appreciation of good things.” 

        “Is there a punch line coming? Is this the ‘Orstrian’ one with blond eyelashes?” 

        “No.” I laughed. “His ancestors were English, and he really was like that. So, you were going to explain about the samurai sword.” 

        She rolled her eyes. “OK, well, it’s not as odd as it may seem. If a guy like Grant Shaw employs a hit man, there’s a pretty good chance he’ll be a mercenary of some sort. And a lot of those guys are into the martial arts in a big way. Kendo, Japanese sword fighting, is central to a number of Japanese arts, like Ikido, Budo generally. So the use of a sword may not be that odd after all.” 

        “It seems a little extravagant. He could have used a suppressed automatic…” 

        She was nodding before I had finished. “Yes, and that would have made sense if he had simply wanted him dead. Then he could have shot him at his house and be done with it. But that’s not what happened. He was drugged, kidnapped and killed while he was awake, by having his head cut off. Clearly the killer—or at least the guy employing the killer—wanted to make a statement.” 

        I nodded, then shrugged, then sat back so the waiter could deliver the Martinis. “All that makes sense, Dehan; what doesn’t make sense is that he delivered the head to Helena instead of Penelope.” 

        She sighed at her drink and sipped it. “That is kind of wrong, isn’t it? Unless…” 

        Her eyes became abstracted and she set down her drink carefully, as though she might spill it.  

        “Unless… OK, this sounds like reaching, but this guy is not only violent, he is also subtle and intelligent, OK?” 

        “OK.” 

        “So he wants to send a message to Penelope, but he also wants to claim her as his prize. He wants to own her—marry her. Obviously he knows that if he sends her her lover’s head in a box, it’s not exactly baubles and bangles and beads. What he needed is exactly the right degree of fear and horror to make her submit without making her run. So he sends it to the wife. That way he gets maximum publicity, ensures Penny hears about it, achieves maximum destruction of Jack’s reputation, but maintains enough distance so that Penelope can never be one hundred percent sure if it was him, or it wasn’t.” 

        “That is subtle.” 

        “Too subtle?” 

        “No… Well, we won’t know if it’s too subtle until we meet the man and talk to him, but on the face of it, I can see a man going to those lengths for a woman he is obsessed with.” 

        “What other options have we got?” 

        “Stephen, whom we know nothing about, a number of unknown quantities from her class…” 

        “Yeah, by all accounts she seems to have been a fascinating, captivating woman. It is possible one of her students became obsessed.” 

        “It certainly is. And then there is Helena herself.” 

        “Wow, yup, that is a definite possibility. Only…” 

        “Only everyone says they were deeply in love?” 

        She nodded. 

        “The biggest motive for murder known to man. Or woman, as Helena herself pointed out.” 

        “Huh… A kind of confession?” 

        “I don’t want to overstate it, Dehan, but it is a possibility. And there is another possibility which we haven’t considered so far.” 

        “Penelope.” 

        “Indeed. So far we only have her side of the story. The most convincing lies are the ones that are nine-tenths truth. It is not hard to imagine that everything she said about Stephen was true, except that it wasn’t Stephen she was falling in love with, it was Jack. If she was falling for Stephen, why has it taken them almost five years to get hitched?” 

        “That’s true. But wouldn’t she have killed Helena instead?” 

        “Not if it was Jack who rejected her. It almost feels like an act of spite, like a child who is forced to give back a toy she wants to keep, and smashes the toy so that the other child can’t have it either.” 

        “Yeah, I get that. Samurai sword?” 

        “Hmm, that’s tricky, though from a Freudian perspective, it is a pretty powerful symbol of castration.” 

        “Nnyeah… no.” 

        “Why?” 

        “Why not just cut off his balls? If you want to castrate a guy, and you’ve got something razor sharp in your hands, why waste your time on his head?” 

        “Fair point.” 

        An ice bucket arrived with a half bottle of white wine in it and while the wine waiter opened it, our mussels arrived. When the waiters were gone, Dehan said, “You hear about the clam who joined the Ocean Gym to try and get a date?” 

        I sipped my wine. “No, Dehan, I never did.” 

        “He pulled a mussel.” 

        It made her laugh and that made me laugh. After that, we ate in silence for a while, enjoying the food and the excellent, ice cold wine. When we had finished, she sat back in her chair, wiped her lips with her napkin and wagged a finger at me. 

        “You know what this reminds me of?” 

        “Nope.” 

        “Peter Smith, Revere Avenue, two arms found in his lock up.[1]” 

        I nodded slowly, thinking back to the second case we had worked together. “Jealousy…” I said absently. 

        “Different kind of jealousy, or maybe not. Somebody has something you haven’t got.” 

        “The dismembered body parts left in a place where they are sure to be found… There are parallels, that is true.” I frowned. “As I recall…” 

        The wine waiter appeared by my side and poured me a drop of the red wine to taste, then, respectful of the new age of equality, he poured Dehan a drop too. We both sniffed and tasted and he poured. Meanwhile the meat arrived, and we fell to with the kind of appetite you get from being by the sea. The meat was superb and so was the wine, and we got sidetracked into talking about all sorts of things that had nothing to do with Jack Connors’ head, or the box it was in. But I didn’t forget Dehan’s observation, and it played on my mind all that night and into the next day. 

        We rounded off the meal with black coffee and Bushmills, and then a little more Bushmills, and finally left the dining room as they were switching off the lights and putting the chairs on the tables. By that time, Dehan was giggling at things that really were not funny, and I was smiling because I thought I was the luckiest man in the world. 

        I was. 

   


* * *


   

        The next morning, a cold shower followed by eggs, bacon, fried mushrooms and lots of black coffee dispelled a small hangover, and by eight o’clock we were on our way back to New York, with Dehan looking up Shaw Line Defense on her phone. As we turned onto the I-95 and started to accelerate west, she sighed and shook her head.  

        “If we just turn up, they are going to stonewall us. I think we’ll save time calling and making an appointment.”  

        She dialed and put the phone to her ear. After a moment, she said, “Morning! This is Detective Carmen Dehan of the NYPD. I would like to make an appointment to see Mr. Grant Shaw… No, I don’t want to tell you what it’s about. That is something I will discuss with Mr. Shaw, when I see him. And believe me, I don’t think he would appreciate my telling you either.” 

        She went quiet, looked at me, sighed quietly and raised her eyebrows. Then she listened attentively, sighed noisily and said, “Ten-thirty, we’ll be there, and pal? If we need more than thirty minutes, he’ll have to delay his damned flight. We’re from the New York Police Department, we’re not coming to measure him for a suit.” She hung up. “Dickwad.” 

        “I guess he knows who we are now.” 

        “He can grant us—grant, note!—he can grant us thirty minutes at ten thirty and then he has a flight to catch.” 

        “I gather you spoke to his secretary.” 

        “Yeah. And I get the feeling the secretary is going to be pretty typical of the company.” 

        I nodded. “I guess it goes with the territory. Arrogance.” 

        At ten fifteen we pulled into 5th Avenue off West 23rd and parked just past the bus stop. I got out and looked up at the building. It was one of those attractive, gray stone, early 20th century buildings, with discreet moldings on the outside, and big, white, sash windows. Penelope had been right, it didn’t look like much, but to those in the know, to run that business in that location meant something. Dehan came and stood beside me. 

        “We’re early.” 

        I offered her a small shrug and we went in. The lobby was small and mainly white. There was a metal detector and beside it a young, athletic security guard all in blue. He inspected our badges and called up to the top floor. They must have told him it was OK because he let us through and pointed us at the elevator. 

        The elevator was all shining steel and mirrors that concealed cameras and microphones. The only indication you had that it was moving at all was the changing number on the digital display, which went from one to seven in fifteen seconds, then stopped and the doors slid silently open. 

        Reception was an almost featureless room, fifteen feet by twelve, without windows. Comfortable chairs on either side of the elevator faced a white desk that was made of a material that was hard to identify, but looked bulletproof. On the desk there was a logo, and the same logo appeared on the wall behind the desk. It was a circle bisected by a diagonal red line. The upper section was blue and the lower section was white. I figured that was the Shaw line. 

        The receptionist was an expressionless blond guy who seemed to be constructed of pale granite. His hair was very short and almost white, and his eyes were a shade of blue you could use to halt global warming. 

        We showed him our badges and I said, “We’re here to see Mr. Shaw.” 

        “You’re early.”  

        “Yeah, we’re early.” 

        He took an electronic pad, like a tablet, and put it in front of us. “Can I have your thumbprints, please, then look at the laser for an iris scan.” 

        Something about him, his boss and his company made me feel irrationally uncooperative. I gently moved the tablet to one side and held my badge a few inches in front of his face. 

        “See this badge? This is all the ID that you need to see. Now we can do this in Mr. Shaw’s office, or we can do it at an interrogation room at the 43rd Precinct. It’s all the same to me. But as Mr. Shaw has a plane to catch, I suggest you tell him we’re here and we would like to talk to him. Now.” 

        He sized me up, and then he sized Dehan up, and he thought about kicking us out. I guess he decided it wasn’t such a good idea, because he picked up the phone and after a moment said, “Sir, the cops are here early. They want to see you now.” He waited a moment and said, “Yes, sir.” 

        He hung up and pressed a button on his desk, then jerked his head at a featureless, white door in the wall to my right. “Through there. At the end of the corridor. His secretary will let you in.” 

        The door was steel and probably blast proof. I pulled it open and followed Dehan down a short passage to an antechamber with an oak desk in front of an oak door. Behind the desk was another Aryan clone with platinum hair you could sand rocks with. He looked at our badges without interest and said, “You’re early.” 

        “We covered that.” 

        He curled a lip that said it was cops like us that were sending the country to the dogs and pressed a button on his desk. The oak door behind him buzzed and he jerked his head at it. “You can go in.” 

        Clearly the big thing here was to have a button on your desk and jerk your head at the doors. Dehan sighed loudly and pushed through. The office was big, old world and luxurious, with oak paneled walls, a burgundy Wilton carpet, chesterfields and an open fireplace that now stood cold. On the walls I saw two drawings by Matisse and a painting by Picasso. Grant Shaw was standing behind his desk putting things into an attaché case. He didn’t look up as we came in. He just spoke loudly. 

        “We’re on the clock, gentlemen. Make it snappy. We have ten minutes, then I am out of here. What can I do for you?” 

        I didn’t answer him. We crossed the floor to his desk and got there as he was snapping his attaché case closed. Then he looked up and saw Dehan. The twitch of his eyebrows said he was surprised. I showed him my badge. 

        “This is the fourth time I’ve shown this badge since I stepped into your building. You’re on the clock, Mr. Shaw, we are not. We are on a homicide investigation. I am Detective Stone, this is my partner Detective Dehan, NYPD, and we need to ask you some questions. Is that a problem?” 

        He listened to me carefully, with no expression on his face. When I had finished, he said, “No problem at all. But I’d appreciate it if you make it quick.” 

        “We haven’t got time to waste either, Mr. Shaw. Can you tell us about your relationship with Penelope Peach?” 

        He laid his case down on the desk and stared at it for a moment. I moved around and sat in one of the two leather armchairs he had facing his desk. Dehan sat in the other and after a moment Grant Shaw sat in his own big, black leather chair on the far side. 

        “Penny, what has she been up to?” 

        “Please don’t answer my questions with questions of your own, Mr. Shaw, especially if you are in a hurry. We’ve all been around the block a few times, let’s not waste time. Tell me about your relationship with her.” 

        He shrugged. “What’s to tell? I met her at some party, I think. She was a party girl. It’s what she does for a living; at least it was back then. I’m going back about five years. We hit it off. She looked good, she was fun, so we went out for a while.” 

        Dehan looked down at her hands, puffed out her cheeks and blew. 

        “We have to do this, huh? We know. You know that we know. We know that you know that we know, but we still have to go through the bullshit.” She looked up at his face. “We’re not going to go away just because you bullshit us a bit, Mr. Shaw. Exactly the opposite is true. The more you bullshit us, the more we are going to keep coming at you, because here’s the thing, bullshit and guilt smell just the same.” 

        He went very still. “Guilt? Guilt of what?” 

        She gave an elaborate shrug and pulled the corners of her mouth down. “I don’t know. You’re the one bullshitting, Mr. Shaw. What are you trying to hide?” 

        I shook my head. “See how much time we’re wasting? And you in a hurry. How about we start again, you cut the bullshit, and maybe we won’t even have to take you in. So, tell us about your relationship with Penelope Peach.” 

        He sighed deeply and flopped back in his chair. “There really is very little to tell. I haven’t seen her for a few years, but back then, four or five years ago, she…” He shrugged. “She made her living as a kept woman. That was what she did. And she was great. I really liked her. She already had an apartment that some joker was providing paying for, and she had a few other friends, that was what she called them, and me. So we started seeing quite a lot of each other, to the point where she actually phased out one or two of her other guys.” 

        Dehan asked him, “So what are you saying? That you and she were getting serious?” 

        He thought about it, sat forward, put his hands flat on the attaché case and drummed a tattoo with his fingers. 

        “Yuh. Obviously she kept on the guy who gave her the apartment, there was some other attorney I think who seems to have been pretty sweet on her, and there was me.” 

        “So where was it going? What kind of future did a relationship like that have?” 

        He laughed and his eyebrows both rose in a high arch. “Well, obviously none, because here we are.” 

        I said, “But what did you want from it, Mr. Shaw?” 

        “You already know the answer to that.” 

        “I’d like to hear it from you. Stop fencing with me.” 

        “Fine! I had hoped for a wife. She suited me. She looked great, she had good taste and good manners, you could take her anywhere, people liked her. It would have suited both of us down to the ground.” 

        I frowned, feeling suddenly curious. “But…?” 

        “But she had suddenly got hormones or something, because out of the blue she became all doe-eyed and romantic and went and fell in love with one of her Johns. Suddenly she was hopelessly in love and wanting to get married to him, not me.” 

        I said, “To whom?” Dehan turned and frowned at me. She was thinking we knew who, Stephen. 

        Then her eyes opened wide as Grant said, “The guy, what was his name, who gave her the apartment. Jack, Jack Connors.” 





SIX


   

        I held up a hand to stop him. 

        “Hang on a minute, Mr. Shaw. Let me just get this clear. Are you telling us that Penelope Peach told you that she was in love with Jack Connors and intended to marry him?” 

        The small frown told me he was surprised by the question. “Yuh, in retrospect it’s not that surprising, really. He was the one who was willing to provide her with a luxury apartment on Riverside Drive, so I guess he got the prize.” A small shrug, more from the eyebrows than his shoulders. “I was willing to give her a monthly allowance, but for real estate I expected something more.” 

        I thought about it for a moment. “Did you ever meet him?” 

        He shook his head. “Nah, I’m not a jealous man, but I have my pride and I don’t care to socialize with the man who is fucking my girlfriend.” 

        Dehan asked him: “How did you two break up?” 

        He looked up at the ceiling, slightly to his left. After a moment he said, “We went out to dinner. I can’t remember where. I told her I wanted her to marry me. We’d discussed it a few times, but it had always been left in the air. Typical of a woman, she had a way of not saying no and not saying yes. It’s like, the door is open but you can’t come in—yet! So I had decided to press her.” 

        “What happened?” 

        “She told me she was pretty serious about this Connors character. I forget what he did, might have been financial services…” He shook his head. “Something in the services industry, anyhow. She said she was falling in love with him and they planned to get married.” 

        Dehan had a face like she’d just got five out of two-plus-two and didn’t know how. She shook her head. “Wait, you are sure this is Jack Connors we’re talking about, not some other guy, an attorney maybe?” 

        “Of course I’m sure. Aside from the fact that I have an excellent memory, it’s not the kind of thing you forget.” 

        I scratched my chin and asked him, “So, what happened after she told you that?” 

        He laughed. “We got drunk and had wild break up sex in her apartment, in the bed bought for her by Mr. Connors. Lucky old Jack. That was typical Penny.” 

        “You didn’t row?” 

        He sighed noisily. “No, we didn’t row, and I think, unless you’re willing to tell me what this is all about, we are pretty much done.” 

        I stared at him for a long moment, thinking it through. “You really don’t know who Jack Connors was?” 

        He frowned. “Did I not make myself clear just now?” 

        I nodded. “You made yourself clear. Jack Connors was murdered the day after you broke up with Penelope Peach.” 

        There was absolutely no change in his expression. He just nodded once and said, “You have to leave now. Any future communication will be through my attorneys. My secretary will give you their details.”  

        I stood. Dehan leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. “Did you have Penelope followed?” 

        “Get out now or I will have you ejected. Out. Now.” 

        I gave him an empty smile. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Shaw.” 

        We left. 

        Out on the sidewalk, Dehan turned and squinted at me in the late morning sun. She fingered some strands of hair from her face and said, “What the hell was that about?” 

        I nodded as though I was agreeing with something she’d said and moved toward the car, turning the key over in my fingers. She followed after me. “Our prime suspect didn’t even know who Jack was. He freaked out when he discovered he’d been murdered.” 

        I unlocked the door and stood a moment, arranging all the people in my mind. She moved around the car and opened the passenger door. “Do you realize what this means, Stone?” 

        I frowned at her. “That he is even subtler than you thought?” 

        She stood motionless for a moment, then climbed in the car. I got in behind the wheel and closed the door. 

        She stared, first at the road ahead, then at me. “We’ll explore that possibility in a minute. Right now, it looks to me as though he had no idea who Jack was or that he was even dead, let alone murdered.” 

        I grunted and turned the key in the ignition. The engine growled and I pulled out into the traffic, making for East 22nd and the FDR. “So what does it mean?” 

        “It means the subtle manipulator here is Penelope. It’s what you said back at the hotel. The most convincing lies are the ones that are nine-tenths truth. It wasn’t Stephen she was in love with, it was Jack. Like you said, if she was falling for Stephen, why did it take them almost five years to get engaged and married? The answer is, she was still carrying a torch for the man she’d loved and murdered.” 

        I negotiated Park Avenue and turned right onto East 23rd, then began to cruise toward the river. Dehan was saying, “She fell in love with him and misread his signals. Shaw said it himself: he was the one willing to provide her with an apartment on Riverside Drive. So he got the prize. Penelope read that as a sign that he wanted to give her a home, that he was falling in love with her. She built up this whole fantasy in her head about how he felt the same way for her as she felt for him, and went so far as to break up with her billionaire boyfriend to be with him. Then reality comes crashing in and Jack tells her to forget it. He only wants her for sex. He’s staying with his wife.” 

        She stared at me while I chewed my lip. We came to the river and I turned left and north and accelerated toward the Bronx. Dehan went on. 

        “So she kills him. And she thought she’d got away with it. Almost five years roll by and the case seems to be forgotten. She’s moving on, getting married, making a new life as Mrs. Pillar of the Community. Only next thing we show up, digging up the past. So what does she do? She’s subtle. She agrees to talk to us, but by careful phrasing she puts Shaw in the frame. He’s the perfect fall guy. Killing people is his trade.” 

        “Killing is his trade.” I repeated her words. “You don’t like him for it anymore?” 

        “When he said he wasn’t jealous, I believed him. And he was definitely shocked when he realized why we were there. Plus, Stone, she lied to us! On two scores: she told us she was going to marry Stephen, not Jack, and, confusingly, she told us she didn’t tell Shaw who she was planning to marry…” 

        “But implied that he stalked her with the white van…” 

        “So that we would conclude that he had had Jack killed.”  

        I scratched my chin. It rasped. “We need to place her at the scene of the murder.” 

        “We don’t know where the scene of the murder was.” 

        “That is exactly right. We also need to connect her with the weapon.” 

        “And we don’t know what the weapon was.” 

        I nodded. “We are not even sure she had a motive. All we really know is that her story and Shaw’s don’t quite jibe.” 

        She narrowed her eyes at me. “She’s not getting to you, is she?” 

        I smiled. “Do I see your lovely brown eyes turning green, Carmen?” 

        “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s just guys can be really stupid when it comes to women like Penelope Peach.” 

        I chuckled. “Girls can be just as blind when it comes to men like Grant Shaw. I think we’ve both been around the block often enough to be on our guard.” 

        She frowned. “You still think he’s a possible suspect?” 

        “I’m not sure yet, Dehan. I agree with you that Shaw is intelligent and subtle. When you say he freaked out, what I saw was a man in total control of his reactions. The conversation had reached a point where he no longer wanted to talk to us. So he shut down. His reaction could mean almost anything we wanted it to mean.” 

        After a moment she grinned. “You thought I liked Grant Shaw?” 

        “Didn’t you?” 

        “I thought he was a jerk.” 

        “But an attractive jerk.” 

        “He’s got a kind of animal magnetism, but he’s not my type, Sensei. You should know that.” 

        “I do. We’re straying a little off task here, Dehan…” 

        “I can’t believe you were jealous…” 

        “I wasn’t jealous. I just didn’t think his reaction was as telling as you did.” 

        “The great Sensei, jealous…” 

        I sighed, rolled my eyes and settled to driving while she grinned at me from behind her aviators. 

        As we were pulling into the parking lot outside the station, my phone pinged to let me know I had an email. I read it as we crossed the road and made our way into the detectives room. It was from Helena. I dropped into my chair and read it to Dehan. 

        “‘Dear Detective Stone, blah blah… attached is a list of students whom I remember as having been in my class at the time of Jack’s death. I cannot guarantee that it is complete. However, as far as I recall, these are the students I had at the time…’” 

        I printed two copies and handed one to Dehan, then dropped into my chair, staring at the page without seeing it. I started to say, “We may be losing sight…” 

        But Dehan interrupted me. “We have twelve names here. Two are girls.” She looked up at me. “This feels like a male crime to me, but I agree with you that we should be open to the possibility that it was a woman. The rest are all guys…” 

        She sat, focused on the page, going through the names one by one. I wasn’t thinking about the list, or the names; I was pretty sure none of them would mean much to me. Instead I was thinking about what had brought all those names together, on that sheet of paper. 

        Then Dehan looked up at me. “Dos Santos.” 

        “Two saints?” 

        “Of the saints, it’s Portuguese, not Spanish. Lenny dos Santos. I know that name.” 

        “It does ring a bell. He’s on the list?” 

        “Uh-huh… Fifty bucks says he’s got a rap sheet.” 

        While she checked, I looked through the list: Saul Adebayo, Julio Borregos, Zee Brown, Julian Calatrava, Susan Carter, Ernesto Cortez, Ira David, Mohamed Eze, Maria Garcia, Peter Heseltine, Lenny dos Santos, Toni Sotomayor.  

        There was a vague familiarity to several of the names. I thought aloud: “By the very nature of the classes, Dehan, more than one of these is going to have a rap sheet. That was the whole point of the exercise, after all.” 

        She paid no attention to me. Instead she said, “You like apples?” 

        I looked up from the sheet. She was staring at the screen. She thumped the enter key and said, “Well? Do you?” 

        “Sure, I’m not…” 

        She stood and walked over to the printer, came back with a couple of sheets of paper and tossed one of them at me. 

        “Well, how’d ya like them apples?” 

        She read aloud as I scanned through it. She was the only person on Earth who could do that without annoying me.  

        “Leonard Arbuthnot dos Santos, twenty-nine years of age…” She shook her head. “This kid’s been in and out of detention centers since he was thirteen: shoplifting, mugging, possession… OK, he did time ’98 to 2004, for assault with a deadly weapon. He was charged with attempted murder, but there was a self defense angle and he pled to the lesser charge. Two years later he was charged with selling heroin but walked because the defense alleged the evidence was wrongfully obtained. He also beat a guy to within an inch of his life, but because it occurred concurrent with and as a part of the other offense, the evidence was also inadmissible. January 2015, he is arrested, charged and successfully convicted for the murder of Mahalia Campbell, AKA Cherry Cam, a prostitute. He was her pimp. She’d been skimming off the top to pay for her habit and he…” She looked up at me. “And I quote, severed her head with a kitchen knife.” 

        “Oh…” 

        “Yes indeed.” 

        “Them’s powerful good apples, Dehan. Where is Mr. dos Santos now?” 

        “Upstate, in Malone, maximum security. He injured three cops during his arrest. He’s a very bad man.” 

        “Upstate? That’s almost in Canada.” 

        She was looking at her phone. “Yup, it’s on the border. Interstate eighty-seven, five or six hours. Road trip.” 

        “Does it seem strange to you that it never occurred to Helena to mention this guy?” 

        “Maybe she didn’t know. He hadn’t murdered anybody yet, and he’d been let off his previous offense on a technicality.” 

        I sighed. “We’ll see when we get there, but I am willing to bet he is not the shy, retiring type. I’m willing to bet he stands out in a crowd.” 

        She flopped back in her chair and stuck a pencil in her mouth as though it were a cigarette. “She’s just a crazy broad, Stone, with her head full of dumb-ass ideas about compassion and understanding, giving people a second chance, not judging people by their appearance. One of those New York liberals who never climbed out of her European car long enough to get mugged.” 

        “You are a strange and disturbing creature, Dehan. Those are not dumb-ass ideas. I happen to believe in those ideas myself.” 

        “Sure,” she said with a deadpan face. “Me too. I was just kidding. When was the last time you were mugged, by the way?” 

        “I have never been mugged. But that has nothing to do with not getting out of my European… Call upstate, wiseass, make an appointment and book us in somewhere comfortable. I’m going to call Helena and ask her about this guy.” 

        “Sure thing, boss. Whatever you say, boss.” 

        I called Helena. It rang twice and a fruity, fluty voice said, “Aloh, Magnusson residence here. How may I help you?” 

        “Hello, Ebba, this is Detective Stone. May I speak to Mrs. Magnusson, please? It is quite important.” 

        “Yoh, one moment please.” 

        Fifteen seconds later, Helena came on the line. “Hello, Detective, I gather you received the list.” 

        “Yes, there is one person on the list I am interested in. I wonder if you could tell me a little more about him.” 

        “If I can, of course.” 

        I glanced over at Dehan. She was talking into the phone and scrawling something on a piece of paper. I said, “Lenny dos Santos.” 

        “Oh yes, Lenny.” There was a smile in her voice. “He was amusing. We used to laugh a lot with Lenny.” 

        “Really?” 

        “Yes, he was funny. Quite outrageous. I seem to remember he was talented, too. Of course no discipline, and no desire to understand grammar, or the mechanics of language.” 

        “Sure, but I am more interested in what kind of relationship he developed with you.” 

        “With me?” She sounded surprised. 

        I repressed a sigh. “Yes, of course. Did he admire you? Did he display affection toward you? Did he ever try to see you or talk to you alone, outside of class?” 

        There was a small laugh. “I have no idea if he admired me. He never spoke about my books, if that is what you mean. Displays of affection? He was big and noisy, and he was always embracing the girls in the class, me included, but not more than the others. I never saw him outside of class, Detective. If he ever made an attempt to see me, I was blind to it, or he was too subtle.” 

        “Mrs. Magnusson, I need you to try a little harder. This is very important. Was there ever anything unusual, or that struck you as odd, in Lenny’s attitude toward you?” 

        Again the laugh, with a faint patronizing whiff to it. “What have you done, Detective? You scanned the list and found the black student, and now he is your prime suspect? If you are suggesting that Lenny, or any of my students, was my husband’s killer, I am afraid you are very much off track. Lenny was a kind, sweet, noisy clown who was incapable of hurting anybody.” 

        “I see. I have just a couple more questions, Mrs. Magnusson, and then I’ll let you get on. I notice here on the list Saul Adebayo and Mohamed Eze. Would I be correct in saying that they were both black?” 

        “Yes, Detective. Is that relevant?” 

        “Yes, Mrs. Magnusson, it is. Because neither of them is a suspect. The reason that neither of them is a suspect is that neither of them is doing time in a maximum security prison for murdering a prostitute by cutting off her head. Lenny, on the other hand, is. He killed her, Mrs. Magnusson, because he was her pimp and she was stealing money from him to feed her heroin habit. Forgive me if I am a little brutal, but it seems to me that you need to face up to some facts and get real. Cuddly Lenny dos Santos had a rap sheet for violence going back to when he was a child. Now please, take that on board, assimilate it and give it some serious thought. Then please contact me and let me know if anything in his behavior toward you was unusual.” 

        She was very quiet. After a moment she said, “I see. I’m sorry. I will give it some thought.” 

        “Thank you.” 

        I hung up and looked across the desk at Dehan. She looked smug and had her pencil stuck in her mouth again. “Dumb broad, head full of crazy dreams.” 

        “Cut it out.” 

        “What did she say?” 

        “She wasn’t aware of him behaving in any particular way. He was big and noisy and cuddly. He could probably have gone in there with a chainsaw and she would have thought it was cute. What have you got?” 

        “Nine tomorrow morning. I booked us into the Kilburn Manor, in the heart of Malone. We’re in the Judge’s Suite.” 

        Mo’s voice intruded on us. “Course you did. Course you are.” 

        I smiled over at him. Dehan stood and grabbed her jacket. “We better get moving, I also booked us a table at the Riverside Steak and Seafood Restaurant. And it’s a five hour drive.” 

        “Sounds good.” I stood. “What are you doing tonight, Mo, anything nice?” 

        “Take a hike.” 

        We stepped out into the midday sun. 





SEVEN


   

        Malone should have been a nice town, and pretty, but it was hard to escape the feeling, as we entered the town on Route 11 and drove onto Main Street, that we had slipped into a Stephen King novel. There was nothing you could put your finger on: the Mobil gas station was perfectly normal, and yet wore a strange air of desolation in the gathering dusk. The family restaurant looked cozy and friendly, but its roof looked strangely outsized, and seemed to loom over the building. And as we approached the church tower, tall and very dark in the dying light, for a moment it looked to me like a vast, horned goat’s head on a long, thin neck. And where the sky glowed a faint, dark blue through its arches, it looked to me like the goat’s eyes. 

        “What is it about the northeast of this country that is so sinister at times?” 

        “You getting all freaky and weirded out, Stone?” 

        “Are you?” 

        “Nope. Cool-headed empirical realist, that’s me. Entia non sunt multiplicanda praeter necesitatem.” 

        “Is that the only thing you can quote in Latin?” 

        “Yup, but it applies: don’t let your imagination run away with you. It’s probably just the presence of the maximum security facility up the road, but you’re right, there is a kind of eerie feel to this town.” 

        I smiled at her. “Nothing a good, hearty meal and a bottle of wine can’t take care of, huh?” 

        “You bet…” 

        But she didn’t sound very convinced.  

        We passed the church, which was massive and made of dark gray stone, and turned left onto Clay Street, and at the end of Clay Street, half concealed among trees, were the steep, gabled roof and portico of Kilburn Manor. We climbed out, grabbed our overnight bags from the trunk and walked down the narrow path under the overarching shadows of the trees. 

        Kilburn Manor was in fact a B&B, but it was decorated and set up like a very luxurious old manor house. The manageress greeted us at the door and, as she led us up the stairs to our room, paused at practically every piece of furniture to tell us about its origins and its provenance. They were all antiques, she told us, including our vast, four-poster bed, which dated right back to the witch hunts. 

        We dumped our bags, showered, changed and went out for dinner to the Riverside Steak and Seafood Restaurant, which was just a short walk from the B&B. The walk confirmed the impression I had gotten from the car, that Malone was a strange and slightly desolate place. 

        On the way, Dehan linked her arm through mine as we walked.  

        “I think,” she said, “that what has complicated things has been Penelope. I think she’s like this charming whirlwind that goes storming through people’s lives, and it’s only after she’s gone that they realize how much disruption she has caused.” 

        “That’s a nice image.” 

        “And what we are seeing here is the evidence of where she passed through Jack, Helena and Grant’s lives, and because we are looking for evidence of a murderer, we think that is what we’re seeing.” 

        “Interesting.” 

        “But, much like the case of the arms in the lock up, what we are actually seeing has nothing to do with the murder or the killer. The killer was elsewhere, observing the scene, and his interest was not Penny…” 

        “But Helena.” 

        “Yup. Only in the lock up case, the killer had us seeing what he wanted us to see. In this case the killer is not that smart, he was just lucky. Penelope provided a kind of smoke screen, or at least a distraction,” 

        We had come to a bridge on the long, strangely desolate Main Street, where ancient, cast iron streetlamps with elaborate curls and twists stood in strange silhouette against their own, dim, limpid light. We paused a moment, waiting for a gap in the sporadic traffic, and crossed to the far side, where the restaurant stood, spilling warm amber light onto the sidewalk.  

        We pushed inside into the warm. The lights were low, and the dark wood of the walls and the bar gave the place a certain gloom. A young waitress met us with a bright smile and showed us to our table near where a fire was burning in a grate. We sat and I looked around. We needn’t have booked. The place was largely empty, and, beside a murmur of conversation and some very quiet country music, it was almost silent.  

        We took the menus she offered us, Dehan ordered a beer and I asked for a Martini, dry. I smiled and added, “It’s not the same as a dry Martini, or a dry martini with a small ‘M’. It’s two parts gin to one part Martini, over two large rocks, with an olive in it.” 

        She smiled brightly and tilted her head on one side. “Sure. I can do that for you.” 

        Dehan shook her head at the menu. “She didn’t have to shake it instead of stirring it?” 

        “That’s a Bradford and follows the Savoy recipe book from the 1930s. Whole different ball game. Tell me about how Lenny dos Santos is different from the killer in the lock up case.” 

        “In that case, our guy deliberately manipulated the situation, actually stage managed it. In this case I think it was almost accidental. Obviously we’ll know more tomorrow after we talk to him, but the way I read it right now, he was a thug with delusions of grandeur. He heard there was a big shot novelist teaching creative writing in the neighborhood and decided he could do that. Maybe he had some notion about writing about his life of crime and cleaning up.” 

        “Making a killing on a killing.” 

        “Nice. Something like that.” 

        I read from the menu: “Lightly breaded calamari, fried and served with a marinara sauce. That’s me, or fried mozzarella, topped with mushrooms and roasted red peppers. That’s you.” 

        “Yeah, that’s me.” 

        “Then there are seven different kinds of steak. You can have it with cheese or shrimps or… you know.” I made an ‘on and on’ gesture with my hand. “Or you can have your twelve ounce Angus ribeye with a choice of potatoes or French fries, the way it was meant to be.” 

        “Yeah, that one.” 

        “And draft beer.” 

        “You done?”  

        I nodded and signaled the waitress. She came over with our drinks and I gave her our order. When she’d gone, Dehan sipped her beer and wiped her lip on the back of her hand. 

        “I think perhaps what we’ve been missing all along is something that you observed at the beginning, and then we got sidelined: that Helena was a fascinating woman.” I nodded. She went on. “Fascinating enough, in fact, to hook a guy like Jack Connors and keep him from a woman like Penelope who must have been almost half her age. Dogs like Jack Connors need to sleep around or their ego pops and they die of emptiness when they realize how small and sad they really are.” 

        “Wow.” 

        “Way it is, dude. But he knew that Helena was something special and he hung on to her. Now, in spite of her naïve, simplistic view of bad guys, it took real balls to start that creative writing course in the heart of the Bronx. That in itself shows that she was something special, and she was a looker too, and five years younger.” 

        “All true.” 

        She took another pull on her beer and sat staring at it in her hand a moment, with a white foam moustache on her lip. 

        “I’m willing to bet,” she said, “that every guy in that class had a crush on her, and maybe the girls did too. She was something special, something you don’t see often. Now…” 

        “Along comes Lenny.” 

        “Along comes Lenny. I’m going to do a Stone now.” 

        I laughed. “Do a Stone?” 

        She wagged her finger at me, then wiped away her moustache. “I am going to extrapolate from known facts and reach a totally unjustified conclusion which happens to be right.” 

        I laughed some more. 

        “From what we saw on Lenny’s rap sheet, I am going to go out on a limb and say that this is one supremely arrogant son of a bitch who believes that he is entitled to everything. He’s like Grant Shaw’s extra-evil twin. Take what you want, and if they won’t give it, shoot them and take it. He has decided that he is the dude and he can do anything, so now he is going to be a famous writer. He joins the class and within minutes becomes the class mascot. Everybody loves the dude, especially our naïve, idealistic liberal do-gooder Helena. And the more she praises him as her special pupil, the more she feeds his ego and encourages him to believe that he really is the business. 

        “He’s just a thug. I grew up with a hundred of them when I was a kid. He could be Irish, Puerto Rican, Mexican or Nigerian. It makes no difference. He was an ignorant thug with an inflated ego. And she, in order to assuage her own liberal conscience, nurtured in him his totally unrealistic belief—A, in his own abilities and B, in the relationship that was developing between Helena and himself. How am I doing?” 

        “That is a lot of extrapolating going on there, Little Grasshopper, but it is also a pretty compelling story. Keep going.” 

        “So, and here I am just guessing, but we’re out for dinner shootin’ the breeze, right? So I can guess. I am guessing that he began to send her messages. I don’t mean folded bits of paper in his homework saying, ‘I love you Mrs. Magnusson, I want to marry you.’ I mean messages in the stories he was writing, and in his banter. ‘Helena and me, we understand each other. Am I right, Helena? You an’ me, we got an understandin’, right?’ And she felt just like Everyman, or in her case Everywoman or even better, Everyperson, gathering up the lost to follow her to salvation. She thought she was transcending race, culture and gender to help a poor, lost black kid; and that is irony right there, because what she was really doing was bringing her own middle class white values and prejudices to a situation where they were woefully inadequate and inappropriate.” 

        “Shall I ask the waitress for a soapbox?” 

        “Sorry. Anyhow, the point is there was a total lack of communication. He was telling her, ‘You gonna be my bitch.’ She understood, ‘We have a deep, transcendent understanding and you are my guiding light.’ She told him, ‘I can lead you out of this hell you live in, to a better life,’ and he understood, ‘Yes, I am your bitch and you are my man.’” 

        “I am troubled by the assumptions you are making, and also the stereotypes you are employing, but do go on.” 

        “So, this miscommunication of intent…” 

        “Wait. Miscommunication of intent?” 

        “Yeah. He is telling her she is going to be his bitch. That is his intent. She is telling him she is going to save him. That’s her intent.” 

        “OK…” 

        “This miscommunication reaches a climax of some sort. I don’t know what, but clearly there comes a time when he wants to claim what is his. And she tells him he has got it wrong and she is in love with her husband. One way or another, that is conveyed to him. He is incensed and in his rage he goes out, finds his rival, cuts off his head and sends it to her.” 

        I sipped my Martini, smacked my lips and sighed. Then I nodded. “I know what you’re saying and in many ways I agree. But there are things that don’t work for me. Like, for example, the guy you’re describing. In my experience and in yours, he rapes her. He doesn’t waste time on the husband. If he wants to make her, as you put it, his bitch, then that is what he goes right ahead and does. We’re talking about a guy who decapitated a hooker because she was skimming off the top of his stash.” 

        She pursed her lips like she was kissing the air and watched the waitress bring the calamari and the fried cheese. We put both plates in the middle of the table and shared. 

        With her mouth full of cheese, she wagged her fork at me.  

        “OK, so let’s not stereotype him. Maybe there were some self-fulfilling prophecies going on. Maybe he did idolize her. Maybe she was like no woman he had ever known. And his rage was directed against Jack. And after he killed him, before he could move on Helena, the classes were cancelled and he was arrested.” 

        “Maybe. We’ll see what he tells us tomorrow. One thing stands out, though. Whatever he was doing or saying, she was completely oblivious to it.” 

        “Dumb broad.” 

        I nodded and forked some calamari. “Naïve, certainly. So, Dehan, you figure Shaw and Penelope are out of the running now, and Helena herself.” 

        She shook her head. “Nobody’s out of the running, but I would say that Lenny is my prime suspect.” Then she frowned. “He’s not yours?” 

        I took some of her cheese and put it on a piece of bread. I chewed it, watching her across the table. “I’m going to wait till we’ve spoken to him. It’s all speculation right now, Dehan. I’m having trouble with his choice of victim. I’m also having trouble with Shaw and Penelope. I can see them both as potentially capable of it, and yet…” 

        I watched her spear a calamari and stick it in her mouth, and added, “I am also very aware, Dehan, that we have not explored Helena as a potential suspect. That is a possibility we need to look at, and we also need to talk to…” I frowned, trying to remember his name. 

        She nodded. “Alornerk. It means clear sky or blue sky or something. The mathematician from Boston.” She was quiet for a bit, putting cheese on her bread. “You seriously think she might have decapitated her husband? You think that’s more likely than Lenny dos Santos?” 

        “We don’t know, do we?” 

        “OK, Sensei.”  

        After that, we moved on from murder and decapitation to the increasingly familiar subjects of children and retirement. While we discussed these comfortable subjects, we worked our way through a couple of ribeye steaks, a couple more beers and then a couple of whiskeys and, by the time we stepped out into the strangely desolate Main Street, with its pallid yellow light and eerie, coiled streetlamps, and began our lonely walk back toward Kilburn Manor, the temperature had dropped to close to freezing, so that we could see our breath billowing before us and I had to tuck Dehan under my arm and my jacket to keep her warm. 

        We didn’t talk then, but walked huddled close against the cold, along the long empty road, with its oddly ominous buildings, down Clay Street among the tall trees, to Kilburn Manor. There we found all the lights on, but nobody seemed to be at home. So we climbed the stairs in silence, among the ancient antiques and the loudly ticking clocks, to the Judge’s Suite, where there was a fire burning in the grate. 





EIGHT


   

        Lenny dos Santos was six foot six in his bare feet. In his shoes he was almost six foot seven. He was big with it. Each leg was like a tree trunk, each foot easily fourteen inches long. His arms were the size of legs and his chest, neck and shoulders were like one massive slab of meat with his head perched on top. 

        The face on that head was a surprisingly cheerful, happy one. It was the kind of smiling face you’d expect to find on a garden gnome. As he was led through the steel door into the interrogation room, he regarded us with large, round eyes and smiled with an expressive mouth. The guard led him to the table and cuffed his wrists to a steel ring at the center. 

         “If he gives you any trouble, we’re right outside.” 

        We thanked him and he left. I said, “Hi, Lenny, I’m Detective John Stone of the NYPD, and this is my partner, Detective Carmen Dehan.” 

        Lenny grinned at Dehan and then at me.  

        “Hi, it’s nice to have visitors. Not many people come to see me. I ain’t got family. Though my mom told me once I have cousins in Brazil, but I never met them. And my friends, well…” He laughed. “You can imagine my friends ain’t real keen to come and see me in prison.” 

        I nodded. “Sure.” 

        His face became a little more serious. “But the truth is, I don’t got a lot of friends, or maybe any, really. So it’s nice to have visitors.” 

        That thought made him smile again. Dehan sat back in her chair with a small frown on her brow, like she had decided to shelve all her questions and just study him for a bit. I offered him a smile that said I might be his friend and said, “Well, Lenny, you realize we’re here on business.” 

        “Oh, sure, I know that. They told me you wanted to ask me some questions. I don’t got a problem with that.” 

        “Thank you. You remember Helena?” 

        He repressed a smile and his eyes went wide. There was real amusement in his expression. “Man, I don’t want to… I really don’t like those guys who’s always boastin’, ‘Oh, man! I been with so many women, I screwed this bitch and that bitch!’ I hate that.” He leaned forward, a look of delight on his face. “But I have to tell you the truth. A man like me, I was the man, you know? It ain’t no exaggeration, couple of years or more maybe, I was with a different woman every night. Now, you do the math, that’s like maybe a thousand women. I swear to you some of them I never knew and never saw again. Bro’, it’s like a blur. I ain’t proud of that. I don’t think that’s a good thing, like some of these dudes in here. But you come to me now and you ask me, say, ‘Do you remember Helena?’ I gotta be honest with you. Just by the name, like that, I have no idea who Helena is. You gotta be more specific.” 

        I studied his face, searching for signs that he was playing some wiseass game. I didn’t find any. My impression was that he was being honest. I nodded. 

        “Sure, I understand. Do you remember at one time, about four and a half years ago, shortly before you were arrested, you had literary aspirations? You were doing a creative writing course.” 

        “We got a group goin’ here in the prison. I got some positive reviews in the prison magazine. ‘Real, believable and immediate.’ I don’t know what he meant by ‘immediate’, but it was nice to read. You know?” 

        “Sure, I can imagine. Do you remember your teacher on that creative writing course? She was a famous novelist…” 

        His face lit up. “Oh, man! Helena! Well, sure! If you had just said, your writing teacher! Sure, I remember her. She was…” He smiled, shook his head and gazed at the wall. “She was like…” He raised the fingers of his manacled hand. “Wait, I am going to try to express this. ‘She was a ray of light in the darkness of my life.’” 

        He looked at Dehan to see what she thought of that. Then he looked at me. 

        “I think, if I had not been arrested, I would have left my life of crime anyway, just because of Helena. She made me see myself in a different way. She taught me, not just to be curious about words, but to have different expectations about myself.” He leaned forward, his eyes wide with wonder. “If I use different words in my head, if I speak differently in my own mind, I can be different! That is magic, man!” 

        I nodded. “That’s something.” 

        He planted a big smile on the right side of his face and there was real humor in his eyes. “That’s why they call it a spell. When you think that a letter is a symbol that makes a noise in your mind, you realize spelling is magic. She taught me that, man. She was somethin’ special, I’ll tell you.” 

        Dehan spoke for the first time. “You a good student?” 

        “Sure, who wouldn’t be with a teacher like that, right?” 

        “She punctual? Always there for class on time?” 

        “No, man, she was always there before class. She’d be there half an hour before class started, always.” 

        “Yeah? That’s nice, diligent. So, Lenny, how close did you and Helena get?” 

        He frowned at her, but without hostility. “I don’t really understand your question, Detective Dehan. Are you asking me if we was lovers?” 

        “Would you have liked to be?” 

        His face creased up and he started to laugh. It made him look like a fat, laughing Buddha.  

        “Oh! She was hot! No doubt! She was more than hot. She was beautiful! Inside and out. Any guy who got between the sheets with her was one lucky man. But she was strictly off limits, know what I’m sayin’?  She made that real clear.” He laughed again. “I remember,” he said, “somebody described a woman to me one time as having a sign nailed to her forehead that said, ‘fuck off. I’m married.’ Helena was like that. Her husband must have been one lucky dude.” He shook his head, still smiling. “She was way out of my league, man. Way out of my league.” 

        He looked Dehan in the eye. “But, one day, Detective Dehan, if I ever get out of this shit hole, if I ever make a success of writing, I would aspire to a woman like that.” 

        She arched an eyebrow at him. “That is very inspiring, Lenny. So, you’ve told me how close you weren’t. Now how about you tell me how close you were.” 

        “We saw each other twice a week in class, Thursday and Friday. I was a pretty good student, so I didn’t miss many classes. She was fun, she liked me. It was a nice class, we used to have a laugh. We’d all been around a bit, you know what I mean? We’d all lived some. We all had some stories to tell. First time in my life I didn’t feel like I had to be a criminal. It was like…” 

        For a moment he seemed to be lost for words. I realized that was rare for him and on impulse I said, “Coming home?” 

        He looked surprised and after a moment nodded. “Yeah, exactly. It was like coming home.” He turned to Dehan. “You don’t know this, but when you have no home, when you don’t belong, you can be driven to do things you would not normally dream of doing.” 

        Her face kind of stretched tight and she leaned back in her chair. I suppressed a smile and asked him, “Is that how you were driven to decapitate…” I paused, raising an eyebrow. “Do you remember her name?” 

        “Yeah, I remember her name. Cherry.” 

        “Mahalia Campbell.” 

        “We used to call her Cherry. You don’t know. There are people in this world, walkin’ among us, man, who are livin’ in hell. There’s some poet, I can’t remember his name, he said, the mind is its own place.” He turned to Dehan. “You know what that means? He says, it can make a hell of heaven, and a heaven of hell. That’s fuckin’ deep, man. When you belong, then it’s like you’re not in hell anymore. But when you don’t belong, you can end up real fast in hell. And then you don’t know what you can and can’t do.” He was still addressing Dehan. “I’ll tell you somethin’ else. When you don’t belong, you know what the worst thing anybody can do to you is?” 

        She shrugged. “I know you’re going to tell me.” 

        “When you don’t belong, the worst thing anybody can do to you is not kill you or cut you nor nothin’ like that. It’s steal from you. You’re lost, you ain’t got no home, nobody wants you and you don’t belong nowhere, and then somebody steals from you. You gonna kill that motherfucker.” He was silent for a moment, looking at his manacled hands. Then suddenly he said, “I’m sorry. I try not to talk like that. Helena taught me that the way we speak makes us who we are.” He looked up at me. “I see a shrink in here, and he told me there is some truth in that.” 

        “I’m sure there is. So you cut off Mahalia’s head because she stole from you.” 

        “Yeah. She stole my money…” He shrugged. “Though, in reality, if I could have seen things more clearly, it was her money because she was working for it. You know what I’m saying? But I was her pimp. I was crazy at that time.” 

        “Did you feel that Helena belonged to you?” 

        He stared at me, with his eyebrows high on his forehead, then burst out laughing. “You crazy? Helena didn’t belong to nobody! She was her own woman, man! What are you talking about?” 

        Dehan spoke suddenly. “Do you remember the last class, the one that was cancelled?” 

        “Yeah, we turned up and there was a sign. Said there had been an accident or some shit. Classes never started up again. But I knew she was OK cause she published a new book that same night. I read it. It was good.” 

        “You ever meet her husband?” 

        The laughter faded from his face and he narrowed his eyes at her. “No, man. I never met her husband. What’s this about, man? You ambushing me? Should I have a lawyer here with me?” 

        I shook my head. “We are not about to charge you with anything, Lenny. We are just trying to find out what happened that day.” 

        “Well, why don’t you tell me what happened that day?” 

        “You know that’s not the way it works, Lenny. Can you remember what you did that Thursday?” 

        “That was five years ago. How the hell would I remember that, man?” 

        Dehan shrugged. “Maybe it was a notable day. Was it?” 

        “No. I don’t know. I don’t remember.” 

        I said, “Does the name Jack Connors mean anything to you?” 

        He pulled down the corners of his mouth and raised his shoulders. “No. I don’t know. Did I beat him up some time? I beat up on a lot of guys. I used to be a real violent son of a bitch. I never lost a fight. You know that? Couple of guys I beat up almost died.” 

        “I know. We’ve seen your sheet. Jack Connors was Helena’s wife.” 

        “Oh. She didn’t take his name?” He smiled. “That’s just like her. Independent woman.” He stopped and frowned. “Wait. You said was. He died and you want to pin it on me cause I was in her class? That’s fucked up, man.” 

        I shook my head. “We don’t want to pin it on anybody, Lenny. We want to know who did it.” 

        “Really?” He turned to Dehan. “Really? How many other people from the class you been to talk to?” 

        I answered. “None. We thought we’d start with you.” 

        “No kidding. There was other black dudes in the class. Some were blacker than me. Why don’t you start with them and work your way down to the white guy?” 

        “Believe it or not, Lenny, we didn’t come to see you because you’re black. We came to see you because you were the only person in the group who had decapitated somebody.” 

        “What?” 

        “Jack Connors was decapitated. And that last class was cancelled because somebody sent his head to Helena in a parcel, to her class. Somebody who knew she had classes there on that day, and would be there half an hour before the class started.” 

        His mouth sagged open. “Oh, man. That is fucked up. She was a sweet lady. I would not do that to her. She did not deserve that, man. No way.” 

        “So what were you doing that day?” 

        “I have no idea. I can’t remember what I was doing on that particular day five years ago. Nobody can remember somethin’ like that. But I would not do that to her. She didn’t deserve that.” 

        I nodded. “OK, so what were you driving at the time, Lenny?” 

        “Boy, you really out to frame me, huh?” 

        “No, Lenny. We are out to find the truth. And please remember that whatever you tell us, we will check and verify. If you didn’t kill Jack Connors, that’s good for you.” 

        He sighed heavily, then smiled at the memory. “I had a bright red 1960 Cadillac convertible, red leather seats, drinks cabinet in the back, man, you never seen nothin’ like that baby.” 

        “You ever own a white van?” 

        “A white van?” He scowled at me. “Do I look like a fuckin ’lectrician to you? Or a fuckin’ plumber? Car gives a man status. Car you choose says a lot about you. I always owned Caddies, since I was fourteen, when I bought my first wheels.” 

        I drummed my fingers on the table for a moment, feeling there was something unasked and unanswered, but unsure what it was. I looked at Dehan. She shrugged. 

        “OK, Lenny. That’s all for now…” 

        He made a gun out of his manacled hand and pointed it at me. “You should look at the other people in the class, man. If they knew the time she would be there, half an hour early, either they was stalking her, or they were in the class. That class was a big mix of people, man. I can’t remember them all, ’cause I wasn’t real interested in them. But like I said, they all had a story to tell. And they all loved her. We all did.” 

        Dehan narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “You’d send a decapitated head to the person you love?” 

        He looked momentarily mad. “No, Detective Dehan, I would not. But I can see how some people would, if they was in hell long enough; either to punish her for not loving them back, or as a sign that they had set her free.” 

        I stared at him for a long moment, then called the guard. As the door rattled and clanged, I met Lenny’s eye and said, “Thanks, Lenny. You’ve been very helpful.” 

        And we left. 

        Down in the parking lot, a north wind had suddenly risen and was gently bowing the trees in the nearby woods. As we approached the car, Dehan turned and held out her hands. “Let me drive.” 

        I threw her the keys. She snatched them from the air, unlocked the door and turned to face me.  

        “Stone, what did you take away from that?” 

        “That he loved her and has no alibi.” 

        “Seriously?” 

        “Uh-huh. Let’s go surprise Alornerk.” 

        “Boston?” 

        “I’ll phone him on the way, see where he is.” 





NINE


   

        Alornerk was not pleased to hear from us and questioned our authority to speak to him in Massachusetts when we were New York cops. I told him it was an unofficial visit and we were just trying to get a better understanding of the background to the case and what happened on the day of the murder. He didn’t like it, but agreed to see us that afternoon at five. It was going to be a five hour drive from Malone, so that suited us fine. For the first half hour, Dehan just drove and stared at the road ahead, while I went over in my mind everything that Lenny had told us. When I had gone over that a few times, I started going over the case from every angle, trying to fit everything everybody had said into a kind of 3D abstract puzzle. 

        I spoke my thoughts aloud and said to Dehan, “Let’s look at this from a different angle. Jack was taken and killed and decapitated in a very narrow window of time between one PM and five PM on that Thursday. Allow for the head to be boxed and taken to UPS and then delivered to the college and we are looking at a window between one and four PM, and that is generous. That is a three hour time frame in which the killer has to isolate Jack, snatch him, take him to a location where he can decapitate him, box up and send his head in time for it to reach Helena at college. So, what are our pool of suspects doing in that period of time, between one and four PM?” 

        She sighed loudly through her nose. “Penelope says she was hung over, which means she had no alibi. Grant Shaw threw us out before we got the chance to ask for his alibi, but he confirmed the wild party with Penelope on Wednesday night, and in any case made it clear that if he killed anyone, he had plenty of pros to do the job for him. Helena was having lunch with Alornerk and his European friends, and he was having lunch with her and his European friends.” 

        I scowled out at the passing trees in the exquisite springtime landscape. “So, so far the only people with alibis are Helena and Alornerk.” 

        “And then,” said Dehan with another sigh, “there are all the other people on her list of pupils and, if you want to feel really demoralized, all her fans.” 

        I shook my head. “Unless we are dealing with a highly skilled stalker, I think we can discount her fans. This killer was familiar enough with Jack’s movements to know that he was leaving for lunch, something, remember, he did not often do.” 

        “That’s true.” 

        “Not only that, Dehan, he was able to kidnap him, drug him and transport him to a quiet, secluded place in very little time, hardly leaving a trace of his—or her—presence.” 

        “That takes a lot of skill, or at least detailed prior knowledge of his movements.” 

        “So we are either looking at somebody with professional skills, such as a mercenary…” 

        “Yeah, you know, when you put it like that, it does kind of point pretty strongly to either Penelope or Shaw. Shaw has the kind of guys who could carry out an execution like that, and…” She stopped, turned to look at me and shrugged. “Are we being a bit blind, Stone? I mean, where the hell was he going, if not to meet Penelope?” 

        I nodded. “And so far we have had no indication that he had any other lover at the time.” 

        We sped over dappled shadows on the blacktop between tall walls of trees that towered over us on either side. She puffed out her cheeks and blew. “So, this suddenly looks pretty obvious, Stone. It’s either A or B, right. I mean, A, she tells Jack Connors how she feels about him and that she wants to marry him. He blows her off. She freaks out, meets Shaw, lets off steam trying to forget Jack but she can’t—to the point where she actually tells Shaw she is going to marry Jack. Next day, she calls Jack and arranges to meet him to talk. He comes to her apartment, she drugs him, kills him, cuts off his head, parcels it up and then disposes of the body. Feasible, motive and opportunity.” 

        I nodded. “Yes, it’s possible.” 

        “B, she really was in love with him and he was in love with her. Shaw proposes and she says no. Remember his philosophy of life?” 

        “According to her.” 

        “If you can’t buy it, shoot the owner and take it. So his guy, in the white van, sees Jack arrive, and as he is leaving, he snatches him, bundles him in the van, yadda yadda.” We continued in silence for a while along the dappled road and after a while she added, “They are the only two options that really jibe.” 

        I frowned at her curiously. 

        “Why are you dismissing Lenny so easily?” 

        “I don’t know.” 

        “It is a hell of a coincidence, Dehan, and he just got through telling us he loved her and he has no alibi.” 

        “Hmm…” She glanced at me. “Is there any point in my asking what you think?” 

        “I think the narrow time frame is crucial. I think the familiarity with his movements is crucial. And the familiarity with Helena’s schedule is crucial.” 

        I smiled at her and was momentarily mesmerized by the procession of trees moving across the lenses of her aviators. She said, “What?” 

        “There is one other person with a very powerful motive for killing Jack, perhaps the most powerful, who was familiar with his movements, knew about his affair and was familiar with Helena’s schedule.” 

        She frowned. “Who?” 

        I raised my eyebrows. “Helena herself.” 

        She shook her head. “Nah…” 

        “We need a lot more facts, Dehan. We should not write anybody off yet. You know…” I beat a tattoo on my knees with my hands. “You were right. This case does remind me of the lock up case. There are several things, the dismembered body, the fact that the rest of the body never showed, the fact that the head was delivered to a particular person in a particular place… all that, but especially the feeling that there is someone at the back of it all, watching and manipulating. That is the part that increasingly stands out for me.” 

        She nodded for a bit and then shrugged. “That, for me, points to one of two people. Penelope and Shaw. They are both manipulators and controllers.” She was quiet for a bit, then added, “Plus, Penelope was probably the last person to see him alive, if that is where he was going at lunch. That, Stone, that for me is crucial.” 

        I thought about it and said, “I agree.” 

   


* * *


   

        Alornerk lived practically on the beach, on the corner of Quincy Shore Drive and Arnold Road. It was an ugly, two story house with a gabled roof, a chimney and an extension built over a large garage. The whole thing was set behind a chain link fence in the middle of a flat lawn with no flowers. 

        I pulled into his driveway, blocking his garage, and stood looking out at Quincy Bay and the broad, sandy beach that led down to the sea. The front door of the house opened, beyond a dead flowerbed, and a tall man with very long arms and legs stepped out and looked at us briefly. He was wearing black jeans and a black university sweatshirt, both of which made him look thinner. His pear-shaped head was balanced on top of his neck, so that the bulbous bit seemed about to overbalance at the top, while his chin barely protruded beyond his Adam’s apple at the bottom. His hair was dark and short, and what little chin he had was unshaven. 

        He trotted down the steps to the lawn and approached us. 

        “Are you the detectives?” 

        “Detectives Stone and Dehan. As I said to you on the phone, we have no jurisdiction here. We are just hoping you can clarify…” 

        “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Let’s go over to the beach. We can sit on the wall. I’m sick of being stuck in the fucking house all the time.” 

        “Sure…” 

        But by the time I’d said it, he was already across his front yard, opening the gate and crossing the road. Dehan and I exchanged a glance and followed him. 

        Beyond the sidewalk there was a concrete wall, and beyond the wall there was a drop down to the white sand. Alornerk stood on the wall a while, with the sea breeze whipping his sweatshirt, and as we crossed the road and joined him, he seemed to fold up and rearrange himself into a sitting position, looking out at the sea. Dehan sat on his left and I took my position on his right. 

        “I’m assuming you are Alornerk Smith?” 

        “Of course I am.” He said it without inflection and without looking at me. 

        “We would like to ask you some questions about the day Jack Connors was killed. Have you any objection to that?” 

        “I assumed as much. Of course I have no objection. It was four and a half years ago, but my memory is pretty good.” 

        Forty or fifty yards away, on the shore, a kid ran past, chasing a huge ball that was being blown by the breeze. It bounced and rolled in big bounds, and the kid’s laughter came to us in ragged snatches. 

        “How is Helena?” 

        The question surprised me. “You haven’t seen her recently?” 

        “Not in a while.” 

        Dehan was watching the kid with his ball. He’d managed to catch it and was now running back towards his mother, holding it in front of him. She spoke absently, like she wasn’t really interested. “You guys used to be pretty close.” 

        “She used to work here, in the English department. We became very close. Her husband was based in New York, she was based here. I thought it would go on like that forever. Then she had her first best seller.” He looked down at his long, thin feet dangling from his long, thin legs. “It’s almost unheard of, you know?” 

        Dehan asked the question. “What is?” 

        “For an academic in English literature to be a successful author.” 

        “Oh.” 

        “So I never really expected her to become a success.” 

        I studied his face a moment. He still hadn’t looked at either of us. “You were in love with her.” 

        “When your whole life revolves around academic mathematics…” 

        He trailed off and looked at me for the first time. His eyes flicked around, examining every feature on my face. 

        “Because,” he said, as though answering an unspoken question, “mathematics is everywhere, and everything, like God. It is the hidden meaning that inhabits all things. But in academia we take it and we abstract it so that all it has left is its numeric value. And then, when your whole life revolves around academic mathematics and numeric values, you can lose the ability to integrate abstract human feelings into your understanding of the world.” 

        I looked back at the sea and saw that the little boy’s mother had him now by his ankles and was holding him upside down. The ball had escaped again and was being pursued into the sea by a red setter. “I can’t imagine how you would do that,” I said. 

        He shrugged. “Emotion is an entire chaos system in its own right. How can you give a value to a chaos system?” 

        “I wouldn’t have thought you could.” 

        “You can’t.” 

        Dehan looked up at the sky directly above us. The blue was an intense contrast to the white sand. “So, when you went to New York for the launch of her book, were you still lovers?” 

        He looked at his hands, at the palms; they were long and thin like his legs and his feet. Dehan sighed and added, “I mean, in the ordinary sense of the words.” 

        Now he looked at her for the first time and nodded. “Yeah, I get bogged down in trying to understand the meaning of words and symbols, because there are no sharp lines separating one meaning from another…” 

        “Alornerk?”  

        He sighed and looked away. She persisted. “Were you lovers, in the ordinary sense of the word, when you went to her book launch in October, 2014?” 

        He licked his lips and drew breath several times. “Yes, yes we were lovers. Just, barely, anymore… How? How do you quantify dying love? And if you can’t quantify it, how can you understand it?” He looked back at her for a moment. “Nothing hurts more than not understanding.” 

        I nodded. “Not understanding definitely makes pain worse. No doubt about that. So, are you telling us that in October 2014, Helena had only recently moved to New York?” 

        “You didn’t know that? Her first book had been a smash. And it was looking like the second one was going to be even bigger. Advance sales were off the chart. She told me she was moving to New York. She had some story about teaching creative writing to underprivileged people in the Bronx, but I knew the real reason was that she wanted to be closer to that Jack.” 

        Dehan thrust out her bottom lip and gave a single nod. “That must have sucked.” 

        He gave a small laugh. “You know about the styles of attachment? Bowlby? I am the anxious-ambivalent type. One of the characteristics of the anxious-ambivalent type is a highly acute sense of behavioral analysis. You can read people’s behavior like it’s a telegraphic message. I knew when she was lying, I knew when she was growing bored, I knew when she was preparing to leave me even before she did.” 

        “Did you live together?” 

        “Not at first. I was married back then. But by the end of it, I was with her all the time. It cost me my marriage. For a while we were totally wrapped up in each other. It was very intense. We couldn’t get enough of each other. It went on for months.” 

        They hadn’t noticed, but the big red, white and blue ball had rolled out to sea and was slowly being carried away by the backwash from the waves. Mom was sitting on the sand, looking at her phone and the kid was now chasing the dog instead of the ball. 

        I said, “And then her first book was accepted for publication.” 

        “Yeah, and slowly everything began to change. I could sense it in the way she looked at me, they way she touched me… Small changes in frequency and intensity…” He frowned at me with anxiety in his eyes. “Do you know what I mean? You can just tell that the smiles are less frequent, she spends less time with you because other things are becoming more important, she discusses her work with other people more often and more in depth than she does with you.” He shrugged and looked down at the sand again. “You can see, you can read the signs, you know it is inevitable…” 

        Dehan said, “So, what? It was a year, eighteen months?” 

        “About eighteen months, and she told me she had made arrangements to spend more time in New York. Lots of excuses: her publisher was there, like that made any difference, she had switched to a New York agent her husband had found for her, she wanted to help underprivileged victims in the Bronx… A million and one apparently legitimate reasons, but at the root of it all was that her feelings for me were changing. Being with me was no longer important.” 

        Dehan seemed to speak to his long, black sneakers. “This may be a painful question to answer, Alornerk, but it could be very important. Would you say that Helena and Jack were moving toward some kind of reconciliation? Were they growing closer again?” 

        He nodded for a while. “I don’t know if it was a reconciliation exactly. They had a weird, fucked up kind of co-dependent relationship. She was fucking me, he was fucking some other woman, but they needed each other. Is that love? I don’t know.” 

        We were silent for a moment, and as I drew breath to ask a question, he started speaking again. “She moved back to New York to be closer to him, to start living together again as husband and wife. The publication of her books was instrumental in that happening, and yet, on the day of the publication of her second novel, she was fucking me…” 

        I felt Dehan go very still. I looked out to sea. The ball was a tiny dot out on the ocean. I turned to look at him. 

        “Really?” 

        He nodded. 

        I said, “That isn’t what you testified at the time.” 

        “I realized that as I said it.” 

        Dehan asked. “So where were your European friends while you were making the beast with two backs?” 

        He puffed out his cheeks. “There never were any European friends.” 

        I gave a small laugh. “I’m sure you are aware we never really believed there were.” He gave a small shrug and Dehan gave a small frown to go with it. I ignored them both. “What you seem to be telling us, Alornerk, is that from about twelve midday to three or four o’clock, rather than having lunch at some unspecified restaurant with friends, you and Helena were having sexual intercourse.”  

        I glanced at Dehan, who ignored me. Alornerk nodded. “She will be mad at me for telling you, but what have I got to lose now?” 

        “We’ll come to that in a moment. First of all, I need you to tell me where this happened.” 

        Dehan had her notebook out and was taking notes. Alornerk said, “In her house, in the guest room, because she didn’t want to desecrate the sanctity of the matrimonial room. I should have…” 

        He stopped. I said, “What? What should you have done?” 

        “I should have walked out on her and gone back to Boston. Instead I believed that I could persuade her to leave that shallow, materialistic egomaniac.” 

        I sighed. “Alornerk, what you are telling us is that the only alibi you have for the time of Jack’s abduction and murder is Helena, with whom you were very much in love, and having an affair at the time of his death.” 

        “I guess that is what I am telling you, yeah.” 

        “Did you kill Jack Connors, Alornerk?” 

        “No. I was with Helena. We hadn’t seen each other for some time. When we were alone together, she tried to resist, but the attraction was always too strong. He went to work in the morning. We finished breakfast, then went for a walk and talked things over. Next thing, we fell into bed and stayed there all morning. Eventually, after lunch, around three or four I suppose, she went off to her damned classes, and a couple of hours later, all hell broke loose.” 

        Dehan studied his face for a moment.  

        “We will have to confront Helena with this, Alornerk, you realize that.” 

        He shrugged. “I really don’t give a damn anymore. Do your worst. She didn’t kill him, and neither did I.” 





TEN


   

        I spent a moment thinking through the complexities of arresting him in Massachusetts as a New York cop and came to the conclusion it wasn’t worth it, at least not yet. Instead I told him: 

        “I’m going to need you to come to New York to amend your statement. Are you willing to do that?” 

        “Are you going to arrest me for obstruction of justice or something?” 

        “I think we’d rather have you cooperate.” 

        “You going to take me in now?” 

        “No. I need you to come of your own free will. But if you don’t, we’ll have to go down the whole extradition route and probably call in the U.S. Marshals, and you really don’t want to go down that path, Alornerk. Right now you’re probably going to get a smack on the wrist. But mess this up any further and then you’ll find yourself in a real mess. I’ll expect you at the 43rd no later than tomorrow afternoon.” 

        He nodded. “OK.” 

        Dehan had been listening carefully, with a small frown. Now she said, “Before we wrap this up, I need to know if Helena was with you the whole time that Thursday morning, from the time Jack went to work until she left for her class in the Bronx?” 

        He thought about the answer for a long time, gazing out at the sea. I began to think he wasn’t going to answer, but as I drew breath to prompt him, he suddenly sighed and said, “She was with me the whole time, yes.” 

        “Why did you lie about going out to lunch with your European friends?” 

        He shrugged. “Because of this, what’s happening now. It was her idea. I told her she should just tell the truth. Lying always leads to complications. But she said that if the cops did forensic tests on the bed and on us, and proved that we had had sexual intercourse, we would automatically become their prime suspects. Obviously Helena stood to inherit a huge amount of money from Jack, and as lovers we had a powerful motive…” He shrugged again. “So she said we needed to deflect their suspicion by concocting this story where there were other witnesses that we would try to track down. In the meantime, the investigation would follow its own course and they would forget about us. It was like one of her lurid novels. As it turned out, she was only half right. But she was very afraid of what would happen if the cops realized that we were lovers.” 

        Dehan gave her head a small sideways twitch. “I got to tell you, it’s not a good look, Alornerk.” 

        He turned to gaze at her. “We were alone, but we were together, the whole morning up until she went to class.” 

        I sighed and made to stand, but paused. “There are two things you can do to really mess this up, Alornerk: go on the run, and call Helena to tell her what’s happened. You understand me?” 

        “Yeah, I understand.” 

        “So we’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.” 

        “Yeah, I’ll be there early, about two or three.” 

        I climbed to my feet and jumped down from the wall. Dehan swung her right leg over so she was straddling the wall, looking at him. She stopped there and said, “Whose idea was it that you should go to the book launch?” 

        “Hers.” 

        “And hers that you should stay in the same house?” 

        “Yes.” 

        “Did that strike you as odd?” 

        “No. She had gone back to him hoping that he would receive her with open arms. But she had forgotten what an asshole he was. He treated her like a worthless piece of shit, the same way he always had, and that depressed her. So I guess she had a whole mix of feelings and urges: to punish him in his own house, perhaps to make him jealous, to assuage her own feelings of inadequacy, to restore her self-esteem, all sorts of motivations for that decision to invite me there. None of them, I later realized, had anything at all to do with me, with making me happy, with making me feel good. It was all to protect and reinforce her bruised little ego.” 

        “Yeah, I get that. Is there anything else you want to tell us before we go?” 

        “I didn’t kill him, Detective Dehan, and neither did she.” 

        “OK, Alornerk, we’ll see you tomorrow.” 

        We left him sitting there, on the sea wall, looking out at the breezy ocean as the sun began to slide down the dome of the sky toward the western horizon. 

        We crossed the road and made our way back to the car. On the way Dehan tossed me the keys.  

        “Three and a half hours. Your turn.” 

        We climbed in and I reversed out of the driveway onto Quincy Shore Drive and headed north in search of the I-90. As we crossed over the Neponset, she suddenly raised both hands and dropped them into her lap.  

        “We need some forensic evidence, Stone. We are just going round and round in circles. I…” She bit back the words, then sighed again and expostulated, “I don’t honestly see how we can close this one, Stone! I mean, everyone might have done it but nobody certainly did it…” 

        I made a skeptical face and said, “Not everyone might have done it.” 

        She didn’t hear me and went on. “I mean, our most likely person, like you said, is Lenny. Because, you know, he kills people, he cut off a woman’s head, and he loved her and had no alibi!” 

        “I didn’t actually say that…” 

        “But both Penelope and Shaw had motive and opportunity, and Alornerk and Helena lied about their alibi! Hell, Stone! We are no closer now than when we first picked up the case!” 

        “Possibly a slight exaggeration…” 

        “Do you believe Alornerk? Do you think he and Helena were in it together to get rid of Jack? She used Alornerk and then dumped him?” 

        “That’s a novel theory.” 

        “I mean, what the hell do you think, Stone?” 

        “I think you are right, we need some forensic evidence. I also think, as I did earlier today, that our very narrow window is crucial to what happened. Make a movie, Dehan.” 

        “What?” 

        “Make a movie in your head.” 

        “A movie?” 

        “It starts with Jack picking up the phone and arranging to meet Penelope. Maybe she calls him or maybe he calls her, we need to find out if the records were ever requested and if not, whether they are still available.” 

        “But wait a minute…” 

        “I know, Dehan, she said she didn’t talk to him that day. But if she didn’t, as I said before, who the hell was he going to see that lunchtime? So either he gets the call or he calls her, and he sets off to meet her. Either that or there is another person involved in this that we don’t know about yet. Which I seriously doubt at this stage. So he sets off. What does he do? Does he get his car? Or does he walk? Whatever he does, in a very brief period of time he has been abducted. Now, Penelope’s apartment is about…” I made a rapid calculation in my head. “Three miles from Jack’s workplace. That’s a ten to twenty minute drive. But he never makes it. He never gets there. So somewhere along that route, within ten minutes or so of his leaving his office, he has been abducted. That means that whoever took him was right there, waiting for him to go.” 

        “That’s true.” 

        “But this is a very public place we are talking about, and nobody saw a struggle or a fight or anything of the sort. No witnesses were found who saw Jack being abducted, and we are talking about a strong man with a very aggressive personality. This is not a guy who is going to go quietly.” 

        “So he knew who took him.” 

        “Seems reasonable, doesn’t it? Now, the rest of his task has to be performed rapidly and quietly and in time for the special delivery to be made punctually, in the Bronx.” 

        She put her fingertips to her forehead. “So, so, so…wait! Penelope might have picked him up! Jesus, Stone! You’re a genius! That’s it! Of course! You said he would never go quietly, but he did because it was Penelope who picked him up. She took him to her apartment. The most natural thing in the world. Once there, she used ketamine to knock him out. Probably lured him into the bath where the mess could be easily cleaned up, dosed him with ketamine, killed him, cut off his head and washed away all the blood, then parceled it up and sent the package. The message was, ‘You want him? You can have him!’ But how the hell do we prove it? How do we get forensics for that?” 

        I smiled at her. “We need the body. I doubt we’ll find it, and after so long it’s doubtful it would tell us much, but we should try and find it just in case. You never know. We also need that white van. That van is vital. Again, it’s a long shot but we may be able to piece together something from it. And finally the phone records from Penelope’s phone, and Jack and his company’s phones. We need that call that made Jack leave his office. That is key.” 

        She was silent for a bit, then said, “I get the call. The call is crucial, and the van. But I don’t really see why the body is that important. I really don’t see what the body could tell us after all this time.” 

        I held up two fingers. “Two possible sources of information, Dehan. The first would be things like, was the body dumped whole—minus the head—or dismembered? That would help us to decide whether it was a man or a woman. A strong man might bundle the body in his trunk and dump it whole somewhere. A woman lacks the physical strength for that, so she might dismember it first and take it away in parcels. Also, if it was dismembered, can we identify what kind of tool was used? If it was whole, are there ligature marks? Were the hands tied? Or had he been, as you suggested, in a bath?” 

        “OK, OK, yeah, I get it. What’s the other thing?” 

        “Well, there is the outside chance that we are barking up the wrong tree and this was a motiveless murder.” 

        “A motiveless murder…?” 

        I nodded. “Is there more than one decapitated body out there?” 

        “A serial killer? What on Earth would make you think that?” 

        “You said it reminded you of the lock up. I get the same impression. What if the head was sent to Helena, not as a message to her in particular, but a message to the whole world? What if his obsession was not Helena herself, but married women and married men of a particular type? Are we finding this so hard because we are looking for a murder with a motive, where the only motive was to kill?” 

        “You really think that?” 

        “No, not really, but I think it is an avenue we need to explore.” 

        “Because we haven’t got enough to be looking into.” 

        “We’ll ask the inspector to give us some help looking for similar murders in the New York area during a year either side of Jack’s murder. There can’t be that many deaths by decapitation.” 

        “You have something on your mind you are not sharing with me. You know it makes me mad when you do that.” 

        “Not at all. I am sharing with you everything that is on my mind. I am a reformed man, Dehan, you should know that: more caring, more sharing, more sensitive to my feminine side.” 

        “You’re a jerk.” 

        “See, that’s what I get for revealing my inner woman.” 

        “Take a hike. Asshole.” She smiled sidelong at me. 

        I said, “Dehan, please promise me something.” 

        “What?” 

        “Never get in touch with your inner man.” 

        “You done?” 

        “No. Especially if he has a big kind of Mexican mustache.” 

        “Now are you done?” 

        “No. And hairy armpits. I think that could be damaging to the inner harmony of our inner relationship.” 

        “Now?” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “Is there anything you are not sharing with me besides your inner asshole?” 

        “No, seriously, Dehan. I don’t think this is a serial killer, but I do think that we should cover that base and explore the possibility of other decapitated bodies.” 

        “Why?” 

        I chuckled. “You mean what do I hope to find?” 

        “Yes, OK, the more closed question. What do you hope to find in such a search?” 

        I grinned at her. “Decapitated bodies.” 

        “You are such a pain…” 

        “Do you mean, what would prompt me to search for further decapitated bodies?” 

        She didn’t answer. She just stared out the window at the passing landscape. Neither of us spoke for about half an hour. Then she suddenly said, “Yes! Fine! That’s what I meant! What would prompt you to search for further decapitated bodies?” 

        I offered her my most innocent face and shook my head. “I don’t know. It’s just a feeling. Call it a hunch.” Then I sighed and shrugged. “There are a couple of things I don’t get, Dehan. None of the suspects is quite satisfactory. There is always something that is not quite right. If Alornerk was so driven and so passionate about Helena that he was prepared to set up this elaborate murder, and not leave a trace, why the hell did he then give up on her without a fight? And the same goes for Lenny. It takes huge motivation do commit a murder like this. Yet, immediately after the killing, our murderer vanishes into thin air.” 

        “OK, I get that, but how does that lead you to more bodies?” 

        “It doesn’t, exactly, but, to use your terminology, I have a feeling I can’t shake of an observer. It may well be somebody we have already spoken to, one of our suspects, or somebody else. All I know is that this murder was put together in a very conscious way, and once it was done, the killer just seems to have vanished, walked away. That doesn’t make sense. To my mind, the killer should either have made an attempt to take Helena for himself, or herself, or he should have killed again. So I want to look for…” I searched for the word. “I want to look for the killer’s footprints, some evidence of their presence. It may be a wild goose chase, but it is one more thing we can do to try and find evidence of his or her presence.” 

        She nodded. “OK, I hear you, that does actually make sense.” 

        “It’s like, you know you read in books that somebody is walking along a dark road and they can feel somebody’s eyes watching them. It’s fanciful, stupid, but I can feel this person’s presence, as though they are watching us conducting this investigation, and I keep going through our suspects, looking at each one, examining them in my mind, and each time I think, ‘No, not him,’ or ‘No, not her,’ I get this feeling that I have missed something.” 

        “I never heard you talk like that before.” 

        “Maybe you’re rubbing off on me.” 

        “You could do worse.” 

        “No argument from me. I’d lay money though, Dehan, that the killer is right there, among our group, watching us.” 

        “Don’t forget we still have the list of other pupils, Stone. We have to go through them.” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, yeah, I know.” 





ELEVEN


   

        Next morning the deputy inspector agreed to give us a couple of officers to work methodically through murders reported in Massachusetts, Maine, Connecticut and New York during the period 2014 to 2016, in which the victim was badly mutilated and in particular where decapitation was involved.  

        While they set to on their task, we got hold of the telephone records for Penelope, Connors Communication and Grant Shaw, for the month of October, 2014. As it turned out, we did not need to request them because the original investigating detective had already done that and they were in the file.  

        I sighed at the discovery and shook my head at Dehan. “When are you going to start thoroughly digesting the file before we start our investigation, Dehan?” 

        “When you start setting good examples for me, Sensei.” 

        She made a second copy at the photocopier, dropped a wad of papers in front of me and we set about examining them. 

        The first thing we looked for was the call Jack received on Thursday, October 7th, at around one PM. It wasn’t there on his office phone, but it was there on his cell. It came through at twelve fifty. The only problem was, it wasn’t Penelope’s number. It was a number I was not familiar with.  

        I looked at Dehan across the desk. “He got the call on his cell at ten minutes before one, but it wasn’t from her.” 

        She nodded. “I’m looking at it, but go back a bit. This number calls him on a regular basis. The previous evening at six PM. The previous morning at eleven and then again at one. The day before that it called him… one, two… four times. And the day before…” She leafed through several pages. “Every damn day.” 

        I turned over a couple of pages to Sunday and Saturday. “Weekends too.” 

        We stared at each other a moment. She said, “He can’t have had two women going at that level of intensity…” 

        I was shaking my head, reading her thoughts. “But it’s not two, because, where are her calls?” 

        I reached for her records and Dehan did the same. “Son of a gun.” 

        I nodded. “It’s her. She changed her damned number after he was killed.” 

        Dehan was on her phone. I stood and went to look out the window, trying to think. I could hear Dehan’s voice behind me. “…Detective Carmen Dehan, NYPD, I have an inquiry… No it doesn’t require a court order. I just need to know about a number…” She recited Penelope’s current number. “It’s registered to a Penelope Peach. I need to know when she acquired the number…” She waited a moment, then said, “Thanks,” and hung up.  

        I turned to face her. 

        “Friday, October 8th. Whatever else she is, she ain’t smart.” 

        “You got that right. Listen, I’m going to talk to her. I want to know why she lied about calling him, what they talked about and what happened after she called. I might bring her in…” 

        She was frowning at me. “Stone, this is very incriminating. We need to interrogate her.” 

        “I know, but let me talk to her first, Dehan. Trust me, we are still missing something here.” 

        Her eyes narrowed to slits. “And what am I doing while you’re not interrogating Penelope Peach?” 

        “Look for the body—the bodies.” 

        “That’s stupid. I should go with you.” 

        “Will you trust me? I’ll be back in an hour and half, two at the most.” 

        She turned away. “Of course I trust you. I just think you’re wrong.” 

        “That’s fine. I’ll see you in a while.” 

        I took a small detour to St Lawrence Avenue before taking the Bronx River Parkway north to pick up the I-95 as far as the George Washington Bridge, before turning south, down along the Hudson as far as Penelope’s apartment on Riverside Drive, opposite the tennis courts. 

        All the way, I was running Dehan’s theory through my head. She would drive over first, be waiting for him, then call him, insist he comes down. He would get in the car, they would drive to her apartment. Then, according to Dehan’s theory, she would induce him to get into the bath, no doubt with a bottle of champagne, and that was where it began to unravel. 

        There was, at every step of this case, something that was missing. The presence of ketamine in his blood confused me too. To be instantly effective, it would have to be applied with a hypodermic, and however hard I tried, I could not visualize the scene where the ketamine was applied that way. It just didn’t ring true with Penelope or what I knew of Jack. 

        I parked on West 97th, made my way through the dappled shade to her apartment block and showed the guy on the desk my badge.  

        “Is Ms. Peach at home?” 

        “Yes, Detective. She hasn’t come down yet today. Shall I announce you?” 

        I shook my head. “No.” 

        I rode the elevator to the ninth floor, examining the star-shaped patterns of inlaid wood on the floor, and myself in the mirror, wondering if I was getting my first gray hairs on my temples. The jury was still out when the elevator stopped and the doors slid back.  

        I stepped out into a red-carpeted passage that ran right to left, with brass lamps bolted to the walls. Two other passages branched off at right angles, one on my right and one on my left. Through them, sunlight made angular patterns on the floors and the walls. The apartment doors were walnut with walnut frames. I found her halfway down on the left and rang the bell. 

        There was a long silence. I was about to ring again when the door opened and Penelope stood staring up at me. 

        “John… What are you doing here? Where is Carmen?” 

        “Are you alone?” 

        “I…” She frowned. “Yes, I am. Why?” 

        “Can I come in?” 

        She paused, then nodded. “Of course.” She stood back. 

        I stepped in and she closed the door. She smiled without feeling and touched her hair, which was uncombed. She was wearing a white satin robe. She should have looked stunning, but her skin was pale and pasty and I wondered if she was hung over. 

        “I’m not long up,” she said, as though answering a question I hadn’t asked. “I’m making coffee. You want some?” 

        “Sure.” 

        I followed her through a modern, comfortable living room to a bright, spacious kitchen with a breakfast bar. There she had a glass jug that was slowly filling with thin coffee from a filter. She took two cups from a cupboard. Her smile was nervous. 

        “Is this a social call? Should I go and put make up on?” 

        “No. I’d prefer to see the real you.” 

        “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

        “It means I need you to stop lying.” She filled a cup and handed it to me. I took it but I didn’t drink from it. “My partner is mad at me. She thought we should just come and haul your ass into the station and charge you.” 

        Her pallor became waxy. “Why?” 

        “That’s what tends to happen when you lie to the cops, Penelope.” 

        “What lie…?” 

        I smiled. “You mean there is more than one?” 

        “No, I mean…” She shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

        “You know exactly what I’m talking about. And I’ll go further. You have been involved in a pattern of deception since before Jack was killed. Now, my partner thinks that is powerful circumstantial evidence that you killed Jack. I think she may be right, but there are still things I don’t understand. So you need to start persuading me that it wasn’t you who killed him. You can do that by telling the truth.” 

        “That’s insane.” 

        “Is it?” I sipped the coffee. It was weak and unsatisfying. “Why did you change your telephone number the day after he was killed?” 

        She closed her eyes, swore under her breath and ran her fingers through her hair. She walked away from me. I followed her back through the living room and out onto a terrace overlooking the gardens along the river. She had a table out there and a couple of chairs. She put her cup there and sat. I put mine opposite. 

        “Don’t start dreaming up more lies, Penelope. You’re a bad liar and the more you lie, the more you confirm our suspicions about you. You need to start coming clean and you need to start now.” 

        “I was in a panic. I had just discovered that Jack was dead. Nobody knew about our affair and I wanted to distance myself from him. I changed my number and my phone company and demanded that my old company destroy my phone records. They said they couldn’t, but I kicked up a fuss and said I’d sue them, but I think they just humored me.” She put her hands over her face and sighed noisily. “I just didn’t want our affair to become public knowledge.” 

        “Was that all? Penny, if you are putting two and two together, it must have dawned on you by now.” 

        She turned to look at me and I could see she had not put two and two together and it had not dawned on her. I said: 

        “Your last phone call to him, Penny. You lied to us. You said you’d been out with Shaw, you were hung over and you did not call Jack until the Friday. But that was another lie. You called him minutes before he disappeared. That is a very serious lie. You must see how that makes you look.” 

        She dropped her hands into her lap and looked out over the rooftops. She had tears in her eyes. “You know I didn’t kill him, John.” 

        “No.” 

        “But you said…” 

        “I said there were things I didn’t understand.” 

        “What? I’ll explain anything you want. I’ll do anything you want. I can’t go to prison, John. I can’t…” 

        “Stop. What did you call him for?” 

        “I…” She hesitated. “I wanted to talk to him about Stephen. He was taking it badly that…” 

        “You’re lying. You really need to understand, Penelope. Every time you lie, you get one step closer to spending the rest of your life in prison.” 

        “No!” 

        “If I ask Stephen when you met him, what is he going to tell me?” 

        She sat bolt upright. “No! You must not talk to Stephen.” 

        “Wrong again. I agreed to keep him out of it as long as you cooperated. And all you have done so far is lie to me. Is that your idea of cooperation? Penelope, you don’t seem to realize just how hard I can make life for you, or how close you are to being charged with murder. Now get smart and start cooperating with me, because I am the only thing right now standing between you and a murder charge.” 

        “You’re not serious…” 

        “Wake up, Penelope! You were the last person to speak to him! Minutes before he died! And you lied about it! Wake up!” 

        “Oh, Jesus…” 

        “What did you call him for?” 

        “We…” Her lips moved but she couldn’t form the words. 

        “I spoke to Shaw. I know it wasn’t Stephen you were planning to marry. He told me what you told him. You believed you were going to marry Jack.” 

        She folded up, curled up into her own lap, with her face buried in her hands. She didn’t sob or shake, but after a moment I realized she was crying. 

        “Did you kill him?” 

        “No, of course not!” She sat up, wiping her eyes with her sleeves. “I loved him. I adored him!” 

        “That’s why people kill each other, Penelope.” It came out with more bitterness than I intended. “Because they adore each other!” 

        “Don’t be facetious. You have no idea how much I loved that man. It wasn’t possessive ownership. I just worshipped the ground he trod on. He was….” 

        She ran out of words. She spread her hands, shrugged and let them drop in her lap again. “He was a jerk, arrogant and obstinate. He knew it all and had all the answers. But nine-tenths of the time he was right, and when I had him alone with me, the barriers came down and the human being came out: funny, vulnerable, tender, thoughtful! My god, that man could be thoughtful. He was a bossy organizer, but driving that bossy organizer was a human being who wanted people to be happy.” 

        “He was cheating on his wife and lying to her, Penny.” 

        She stared me straight in the face. “Yeah, and that was wrong. But he was human, and fallible, and Jesus! You’ve met her. She is the cold fish to end all cold fish. She gave him nothing, and I gave him everything. He was happy when he was with me. He used to laugh. I have seen him on that couch in there, wiping his eyes, helpless with laughter. Nobody has seen that. He told me: with me, he learned to laugh. With me, he learned that there was more to life than achieving in business and making your workers happy.” 

        “So why didn’t he leave his wife?” 

        Again the direct, unwavering stare. “He did.” 

        “What?” 

        “That’s why I dumped Grant. You think I’d be stupid enough to leave Grant without knowing that Jack had left Helena? A couple of days earlier, he told me he had spoken to Helena, that they were finished and that they were going to discuss a divorce settlement that was fair and would cause minimal disruption. He said she had taken it very well—no great surprise there, right?” 

        I scowled at her. “And your reaction to this was to go and screw the boyfriend you were breaking up with? You sneer at Helena for keeping her cool, while you go and cheat on your future husband before you’ve even married him? You’re mighty free with those rocks you keep hurling, Penelope, but I’d take care where you throw them.” 

        Her cheeks flushed red and her eyes were bright, but she looked away and said, “I deserve that. But I’m afraid that was another lie. I asked Grant to lie for me and he agreed. He was very good about it. With him, it was only ever really the sex. When Jack was killed, he was good to me and agreed to give me an alibi.” 

        “He didn’t do a great job.” 

        “I guess not.” 

        “So now you’re telling me you didn’t have break-up sex.” 

        “No, we didn’t. We spoke, I explained we were finished and I was marrying Jack, and I went home. Then I called Jack and told him it was done, I had broken up with Grant. He said he’d meet me for lunch, and that was the last I ever heard from him.” 

        “Where were you?” 

        “At home. When he never turned up, and it turned out he’d been killed, I panicked, put together an alibi with Grant, changed my phone and just tried to put as much distance between us as possible. But I was devastated. It took me a long time to recover. I had never loved anyone the way I grew to love him. Never… never loved anyone like that since.” 

        “So the white van was an invention too? A red herring to send the cops off chasing a ghost?” 

        She was already shaking her head before I had finished. “No, no that was all true. I did have the feeling I was being watched and I did see a white van a couple of times. That is absolutely true and I will swear to that.” 

        “Any reason I should believe you? All you’ve done since the first time we spoke to you is lie.” 

        She didn’t meet my eye this time. She just shook her head and said, “No, there is no reason you should believe me. But it’s the truth.” 

        “Who pays for this apartment now that Jack is dead?” 

        “He left it to me in his will.” 

        “How did Helena feel about that?” 

        “I have no idea.” 

        “You ever speak to her?” 

        “No.” 

        “Can you tell me of anyone who would have a better motive than you to kill Jack Connors in that particular way, and send the head to Helena? Can you think of a single person who would have a better motive?” 

        “No, I can’t.” She looked out across the rooftops for a long moment, then swiveled her eyes to meet mine. “And that is why I panicked, and that is why I lied.” 

        “I should arrest you, Penelope. I should take you in and charge you. Your story stinks and you look as guilty as hell. If my partner were here, she’d insist on it.” 

        “Why don’t you?” 

        I didn’t answer. I sat for a long while looking at her, wondering what was stopping me. I didn’t believe I had enough for an arrest, but at the same time I knew Dehan and I should be dragging her over the coals and giving her a hard time, trying to find cracks in her story and force a confession. 

        I stood. “I need you to come in and make a statement, no later than tomorrow morning. At that time I will decide whether to charge you or not. You better pray that Grant confirms your story when I talk to him. Meantime, don’t leave the city. If you try to, I will arrest you and you will be in deep, deep trouble.” 

        “I’ll come in this afternoon. John, everything I have told you is true. I lied because I panicked, but I am not a liar.” 

        “There will be an officer watching your block. I’ll expect to see you this afternoon. I’ll see myself out.” 

        I crossed the living room to the front door of the apartment, wondering at my own behavior and the motivation behind it. I opened the door and stepped out into the red-carpeted landing. The elevators were down on my left. A distorted lozenge of light lay across the carpet where it was beaming in from the passage on the left. I closed the door behind me and walked toward the elevators, still turning over Penelope’s story in my head, and wondering what it was that had made me hold back from taking her in for interrogation. 

        I stopped in front of the elevator door and reached for the button. 

        That was when everything went black. 





TWELVE


   

        I opened my eyes and saw only blackness. I wondered for a second if I was blind, but noticed patches of blackness that were less dark than others, where amorphous areas of density loomed and pressed in. There was panic inside me. I had no recollection of where I had been before the blackness, no knowledge of how I had gotten there. An impulse made me want to shout, call out for help. But my instincts made me hold back, lie still and quiet, and listen. 

        Then thoughts started to filter in.  

        Dehan.  

        She would be wondering where I was, which led me to wonder how long I had been wherever I was, and how I had gotten there. Where had I been before? What was the last thing in my mind, before the darkness? 

        Dehan. 

        Dehan had been mad at me. I could see her face, scowling. What had she been mad about? I hadn’t been sharing my thoughts. That was what usually made her mad, but it hadn’t been that. Not this time. She had been sharing her thoughts, about Jack’s head, about Jack’s murder and the white van… 

        Penelope. 

        I tried to sit up and realized for the first time that my body was numb. A couple more attempts gave me pins and needles in my feet and my hands. And when I tried to reach my right hand with my left, it began to dawn on me that my wrists and my ankles were bound tight. 

        Then there was a moment when I felt real panic in my belly and fought hard with my mind to keep my thinking cool and rational. 

        Dehan. 

        I had told Dehan I would be a couple of hours. It must have been that long. I had been roughly half an hour getting to Penelope’s apartment. We had been at least half an hour talking. Then what? Had I left? I struggled to bring back images. She had been crying. I had risen and moved toward the door. And then… 

        Then nothing.  

        If I had been clubbed or drugged, it would have taken at least half an hour to get me wherever I was, bind me and leave me to come around. If Dehan was not already aware of my absence, she would be very soon. The only question was, soon enough? 

        I tried to concentrate on my sense of touch. Absurdly I closed my eyes, then concentrated my attention on my wrists. They were down beside my hips. I turned and twisted them and found they had a little give. They were bound with fine rope, not tape, and by the texture on my skin, it felt like nylon. There was not a hope in hell of breaking it. 

        I tried to sit up again, slowly, and found there were a couple of ropes across my chest and shoulders. I was pretty much immobilized, and even if I were able to move enough to reach my pockets, I had to assume my cell had been taken. There was an outside chance my GPS was on and traceable, but it was unlikely, to say the least. It dawned on me that I must be going through something very similar to what Jack Connors went through during his last hours, but it was poor consolation. 

        I spent the next while—it could have been half an hour or ten minutes, it was impossible to tell in that darkness—just listening. I heard nothing: no traffic, no voices, no birds, no foghorns. Nothing but my own breathing. 

        The surface I was lying on felt like wood, and as I explored what little area I could with my fingers, I realized I must be lying on a table. The surface and the edges were not smooth, like a polished dining table, but slightly rough, so I began a slow and hopeless process of rubbing the ropes binding my wrists against the edge of the table in the hope of wearing through them. Though it seemed more likely the rope would wear through the wood. 

        After a long while, I heard a noise. It might have been a bump, or a footfall. I froze. After a moment, there was the clack of a key turning in a lock and a thin strip of light broke the darkness. How near or how far it was was impossible to tell, nor did the light reveal anything of where I was, or what lay beyond it. It was just a strip of brilliance in the dark. Nothing happened for a moment. Then the brilliance expanded and at its center there was the black, spidery silhouette of a person standing with one hand outstretched, pushing open the door. 

        I waited. The figure was hazy and seemed to shift, perhaps take a step closer. I squinted, but I couldn’t make out any detail. I spoke and my voice sounded strange and loud. 

        “Who are you?” 

        There was no indication they had heard, or even knew I was there. I spoke louder. “Come and untie me!” 

        The figure remained motionless, its right hand raised, outstretched against the blackness of the door. 

        “The whole of the NYPD will be searching for me. They know where I went. You can’t get away with this.” Still nothing, no reaction, no indication it had heard. “Let’s talk! Let’s negotiate! Tell me what you want.” 

        Again nothing. I flopped back, rested my head against the tabletop and closed my eyes for a moment, trying to think. When I raised it again to look, the figure had come almost imperceptibly closer and was now filling more of the doorframe, with the brilliance behind it. Now I could sense that it was staring at me. Panic coiled like a snake in my belly. I said, “Is it Helena? Is that what you want?” 

        Nothing shifted, nothing changed, except that I could sense the intensity of the figure’s concentration. 

        “Why didn’t you kill her, instead? Why kill Jack? Which one of them was it who hurt you? Or was it both? You have a story. I’d like to hear it. I am not out to punish anyone. I am just out to understand.” 

        I knew I was overreaching and stopped. The figure seemed to recede slightly. I spoke again, more quietly. “So it was Helena. She was at the heart of the whole thing, wasn’t she? That’s why it wasn’t enough to kill him. That’s why you had to send her the head.” 

        The shadow receded a little more and the door started to close. I shouted: “Did she appreciate it?” 

        The door stopped. I shouted again: “Did she appreciate what you did?” 

        The blackness contracted around the jagged hook of light and shut it out. There was a clack, and the blackness was locked in. 

   


* * *


   

        Dehan had watched me leave and sat for a while thinking about dismembered bodies and decapitation. Finally, she had called Frank at the morgue. She had said: 

        “We’re averaging three hundred murders a year just in the city, double that in the state.” 

        “What’s your point, you’re being forced to do your job?” 

        “Hey, save the attitude for Stone. I’m the pretty one. You’re supposed to be nice to me.” 

        “So what do you want from me? I’m the guy who has to deal with those three hundred murders. I am actually trying to do my job. And, FYI, it’s below three hundred now.” 

        “Quit griping, Frank. All I want you to do is think a little. This is the kind of body that is going to stand out from the rest. He hasn’t been mangled or chopped up with a machete. His head has been cleanly severed in one swipe, with something like a samurai…” 

        “I am familiar with the decapitation, Carmen. It was I who described it to you, if you remember.” 

        “If there had been anything similar in 2013, 2014 or 2015, surely it would have stuck in your memory; a body with the head missing, or some kind of dismemberment where the limbs had been removed with surgical precision…” 

        “What crackpot idea is Stone playing with now? He thinks this is a serial killer?” 

        “He thinks it’s worth exploring, and I kind of agree. It is a very odd way to kill somebody.” 

        “Yes. Not as much as you might think, but yes. However, the startling feature is the mailing of the head, not the severing of it.” He sighed, then muttered, “There was something. But it wasn’t New York. You realize this city has processed around one thousand five hundred homicides since 2013…” 

        “Yeah, well, that’s kind of why I’m calling you, Frank.” 

        “I simply haven’t got the time to go looking for it, but I can point you in the right direction. It stood out because it was in Connecticut, where as you know, the locals don’t kill each other. I read about it in the Journal, it was in one of those coast towns that are so pretty, New Haven, Guilford…” 

        “Madison?” 

        “…yes. Yes, I believe it was Madison.” 

        “What was it? What was the homicide?” 

        “Please bear in mind that I only read about it in our professional journal. This was not my jurisdiction. As I recall, it was a male body, mid forties, well dressed, not in the system so back then he had not been identified, and he had been decapitated. I believe it was a single, clean cut. The article was actually about the state of decomposition when the body is exposed to the elements in extreme cold. The article was in the spring issue so, if memory serves, the body was found at some point during the winter, 2014 to 2015.” 

        Dehan frowned and scratched her head. “Well, could it have been Jack Connors’ body?” 

        “Of course not, Carmen. John Doe’s DNA is in the system. We searched for matches for Connors and none popped up.” 

        “Sure…” 

        “That really is all I can do for you, Carmen.” 

        “Yeah, thanks, Frank. That was really helpful.” 

        She hung up and immediately called me. It rang a few times and went to voicemail.  

        “Stone, something has come up you really need to know about. Your hunch paid off and this could be a lot more complicated than you think. Call me as soon as you get this.” 

        She found the case report and spent the next hour trawling through 2013 homicide reports where there was some kind of mutilation involved. She found nothing of any interest. Shortly before lunch, she called me again and got my voicemail again. That made her nervous because it was totally out of character for me not to answer her calls.  

        At that point, Consuelo, one of the team who had been assigned to review the homicides from 2013 to 2015, approached her desk. 

        “You got something?” 

        “I think so. We found this report filed by the Fairfield County Sheriff’s Department.” She handed her the extract from the file. “White male, mid forties, found in Sherwood Milpond, Westport. That’s just past Norwalk, like thirty miles from New Rochdale?” 

        “I know where it is. I drove past it just the other day.” 

        “The body had been decapitated and dumped in the pond. The cut was described by the ME as having been made with surgical precision. It was found April, 2015. I called the Fairfield Sheriff’s Department and they said the body has not been identified or claimed, and the head was never found.” 

        “That’s excellent work, Consuelo. Thanks, keep digging. But do something for me, will you? I want you, personally, to focus only on 2013 and 2014. Forget 2015.” 

        “Forget 2015?” 

        “Yes.” 

        She nodded. “OK, sure, I’ll do that.” 

        After that, she made her way up the stairs to the chief’s office. On the way, she called my number again and again got my voicemail. She went upstairs and knocked on the deputy inspector’s door. 

        “Come!” 

        She stepped in and he smiled at her. “Carmen, what can I do for you?” 

        She took a moment to organize her thoughts, then outlined the case. 

        The deputy inspector listened and nodded. “I remember it. It caused quite a stir at the time.” 

        “Yes, sir. It was always assumed, and we assumed, that the murder was about Jack Connors and Helena Magnusson.” 

        He frowned. “Logically, it would be.” 

        “But, as you know, Stone had this notion we should look for other similar bodies…” 

        The deputy inspector made a face of long suffering and sighed. “Yes, how’s that going?” 

        “Well, sir, as always, it’s beginning to look as though he was right. But it gets more complicated.” He gestured at a seat and she sat across the desk from him, still talking. “Jack Connors had a lover, Penelope Peach. We discovered that, contrary to what was originally thought, Penelope believed that Jack was going to leave his wife and marry her. Penelope had lied about this in the original investigation, and later to us.” 

        “I see… Carmen, where is John?” 

        “That’s the thing, sir. She didn’t only lie about that. She also claimed she hadn’t spoken to Jack on the day he died, but in actual fact, she telephoned him shortly before he left the office, and was never seen again. Stone went to confront her with these facts.” 

        “Oh.” 

        “But there is more, sir.” 

        “More?” 

        “While he was talking to Penelope, I was helping the team to look for prior cases of decapitation. We have found two. Now, here is where it gets a little complicated, and I don’t really know what it means.” 

        “Spit it out, Carmen.” 

        “We first met Penelope in Madison, Connecticut. She said she was visiting her fiancé’s senior partner. So to avoid awkward questions, we met her at the hotel. Now, as I said, we have discovered two bodies, both from 2015, both decapitated with surgical precision, one in Madison and the other in Westport, forty miles from Madison, roughly halfway between here and there, and on the same highway.” 

        “Have you discussed this with John? What does he say? Where is he?” 

        “He is not answering his phone, sir. I’ve called him three times so far and it just goes to voicemail. It’s been…” She glanced at her watch. “It’s been a little over two hours.” 

        “Take a couple of cars and go to her apartment. Bring her in. Why didn’t he do that to start with? Why didn’t he bring her in straight away?” 

        She sighed. “I don’t know, sir. When he’s on a roll, he doesn’t always share his thoughts.” 

        “He should have brought her in and you should have insisted, Carmen. We’ll talk about this after. Right now, get to her apartment, bring her in for interrogation and find John. And as soon as you get back, I want you both in my office, before you interrogate her. I want to know what the hells is going on, I want to know what is in John’s mind and I want to know why we have three decapitated bodies. I mean, what the hell! Have we got a serial killer, or what?” 

        “Yes, sir.” 

        “Why are you still here? Go!” 





THIRTEEN


   

        I opened my eyes and realized I had been asleep. I still felt groggy and the light was hurting my eyes. I tried to shield them with my hand, but couldn’t move it and remembered my hands were tied. Then the memories started to seep back. My belly burned and I felt sick. It had been dark. Now it was light. Somebody had switched the lights on. 

        I opened my eyes by slow degrees and peered. A wave of intense nausea washed over me and for a moment I thought I was going to vomit, but it passed and I tried to take in what I was seeing. My vision was foggy and at first it didn’t make a lot of sense. I had a strange sense of dissociation, as though I were watching myself, understanding myself and my relationship to the universe for the first time. 

        On my left there was a bare brick wall. It felt cold on the back of my hand. I muttered to myself, “There is cold, but I am not cold.” I raised my head and looked down the length of a body that was mine, but not me. Thin nylon rope bit into my throat, but I could see my shoes, and beyond them a jumble of boxes, old chairs, a standard lamp—junk. No windows. 

        I smiled, aware that what I was seeing was a symbol of my past, which was holding me prisoner. 

        Then I turned to my right. More cartons full of junk, photographs in frames, an old computer, wires, keyboards. Some concrete steps; I counted them: six, leading to a door. The door that had opened and then closed, where the shadow had stood. I wondered if the shadow had been me, observing myself. There was no source of natural light in the room. No way of measuring time. Everything was now. I stared up at the ceiling, the dirty, white wire protruding from the bare concrete, the ancient green glass shade, the forty watt bulb. 

        I craned my neck against the thin, nylon rope across my throat and tried to see the floor. It too was concrete, dusty, littered with bits of card, scraps of paper and amorphous trash that was impossible to identify.  

        I flopped back and looked to my right again. That was when I slowly became aware of the bench that was just a foot or two from my head and just above the height of my shoulder. It looked like a workbench of the sort you might have in your garage, for sawing wood or doing odd DIY jobs. But it was slightly different, as though it had been modified in some way. It had a system of rollers and pulleys I could not quite make out, but as I narrowed my eyes and tried to focus I realized that, fed through the rollers and pulleys, there was a thin steel wire, like a piano wire. 

        Or a cheese cutter. 

        And it was threaded up and over my throat. What was holding my head down was not just a nylon rope, there was a thin steel wire too. 

        With that realization came the realization also that I was on the clock, and a confusing feeling that I was already dead. Time was running out. While I had been sleeping under the effects of whatever drug I was being given, my captor had been in there with me, preparing me for decapitation. I was running out of time, and I was running out fast. I tested my ligatures again and realized that if I tried to force the wire around my neck, it would slice into my flesh. I had to release my hands first, but I had no idea how. I looked down at my right wrist and saw where my attempts to fray the rope earlier had bitten into the table, but had done nothing to the rope. My head was reeling. My stomach was panicking and my dissociated mind was embracing death. 

        The sound of the key in the lock made me look over at the steps. The tumblers clunked and the door swung open, but where earlier the light had been on outside, now it was off, and all I could see was the darkness of a corridor in shadows, and within it, the slightly darker shadow of a person’s silhouette, standing motionless, watching me. 

        I watched it back for a while, wondering again whether I was lying on the table or standing in the shadows, watching myself. A long time seemed to pass, but it may have been just twenty or thirty seconds. Finally I said, “Is that all we’re going to do, stand there and stare?” 

        Nothing happened. There was no response. The figure remained motionless, watching me. The words spilled from my mouth as though of their own accord. 

        “What do you think you are going to achieve by killing me? I am you and you are me. We are one. Life is death and death is life. It’s all the same. Besides, this place is going to be swarming with cops within the hour, like an ant hill. Nothing changes because I die.” 

        Then I heard something. It was like a sniff, or a slight hiss. It dawned on me that it was a snigger. A feeling of sinking dread seemed to drain me from inside. “You’re out of your mind,” I said, but the words sounded suddenly hollow. I realized that he was lost inside his mind, and I was out of mine, and free. “It’s not too late. Cut me loose and stop this before you get completely lost. I can show you the way back.” 

        There was movement, a shuffling of feet and the figure seemed to grow within the doorframe. I strained my eyes to make out some detail. I imagined I could see some pallor where the face was, but hard as I strained, the details fogged and merged and became hazy. 

        I flopped my head back again. “You must realize that you are in a maze. You must realize that you are in a game of Troy. The only way out is death. You can’t kill me, I am already disembodied. But you, you are lost.” 

        I looked again. The shape shifted, warped slightly and the door slowly closed. 

   


* * *


   

        Dehan took an unmarked Charger and, with two patrol cars, headed with sirens howling along the Cross Bronx Expressway, and, at the George Washington Bridge, hurtled south down the Henry Hudson Parkway.  

        They screeched to a halt outside Penelope’s block and Dehan scrambled from her vehicle shouting to Vazquez and Torres, “Stay on the door! Get security! Find out if there is a rear door. Cover every damn exit on the building!”


        And as they ran to their task, she bellowed at Günther and Brown, “You! With me!” and stormed into the lobby, holding her badge in front of her. The guy on the desk looked startled. Dehan snapped at him, “Detective Dehan, NYPD. Get security! Has Detective Stone been here?” 

        “Yes, Detective. He went up, oh, two hours ago? A little more… Ninth floor, Miss Peach…”  

        “Just the two elevators?” 

        “Yes!” 

        “You two,” she pointed to Günther and Brown, “Take that one. I’ll take the other.” To the guy on the desk, she snapped, “You, get security to cover the stairs. Nobody leaves!” 

        They rode to the ninth floor and as the doors slid open, she pushed through and ran down the red-carpeted passage to the walnut door where she hammered with her fist, bellowing, “NYPD! Open the door! This is Detective Carmen Dehan! Open the damned door!” 

        As Günther and Brown caught up with her, she drew her piece and they drew theirs. She hammered again and rang the bell. “NYPD! Open up or I’ll kick down the door!” 

        The door opened and Penelope stood staring at her. Her face was pale and her hair was drawn back from her face. She was still in her satin housecoat. 

        “Carmen… Detective Dehan, what on Earth?” 

        “Is Detective Stone here?” 

        “He was, a couple of hours ago, but he left. What is this about?” 

        “Ma’am, we have cause to believe that a serious crime might have been committed in this apartment and we are going to enter and make a search. Please stand aside.” 

        “What?”  

        One look at Dehan’s face told her not to argue and she stepped aside. Dehan pushed her way in, snarling over her shoulder, “Every room, every wardrobe, every cupboard. Search the damn toilet cisterns! I want every nook and cranny in this apartment scoured!” 

        When they had disappeared into the bedroom, Dehan turned on Penelope, took a handful of her satin gown in her left fist and rammed her against the wall. When she spoke, her voice was an ugly rasp. 

        “Between you and me, sister. You like taking other men’s husbands? You like hurting them? Let me put you on notice, babe. If you have touched him, if you have breathed on him too hard, I will make sure not a day goes by for the rest of your miserable life that you don’t weep and regret what you did today. Do we understand each other?” Before Penelope could answer, Dehan pushed her face closer, so they were barely an inch apart, and whispered, “Let’s cut the crap. I promise you, if you have hurt him, the law will not protect you. He’s my partner, but he’s my husband too, and I am a bad, bad bitch from the Bronx.” 

        She held her eye for a long moment, then let her go and said, “Now, Penelope, is there anything you want to tell me?” 

        Penelope stared at her wide-eyed. “You’re out of your mind.” 

        “Count on it. Where is he?” 

        “He was here, but he left.” 

        Günther and Brown came out of the bedroom. Brown made for the kitchen and Günther went out onto the terrace. Dehan repeated, “Where is he? What have you done with him?” 

        Penelope’s voice began to rise. “I keep telling you, he was here and he left!” 

        Günther’s voice came from the terrace. “Detective, two cups of coffee out here!” 

        “You better start talking, Penelope. You’d better tell me where my partner is or things are going to get real ugly for you.” 

        Her voice was getting shrill. “Will you please listen to me! He came here. He had found discrepancies in my story. He wanted to know why I had changed my telephone number, why I had lied about calling Jack…” 

        “I’m pretty curious about that myself.” 

        “We talked and I explained it. When I had finished, he said he wanted me to go to your station house this afternoon and make a new statement. I was just getting ready to go when you showed up. He left and that was the last I saw of him.” 

        “You called Jack, and lied about it. He came to your apartment and disappeared. Stone catches you in that lie, comes to your apartment, and disappears… You’d better pray he turns up safe, Penelope. You better pray. Get dressed, you’re coming down to the station.” 

        Penelope gave a ragged sigh and went to the bedroom. Dehan gave Brown a nod and she went with her.  

        “Günther, go down. You, Vazquez and Torres start canvassing the area, start with security and the guy on the desk, I want to know who saw Detective Stone leave and where he went. I want to know who he was with. Also, search the area for a burgundy Jaguar Mk II, 1964, right-hand drive with spoke wheels. It shouldn’t be hard to spot. Put a BOLO out on the car and on Detective Stone. Somebody saw him leave. I need that person. Go!” 

        Penelope emerged from the bedroom, dressed and with an overnight bag. Dehan told Brown to join the search and took Penelope down in the elevator. In the lobby, she met Torres coming in. 

        “Detective, we found Detective Stone’s car.” 

        “Where? Where is it?” 

        He looked embarrassed and a little confused and gestured toward the street. “It was right outside, less than a block down the street.” 

        Dehan stared at Penelope. Penelope looked scared. Dehan grabbed her and shoved her at Torres. “Put her in my car. If she tries to run, restrain her. Use any necessary force. I’ll be right out.” 

        Torres led Penelope out to the cars and Dehan went to the desk, where the guy on reception and the security guard watched her approach with the kind of expression you usually reserve for an important guest who’s just thrown up at your dinner party. She said to them: 

        “Think, and think hard. The life of a police officer is on the line here. You saw Detective Stone arrive and go up to Ms. Peach’s apartment.” 

        “Yes.” 

        “She swears he left, but his car is parked outside. Did you or did you not see him leave.” 

        The porter shook his head and his expression was adamant. “I have been on the desk all morning, I did not see Detective Stone leave after he went up to Ms. Peach’s apartment.” 

        “Back exit? Service entrance? Some other way out?” 

        The security guard shook his head. “No, no. Nothing of that sort.” 

        She hesitated a moment. “Then Ms. Peach has some other property in this block. She must own or have access to another property?” 

        The porter looked startled. “No, not at all!” 

        Dehan’s voice was rising. “A parking garage, a store room!” 

        “No!” 

        “Goddammit! Detective Stone did not just vanish into thin air!” 

        The man drew himself up with dignity. “That is as it may be, but Ms. Peach still has no other property here!” 

        She scowled at him and then an idea began to form in her head. She pulled her cell from her pocket and called the inspector.  

        “Carmen! What news? Was he there?” 

        “No, sir. So far it looks like he left and stepped into the Bermuda Triangle. He has vanished without a trace, but his car is parked just outside. The doorman swears he did not leave. I have checked and Penelope Peach does not own any other properties in the apartment block, or have access to any of them.” 

        “Then where in God’s name…?” 

        “Sir, we need to know who owns the other apartments. We need to know if Grant Shaw owns any of them.” 

        “Good heavens! What are you…?” 

        “It stands to reason, sir, if he didn’t leave, he’s here. If he isn’t in her apartment, he’s in somebody else’s apartment. It’s a process of elimination. Who else might have an apartment in the same block as her? Not Helena, not Lenny dos Santos…but maybe the man she was having an affair with.” 

        “All right, yes. Good thinking.” 

        “I’m going to take Penelope in, sir, she’s in the car. I’m going to start grilling her…” 

        “I’ll make inquiries about the other apartments. Meanwhile, canvass the area in case anyone saw him leave.” 

        “Already on it, sir.” 

        “Good. I’ll send more men down, with photographs. He’ll turn up, Carmen.” 

        “I know, sir. Thank you.” 

        She went out and found Torres standing by the unmarked Charger.  

        “I’m taking the suspect to the 43rd. You have more men coming, with photographs. I want everyone, everyone, canvassed in a four block radius. Check the block, too, apartment by apartment, show them the photograph. Somebody must have seen him.” 

        “If he’s here, we’ll find him, Detective.” 

        Torres left to join the search and Dehan climbed in the car. She fired up the engine and pulled out into the traffic, heading back toward the Bronx. She studied Penelope’s face in the mirror. She looked scared. Dehan spoke, keeping one eye on her reflection, watching her reactions. 

        “We’re checking the property register to see who owns the other apartments in your block.” 

        She saw Penelope frown. “What?” 

        “If Stone didn’t leave, he is still in the block, in one of the apartments. If not yours, then somebody else’s.” 

        Penelope shook her head, frowning harder. “Well, who do you expect to find on the property register?” 

        “What do you think? Who do you think we’ll find?” 

        “I have no idea, Detective. I honestly have no idea what happened to him after he left.” 

        Dehan curled her lip. “Sure, only your honesty ain’t carrying a lot of weight at the moment, Penny, and I have a funny notion we are going to find Grant Shaw on the property register, or at the very least Shaw Line Security. What do you think?” 

        She didn’t answer for a moment. She just stared at the back of Dehan’s head. Then she said, “What does that mean? What are you driving at?” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow at her reflection. “Let’s save it for the interrogation room, but it’s beginning to look to me like your relationship with Grant Shaw might have gone a little bit beyond the bedroom, Penny. And that is an idea I am increasingly keen to explore.” 

        Penny closed her eyes and sagged back against the seat. 





FOURTEEN


   

        The door opened and this time the lights were on in the room and also in the passage outside. The figure in the doorway was clear now: black high heels, black stockings, a black dress to just above the knee, blonde hair tied back and a black, lace veil over her face. The figure was familiar. I struggled to focus, but my sight and my mind were still foggy and I sagged back. 

        Rage and frustration welled inside me, but I fought them down. Rage would not help me now. My body was incapacitated. The only weapons I had were my mind and dialogue. I had to start a dialogue. 

        “Thank you for letting me see you.” 

        The figure took a couple of steps and came into the room, standing at the top of the steps. I kept talking. 

        “I didn’t recognize you at first. You were always in the shadows, but I had a hunch it was you.” 

        It might have been my imagination, I still felt oddly dissociated, but for a moment I had the sense that the words had struck home. Vanity wanted to be satisfied. How had I guessed? I smiled. 

        “It was a process of elimination. There were mistakes you made…” I made a show of hesitating. “Don’t get me wrong. If I hadn’t come along, you’d probably have got away with it. But I am pretty good at this, and the people you were pointing at…” 

        I left the words hanging and shook my head. 

        The figure turned and descended the steps, disappeared momentarily from view, then loomed over me, looking down into my face through the black veil. The image was grotesque: tragic, infantile and terrifying. The voice, when it came, was, like the face, twisted and distorted with pain and hatred. 

        “I made no mistakes.” 

        “Come on! Lenny? Way too obvious. And right from the start, the first thing I thought about Lenny was, ‘He decapitates women, not men!’ And then only in a rage. No, he had no beef with…” 

        Again I left the words hanging and struggled to focus on the tortured face behind the black veil. The red lips moved. “Jack.” 

        “Did you love him?” There was no reply. I pressed on. “Or did you hate him? Or was it both?” 

        “You are not here to understand. You are here to set me free.” 

        The long, delicate fingers reached out to test the tension of the wire across my throat. I spoke quickly, trying not to sound desperate, and failing. 

        “Then why the mourning dress? Isn’t that a message? Aren’t you trying to tell me something? Who’s it for if not me? Who else is going to see it?” 

        The pale eyes stared at me for a long moment, then whispered, “Me, me, me.” 

        The figure turned away and walked around the trestle bench where the wire was connected to the pulleys. I saw the delicate hand reach down and take hold of a white, plastic handle to which the wire was attached. There was an urgency in my voice that was bordering on panic.  

        “Whatever you did, right? Whatever you did, it was never enough. However much you shone, it was never enough; never enough to catch his eye and make him stop and notice! You were invisible! You could have left him. You could have left him a hundred times. But you kept coming back to him. But he never really saw you.” 

        A sad smile. A smile that had given up asking for compassion, and was now willing to turn away and allow the most brutal cruelty. The fingers closed on the banal, plastic handle. One pull, I knew, would pull the wire with horrific force through my throat, slicing cleanly through tissue and bone. 

        “Tell your story! A jury might understand. It would not be the first time a man like that had been killed for his arrogance and his cruelty. If you can secure a sympathetic jury…” 

        “You know nothing of my story. Like everyone else, all you see is him.” 

        “I am trying to see you. I am trying to hear you.
Tell it. Tell your story! You have the skill, haven’t you? Isn’t that what you do?” 

        “You are patronizing me.” 

        “No, I am showing you how to walk away from the biggest mistake of your life. You are a wordsmith. You can weave magic with words. Make people understand how destructive a man like Jack can be. Make them understand how he destroyed lives, how you had no choice in what you did.” 

        “You don’t know what you are talking about.” 

        “How do you know that? Do you know me? What do you know about me? Jack I can understand. You knew him intimately! But me? You know nothing about me. And yet you are willing to destroy me. For what?” 

        “You don’t know anything about my relationship with Jack. Nobody knows anything about my relationship with Jack.” 

        “You keep saying that, but the way to make me understand, the way to make everyone understand, is not this. It’s words! Tell your story. The world will be fascinated.” 

        “It is too late for that. I tried to do it. It didn’t work. You only know half the story, Detective Stone.” 

        “Tell me the rest. Help me to understand.” 

        “Stop.” 

        I drew breath, closed my eyes. I didn’t want to show fear, but I could hear my breath shaking. The voice in my ears was quiet, reasonable, relentless. 

        “It is time to die now. Make peace.” 

        “I know you were in love!” 

        “Past tense?” 

        “I know you still are. But I know you were not in love with Jack! I know you grew to hate Jack. I know that the other love was—is—all consuming! I know you would do anything for that other love! I know it drove you to kill, and not just once. There have been others, haven’t there? And now you feel you are trapped in hell, inside your own mind, and there is no way out and no redemption for you. I know that, and I know other things too. I do understand and I can help you to find a way back, but you have to talk to me. You have to tell your story!” 

        “You are wasting time. Make peace, Detective Stone.” 

        “It is not me who needs to make peace! I am already at peace. It’s you! You are the one who turned love into a motive for killing. You are the one who started and couldn’t stop! You are the one who opened the doors to hell! You are the one being sucked in, out of control! You are the one who needs to make peace, not me!” 

        “Stop saying that.” 

        “Step back before it is too late. Release me. Cut the bonds and take the wire from my throat. It is not too late to make this right. Do it now and I promise you, I promise you I will help you find redemption. The judge, the jury, they will show leniency.” 

        Again the sad smile. “You are a brave man, a warrior. I admire your spirit. You don’t give up. But you are out of time. Make peace. The time to die is now.” 

        I saw her hand move. I felt the sharp pain, and then there was nothing. 

   


* * *


   

        Dehan and Deputy Inspector Newman stood outside the observation booth for interrogation room three. Newman was not happy, and neither was Dehan.  

        “You should not be conducting this investigation, Carmen. He is not only your partner, he’s your husband. Your objectivity is compromised.” 

        “With all due respect, sir. My objectivity is not the issue here. The issue is finding Stone, and nobody in this precinct can do that better than I can.” 

        “I want you to partner up with…” 

        “Sorry, chief. That is not going to happen.” 

        “Excuse me?” 

        “Priority one: find Stone. I do not need to be worrying about a new partner or whether I am being objective. I need to be interrogating my witness.” 

        “Carmen.” 

        “Sir, do you know why I was partnered with Stone?” 

        “Carmen.” 

        “We were partnered because there wasn’t a detective in the 43rd who would work with me because I had such a bad attitude, and Captain Cuevas wanted to punish Stone by partnering him with me.” 

        “Carmen…” 

        “Sir, I do not need to be worrying about hurting the feelings of some pussy-assed, chauvinistic dickhead when what I do need to be doing is finding Stone! I’m sorry! I won’t do it!” 

        “Carmen!” 

        “What?” 

        “Shut up! Good Lord, woman! Go and find Stone!” 

        “Thank you, sir.” 

        With that, she turned and pushed into the interrogation room. 

        Penelope was sitting at the table, looking pale and strained. Her eyes followed Dehan as she crossed the room and sat across the table from her. 

        “OK, Penny, I am going to try and make this fast and easy for you. Where is Stone?” 

        “I don’t know. I told you already. I-don’t-know.” 

        “Fact: he went to your apartment. Fact: he was in your apartment. Fact: he has disappeared. Fact: he has not been seen since he arrived at your apartment. Fact: his car is still parked where he left it when he went to your apartment, and fact: nobody saw him leave your apartment or your apartment block. Now, you tell me what a jury is going to make of those facts. You tell me what, as a detective, I am supposed to make of those facts.” 

        A spasm of irritation tightened Penelope’s face. “There is a fact you are missing, Detective Dehan! The fact that he was not at my apartment when you arrived and must therefore have left!” 

        “Which leads us to the inescapable conclusion that he is still in that apartment block. So where have you got him? Where did you put him, Penelope?” 

        “I didn’t put him anywhere. I don’t know where he is!” 

        “Who are you working with?” 

        “What?” 

        “Who took Stone from your apartment?” 

        “Are you out of your mind?” 

        “Come on, Penelope! Cut the crap! We have cops crawling over that building like ants! You think we won’t find him? Do you know what will happen to you when we do find him?” 

        “You are out of your mind! Why in the name of God would I abduct Detective Stone? What possible reason…” 

        “What date have you set for your wedding, Penelope?” 

        “What? Why…?” 

        “Stephen, isn’t it?” 

        “Yes, but threatening me won’t do you any good, because I don’t…” 

        “Rich? Successful? Great prospects, right?” 

        “Yes, but…” 

        “So, just going out on a limb here, Penny, but I’m guessing that facing trial for the murder of Jack Connors would have been pretty damaging for your prospects of marrying a big shot Manhattan lawyer.” 

        “Of course it would! But I am not crazy enough to kill a damned police officer because of it! I am not insane! And who the hell do you think my accomplice is? Mrs. Brown upstairs? She’s eighty-four next June! Or perhaps the Epsteins next door?” 

        “Or perhaps it’s Grant Shaw.” 

        “This again? OK, so we stayed friends. I lied about us falling out. But it was exactly because of this bullshit! I knew that you would do this! I have not got a thing with Grant! We broke up years ago. We have barely stayed in touch. The son of a bitch couldn’t even keep his story straight when he spoke to you. You think if he was my ‘accomplice’—” She made speech marks in the air with her fingers. “—he would have told you I was going to marry Jack? No. He would have told you the same goddamn story I told you!” 

        “Does he own a property in that block?” 

        “No!” She did a kind of double-take. “No, you know what? I don’t know! Maybe he does? I don’t know what he owns in New York! Maybe he owns the whole goddamn block for all I know! Maybe he owns the whole fucking island!” 

        “We’ll know very soon.” 

        “Good! Maybe then you can give me a goddamn break! I have not abducted your partner! I am not that stupid! And I do not have an accomplice in some diabolical plot to abduct New York cops!” 

        “What time did he arrive?” 

        “Again?” 

        “What time did he arrive?” 

        “I told you. I don’t know the exact time. It was about…” She sighed. “It was about three hours ago, maybe more.” 

        “What did you talk about?” 

        “I told you already! He wanted to know why I’d lied. He wanted to know why I changed my phone. I told you already! Do I need a lawyer?” 

        “It’s up to you. You’re engaged to a big shot, call him.” 

        Her face said that wasn’t an option and she covered her eyes with her hands, then ran her fingers through her hair. “I want to cooperate, but you are making it so hard, Carmen.” 

        “Where is Stone?” 

        “I don’t know!” 

        There was a knock at the door an a uniform poked his head in. “Detective, the Chief wants to see you.” 

        “OK, I’ll be right there.” The uniform left and Dehan turned back to Penny. “I’ll be back. Meantime, you’d better do some serious thinking, Penny, because your story does not wash. I am going to keep coming at you and I will not stop until you tell me where Stone is.” She leaned forward across the table. “And if you have hurt him…” 

        She left the sentence unfinished, stood and stepped out into the passage. The deputy inspector met her outside the door. 

        “Just heard. Look, Carmen, I’m sorry, none of the apartments belong to Grant Shaw. There are a number of private owners, a couple of banks, investment companies. I’ve emailed you the list. But none of them are traceable to Shaw. Besides which, the officers have drawn a blank. They’ve gone over the building from the roof to the cellar. The neighbors were all cooperative and helpful. They have found nothing. It’s a dead end.” 

        She stared at him for a long moment, then shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense. He has got to be in that building. He didn’t leave. Nobody saw him leave. His car was still there.” 

        “He is not there, Carmen. Focus. John does not need a wife right now. What John needs is the best damn detective at the 43rd. Now focus! If he is not there, where is he?” 

        She rubbed her face with her hands, took a deep breath, stared at the wall, then the ceiling, then at the inspector.  

        “OK. Baby steps: he is not there, so he is somewhere else. Nobody saw him leave, so he left without being seen. Right?” 

        “Right.” 

        “So we need to be looking at people that left the building during that period, during that window, but were either not seen or not recognized. Stone left, or somebody left with Stone, during those two hours, and somebody saw him, without realizing what they were seeing. Right?” 

        “Exactly!” 

        “Security cameras!” 

        “Good! Go and get it.” 

        She turned and pushed back into the interrogation room. She went to the table and leaned across, looking deep into Penelope’s eyes. “I need to know exactly what time Stone left your apartment.” 

        “I don’t know exactly…” 

        “He left here about ten, half an hour to get to you, maybe forty minutes to reach your apartment. How long were you talking?” 

        “Not long, maybe twenty minutes or half an hour.” 

        Dehan turned and bellowed, “Sergeant!” A sergeant poked her head around the door. “Take Ms. Peach to a holding cell.” 

        She pushed out of the room again and made her way to the inspector’s door. She pushed in without knocking and he looked up at her. 

        “Sir, the security camera footage from eleven AM and for the next hour. We need the elevator and the lobby. And hell! Anything else they have. But if he left the building, he will show up on that footage.” 

        “I’ll call. You go. But Carmen…” 

        “I know, sir. We are looking for someone… or something… that does not look like Stone… I know.” 





FIFTEEN


   

        She drove fast, back along the route she had taken earlier in the unmarked Dodge Charger with the siren howling to the fading afternoon. She screeched to a halt outside Penelope’s block and ran into the lobby. The porter was waiting for her with the security guard and led her to a small room in back, behind the desk. As they went, Dehan was talking to the security guard. 

        “I want the ninth floor. I want the landing, I want the elevator and I want the lobby, ten minutes to eleven o’clock through to twelve noon. Everyone who comes out of the block. One of those people who comes out is my partner.” 

        “Yes, ma’am. We don’t have cameras on the landings. But when your inspector called I started going through…” 

        The porter interjected, “I told you your partner never came out, Detective.” 

        “That’s the truth, ma’am, there ain’t no sign of him. I have the photograph your boys brought around earlier, and he never came out.” 

        “Did anybody come out? Anyone moving furniture, laundry, carpets…?” 

        “Nothing like that. Three people come out in the time you’re talking about, well, six, to be precise. We had…” He reversed to the beginning of the footage. “Ten minutes after eleven. This guy who’s come to collect a visitor of Mrs. Graham’s, on the seventh.” 

        There was a slightly distorted image of a man perhaps in his early thirties entering the elevator, pushing a wheelchair with an old woman in it. A moment later, they disembarked and he wheeled her across the lobby and out into the street.  

        “Then half past eleven, Mr. Hofstadter and a friend of his got in. I thought at first his friend might be your partner. He’s about the right size and build. But…” 

        He trailed off and shrugged. The porter said, “Mr. Hofstadter’s been in the building twenty years…” 

        Dehan peered at the image and decided it was inconclusive, but unlikely. The guard went on. “Then we got eleven fifty-five. Mrs. Petersen from the fifth floor and her sister. We can keep looking…” 

        “I want copies of that footage… Go back. To eleven o’clock. Five past. This guy went to Mrs. Graham on the seventh?” 

        “Yeah, this is just the footage of people leaving, but…” 

        “Call her.” 

        “What?” 

        “Call her! Ask her if she had a disabled visitor, goddammit!” 

        The porter ran to reception. “I’ll call!” 

        “Now, replay it… Freeze it. There. Look at the digital display. What’s that number?” 

        “Holy shit…” 

        “It’s a nine. That old woman in the wheelchair is my partner.” 

        The porter poked his head in. “I am so sorry. She didn’t have a visitor and nobody came with a wheelchair…” 

        “Isolate that footage, send it to this email.” She handed him a card and turned to the porter. “Tell me you saw a van. Tell me you saw a vehicle. Tell me you saw which way they went.” 

        The man’s face was a picture of distress. “I… He wheeled him out. I stayed in here. He might have turned right…” 

        She pulled her cell from her pocket and dialed the inspector.  

        “Carmen!” 

        “Sir, he was wheeled out of here at ten past eleven this morning, in a wheelchair. He was covered in a couple of blankets and a hat, to make him look like an old lady. I’m having the footage sent over, maybe the lab can do something with it, but the guy doing the wheeling is nondescript and hard to identify.” 

        Though even as she was saying it, something was nagging at her memory. She went on. 

        “We need another team to canvass the area for anyone who saw a man pushing a wheelchair. They must have got into a vehicle. Someone might be able to identify the vehicle, or tell us which way it went.” 

        “Dear God, Carmen. It is hard to believe. Who would do such a thing?” 

        She nodded. “Somebody crazy. I’m going out to talk to the neighbors.” 

        She stepped out into the late afternoon sunshine. The part of Riverside Drive where Penelope had her apartment was largely a residential area, and what few stores and businesses there were were mainly inside the buildings, and had no large plate glass storefronts that allowed a clear view of the street. So the first fifteen minutes of Dehan’s hunt for witnesses was largely fruitless, until she came to the Upper West Side Cooperative School on West 96th, around the corner from Penelope’s apartment block. 

        The school was closed but, as she approached, beyond the iron railings she could see an elderly man in blue overalls with a wheelbarrow, tending to a small plot where a cherry tree was in blossom, surrounded by springtime flowerbeds. She took out her badge and held it through the rails, then stuck her fingers in her mouth and emitted a shrill whistle that might have shattered glass. 

        The guy straightened and turned. She waved her badge at him and called out, “Detective Dehan, NYPD!” 

        He ambled over to her and leaned on the green rails. He smiled without malice and said, “Dehan, huh? What’s a nice girl like you doing in an outfit like that?” 

        “What can I tell you? My first choice was ballet, but my toes were too long. Were you here at eleven this morning?” 

        “Sure. I been here all day.” 

        “I’m looking for witnesses who saw a man in his late twenties, early thirties, wheeling an old woman in a wheelchair. You see anything like that?” 

        “Yeah, sure. She was a weird lookin’ woman, too. Big. That woman made some man’s life a misery, I’m tellin’ you. At the time she looked quiet, like maybe she was sleeping. He wheels her up the hill. You could tell she was heavy, cause this kid was struggling. Big hands, big feet. The woman, not the kid. Looked like a man, only she had this floppy hat with flowers on it. You wouldn’t want to marry a woman like that.” 

        “Where’d they go?” 

        “He had a van parked right there, across the road. Wheeled the chair into the van and secured it. Then drove away, like he was headed for the Hudson Parkway.” 

        “You didn’t get the plates…?” 

        “Nah. They was odd, you know? An odd couple. But I didn’t think it was nothin’ criminal.” 

        “You said the guy pushing was a kid?” 

        He made a rueful smile. “At my age, everyone’s a kid. I guess he was what you said, late twenties, early thirties, medium height, medium build, kinda hard to describe. He was so normal.” 

        “What kind of van was it?” 

        “White Savannah, tinted windows. Had a side door with a ramp, to get the chair up.” A cloud seemed to pass over the man’s face. “He gonna hurt that woman?” 

        “That’s what I’m trying to avoid. That woman is a six-foot-two mensch who also happens to be my partner and my husband.” 

        “I’m sorry to hear that, Detective Dehan. I guess he’d make a better husband than a wife.” 

        “Yeah, he makes a pretty good husband. Any distinguishing features on the van? Anything to make it stand out from other white Savannahs…?” 

        He shrugged and looked momentarily helpless. “It was real clean. Actually, spotless. But there were no logos, no stickers, nothin’. All white with tinted windows. That’s it.” 

        “Tinted windows?” 

        “Yeah, along the back.” 

        She nodded. “OK, thanks.” 

        “Hope you find him, Detective Dehan.” 

        She turned and walked down the road, back toward Penelope’s apartment block. On the way she put out a BOLO for the van. It was a forlorn hope, but it was something. Then she called Inspector Newman again. 

        “Carmen, what news?” 

        “He was loaded into a white Savannah on West 96th by a man in his late twenties or early thirties. Medium height, medium build, nondescript. I put out a BOLO on the van. We’ll need the CCTV footage from the Upper West Side Cooperative School on West 96th, also the neighboring streets. Maybe we can get a license plate and see where he was going. Seems he was headed for the Hudson Parkway.” 

        “I’ll take care of that, Carmen. What are you going to do?” 

        “I’m going to talk to Penelope again. Sir? Can you take Consuelo off the search for decapitated bodies and get her searching for vehicles registered to Penelope Peach, Grant Shaw, Alornerk Smith in Boston and Helena Magnusson, also Shaw Line and Connors Communication. I want to see if that throws up any white Savannahs.” 

        “Of course, good thinking. Listen, Carmen, I really want you to consider taking a new partner for the remainder of this case.” 

        “Sir, I’ll take care of it myself if you are too busy…” 

        “Don’t be impertinent, Carmen. That was not my point. You need support!” 

        “I need Stone, sir.” 

        He sighed. “Very well. I’ll see to this.” 

        “Thank you, sir.” 

        She made her way back to the unmarked Dodge, climbed behind the wheel and, as the light started to fade in the city, drove back north along the banks of the Hudson. All the way she kept her mind focused and her emotions tightly battened down. Grief, despair and fear cost lives. A clear, focused mind might be the only thing standing between Stone and death. 

        A white van. 

        Would a killer as methodical and systematic as this one have kept his van for five years? It was unlikely. What was not unlikely was that it was a taunt. A mockery. He, or she, had wanted the van to be seen. That was why he had parked it outside the school, where he could be certain it would be seen. He wanted it to be seen. 

        He or she. 

        Why? Why would he want the van to be seen? She stopped and corrected herself. “Stone would tell you that question is too open, Carmencita. Rephrase it. What would make him want the van to be seen?” 

        There was the taunt and the mockery, but this killer was smarter than that. This killer took out Jack Connors five years ago and had not been caught since. No, there was something more to it than taunting and mockery.  

        “Stone would say,” she said aloud, “if he wanted the van to be seen, it was because he wanted to draw attention to it. What would make him want to draw attention to the van? Think, Carmen! Think!” 

        Her phone rang. 

        “Dehan.” 

        “Detective Dehan, it’s Consuelo. You wanted me to look into vehicles…” 

        “Yeah. What have you got?” 

        “Of the list of people and companies you gave me, Shaw Line Security have a fleet of six white Savannahs. They are of the passenger type. Do you want me to arrange to go and see them?” 

        “No, not yet. Good work. Anybody else?” 

        “Yes, it’s a bit odd. I mean, I know it’s a popular van but, Connors Communication own two and Alornerk Smith, in Boston, he also has one. Statistically, I think it’s unlikely that so many of the people on your list would own the same vehicle.” 

        “I agree. Get me the license plates on all of them. Then I want each one of those vans accounted for. Inform the inspector.” 

        “I’m on it.” 

        She hung up and pounded the wheel with her fist three times. Then she called ahead to have Penelope taken up to the interrogation room again.  

        Ten minutes later, she screeched to a halt outside the station, pushed through the door and sprinted up the steps. She met Mo coming down and for once in his life, he looked sincere. 

        “Carmen, I heard about Stone, I’m sorry…” 

        “Save it for the funeral, Mo.” 

        She left him staring after her and ran the rest of the way to the top floor where she burst into the interrogation room and bent over the table, staring down into Penelope’s face. 

        “The van you saw, the one you thought was stalking you, was it a passenger vehicle?” 

        Penelope goggled. “What?” 

        “Did it have windows in the back? Yes or no?” 

        “No!” 

        “Are you sure?” 

        “Yes!” 

        “God damn it!” She turned and wrenched open the door again. Over her shoulder she snarled, “Get out of here! Go home!” 

        “What?” 

        “Get out! Go!” 

        From there she crossed to the inspector’s office, hammered once and went in. 

        “Carmen.” 

        “Sir. I am letting Penelope go. Stone was right not to bring her in. She was stalked by a white van just before Jack was killed. The white van that stalked her had no windows in the back. This van has windows. It was parked outside just about the only place in that neighborhood where it was sure to be seen by witnesses. That means Stone’s abductor wanted the van to be seen. He wanted the van to be seen because he wanted us to connect it with Grant Shaw and the original white van Penelope saw five years ago. Shaw uses a fleet of white Savannahs. So it could not have been Shaw or Penelope. This guy—this person—is very, very clever at deflecting suspicion and staying out of the picture.” 

        “Consuelo told me about the vans. I’ve sent a car to check on the vehicles and establish their whereabouts this morning. What about the other two?” 

        “Alornerk and Jack’s own company, Connors Communication. They own three vans between them, all fitting the description by the witness. Alornerk certainly had motive to kill Jack. I don’t see him abducting Stone and setting up this elaborate show, but he’s a mathematician right? And an academic. They’re all crazy. I need to find out where he was today. Maybe we can call Boston PD and have them send somebody over to ask him. Come to think of it, he should have come in today to make a statement.” 

        “Interesting.” 

        “Yeah. Meantime, that leaves two vans belonging to Jack’s own company, and I have to tell you sir, that, to me, stinks like shit soup. Excuse me.” 

        “You’d better explain.” 

        She shook her head. “Right back to first principles, chief: who benefited from his death? Helena. And not only did she benefit, he was screwing another chick who was younger and better looking. OK, so Helena was also screwing another guy. But she wasn’t in love with him. All along, the man she loved was Jack. And Jack barely knew she existed and treated her like shit.” 

        He frowned. “The person in the CCTV footage is a man.” 

        “And the one in the wheelchair is an old woman. And yet.” She shook her head again. “That is not hard to arrange, sir, and besides, she may have an accomplice, a younger man to do the heavy lifting. She is an attractive, very rich woman with a lot of admirers and followers. It would not be hard for her…” 

        She frowned and became momentarily distracted. The inspector was nodding. “Indeed—Alornerk himself! Well, we should know shortly if Connors Communications’ vans were used today, and if so, by whom. What is it, Carmen? Something wrong?” 

        “I just remembered…” 

        There was a tap at the door and the inspector snapped “Come!” 

        A uniform poked his head in and said, “Detective Dehan, you have a UPS delivery. Maria signed for it and it’s on your desk.” 

        “Yeah, thanks…” 

        She stared at the inspector. He stared back. 

        In a strange trance, she moved out of the office, hearing only the blood in her ears. She moved down the stairs and pushed into the detectives room. Everybody was staring at her, though she was not aware of them. She was aware only of the carton standing on her desk, eighteen inches cubed, and Stone’s empty chair beyond it. 





SIXTEEN


   

        The inspector pushed past her in a rush.  

        “Carmen, let me open it. Somebody take Carmen away from here! For God’s sake, get her out of here!” 

        Mo stepped toward her, Consuelo, who had been working at Dehan’s desk, rose and moved toward her, arms stretched out.  

        Dehan snarled, “Stay away from me! Don’t touch that box!” 

        She reached in her jeans and pulled out a blade. She advanced on the box and, with her hands shaking badly, she cut the tape and gripped the cardboard flaps. The detectives had gathered around her. The inspector stepped forward, reaching for her. “Carmen, no…” 

        “Stay away!” 

        Her face was pale and drawn, and with sudden vicious violence she ripped open the box, stared inside and screamed. She staggered back a step, covering her face and fell into her chair, still screaming. Then she was on her feet, pounding the desk with her fist. She kicked her chair and sent it crashing against the wall. “Mother fucker!” 

        She turned and stared at the rows of astonished faces watching her. “What are you all staring at? He’s not in there! He hasn’t had his fucking head cut off!” 

        Mo was the first to move, then the small crowd began to disperse. The deputy inspector stepped toward her and held her shoulders. She stared into his face, her own a sickly gray color, biting back the sobs, blinking away the tears, her hands trembling. 

        “Carmen, put the knife away.” 

        She folded it and put it in her pocket.  

        “Sit down. Somebody, Consuelo, get her a coffee. Now just take a moment to breathe and get a grip. It was not him, and that is a good thing, right?” 

        “Don’t even dream about taking me off this case, sir.” 

        “It’s OK, just take it easy. Nobody’s taking you off anything. But we need to get this stuff to the lab.” 

        “Not yet.” She stood, took some latex gloves from her jacket pocket and pulled them on. “There’s a note, and I saw a photograph.” 

        She reached in the box, which was almost empty, and extracted an envelope and a photograph of a dense woodland. She examined the photograph a moment and handed it to the inspector. Then she opened the envelope and read aloud in a steady voice. 

        “‘No head for you today, Detective Dehan. Your husband is intact, but buried in a shallow grave. I guess I could have googled it, but I just didn’t have the interest: how long can a person survive buried alive?’” She paused, hesitated, then continued. “‘Do I seem cruel? Yet I am trying to redeem myself. At least I spared him the cheese cutter and gave him a chance. Hurry now! You might just find him in time.’” 

        The room seemed to rock under her feet. She reached out to the deputy inspector with fumbling fingers and took back the photograph. It was a glade in a forest. It meant nothing to her. She forced herself to focus. The ground was dark and mulchy: last fall’s leaves rotted into the soil. A large tree stood in the center of the picture, perhaps an oak, maybe fifteen or twenty feet from the camera, with large ferns on the right and more trees she could not identify. To the left, her left, a space between trees showed a patch of water. And in the foreground, near the foot of the oak, a mound where the earth had been disturbed.  

        She handed it back to the inspector. “We need to have this copied to all the sheriffs’ departments, Jersey to Maine, parks authorities, every cop in every PD on the East Coast. Somebody knows where this is.” 

        He took the picture. “Consuelo, see to it. Copy it to every cell phone in the 43rd, then get it out to every precinct in New York state, copy it to the sheriffs’ departments, park authorities—everyone and anyone you can think of. There is an NYPD detective buried alive at this spot, we need to know where it is now!” 

        He turned back to Dehan. She was already talking over him. “He’s had him maybe six hours. Allow for the time to dig the ground, put him in the hole, drive back, prepare the package and have it delivered. That limits him to an area of less than three hours from the Upper West Side.” 

        “Much less, Carmen, two to two and a half maximum.” 

        “OK, now, much of that is through the city where his speed is going to be limited to twenty or thirty miles per hour…” 

        “Until he hits the freeway, when his speed will increase to double that, assuming he sticks to the speed limit.” 

        “So we are looking in a circumference of about a hundred miles.” 

        “That is millions of acres of woodland…” 

        “Madison is a hundred miles away. The other bodies were found on the route to Madison…” 

        “Penelope again? Carmen…” 

        She shook her head. “No. It’s a red herring. Why didn’t he decapitate Stone? That box was intended for his head, but it wasn’t in it.” 

        He shook his head, frowning. “I don’t know…” 

        “What stopped him from cutting off his head? He told us what. He told us he was seeking redemption. It’s a long shot, sir, but if he abducted Stone intending to cut off his head, but then refrained from decapitating him, that has to mean that something during that brief period of five or six hours made him change his mind, right? What happened during that time? We don’t know, perhaps they talked, perhaps Stone got inside his head.” 

        “Perhaps...” 

        “Whatever it was, it means that the decision to bury him in a shallow grave instead of decapitating him came later. Which means he had less time to drive out and back, which places the woodland closer to home.” 

        “All right, that’s good.” 

        “Now, dense woodland within New York is mainly in the Bronx…” 

        Mo had gotten up from his desk and approached, listening to her. A couple of other detectives had stopped what they were doing to listen. She went on. “What have we got? We’ve got Pugsley Creek Park, Soundview Park…” 

        Mo snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “The Botanical Gardens! The Thain Family Forest. You got a river in that picture, the Bronx river flows right through it.” 

        “Yes!” 

        The inspector turned to the room and started hollering, “All right! I want every available officer in the briefing room in two minutes! Drop whatever you are doing! Go! We are organizing search parties! In the briefing room now!” 

        There was a flurry of activity as uniforms and plain clothes alike converged on the briefing room. Dehan did not join them. Her mind was racing and she was staring at her laptop, scouring a map of the Botanical Gardens, trying to put herself in the killer’s mind, asking herself not where she would bury a body, but where she would bury a body if she was this particular killer. 

        She found there were not that many places you could enter the park in seclusion. Logic dictated Stone was either conscious or unconscious, dead or alive. If he was unconscious or dead, he would have to be transported in some way. If he was conscious, he would probably be made to walk, with a gun in his back. Either way, most entrances to the park were on main roads with lots of public access, and the risk of discovery was high. The only access point she could find that was more or less remote was southbound on the Bronx River Parkway, just after the Williams Bridge, where a short road led down from the bridge to feed into the highway. There, there was a small patch of wasteland by the railway, at the very tip of the Botanical Gardens. There you could take in your van, park it in the cover of the trees and either walk your victim or push them in a wheelchair, down the secluded path where few visitors to the park would go, then veer off the track and in among the trees. And there, right there, was the river. 

        She grabbed her jacket and ran. She paused just a moment at the front desk. 

        “Maria, tell the chief I went to the north end of the Botanical Gardens.” 

        “Find him.” 

        “You bet your sweet ass I will!” 

        It was a short drive. She picked up the Bronx River Parkway on Storey Avenue, set the siren howling and hit a hundred going north. In less than five minutes, she was slowing to come off onto the Williams Bridge. There she did a ‘U’ and came down off the bridge onto the slip road, where she found the patch of wasteland and pulled off. 

        Late afternoon was shifting to evening. The shadows of the trees were long and dense in the copper light. She grabbed the flashlight from the trunk and set off at a steady jog along the path, keeping the river on her right and scanning the clearings for anything that was reminiscent of the photograph.  

        Soon the river began to recede and she was forced to slow to a walk and move in among the woodland, into the shadows and the dark, trying to keep the river in view. Darkness closed in. The hum and hiss of the traffic faded until the only sound was the croak of the frogs and the lap of the water, and her own feet treading on the dead leaves and the dry twigs underfoot. The failing light and the heavy shadows made it increasingly hard to identify the clearing, but in her mind, the large oak tree was vivid and she knew that when she saw it, she would know it. 

        But she didn’t see it. She pressed on, going ever deeper into the forest, following the course of the river, keeping the water at roughly the distance it had been in the picture. But as she moved on, the ferns grew more dense, the trees more massive and more thickly grouped, the terrain ever harder to negotiate, until eventually she was trudging ankle deep through mud and sludge, clambering over giant roots, unable to see more than a few yards ahead of herself. Finally she stopped and realized that she was completely lost, and it was totally dark. 

        She played the flashlight around the trees. Even if she had seen the tree, now she doubted she would recognize it. A twist of despair and panic gripped her gut and a wave of nausea washed over her. She should have brought a team with her. She should have waited for the inspector to finish his briefing. But the panic, the urgency to find him had blinded her. 

        She reached for her phone, intending to call for backup, but a noise made her stop. An animal perhaps, a small, feral predator seeking food. She stood motionless, listening, trying to rein in her imagination. Had she been led here? Had she been drawn here so the killer could get her too? It was irrational. How could the killer have known she would come without backup? How could he have known she would come at all? How could he, or she, know that Dehan would be there alone? 

        The noise came again: a large body pushing through undergrowth. A crack of a dry branch under a heavy foot. Then silence. 

        Dehan killed the flashlight, pulled her piece and backed away from the noise into the cover of a large tree. Behind her, to her right, she could hear the lap and splash of the river. On her left were tall, thick ferns. Ahead, just beyond the clearing, there was a gap in the trees and what looked like a narrow footpath. She crouched down and leveled her gun at the gap, and waited. 

        A shadow, darker than the shadows around it, shifted near the footpath. She narrowed her eyes, unsure if it had been a moving branch or a body. Another shift and then a pale reflection, like skin, a face half seen among the shadows of the leaves.  

        She took aim and shouted, “NYPD! Identify yourself! Step into the clearing!” 

        Nothing happened for a moment. Then there was another rustle, as of a body moving among branches and foliage. The pallid face became clearer, dancing disembodied among the shadows. 

        She shouted again. “This is the New York Police Department! Identify yourself!” Another step forward. 

        The face drew closer, staring blindly ahead, as though suspended from the branches above. It stopped. Sick panic gripped her. It was impossible in the darkness of the forest to make out any body beneath the head. It seemed to hang, gaping in the air. A voice, a hoarse whisper, filtered through the undergrowth above the ripple of the stream and the croak of the frogs. “Dehan? Is that you? Did you come…?” 

        She switched on the flashlight and stood, shouting, “Identify yourself!” 

        The funnel of light picked out a tall man. His clothes were dark gray or black. He held up his right arm to shield his eyes and took a step forward. Again he said, “Dehan? What the hell are you doing here?” 

        She stepped toward him, seeing now that his clothes were covered in slime and mud, recognizing his face in the light, smeared also with sludge and mire.  

        “Stone? Oh God, Stone!” She ran, hurled herself at him, taking him in her arms and crushing him to her. “You’re alive! Thank God you’re alive!” 

        He held onto her, leaned against her and then fell to the ground. She knelt by his side, feeling for a pulse. It was faint, but there. She felt his hands and face. They were cold. She rubbed them hard, then grabbed her phone and called the inspector. 

        “Dehan! Where the hell are you? Why were you not at the briefing?” 

        “I have him, sir. I think he’s going into hypothermia. He needs a doctor right now, and probably hospital. I am sending you my location. You need to come in off the Williams Bridge. Please hurry!” 

        “You have him? What in the name of…? Is he OK? Where are you?” 

        “Sir? Can we talk later? Just get here, please!” 

        “All right! All right! We’re on our way.” 

        He hung up and she sent him her location. Then she wrapped Stone in her jacket and began to slap and pat his face until he slowly came around again. 

        “Stone? Stone! I know you’re tired. I know you want to sleep. But you have to do this for me, OK? You need to stand up. I’ll support you. I’ll hold you, but you need to stand up and you need to walk. We need to walk to the car, OK? I’m going to take you home and get you warm. Come on, big fella, get up!” 

        He struggled and she heaved him to his feet, hooking his arm over her shoulder. He swayed and groaned, but stayed upright. Then they staggered, one step at a time, toward the footpath, where they turned left and headed slowly through the dense shadows and the looming trees, back toward the Charger, and home. 

        “I knew you’d come,” he said. 

        “You bet your ass you knew. You owe me six kids and a retirement home in Madison, remember.” 

        They staggered on. “I remember,” he said. 





SEVENTEEN


   

        When I woke up, I wasn’t sure who I was, and I had no idea where I was. I knew I wasn’t where I had been. I had been in a cellar, and there had been a wire across my throat. My hands and feet had been tied so hard I couldn’t move them. I couldn’t remember how I had gotten there. But I knew that was where I had been.  

        Before. 

        Then it had been dark and wet, and I couldn’t move and I couldn’t breathe. I felt the thrash of panic inside me and took deep breaths, long, slow, deep breaths. That was before. Now I was OK. 

        I was in a room in a hospital. The walls were white. There was a TV up on the wall that was switched off. On my right there was a white door with a clipboard hanging on a hook. On my left there was a window with panoramic views of New York. As I looked, I realized that I knew the area. It was Morris Park. I lived in Morris Park. 

        Right beside my bed, beneath the window, was a large armchair, and in the chair was Dehan. Dehan was asleep and looked extremely beautiful. She was my wife; my wife and my partner. 

        I was a cop. 

        A detective. I was Detective John Stone, NYPD. And my partner in the chair was Carmen Dehan. I smiled and sat like that for maybe twenty minutes, looking out at the spring sunshine while she slept. Slowly things came back to me, piecemeal, but not a whole picture, and the thing that filled my mind the most was the cold, wet mud clinging to my face and my body, clogging my mouth and my nose. 

        After a while, I realized that Dehan had her eyes open and was watching me. She smiled at me. 

        “Hey, big guy.” 

        “Hi.” 

        “How are you feeling?” 

        “Pretty confused. How long have I been here?” 

        She looked at her watch. “About fifteen hours. How much do you remember?” 

        I shook my head. “Bits, pieces. It’s like it’s downloading but I have a modem from the ’90s.” 

        She frowned. “Really? What do you mean?” 

        I pointed at my head. “There are big, empty spaces, mainly about…” I paused. “Last night? The last couple of days.” 

        She stood and came to sit on my bed. She took my hand. It felt good. “What’s the last thing you remember, Stone?” 

        “I was in a cellar. I was tied to a table, on my back. There was somebody there, but I couldn’t see them. They put…” I hesitated, an enormous sleepiness overwhelming me. I fought it, looked into Dehan’s eyes and drew strength. “They put a cheese wire across my throat that was attached to a pulley.” 

        She closed her eyes for a moment and gripped my hand. When she’d opened them again she asked, “They? There was more than one of them?” 

        I shook my head. “There was only one. It’s hard to remember. Most of the time it was dark. I remember a black dress, black stockings, blond hair pulled back… It was…” 

        “A woman?” 

        “I remember a woman.” I sighed and shook my head. “I’m sorry, Dehan. That’s all I remember.” 

        “It wasn’t Penelope.” 

        “Penelope…” 

        “You remember Penelope?” She said it like there was a ‘surely’ tacked on the front. I stared out the window. 

        After a while, I said, “Madison. But she had an apartment in the city. Upper West Side, Riverside Drive.” 

        “Jesus, Stone! You remember the case?” 

        I stared at her for a long time. “Jack Connors? He was beheaded. Somebody cut off his head…” 

        “You have amnesia. Holy sh…” 

        “I’m sorry, Dehan.” 

        “Don’t be stupid. It’s not your fault. I can’t even imagine what you’ve been through. I’ll call the doctor.” 

        She left the room and I lay staring out the window, not seeing the trees or the fresh blue sky, but the darkness of my memories, and the impenetrable black spaces between them.  

        Jack Connors. He was in advertising. He’d gone out to lunch… No, not to lunch, to meet Penelope. He was going to her apartment. Like me. I went to her apartment. I was in her apartment, talking to her. She had lied, and cried. She was skilled at manipulating people’s emotions—men’s emotions. Had Jack gone there and spoken to her, like me? 

        I had left. Had he left too? I had left to go back to Dehan. Why had he left? 

        The door opened and Dehan came in with a young, balding man in jeans and a white coat. He looked like a butcher, only he had a stethoscope around his neck that proclaimed him a doctor.  

        “Good morning, Detective Stone, how are we feeling this morning?” 

        “Great. Can you answer a question for me?” 

        “Ask me the question and I’ll tell you if I can answer it.” He smiled like he’d said something funny and also wise. 

        I returned the smile and asked, “Why do doctors always talk in the first person plural?” 

        He laughed like I was a lovable old rogue. “I guess it’s a misguided attempt to create rapport. How are you feeling, Detective?” 

        Rapport. 

        “I feel fine, tired but good. I have big holes in my memory, though.” He frowned and I ignored him. “Rapport, is that an NLP thing?” 

        Now he looked surprised. “NLP?” 

        “Yeah, I read somewhere if you mirror a person, make them identify with you by the things you say and do, you will create rapport, and they will be easier to persuade.” 

        He shook his head. “No, it’s just one of those old bedside manner things. I am more interested in the holes in your memory. It’s not unusual after a traumatic experience to have a certain amount of amnesia. I don’t want you forcing your memory, Detective. The most likely thing is that it will come back in dribs and drabs all on its own, but if you force it, it will have the contrary effect. In any case, I am going to arrange for you to see a psychologist who specializes in trauma-induced amnesia.” 

        He made a note on a clipboard he was holding, and while he was writing, he asked me, “What is the last thing you remember?” 

        “I was in a cellar. I felt a bit high, like I’d been given something. The walls were bare brick. There was a lot of junk in boxes, there were steps leading up to a door, a bulb hanging from the ceiling. I was tied to a table with nylon rope, and there was a wire, like a piano wire, or a cheese cutter, across my throat, attached to a pulley on my right.” 

        Dehan went to the window and the doctor sat on a chair beside the bed. “Don’t strain yourself. If you feel at all distressed…” 

        “I’m OK. I want to remember. There was somebody there. The light was poor and my sight was kind of foggy, but I could make out a black dress, black stockings, blond hair pulled back in a kind of loose knot.” 

        Dehan turned to look down at me. “A woman.” 

        I nodded. “I remember recognizing her. I knew who she was.” 

        “But you don’t now?” 

        “I’m trying, but it’s like a wall, like my mind doesn’t want to go there.” 

        “Then don’t.” It was the doctor. “Just rest and take it easy. Our resident psychiatrist will be around to see you later on. For now, I want you to rest.” He glanced at Dehan. “Understood?” 

        She nodded, but her face was expressionless. I said, “Understood.” 

        He gave me a quick physical, made a note on my chart and left. Dehan sat on the bed and took hold of my hand. I studied her face for a while, marveling, not for the first time, at how lucky I was. After a bit, I asked her, “Where did you find me?” 

        “The Botanical Gardens. Do you have any recollection of how you got there?” 

        I shook my head. “I remember feeling panic. I remember a heavy weight on my body and my limbs, mud on my face. Then I remember the darkness of the woods, trying to walk. It was like a dream: a nightmare. If somebody told me I had dreamed it, I’d believe them. Then you.” 

        She squeezed my hand. “She, this woman, sent a note. There was a photograph of where you were buried, and a note saying she hadn’t killed you because she was looking for redemption.” 

        I frowned and closed my eyes. The word seemed to echo inside my head. It had meaning. I had spoken to her. 

        “I spoke to her. I told her to release me, to cut the bonds and take the wire from my throat. I told her it wasn’t too late to make it right.” 

        Do it now and I promise you, I will help you find redemption.


        “I told her, I said, ‘Do it now and I will help you find redemption.’” 

        “Son of a gun.” 

        “I told her I knew there were others. Did they find any others?” 

        “Yeah, two, both on the road to Madison.” 

        “Madison?” I frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. Torso or head?” 

        “Torso. Why doesn’t it make sense?” 

        “I’m not sure. But it wasn’t Penelope, Dehan, or Shaw.” 

        “You’re remembering.” 

        “Shaw was her lover, but she was in love with Jack.” I closed my eyes again and spoke like I was in a trance. “Jack was in love with her too. They were in love with each other, they were going to get married. She promised him she would break up with Shaw, and she did, that night.” I opened my eyes. “She didn’t have sex with Shaw that night. They broke up on good terms, as friends. She called Jack the next day to tell him she’d broken up with him and he went to her apartment, only…” I sat up, memories beginning to flood back.  “Only it wasn’t like me! He never arrived. He never arrived, so he never left. He must have been picked up before he got there.” My mind was racing. I began snapping my fingers, like the clicking would make the memories come faster. “I was coming back to you, but he wasn’t going back to anybody. It was Penelope he wanted to be with. He wasn’t going back to…” I stared into Dehan’s face. “Helena…” 

        “Jesus Christ…” 

        “The black dress and the stockings of a wife in mourning, the blond hair pulled back in a knot, that was who I remembered. It was Helena.” 

        Dehan pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed. After a moment she said, “Consuelo, Dehan here… You called last night? I was pretty tied up. Did you chase up the vans at Connors Communication? Oh, that was what you were calling about? Good, OK, shoot… That’s great. Good work. Later.” She hung up and sighed. “Connors Communication own two white Savannahs.” 

        “That’s significant?” 

        “You were seen being wheeled out of Penelope’s block in a wheelchair yesterday at eleven AM. You had been roughly disguised as an old woman.” 

        “Great.” 

        “You were taken around to 96th Street, where there was a white Savannah waiting. You were loaded in and driven away. Connors Communication own two such vans. One of them was taken out yesterday by Penelope.” 

        I scratched my head. I was beginning to get a headache. “Surely there is CCTV footage…” 

        “There is.” 

        “So who was wheeling me?” 

        “It looks like a young man, but you know what CCTV is like. The quality is not great, and hell, you look like an old woman. Only, you know, you don’t, big guy.” She grinned and winked, which kind of helped, but not a lot. 

        “You think it could be Helena?” 

        She shrugged. “I don’t know. Honestly, I don’t. The techs are on it as we speak. Either way.” She shrugged and walked to the window. “Thinking about it, she is a woman who has a way of fascinating men. She had enough fans and disciples, it’s not impossible she could have roped one of them in. Hell, Stone!” She turned to face me again. “She’s a crime writer. This is literally her daily bread.” 

        “Disciples.” 

        “What?” 

        “One of her disciples.” 

        “One of her students, a fan, Jesus, even Alornerk. Men seemed to fall for her. What’s wrong?” 

        I had swung my legs out of bed. “We need to go and take her in.” 

        “You’re not going anywhere, Stone.” 

        “I am going to Helena Magnusson’s house to take her into custody, and you are coming with me.” 

        “No way! You are staying in bed and I will go and take her in. Don’t be an ass, Stone!” 

        “Don’t upset me. I have had a rough couple of days. Get me my pants.” 

        “I said, no way!”  

        “Fine.” I stood and made my way across the room to the wardrobe. 

        “Goddammit, Stone!” 

        “This is simple, Dehan. You help me or I do it alone. But unless you plan to physically assault me and tie me to the bed, a thing I have frankly had just about enough of over the last couple of days, I am going to Helena Magnusson’s house and I am going to take her into custody. So get with the program, kid!” 

        “I swear! One of these days!” 

        “Shut up, Dehan, and help me get dressed.” 

        She glared at me, wrenched my clothes from the wardrobe and snapped, “Sit down!” 

        Ten minutes later, she was climbing behind the wheel of the Jag and I was getting in the passenger seat beside her. As we pulled out of the lot, I called dispatch and asked for backup. When we had turned onto the Hutchinson River Parkway and headed south, she said, “OK, talk me through this.” 

        I knew what was going to happen next, so I smiled at her and waited. She sniffed, gave her head a small twitch and went on. 

        “Helena Magnusson and Jack Connors kept up the public image of being very much in love and happily married. It was good for each of their public images. But in fact they had been growing apart for some time. He had been seeing Penelope for a while and they had been gradually falling in love. Helena had been seeing Alornerk, but for her it was more an act of revenge against a man who, or as you would say, whom, she still loved and was not ready to let go of, but who had betrayed her.” 

        “Sounds about right.” 

        “Shut up.” 

        I smiled. “You asked me to talk you through it.”  

        “Shut up. So, bit by bit, Jack’s relationship with Penelope turns from an affair, to infatuation, to being actually pretty serious, to the point where he is prepared to leave his wife and she is ready to dump the guys who have been keeping her. Somehow Helena finds out. Maybe she finds some texts, gets into his email, hears them on the phone, all of the above, or maybe it’s just good old female intuition. Whatever the case, she finds out, and she decides to kill him. One thing is having an affair, quite another is getting serious and planning to dump her and marry another, younger woman. 

        “So, when he calls to say he is going out to lunch, she knows that this is code for, ‘I am going to see Penny’ and she goes to wait for him. When he comes out of his office onto the street, she intercepts him. Maybe she tells him she knows where he is going, maybe she uses some other excuse, either way, neither of them wants a public scene, so he gets in the car. Once in the car, either alone or with the help of an accomplice, she knocks him out and drives him to their house. From there she takes him to their basement, where we are going to find the set up you described. She straps him down and cuts off his head.” She glanced at me. “Sorry if this is a bit close to home.” 

        “It’s fine. Go right ahead.” 

        “She then packages up the head and sends it to herself at the college, by UPS, where she will receive it in a very public fashion and thus become the victim and so the least likely suspect. Meanwhile, Alornerk, her accomplice, provides her with her alibi. The really brilliant part of the plan is that her alibi works on two levels. If the first alibi is busted, she has the perfect excuse, which also provides her with a second alibi. A plan worthy of a novelist of her caliber.” 

        “Question.” 

        “Shoot.” 

        “What about the other bodies? What made her kill them? Also, why did we find the bodies and not the heads? Why were the heads not mailed to anybody?” 

        She stared at me for a moment, then shrugged. “I guess we’re about to find out.” 

        “I guess we are.” 





EIGHTEEN


   

        We turned into West 122nd off Morningside Avenue with two patrol cars hot on our tails and pulled up outside Helena’s front door. I climbed out with care while Dehan bounded up the steps, leaned on the bell and hammered on the wood. The patrolmen stood on the sidewalk and watched us. I climbed the steps. Dehan looked at me. 

        “We need to get a warrant.” 

        I shook my head and pulled my Swiss army knife from my pocket. I hammered it into the lock with the heel of my hand and opened the door. “I think Alornerk is in here murdering her. And I thought I heard a scream.” 

        She looked down at the patrolmen. “You guys heard that?” 

        They shrugged. One of them said, “The traffic…” 

        I stepped into the hall with my badge in my hand and shouted, “Detectives John Stone and Carmen Dehan, NYPD! Helena Magnusson! Are you here? Ebba?” 

        There was utter stillness and silence in the house. Dehan had her weapon in her hand. I turned to the uniforms. “Hart, I want you on the door. Nobody comes in, nobody goes out. The other three, upstairs. Don’t touch anything. If you find a person, detain them and call me.” 

        “You got it, Detective.” 

        The other three climbed the stairs, weapons drawn. We moved into a formal drawing room. It was empty, tidy and clean. The cushions on the chairs and the sofa were all fluffed, the glasses and decanters were unused. There was no indication that anybody had been there in the last twenty-four hours. 

        From there we moved into the dining room. It was the same. The table was clean and polished. It looked like a room in a museum. We moved through it to the kitchen. It was modern, with a black and white tiled floor, a gigantic silver fridge, an island with a huge iron range built into it and a sofa and two armchairs up against the far wall set around a coffee table. On the coffee table there was a coffee pot and a single cup. There was also an open magazine.  

        On the sofa, Ebba was sitting staring at us. She looked astonished, and strangely immobile. There was a neat, black hole in the middle of her forehead, and the wall behind her head was a mess of gore and blood that had begun to dry. 

        I pulled my cell from my pocket. I said to Dehan, “Tell the guys this is now a crime scene. Have Hart seal the place off and see what they’ve got upstairs. I’ll call this in.” 

        She left the kitchen, I made the call and had a look around. There was nothing. Nothing I could latch onto and work from. She had been sitting having coffee and reading a magazine. Somebody had come into the kitchen and shot her. Somebody who was already in the house, otherwise she would have had to get up to answer the door.  

        I pulled latex gloves from my pocket and put them on, then made my way back through the drawing room, past the front door where Hart was putting up the yellow tape, and up the stairs to the bedrooms and the morning room where she had received us on the first day. Dehan was there looking around. As I came in, she said, “The ashes in the fire are still warm, but not hot. The cushions on one of the chairs have been disturbed, and also on the sofa. There is a glass of sherry on the occasional table beside the chair, but no other glasses anywhere else in the room. It looks like she was alone in here.” 

        “Doesn’t make much sense. She’s sitting having a glass of sherry in front of the fire on her own. Suddenly gets up, goes down to the kitchen and shoots Ebba in the head with a 9mm pistol. Then leaves.” 

        “I’ve had a look for her purse or any form of ID. I can’t find any. I told Hart and his partner to stay on the door. I told the other guys they could go.” 

        “OK.” I nodded. “Ebba is downstairs in the kitchen. She’s sitting drinking coffee and reading her magazine. So her killer is already in the house. There is no sign of struggle up here or in the drawing room downstairs, in the dining room…” 

        “Or in the bedrooms.” 

        “There is no blood immediately apparent. What would make Helena…” 

        Hart stepped into the room. “Detectives, there is a neighbor downstairs who wants to talk to you. She says she saw Mrs. Magnusson leave with a man.” 

        Dehan skipped down the stairs and I followed more carefully, trying to ignore the blunt axe wedged in my skull and the waves of nausea that occasionally washed over me. 

        The woman at the door was tall, dressed in jeans and a Columbia sweatshirt. She was in her early thirties and had wide hips and narrow ankles, and her hair was piled up on her head like she thought she wasn’t tall enough. Dehan approached her. 

        “Hi, I’m Detective Dehan, this is my partner, Detective Stone. You have some information for us about Helena Magnusson?” 

        She had the trick of talking as though she was asking questions. “Well, I’m guessing you’re looking for her? She went out this morning? I was putting the kids in the car to take them to school? So that would be like, seven thirty? She was with a man and they were getting into her car and I waved over to her. Cause you know? I don’t often see her early like that? So I said, like, ‘Hey, you’re up early!’ and she says, like, ‘Yeah, I’m going away for a bit.’ Like, you know, she was going away for a long time? Which I thought was strange ’cause she had no luggage, you know? So, you know, I don’t know, like, when she’s coming back.” 

        I said, “Can you describe the man?” 

        She cocked a hip and sighed, staring up at the sky. “That’s kinda hard because he was like one of those like nondescript guys? Kind of average height, average build, and he, like, got straight in the car? So I didn’t really get a chance to look at him?” 

        Dehan asked, “Did she say where she was going?” 

        In the distance, we heard the wail of police sirens approaching. The woman glanced away up the street, then looked back at Dehan. “She said she was going back home. She said, one of those kinda Scandinavian countries: Switzerland? That’s Scandinavia, right? Or Norway?” 

        I said, “Denmark?” 

        She nodded. “Yeah, Denmark. It was Denmark. That’s right. She was going back home to Denmark.” 

        I pulled my cell from my pocket. “OK, Sergeant Hart here will take your statement. Thanks, you’ve been very helpful.” I stepped out onto the stoop as two patrol cars, the crime scene van and the ME’s car came into the street and crowded around my Jag outside the door with their lights flashing. 

        Dehan was just behind me on her phone. She said, “I’m looking at morning departures, New York-Denmark. We have JFK Copenhagen, Norwegian Air, departed at eleven twenty this morning. Call, I’m still looking.” 

        “That’s the one,” I called. It rang a couple of times. Frank climbed the steps and Dehan took him inside. On the sidewalk, the CS team were climbing into their suits. 

        Then a man’s voice said, “Norwegian, how can I help you?” 

        “This is Detective John Stone of the NYPD. I need your manifest for flight 7014 out of JFK for Copenhagen at eleven twenty this morning.” 

        “Sure, of course I can do that. I will need your police email.” I gave it to him and heard the rattle of keys. “Is there any particular passenger you are looking for?” 

        “Yeah. Helena Magnusson.” 

        He rattled a little longer. “I have sent you the manifest, Detective Stone, and I can confirm that Helena Magnusson was booked on that flight, first class.” 

        “Thanks.” 

        I hung up. Dehan was on the doorstep looking at me. “What?” 

        “She was on the eleven twenty.” My phone pinged. “That will be the flight manifest.” 

        “Mother…! What a stupid, pointless…” 

        “Yeah…” 

        “We’ll have to start extradition proceedings. Who was the guy? Alornerk? I guess he’ll be on the manifest too.” 

        I shook my head. “He’s not exactly nondescript or average height.” 

        “She must be crazy. She let you go because she wanted redemption. Then she just goes right ahead, kills Ebba and flees the country? What’s the sense in that?” 

        I stared at her for a long moment, nodded and looked down the street to see the inspector’s car turning in from Morningside Avenue. He pulled up behind my Jag, climbed out and stood staring up at me for a moment. Then he sighed and climbed the stoop to stand in front of me. 

        “I am not a man inclined to swearing, John, but what the hell are you doing here?” 

        “Helena Magnusson has gone AWOL, sir. It looks as though she killed her maidservant before she left with a man. She was booked on the eleven twenty Norwegian Air flight to Copenhagen.” 

        “Good Lord! What are you telling me?” 

        Dehan answered for me. “We were in the hospital, sir.” 

        “Where you belong,” he said to me, with some severity. 

        “Stone was, probably still is, suffering from partial amnesia. But he began to remember bits and it came to him that the person who abducted him was Helena Magnusson…” 

        “Are you sure, John?” 

        “He was drugged, sir, and his vision was blurry, but it looked like her, and…” She gestured at the house. “It is looking very much like she has murdered her maid and fled the country.” 

        “But… why?” 

        I got in before Dehan. “Presumably because she feared that with this second investigation it would be discovered that she murdered her husband. It is the behavior of a very emotionally unstable person.” 

        “So, she murdered her own husband, decapitated him and mailed herself his head? Is that what you are telling me?”  

        Dehan shrugged. “It sounds crazy, sir, but then I guess decapitating people is pretty crazy in itself, right? She discovered that, not only was he having an affair, but he was planning to leave her for Penelope Peach. Penelope had broken up with the man who was keeping her and they had arranged to meet at Penelope’s apartment. Only he never showed up, because Helena intercepted him, brought him here and killed him. Mailing herself the head was the perfect way to deflect suspicion. Plus she had her lover provide her with an alibi.”  

        She looked at me. “We’ll have to pull him in, see to what extent he was involved. We should also go down to the basement and see if you recognize it.” 

        The inspector frowned at Dehan, then at me. “You sure you feel up to that?” 

        I nodded. “Sure. I have a feeling it wasn’t here anyway.” 

        We followed the crime scene team into the kitchen. The door was beside the fridge. I opened it and flipped on the light. There was a long, narrow, wooden staircase that descended eight or ten steps, then made a right angle down into an ample cellar with a concrete floor. There was a boiler, a washing machine and a dryer, the usual junk stashed up against one wall. The walls were bare brick, but there was no table, and there was no cheese cutter. I stood in the middle of the floor and shook my head. 

        “No. This is not the place.” 

        The inspector frowned at me again. “Are you sure? You said you were drugged and your vision was blurry.” 

        I shrugged. “I’m pretty sure this is not the place. We’ll get the CS guys in to have a look, but the stairs are all wrong, there is no door. This isn’t the place.” 

        He sighed heavily. “Well, in any case, I guess we can start wrapping up the investigation and tying up the loose ends. It was a challenging case and all credit to you for closing it. We’ll request extradition from Denmark, but I don’t hold out much hope. She’ll disappear within the European Union and probably fly out east or to South America before we can get the bureaucratic machinery up and running.” He patted my shoulder. “I’m sorry, John. It was a great job and you deserved to get your man. But I guess you can’t win them all. There is always one that gets away.” 

        “I guess so, sir.” 

        Dehan made a face of ruefulness and smiled through it at me. “Funny how she warned us right from the start that it might be a woman...” 

        I grunted. “I thought she was hinting at Penelope.” 

        The inspector adopted a paternal air. “Well, look, you two. I think you have done quite enough and you must be exhausted, especially you, John. There is nothing more for you to do here. I insist you go home and take a few days off. The crime scene team can take it from here. I’ll ask Alor…” 

        “Alornerk.” 

        “Thank you. I’ll ask him to come in and we’ll question him in light of these new events. You can deal with that, Carmen, can’t you, tomorrow or the day after? We can consider the case solved, if not yet fully closed. The rest is up to the lawyers. Now, off you go, home and rest.” 

        We thanked him and made our way up the steps and through the kitchen, where Frank’s boys were lifting poor Ebba onto a gurney and out onto the stoop. As we went carefully down the steps, I held out my hand. “Keys, please. I feel the need to drive the old burgundy bruiser.” 

        “You up to it?” 

        “Of course. I was only drugged and buried alive. Don’t fuss, dear.” 

        She snorted a laugh and slapped the keys into my hand. “Asshole.” 

        “What does a guy need to do to get some sympathy around here?” 

        I eased myself behind the wheel and fired up the big old growler. Dehan climbed in beside me. I put it in first and pulled away, headed east toward the FDR Drive. We drove in silence for a few minutes and finally she said, “We are going to need a few days, Stone.” I nodded and she went on. “It was traumatic for me. I really thought you were dead. I can’t imagine what it was like for you.” 

        “Hell.” 

        “It must have been.” 

        “I’ll need breakfast in bed for the next week at least. Maybe two.” 

        “Don’t joke about it, Stone. You’ll probably have PTSD. You need to take this seriously.” 

        “I will.” I grinned at her. “I will add it to the list of things I need counseling for.” 

        “You’re a jerk, Stone. I’m being serious.” 

        “I know you are. So am I. You know what still gives me nightmares? When I found you in that lock up, inhaling gas. I still get flashbacks from that. And when you were abducted in the Westchester Angel case[2]. I really thought you were dead then. Those are the events that have traumatized me, Dehan.” 

        She exhaled through her teeth and turned away. “You big, old…” 

        She was quiet for a while then, blinking a lot until she finally wiped her eyes on her sleeve, pulled out a handkerchief and blew her nose. When she spoke, she sounded like she had a cold.  

        “Well, even if you don’t get counseling, I think we need some time. You know, to kind of process this and… you know what I mean.” 

        “Back at the dawn of time, when I was young, before we had counselors and everything had an acronym, we didn’t process things. We took time to get over them. Sometimes that involved getting drunk, other times it involved lying on a beach and sunbathing a lot. Or both. For girls it also involved crying, because, back then, guys didn’t cry, but we would stare at the horizon a lot, and throw stones into the sea. Is that the kind of thing you had in mind?” 

        She giggled wetly and started crying again. Then she nodded. “Uh-huh.” 

        “Sounds good to me, Dehan. I could use some of that.” 

        She sniffed and blinked at the road for a bit. Then she frowned. “Where are you going, Stone? We don’t need to go to the station. We’re going home.” 

        “Yeah, I just need to take a small detour on the way.” 

        We were on the Bruckner Expressway and I peeled off to join the Boulevard at White Plains Road. Dehan’s face had become rigid. At the bridge, I turned left and crossed over the expressway. Then I turned left into Watson Avenue. Her jaw dropped and she turned to look at me. 

        “Son of a bitch!” she said.  

        I raised an eyebrow at her. “You hadn’t worked it out?” 

        “Last night, but this whole thing with Helena… I thought I was wrong. What was that all about?” 

        “It had been nagging at my mind since I glanced at the list of students. I didn’t know. I was drugged and groggy and my memory was patchy. It had to be explored. I wasn’t sure of anything.” 

        We came to St Lawrence Avenue and turned in. There I stopped outside the white, clapboard house and climbed out. 

        Peter Heseltine opened the door and smiled at us in some surprise.  

        “Detectives! What can I do for you?” 

        “We just want a few minutes of your time.” 

        “Well, of course. Come in. You’re lucky to find me here, I would normally be at work.” 

        I shrugged. “We were passing by. It was on the off chance.” 

        “Sure.” 

        He led us into a comfortable living room on the ground floor overlooking the front yard. The furnishings were good, but old, and had a feminine quality to them. “I had assumed, when we dropped you off, that you had an apartment upstairs.” 

        “Oh, no, I inherited the house from my mom. I’ve never really done anything with it. Please, sit. Coffee?” 

        I shook my head and we sat. He sat too, on the sofa. I gave him an expressionless stare and said, “Is Helena Magnusson here?” 

        He went white. “Of course not! Why would she be?” 

        I gave another shrug. “She’s not at her house. I know you have a big crush on her. I thought she might be here.” 

        “Good Lord! A crush? Me? Whatever gave you that idea?” 

        “Well, you were pretty complimentary about her in the car. You described her as ‘superbly, elegantly European’. You also avoided talking about her and dodged Detective Dehan’s question about how well you knew her. So I put it all together and decided you had a crush on her.” 

        He laughed. “Forgive me for saying so, Detective, but I think you have put one and one together and made five. I did not have a crush on Helena.” 

        I nodded. “No, I have understated the case. You didn’t have a crush. You were insanely in love with her.” 

        His eyebrows rose up high on his forehead. “Based on my describing her as elegantly European?” 

        “That and the fact that you joined her creative writing classes.” 

        He stared at me for a long time. His mouth was working but nothing was coming out. Finally he said, “That’s hardly…” 

        “It would be nothing at all if you had told us about it from the start. But the fact that you never mentioned it is odd to the point of being highly incriminating. You must have gone there the night she received the package with her husband’s head in it. You must have known all her pupils in the class. You must have known Lenny dos Santos. You might have been a key witness, and yet you never said a word. You didn’t tell the original investigators, and you didn’t tell us during that long rant you had while you were in my car. In fact, all you did do during that rant was point the finger at Penelope Peach.” 

        “You’re grasping at straws, Detective.” 

        “Am I? How about if I tell you that I recognized you?” 

        “What?” 

        “You have very short eyelashes. Helena has quite long ones. Your eyes are blue, hers are a deep brown. You screwed up your doses of whatever it was you were feeding me, Peter. What was it, ketamine? I’m a big man. You needed a higher dose. Look at me, I am up and about just a few hours later! I told you at the time I recognized you, and you thought I had fallen for your dumb trick and recognized Helena. But I hadn’t, I had recognized you.” 

        “That’s absurd. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

        “I recognized you, Peter!” 

        “That’s not possible!” 

        “Why not?” 

        “Because… Because I wasn’t there!” 

        “Where?” 

        “Wherever it was that you thought you recognized me!” 

        “In your cellar.” 

        He swallowed hard. I waited. He swallowed again. 

        “How about it, Peter? Want to show me your cellar, and prove beyond any doubt that I was never there and it wasn’t you?” 

        “You’re out of your mind. Go and get a court order if you think you can. And now I want you out of my house!” 

        I stood. “Peter Heseltine, I am placing you under arrest for the murder of Jack Connors, the murder of Ebba, Helena’s maidservant, the kidnapping and attempted murder of Detective John Stone and the kidnapping and attempted murder of Helena Magnusson.” 

        He screamed. He screamed like a cornered animal, a rat or a ferret, and he sprang at me with his fingers hooked like claws. Smashing my fist into his face was one of the most satisfying moments of my life. His legs turned to spaghetti and he dropped to the floor with a whoomph!






EPILOGUE


   

        Helena was still alive, though she had been tied to the same table where I had been tied, and the cheese cutter was poised to sever her head at any time. She was taken away in an ambulance and Deputy Inspector John Newman assured us, with some enthusiasm, that he would happily take her statement himself, in person. 

        After that, and after we had had a word with Joe, who was heading up the crime scene team, Dehan drove us home, set me up in a deck chair, gave me a large glass of Bushmills and set about lighting the charcoal in the barbeque. I watched her do it with an idiot grin on my face and listened to the birds preparing for bed in the trees. 

        “You have to tell me, Stone, when did you realize it was Peter?” 

        I sighed and thought about it. 

        “Too late. He was right there on her list of pupils, and neither of us registered it until it was too late. He was always there in my mind, like a dull toothache. He was so insignificant, so non-descript, yet so eager to discredit Jack Connors and point the finger at Penelope.” 

        I leaned my head back and closed my eyes.  

        “It was a kind of drip, drip. I realized from the start that Jack had not been the real target. It had been Helena. There had been an attempt to communicate something to her. Of course it might have been Penelope telling her, ‘If I can’t have him, neither can you!’ But as it turned out, Penelope did have him, and it was Helena who had lost him. So it made no sense for her to kill him. 

        “Then there were Grant, Lenny and Alornerk. They all had possible motives to kill Jack, but not to send that message to Helena. Grant’s motive for killing Jack would have been so that he could have Penelope for himself. So Helena would have been of absolutely no interest to him. He would be more likely to keep the head as a trophy than send it to her.  

        “Again, Lenny would have had no reason to send her Jack’s head. If he had, what would the message have been? It was not a gesture, or a statement, that would mean anything to Lenny. 

        “As for Alornerk, the statement might have had more meaning to his mind, but the act of killing Jack was a senseless one for him. They remained friends, but he made no attempt to get back together with her, and besides, as we later found out, he was in fact in bed with her at the time that Jack was killed, so his loss was not so great as to drive him to murder. And in the circumstances, sending her Jack’s head would have been pretty senseless if they had just been in bed together. 

        “It began to seem that the most compelling theory was that Helena had done it herself, and your argument that sending herself the head provided a powerful defense on top of a double alibi was pretty persuasive. But there were problems. If she had killed him herself, it meant that Alornerk was in it with her, providing her with not one, but two false alibis: that they had gone to lunch with fictitious European friends and that they had been in bed together. So, if he was going to stick to the second alibi, why blow the first? Why tell us the European friends were fake if he was then going to tell us he was in bed with her? 

        “Plus, every description of her supposed accomplice said he was average height and nondescript. Alornerk was tall and thin and had a face like an upside-down pear. So Alornerk was not her accomplice, which meant the second alibi was true. 

        “And all the while I had this nagging in my mind. We kept saying it, remember? We have to take another look at the list of pupils. I had this nagging that said there was somebody manipulating the situation, making us see what he wanted us to see. It began to dawn on me when I left the station and went to see Penelope. Peter’s background was in computer graphics and special effects. The gesture of the head in the cool box inside a UPS package had all the hallmarks of a man trained in special effects. 

        “I drove past his place on the way to Penelope’s and saw that he was at home—or at least somebody was—and it registered in my mind that his house was very close to Underhill College. But what hadn’t registered yet was that I had seen his name on the list of pupils at her class. And the one thing that stopped him being a prime suspect was that he had no real connection with her. 

        “Then it hit me in the hospital. You used the word ‘disciples’ and it registered. His name. I saw it clear as day in my mind. Peter Heseltine, and I knew that he had let me go, not to redeem himself, but because he was placing Helena firmly in the frame because he planned to kill her.” 

        “That’s what I don’t get.” 

        I opened my eyes. 

        She had turned to look at me. “Why did he suddenly decide to kill her?” 

        “I can only guess. He was a deeply inhibited young man who had obviously developed an obsession with her on the occasions she used to go into the office and charm their pants off. His obsession grew, partly because he had to endure Jack daily flaunting his affair with Penelope, and partly when he plucked up the courage to join her class.  

        “He was so nondescript and so invisible that she didn’t even notice he was the same guy from her husband’s office, but he was in denial about that. We’ll know for sure when we interrogate him, but two gets you twenty he developed a fantasy in which she was secretly falling in love with him, and he was going to save her. Just like we said about Lenny, only in this case it was Peter sending her ‘messages’ through his stories, and taking her words of literary encouragement as words of encouragement in his fantasy. His stories were probably littered with phrases and situations about him and her, which she never saw for what they were. But all she had to do was scrawl ‘keep trying’ or ‘a very moving piece of work’ in the margin for him to believe that she was responding to his secret, coded messages and urging him on. 

        “Yet, after he had killed Jack and sent her the very powerful message, ‘I have set you free’, she disappeared from his life. She never went back to class and she never returned to the office. His dream came crashing down overnight. And he was far too emotionally crippled and inhibited ever to go to her house to talk to her in person. He must have been devastated.” 

        She nodded and cracked open a bottle of beer. “Then we came along, saying we had reopened the case, and he was suddenly looking at going to prison for the rest of his life for nothing. He had killed his boss for her, and she had just turned her back on him and walked away. His betrayed love must have turned very quickly to hatred and vengeance.” 

        “Exactly.” 

        She went indoors and came out after a while with a plate of steaks and started dousing them with oil and pepper. After a moment, she stopped and frowned. 

        “But what about the decapitated bodies that were found around Madison?” 

        “Again, we’ll have to confirm it in interrogation, but he was at pains to deflect suspicion in many directions, and it seemed to me that the killer had gone to some lengths to make it look like the possible work of a serial killer. So I wondered if he had killed again afterwards.” I paused, frowning at the sky, just beginning to turn copper and pink overhead. “In fact, if I am honest, Dehan, what I really wondered was whether the killer wasn’t actually a homicidal psychopath, using his obsession with Helena as an excuse to kill, who had then got a taste for it. What struck me was that the other two bodies had not had their heads dispatched anywhere by UPS. And notice that he never dismantled his cheese cutter.” 

        “Jesus, Stone.” She shook her head. “That would never have occurred to me.” 

        “It didn’t really occur to me, Dehan. It was just one possible ramification. If the killer wanted us to believe he or she was a psychotic killer, he might kill again using a similar MO.” 

        “But, secretly, it was because he was enjoying it.” 

        I shrugged. “I don’t think anyone kills in such an elaborate, inventive manner unless they are actually enjoying it.” 

        She took a pull on her beer and turned to toss the steaks on the barbeque. They sizzled and tall flames leapt from the coals and licked and seared the meat. The smell of burning aromatic herbs and barbecued meat wafted on the evening air.  

        I smiled. I watched her in silence, her slim legs and her elegant waist, and her long, black hair tied into a loose knot behind her neck, and felt myself healing inside. 

        “I love you,” I said. 

        She turned, surprised, and smiled, and her eyes shone. 





 WHAT'D YOU THINK? 

    First of all, thank you so much for giving my work a chance. If you enjoyed this adventure, then I would be extremely grateful if you would consider writing a short review for the book on Amazon. A good review means so much to every writer, but means even more for self-published writer like myself. As it allows new readers to find my books, and ultimately allows me to spend more time  creating stories that I love! :) 

    You can do so directly down below: 

    US Review Link 

    UK Review Link 

    CA Review Link 

    AU Review Link 

    * * * 

   



 READY FOR THE NEXT 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! 
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[1]    See Two Bare Arms
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