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BOOK 9


FIRE FROM HEAVEN
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ONE


        It was sunny and warm, so we had the windows down in the Jag. We were following East Tremont all the way down to the East River. East Tremont is a very long avenue, so we were relaxing and cruising. Occasionally I would glance at Dehan. She was smiling behind her mirrored aviators, with strands of hair whipping across her face. 

        “Talk me through it,” I said. 

        “Well, as I see it,” she showed me a lot of teeth, “you’re Agent Mulder and I am Agent Scully…” 

        “Be serious. We’re almost there.” 

        “Be serious?” She raised an eyebrow. “OK. Danny Brown, aged twenty, found dead at the south end of Soundview Park, near the mouth of the Bronx River, on Monday, 8th June, 1998. Cause of death…” She fingered some strands of hair from her mouth and tied it into a knot at the back of her head. “The ME was unable to establish a cause of death because the body…” She raised her shades onto the top of her head like a medieval visor so that she could squint at me. “…had been incinerated from his ankles to his neck. I don’t get that.” 

        “Just keep going. We’ll have a chance to review the details.” 

        She sighed. “OK. His feet were not burned. They were standing, facing the river, in a pair of flip-flops.” 

        I raised an eyebrow. “Thongs.” 

        She shook her head. “No, Stone. A thong is something else. We have been over this. We are going to call them flip-flops.” 

        I grunted. “There was some burning around the ankles, but the thongs were un-melted, despite the heat needed to incinerate the body.” 

        “Who’s talking who through this?” 

        “Whom. You are. Me. You are talking me through it. Continue.” 

        “The ME said that the legs had been severed at the ankle with surgical precision. There was no damage to the cartilage or the joints, other than the singeing. The same was true of the head. This was lying on the grass about eighteen inches from the body, as though it had rolled. There was singeing on the cut, which was also surgical in precision, and there was no damage to the vertebrae—again, other than singeing. Finally, the genitals had also been surgically removed—or at least removed with surgical precision…” 

        “Correct. Good. We do not know that they were surgically removed, only that they were removed, in a way we do not know, with surgical precision.” 

        “That was my point, Stone. That’s why I said it.” 

        I grinned at her. “Good.” 

        “They too were singed and placed roughly in the correct position. The rest of his body was ash, with a few pieces of bone.” 

        I nodded. “Those bones corresponded to…” 

        She interrupted. “I was coming to that.” She closed her eyes. “Pieces of rib, collarbone, upper arm, thigh and tibia, suggesting the body had not burned at an even temperature. However, all the bits of bone were found in the correct location on the body. That would be consistent with the body’s having burned in situ.” 

        I turned right into Schurz Avenue, opposite the Marina del Rey, and asked, “Problems with that possibility?” 

        “Well, for a start, the heat needed to incinerate a body to little more than ash, in an open location, like a park, would be insane. Generating that kind of heat in a park would be almost impossible, plus, that kind of heat should have burned his feet, his head, and his balls, and all the grass around him.” 

        “Unless…?” 

        She sighed. “Unless it was a laser. Which we both know it wasn’t.” 

        “I don’t know that and neither do you.” 

        She ignored me. “Also, it rained on Sunday night, but there were no footprints approaching or leaving the location where the body was found. Stone, you cannot seriously be considering…” 

        “I am not seriously considering anything at the moment, Little Grasshopper. My mind is open. All I know, like Mr. Socrates, is that I know nothing.” 

        I turned right again into Brinsmade Avenue and pulled up outside Detective Arnaldo Ochoa’s house. It was a red brick box with a front lawn enclosed by a tubular metal fence with chicken wire stretched across it. All in all the effect was ugly, but he obviously took pride in his garden, because that was well tended, with a handsome chestnut on one side and a small vegetable patch on the other.  

        He came out to greet us before we’d reached the door. He was a friendly, smiling guy who looked unnaturally boyish for his sixty-two years of age. There was a kind of eagerness to his eyes when he smiled, as though he really wanted you to smile back. He held out his hand. “Stone, son of a gun, how’re you doing? You still the man at the precinct? I thought you’d be captain by now!” 

        I shook his hand. “Arn, this is my partner, Carmen Dehan. She’s the one who stopped me making captain. Everybody hates her.” 

        He laughed. She didn’t. “Come on out back, we’ll have more privacy there. What can I get you? Lemonade? Beer?” 

        He led us out to a back yard that was as well tended as the front. He had a small patio with a garden table and chairs sitting in the dappled shade of a plane tree. On the table there was a glass jug of lemonade. He gestured us to a couple of chairs and poured before he too sat. The sun was turning from warm to hot. Somewhere there was a bee getting busy on some flowers, and there was a powerful smell of freshly cut grass. 

        He shook his head, still smiling. “So you got cold cases, huh?” He turned to Dehan. “Guy was on fire, you know? Real smart, but a bad attitude. Most people didn’t like him. But we were OK, right, Stone? I got you. I knew what you were about. You’re a good man.” He turned back to Dehan. “He’s a good man. Am I wrong?” 

        She gave a slow shrug. “If you like opinionated dinosaurs, he’s OK. He gets the job done. What can I tell you?” 

        He laughed out loud. “She’s got your number, Stone. Opinionated dinosaur. That’s good.” He laughed again and shook his head. “So you’re looking at the Danny Brown case. Man, I don’t know what to tell you about that. I lost sleep over that case. I never saw anything like it. I brought it home with me. I still have it, and you know what? Sometimes I pull it out and I sit there in the evening, looking at it, going over it. It defies explanation.” 

        I sipped my lemonade. “Tell me about Danny. What kind of kid was he?” 

        “He was a good kid. Everybody seemed to like him. He’d taken a year out to think about what he wanted to do, and his parents were cool with that. They were a pretty cool couple, progressive, liberal… At the time of his death, he was studying law. His grades were OK, he was happy, his parents were happy. But here’s the thing.” He looked from me to Dehan and back again, then repeated, “Here’s the thing. The kid was obsessed with UFOs and with that TV series, the X-Files. You know the kind of thing—posters on his walls, all the DVDs, he’d watched every episode God knows how many times. Every book and magazine article ever published on the Roswell incident, area 51, he’d read them all. What I’m saying, a total nerd. His obsession with the subject was what made him take the year out, and it was bringing his grades down from very good to just OK. That was his parents’ opinion.” 

        Dehan asked, “Is that what he was doing out in the park at night?” 

        He nodded. “I think so, Carmen. Especially in light of what happened later.” 

        “What do you mean?” 

        “Well, the lights…” 

        Dehan frowned at me. She had only read the case file and the case file made no mention of the lights, and I had not mentioned them to her. I said, “Yeah, tell us about the lights.” 

        “I didn’t see them, but there were a hell of a lot of witnesses who did. This was on the Sunday night…” 

        I interrupted, “Before the rain had started, or after?” 

        He looked surprised. “I’m not sure, John. I’d have to check. If it had started, I don’t think it could have been heavy, because a lot of people gathered to watch, along O’Brien Avenue, and other places because you could see them for miles! And I don’t think they would have done that if the rain was heavy.” 

        Dehan was frowning. “What kind of lights?” 

        “Well, from the descriptions I have heard, there were flashing lights, red, yellow, blue, some people say green…” 

        She snapped, “Red, blue, and yellow, that’s a chopper! And the green is an illusion where the blue and the yellow mix.” 

        He gave a small, apologetic laugh. “Yeah, maybe, and lasers that were projected down into the park, at approximately the spot where Danny’s body was found.” 

        She raised an eyebrow, picked up her glass and sipped, and somehow made it all suggest he was out of his mind. He spread his hands. “You can read the reports in the local papers, Carmen. And when you talk to the witnesses they will all tell you. I don’t dispute that there may well be a perfectly reasonable explanation, but I wasn’t able to find it. And the lights were there. That is a fact.” 

        I said, “So these lights were above the park.” 

        “At first, yeah. Then, according to the testimony of the witnesses, the lights moved out over the East River, there was a flash of light, and they vanished.” 

        “What color?” 

        He frowned at me. “You sure ask some funny questions, John. Um, I’m not sure. I’ll check, but I think it was just white light.” 

        Dehan looked at me like she wanted to slap some sense into me and said, “So what about the body?” 

        “So, it’s seven-thirty on Monday morning when we get the call. This woman is out walking the dog in the morning and she finds the body. Fortunately, she managed to get to the dog before it disturbed anything. This is ’98, before everybody had cell phones, so she has to hurry home to call it in. We get there with the crime scene guys and the ME and, believe me, there was not a person there who had ever seen anything like it. It was the craziest fuckin’ thing I ever saw in my whole career—in my entire life! No exaggeration.” He looked at each of us in turn. “For a start,” he adjusted his ass in his chair and held out his hands like he was framing a shot in a movie. “There’s his feet. They’re there, on the grass, about shoulder width apart. Just like he’s been standing there looking out at the river. And he’s still wearing his fucking thongs.” 

        Dehan smiled. “What are they, like, rubber sandals?” 

        “Yeah, you know, with the bit that goes between your toes. Like they wear in Florida. His fuckin’ head is there, and his fuckin’ balls are there. Everything, you know, in the right place if you know what I mean. And everything else, his neck, his chest, his arms, his hands, his fuckin’ legs—everything—has been incinerated. It’s just fuckin’ ash, you know what I’m saying? Ash! Except there were a few bits of bone, but they were all in the right place where they were supposed to be. It was like, and I don’t care if you think I’m crazy because now I’m retired so I can be crazy if I want to, it was exactly like he had been standing there and he had been hit—zap!—with a laser.” 

        Dehan sighed and shook her head. I scratched my chin. He raised both hands and nodded a lot. “I know. I know what you are thinking. It was set up to look that way by some nut. Now, I am going to tell you two things. One…” He held up one finger and stared at Dehan. “What possible motive could anybody have to set up such an elaborate, difficult murder? I mean, leave aside for now how they did it. We can come back to that in a minute. What possible motive? I mean, that kind of scenario, where the killer sets up an elaborate scene like that after the murder, we only find that with serial killers, right? That is the typical scene where you find that kind of staging of the corpse. But can you think of a single other case where we found a body set up like that?” 

        Dehan grimaced and I shook my head. 

        He went on, “Well believe me, I have canvassed every single PD from San Diego to Madawaska, and the only cases like it are unsolved cases of either spontaneous combustion or cattle mutilation.” He gave Dehan a challenging smile. “So I ain’t the only cop who couldn’t solve it. These cases do happen, they are investigated by local PDs, sheriffs’ departments, and the FBI, and they don’t get solved.” 

        Dehan looked unhappy. I closed my eyes to think. Ochoa went on. “And two, despite the rain that night, there were no footprints! So what are we saying? The body was carefully laid out using a sky crane that nobody noticed?” He leaned forward toward Dehan. “The problem you begin to face, Carmen, is that in order to give this a…” He used his fingers to make speech marks. “‘Logical’ explanation, you have to go to such lengths, to such extremes, that the logical explanation becomes more crazy than the illogical one.” He flopped back in his chair, smiling and shaking his head. “His body was surgically incinerated. Get that, surgically incinerated! Only a laser can do that, and several hundred people saw a laser at that location around the time he must have died.”  

        He spread his hands. Dehan looked at me resentfully. “We have maybe a thousand cold cases, and you have to pick this one.” 

        I gave her my blandest smile. “Just because you are murdered by a bad guy from Betelgeuse doesn’t mean you’re not entitled to justice, Dehan.” I turned to him. “What was your impression of the witnesses…” 

        He snorted. “Such as they were. You say witnesses, but the fact is there weren’t any. There were several hundred people who saw the lights that night. But nobody saw the killing. His friends and family, the last people to see him alive. They all liked him, they were all real upset, they all struck me as honest people…” He gave a knowing laugh. “In as much as anybody is truly honest, right? But most important of all, there was nobody who had anything you could call a motive.” He shook his head. “Nobody had means or motive. It was a locked room mystery, out in the middle of the park.” 

        We were silent for a moment. Finally I asked him, “What is your own feeling? Never mind facts or evidence or lack thereof. What does your gut tell you?” 

        He smiled at me but pointed at Dehan. “She’s going to laugh at me. But Donald Kirkpatrick, who knew Danny really well—he was one of the last people to see him alive—he wrote a book about the case. He called it Heaven’s Fire. And he says that Danny was shot by a UFO, just like we have assholes who go over to Africa and hunt from helicopters. He figures that’s what happened to Danny. He was hunted, for game.” He made a face and shrugged. It was an almost apologetic gesture. “I have to say, I agree. After twenty years turning this case over and following every conceivable lead, in my expert opinion, Danny Brown was shot, for sport, by an alien.” 
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TWO


   

        Stuart and May Brown, Danny’s parents, lived across the Westchester Creek in Clason Point. They were both retired—he had been an architect and she a school teacher—and, though they sounded surprised on the phone, they were happy for us to drop in. We came off the Bruckner Boulevard onto White Plains Road and then took a right onto Lacombe Avenue. Theirs was a big, detached, yellow clapboard affair near the corner with Beach Avenue. We pushed through the wrought iron gate and climbed the five steps to their front door. I pressed the bell and heard it buzz inside. The sun was approaching its zenith and it was getting warm. Dehan stared at me while we waited. I said, “It’s almost beer time.” 

        She nodded and the door opened.  

        Stuart Brown was tall and lean. He had short sandy hair turning to gray and balding on top, like a Franciscan monk. He wore a khaki shirt, with an incongruous Christmas tank-top over it, and boot cut jeans. He smiled at us, but it was nothing personal. He looked as though smiling was a habit for him; his go-to response. 

        “Detectives Stone and Dehan?” We showed him our badges and he gestured us in. “Please, come in, but I am sure I don’t know how we can help you. May!” This last was hollered up the stairs as we crossed the entrance hall toward his living room, “May! It’s the cops!” He smiled a smile that would have been cheeky in a child, but in him looked like retarded adolescence. “Forgive me,” he said. “Go right on in and make yourselves comfortable. May will be down in a moment. Can I offer you anything?” 

        I took a deep breath, in sympathy with his lungs, and said, “Thank you, no, we really won’t keep you long.” 

        We entered an open-plan living room and dining room, with a bow-window on the right overlooking the street and a set of French doors at the back, in the dining area, overlooking a back yard. There was a suite of well-used furniture set around a large coffee table, and against one wall in the dining area there was a huge, stripped pine dresser. Stuart directed me to sit in a worn, red calico armchair and Dehan sat on a sofa that was covered in Mexican rugs and bits of newspaper. Feet hurried noisily down the stairs and May Brown came in on short plump legs that were accustomed to terrorizing noisy classrooms. The rest of her was as short and formidable as her legs, she too had a habitual smile that meant nothing, and, for a moment, I was transfixed by the bizarre image of these two, retired, in each other’s company all day, perpetually grinning at each other without meaning it. 

        “Detective!” she said, reaching for Dehan with both hands. “Don’t get up! I’ll sit next to you. What is this about? I am fascinated.” 

        Stuart smiled at me. “Welcome to the age of Aquarius.” He turned to his wife, who had sat beside Dehan, grabbed hold of her hand and was telling her New York needed more strong women, and said, “Darling, this is Detective Stone, Detective Dehan’s partner.” 

        She looked at me like I was the unwanted guest at Thanksgiving. “Of course,” she said, with big lips and big eyes. I thought she was going to add, “How nice of you to come,” but instead she turned back to Dehan and said, “Stuart and I are intrigued, not to say bemused. It has been twenty years! I believe you run a cold case unit…?” 

        Stuart sat in the armchair opposite me and crossed one long, thin leg over the other. “That suggests that the case is still open,” he said. “But, to be honest, to us it is quite definitely closed.” 

        I frowned. “Closed? How could it be? His murderer was never found.” 

        He shook his head and May stared at me with eyes the color of over-chlorinated swimming pools. “That is absurd. Forgive me for being blunt, Detective, but only the narrow mind of an officious, white male policeman could possibly fail to see what happened to Danny.” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her. “Are you telling me you know what happened, Mrs. Brown? We will consider any explanation that is properly supported by facts.” 

        She waved a small, plump hand at me. “There you go, you see, ‘properly supported by facts’.” She sighed. “As far as we are concerned, Detectives, Danny was shot with some sort of energy beam by trans-dimensional beings, or beings from another planet.” 

        I nodded. “I am aware of that theory, Mrs. Brown, but have you anything concrete in the way of facts that I can take to my inspector, so that we can begin extradition proceedings?” 

        It went straight over May’s head. Dehan clenched her jaw and Stuart cocked an eyebrow at me. “We didn’t invite you here to mock us, Detective. We are not alone in believing in the presence of trans-dimensional and extraterrestrial beings among us. There are some very eminent minds who accept the possibility.” 

        I nodded. “I’m not mocking you, Mr. Brown, far from it. But I would like you to understand that the NYPD can’t just walk away from a homicide investigation because the murder may have been committed by an extraterrestrial.” 

        “Have you read Donald Kirkpatrick’s book on the case?” 

        “No.” 

        “I suggest you do. His investigation is somewhat more thorough than the NYPD’s, I am bound to say. His analysis of the situation is profound and comprehensive, and he shows, quite conclusively, Detective Stone, that our son’s murder could not have been carried out—mark my words here—could not have been carried out by a human being. Once you establish that point, where do you go from there…?” 

        Dehan scratched her head and spoke. “That’s the second time Donald Kirkpatrick’s name has come up. What exactly was his relationship to Danny?” 

        He sank back in his deep chair and brushed some imaginary dust from his blue jeans. “Relationship is an unnecessarily strong word, Detective Dehan. They had no relationship other than that Donald ran the investigation group in which Danny was involved, along with at least a dozen other people.” 

        I said, “UFOs were a consuming interest for him…” 

        “It was a passion. For May and myself it had been a lifelong interest, but for Danny it was a true passion. We encouraged him but always urged him to approach the subject empirically. Sadly, for the vast majority of ufologists these days, the subject has become religion by another name. And John Mack, for all his good intentions, was, I am afraid, largely to blame.” 

        He said this apologetically, as though I might be scandalized by the suggestion. I shook my head. “John Mack?” 

        “Professor of psychology at Harvard University, wrote several books on abduction syndrome, concluded that…” 

        “Forgive me, Mr. Brown, we are on the clock and I am sure you have lots to do yourself. What about the other members of the UFO group? How did Danny get on with them? Do any relationships stand out as either particularly good or particularly bad?” 

        May sighed and shook her head. “Truly, Detective Stone, it is a shame you can’t understand you are barking up the wrong tree…” 

        “Help me to understand.” 

        “Danny was gregarious, outgoing, emotionally very healthy. He had all the self-assurance of the only child, which was a deliberate decision on…” She nodded graciously at her husband. “…our part. The result was that everybody loved him. He was popular, fun, charismatic. He had a great sense of humor, didn’t he, Stuart?” 

        Before Stuart could answer I cut in. “I am sure he was a charming person, Ms. Brown. But, as I am sure you know, the motive for murder lies always in a relationship—whatever the basis of that relationship may be—so at the moment we are keen to understanding all of Danny’s relationships. Did he, for example, have a girlfriend?” 

        She placed both her hands on her lap and affected a loud, parrot-like laugh. “Just one?” She hooted again. “You have photographs of him? He was gorgeous! And that happy-go-lucky personality! The girls were crazy about him!” She shook her head. “But he was not ready to settle… Hold on.” 

        She rose and strutted on those powerful legs to the dresser in the dining room. There she squatted down with startling flexibility and opened one of the cupboards in the base. She extracted a couple of photo albums and brought them back with her, leafing through the top one as she walked. 

        She sat next to Dehan and handed her the album. “There, that’s him. Was he hot or what?” She wheezed. Dehan studied the photos without expression. May went on, nudging Dehan with her elbow. “’Course, he’d be forty now, a bit too old for you, hey?” 

        Dehan handed me the album and I looked at a large photograph of about fifteen people against a backdrop of pine trees in what appeared to be a mountainous area. Most of the people there were young men and women, probably in their early to mid twenties, though behind them there was an older man, perhaps in his late thirties. He was the only one who was not smiling. His gaze was more what you might describe as keen. Next to him was a woman, maybe ten years younger than him. She looked Asian, perhaps Filipina. May was saying, “Danny is the one in the middle, sitting at the front, with the open denim shirt.” 

        I found him. He was a handsome young man with a mischievous grin and floppy brown hair. Hunkered down on his left was a powerfully built, dark-haired guy with his arm around Danny’s shoulders, and on his right was a pretty girl, laughing, with her head on his shoulder. Danny’s arms were both on his knees. I looked up at Stuart, who was watching me carefully. 

        “May I take a copy of this?” 

        He gestured at me with an open hand. “Be our guest.” 

        I took a picture on my cell, then showed Stuart the album. “Who are the two either side of him?” 

        He took it and set it on his lap, gazed at it for a while with sad eyes. “This was their first field trip after he’d joined them. The man standing at the back is Donald Kirkpatrick, a highly intelligent man. Some kind of scientist by training. He founded the group. The two at the front…” He took a deep breath which turned into a sigh. “I remember them, I don’t recall their names. May?” 

        He handed it to her. She glanced but didn’t take it. “Paul Estevez and Jane Harrison.” 

        “They look pretty close.” 

        “I told you, everybody loved him, but he was a free spirit. For them it was probably nothing more than a social activity. For him it was a search for the truth. And, as Donald points out, it was a search that cost him his life.” She regarded me with an expression that was close to pity. It was only the hint of contempt that stopped it getting there. “Really, Detective, you are asking the wrong questions. What you need to be asking is, what did he discover? What did he unearth that made him a target?” 

        I spread my hands. “OK. Tell me. What did he discover that made him a target?” 

        Dehan was watching May with the kind of expressionless face she normally reserved for people she wanted to slap. Before May could answer me, Dehan asked, “A target for whom, Mrs. Brown? And also, what evidence have you got that he was a target for somebody? If you have that evidence, why have you not shared it with the police?” 

        Stuart had raised his hands in a ‘slow down’ gesture and was smiling at the coffee table. “Hang on, hang on, let’s take these questions one at a time. First: we are not withholding any information. Second: we do not have any proof, as you would understand it, that Danny was anybody’s target.” He spread his hands and nodded. “Beyond the obvious fact that he was murdered. Third: we don’t know who he was a target for, any more than a herd of gazelles in Africa knows who is shooting at them from the helicopter. However, we are satisfied, based on the evidence we have, which is the same evidence that you have, that Danny was not killed by a human being.” He shrugged his shoulders and shook his head in an oddly helpless gesture. “It simply isn’t possible.” He gazed at me a moment. “And to answer your question, Detective Stone, we don’t know what he had unearthed.” 

        “But you think he had unearthed something.” 

        It was May who answered. “Stewart is not convinced, but I am. He would often go off for several days at a time. Sometimes alone, sometimes with members of the group; sometimes it was for a night, sometimes several days at a time. He never told us what he was doing or where he was going. That’s why we didn’t raise the alarm that weekend. I think he discovered something…” 

        Stuart sighed and attempted a smile. “It will sound absurd to you, Detectives. It seems absurd to anyone who has not done the research. But there are very eminent people, in the White House, in the Pentagon, in academia, all of whom are agreed that there is a conspiracy to conceal the truth about UFOs. And we think it is possible, May is convinced, that Danny had found something. And whatever it was he found got him killed.” Again he shrugged, again he spread his hands in that helpless gesture. “Nobody else had a motive. Nobody else had the means!” 

        I thought about it for a long moment. I was aware of Dehan watching me. Maybe she wanted to slap me, too. I pointed at the album which lay open on the coffee table. “Have you got contact details for Paul and Jane?” 

        May shook her head. “No, but Donald will have.” She reached down by the side of the sofa and picked up a brown leather handbag. From it she extracted a small notepad and a pen. She scrawled an address and a phone number and handed it to Dehan. “He’ll be happy to see you.” 

        Dehan took it and thanked her. “One last question before we go. Can you tell us about his movements that night?” 

        May shook her head. “No. We last saw him on the Friday. They were all going on some kind of field trip, after which they were going to have a party or something at Donald’s place. We never saw him again.” 

        We thanked them and stood. They followed us to the door. As Stuart opened it, he held my eye a moment. “The FBI tried to silence us, you know.” 

        I frowned. 

        Dehan snapped, “The FBI tried to silence you? How?” 

        He nodded. “They called on the telephone and they came to see us: two men. They’ll deny it, of course. But they came and advised us, for our own good, to keep quiet. Don’t be surprised if you hear from them. They’ll tell you to drop the investigation and close the case.” 

        We thanked them again and stepped out into the midday glare. 
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THREE


   

        We didn’t get into the car, instead I walked to the top of Beach Avenue and looked down. Dehan was sitting on the hood of my old, burgundy Jag, watching me. I pointed. “Soundview Park is four or five hundred yards down there. That’s where they found him. What do you say we go and have a look?” 

        She nodded, stood, and followed me. We walked in silence for a while, enjoying the sunshine and the warmth. After a moment, she slipped her arm through mine and leaned against me as she walked. 

        “Are you buying this alien…” 

        “Don’t say BS.” 

        She glanced at me. “So you are buying it?” 

        “That is a very open question, Dehan.” 

        “What do you mean? It’s a yes or no question. Are you buying it? Yes, I am, no, I’m not.” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her but she looked away, as though she was checking for traffic on an empty road. We crossed Patterson Avenue and continued down Beach toward the park, which was now clearly visible at the end of the road, about a hundred yards away. 

        “OK,” I said, “what is ‘it’ exactly? What is it, precisely, you are asking me if I am buying? Are you asking me if I believe that alien life exists on other planets, or moons? If so, I don’t believe it, I think it is impossible that it does not exist. Are you asking me if I believe alien life forms are visiting Earth? I just don’t know, but I know there are some very smart people who do. Or are you asking me whether I believe that Danny was murdered by an extraterrestrial?” 

        “That one.” 

        “Then the answer is, I don’t know who killed him, yet. Statistically he is more likely to have been killed by a human being, over sex or money. But I am not going to make the evidence fit my theory, I am going to develop my theory…” 

        “Based on the evidence, yadda yadda. I know. But come on, Stone! He was shot by an alien with a ray gun? Seriously? And while we chase little green men, the killer pisses his pants laughing and gets away with murder.” 

        We had reached the bend in the road where it becomes O’Brien Avenue. To our right there was an untended wilderness of knee-high grass and flowers interspersed with oaks and linden trees. I stopped and she stopped with me. I gazed at it a moment and said absently, “This is what the world should look like, Dehan.” 

        She looked at me in surprise and smiled. “Why John, you’re a romantic after all!” 

        I smiled back and pointed in among the undergrowth. “He was found in there.” 

        We picked our way through a broad border of grasses, wild flowers and bindweed until we came to a broad expanse of coarse scrub and gray clay, bounded by a path that entered the park from the west, ran along the riverbank for two hundred yards, and then turned north, skirting the amphitheater. I stopped and looked around for a moment, remembering the photos I’d studied. Then I pointed south, to a slight rise where I could see a small tree. “Over there, by that oak tree.” 

        We trudged across the dense, cloying soil for maybe a hundred yards, until we came to a tall, spindly pin oak which, twenty years earlier, would have been little more than the sapling I had seen in the picture. I stood by the tree and took ten paces to the west, turned, and looked at Dehan, who was watching me with her hands in her back pockets. “This is the spot,” I said. “Try to visualize it. Sometime on Sunday night. It’s been raining on and off since late afternoon. It’s dark. His feet, in his thongs, are here.” I found two large clumps of clay and positioned them where his feet had been. “Facing out toward the water. His body, or what is left of it, is lying back from his feet. Imagine,” I said, “that a guy with a samurai sword, as sharp as a scalpel, had cut through his ankles, and he had fallen straight back.” 

        “Wait.” 

        She picked up a stick and came over, scratched out the shape of his body, with no head, lying on the ground, with his arms at forty-five degree angles from his body. Then she went and found a large clump of clay, the size of a melon. “His head is…” She gauged the distance with her eye and placed the lump where his head had been found. “…about here. And…” She grinned, found a twig and two acorns and placed it where his genitals would have been. “…the pièce de résistance!” 

        I pointed at the ground. “This is clay. It sucks up water, holds it a long time, and keeps its shape.” 

        She nodded, “I hear you. There should have been footprints.” She screwed up her face like an angry fist. “But wait, please, let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Sensei. Let’s look at each step separately and then see if we can fit them together at the end. First, of the people we know of, who had anything like a possible motive?” 

        I scratched my head. “Anything like a possible motive? Any one of them, Dehan. We just don’t know anything about his relationships yet. He was attractive, single, wanting to stay unattached. Right there you have a breeding ground for motives: jealousy, rejection, envy…” 

        “OK, so opportunity.” She sighed and corrected herself. “OK, not opportunity, because we know nothing of his movements, so any one of them might have had opportunity, including his parents.” 

        I nodded. “Which brings us to means.” 

        We stared at each other for a long time. Then she threw her hands in the air and expostulated, “Son of a gun! Means! Sure, anyone with a laser scalpel in 1998! But not just a laser scalpel—a laser scalpel capable of incinerating an entire body at the same time as surgically removing the head, the feet and the…” She sighed. “This is bullshit, Stone.” She turned to me. “He was not killed by aliens!” 

        I chuckled in a way I knew was annoying. “It’s not just the scalpel and the incineration, there is also the question of how the killer got here across the wet clay and then left, without leaving any tracks. Even if we argue that Danny might have been killed somewhere else and deposited here, the killer still has to cross the wet clay and lay out the feet, the head…” I shook my head. “And then go back. It’s a hell of an undertaking.” 

        She made a three hundred and sixty degree turn, scanning the entire visible park and the river. Then shook her head. I pointed up at the sky. “The lights were seen up there.” She stared at me like she was about to smack me. “Don’t look at me in that tone of voice, Dehan. The lights were seen by several hundred witnesses, they are a part of the evidence we have to sift through. Suck it up, baby. They were seen directly above the scene, firing lasers down toward the ground. They then moved south for a way and suddenly vanished in a flash of white light.” 

        She turned and pointed at me. “OK, Stone, I’m going to come at this from a different angle.” 

        “Good.” 

        “Forget the whole UFO thing, right?” 

        “This is different?” 

        “Let’s face it, if he was killed by an alien, we will never prove it and, as you pointed out to May Brown, we have no extradition treaty with Betelgeuse, so we will never catch him. Therefore the only line of inquiry worth pursuing is, the killer was human.” 

        I shrugged. “The statistics are on your side at least.” 

        “Shut up and tell me what you think: our killer is smart, he thinks out of the box. He would have to, to come up with a plan like this and get away with it. I mean…” She gave a small laugh. “If you hadn’t pissed off Captain Jennifer Cuevas back in the day, we would never have been assigned to cold cases, and he would have got away with this. And he still might! So he is smart, and an original thinker.” 

        “Can’t argue with that.” 

        “And…” She raised a finger. “He is daring. He is not afraid to go extreme and take risks.” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her. “Hmmm…” 

        “So, he puts together a drone, or whatever equivalent they had back in the ’90s, with all the flashing lights and lasers. He hovers it over the park. It’s daring because it is drawing everybody’s attention, but it is clever because it also pretty much guarantees that nobody is going to come into the park. Remember, in 1998 the X-Files is at the peak of its popularity, as is abduction syndrome. So people are scared!” 

        I made a ‘you have a point’ face and nodded. 

        She went on, “So then, and this is the really daring bit, he comes in off the river on a hovercraft.” 

        I smiled. “A what?” 

        “Like the ones they use in the swamps in Florida. If anybody hears the noise they’ll think it’s the UFO. He positions the body, takes off back into the sound, brings the drone in to land on the craft, and makes off across the river to… what? Powell Cove? Little Neck, King’s Point, wherever!” 

        “It’s certainly daring.” 

        “Is it less likely than aliens? Have you got a better theory that doesn’t involve Predator?” 

        I shook my head. “I have no theories at all at the moment.” I pointed down toward the water. “You have a line of trees between the park and the river. Your hovercraft would have to break through them.” 

        She nodded. “Yes, but over there, down by Harding Park, you have a little harbor with no trees, and he would have access through there.” 

        “That’s true.” I thought a little more. She danced around with her fists up, like Cassius Clay or Bruce Lee. “C’mon, Stone. Hit me. Show me whatcha got.” 

        “How did he lay out the body without leaving any prints in the mud?” 

        She thought for a moment. “He settled the hovercraft on the mud, and placed his victim without getting down, laying on his belly on the craft, and then left.” 

        I nodded for a while, visualizing it, then said, “You about ready for lunch?” She nodded vigorously and we turned and started walking back toward Beach Avenue. I said, “It’s very good. In fact, I only see two problems with your ingenious scenario, Dehan.” 

        “What?” 

        “The first is, you are assuming he was killed elsewhere, but you still leave unanswered the question, how did he kill him? The second, and more difficult, is, having laid the corpse out and sprinkled the ash in the form of the body, on leaving, the very powerful fan that the hovercraft uses to move about, would have blown that ash all over the park, even wet.” 

        She stopped dead in her tracks and sighed. “Dammi! I should have seen that.” She started to walk again, “It does tell us one thing, though. Danny was either killed—or the body was placed—after the worst of the rain, because heavy rain would have washed the ash away.” 

        “Yup. That’s true. Now we just need a hovercraft that doesn’t use a powerful fan.” 

        She shoved her hands in her pockets and eyed me. “You mean like a flying saucer with a dilithium crystal warp drive.” 

        “Don’t be downhearted, Dehan. Top of our to-do list, after we’ve talked to everyone, make a list of vehicles that could have covered that distance, discreetly, and deposited the body without leaving tracks.” 

        “Yeah, makes sense. Also, a list of tools or instruments that could have generated that kind of intense, focused heat over an area of, what, five and a half feet? To cut off his ankles and his head.” 

        I looked at her, chewing my lip as we walked, turning over what she’d said in my head. I knew for a fact that there was no such instrument or weapon. It just didn’t exist in terrestrial technology. But I didn’t say so.  

        We came out of the park and made our way up toward my ancient, un-computerized, primitive brute of a car. There was not a shred of software in it. Even the lock was mechanical. As I slipped the key in the door and opened it, I found that oddly comforting. 

        Before getting in, I leaned on the roof to look at Dehan, and felt the heat through my sleeve. She leaned on the other side and lifted her sunglasses to squint at me. I said, “Hamburger, beer, Donald Kirkpatrick.” 

        She blinked. “The elegance of your syntax is matched only by the beauty of your words, Sensei.” 

        “I thought so,” I said, and climbed in behind the old walnut steering wheel. 
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FOUR


   

        Just where Soundview Avenue meets White Plains Road, there is a cute bar and grill called Maravillas. It serves Latin American food that is superb, in a setting you just wouldn’t expect. We ate in silence, partly because the food was so good and partly because Dehan didn’t want to discuss the case. When we had drained our beers and paid, we left the car by the restaurant and walked the short distance to Pugsley Avenue. 

        Pugsley Avenue is a cul-de-sac that abuts Pugsley Creek Park, and Donald Kirkpatrick’s house was the last on the right, before the footpath that leads to the park. It was a big, quirky, white clapboard affair standing apart from the other houses in the street, in its own grounds. It was on two stories, plus an attic and a basement, and had six stone steps leading up to the front door, with wrought iron railings on either side. The garden was untended and the fence and gate, rather than white picket, was steel tubing and wire mesh, like Ochoa’s. 

        We pushed through, followed the concrete path past a huge cypress tree with a wooden bench under it, and climbed the concrete steps. After I’d rung the bell, the door was eventually opened by a woman I recognized. She was now in her late forties, but she had aged well and was still recognizable as the Asian-looking woman who was standing next to Donald in the photograph we had seen. 

        “Mrs. Kirkpatrick?” She nodded and I showed her my badge. “I’m Detective John Stone. This is my partner, Detective Dehan. Is your husband in?” 

        Anxiety momentarily contracted her face, but there was a kind of obstinate strength in her eyes. She said, “Yes. But he’s in his den. He’s busy.” 

        “May we come in? We won’t take much of your time. We Just need to talk to him for a minute.” 

        She backed away a step which I took, rightly or wrongly, as an invitation to come in. I stepped over the threshold into a broad entrance hall, and Dehan came in behind me. Mrs. Kirkpatrick backed up some more, saying, “Umm…” and Dehan closed the door. 

        She didn’t look happy. “OK, I’ll go and tell him. Wait, please…” 

        I watched her disappear toward the kitchen and wondered absently what had turned her into an obedient, servile woman. My gut told me it didn’t come naturally. I dismissed the thought and looked around. On my right a door stood open onto a large, comfortable living room. The furniture looked expensive, but old and threadbare. There were bookcases in every available space, and even so there were more books than they could hold. So they stood in small piles everywhere you looked, in front of other books, on the floor, on the sideboard. 

        Ahead, a staircase rose straight to the next floor. The banister was painted white and the carpet was an ugly, dark green. Past the stairs, on the left, I could see light streaming in from the kitchen. There was a smell of baking bread, and I could hear feet stomping up wooden stairs, and a nagging male voice explaining to Mrs. Kirkpatrick the million and one ways in which she had failed him—yet again. I told myself I had probably found the answer to my question about her servility. 

        His shadow loomed across the light and then Donald Kirkpatrick moved down the passage toward us. He was at least six foot six, slim and stooped. His knees had an odd trick of poking out to the sides as he walked. His face should have been handsome, but his irritable bad temper had etched it with ugly lines. 

        “Is it too much to ask that New York Police Department phone before just turning up? We do have lives, you know, and jobs.” 

        He was drawing breath to follow up on his greeting so I cut him short. “Yes. I’m sorry. Crime waits for no man,” I added facetiously and smiled. “We won’t take up much of your time, Mr. Kirkpatrick. It’s about Danny Brown. You do remember him?” 

        His thick eyebrows, which were turning a snowy white, knitted over his long nose. “Of course I remember him. What can you possibly want with Danny after twenty years?” 

        I stared at him without expression for a slow count of five, then said, “May we come in and perhaps sit down? It will make it easier to explain. We are not here to inconvenience anybody, Mr. Kirkpatrick, we are only trying to solve a homicide.” 

        He sighed noisily and gracelessly and flung a long arm in the direction of the living room. “Very well. Of course. We may as well have coffee. Jasmine, make coffee. And try not to make it too strong this time.” He walked ahead of us through the door, muttering, “I’ve only been telling her for twenty years.” 

        He lowered himself into an old, cracked chesterfield. Beside it there was a small table with a large ashtray and a pipe settled in it. Dehan sat on the sofa and I took the chair directly across from him. He began scraping out his pipe with a small pen knife and spoke without looking up. 

        “Well, what do you want to know?” 

        “We’d like you to talk us through the last forty-eight hours of Danny’s life.” 

        He stopped scraping and stared at me incredulously. Then he stared at Dehan, then back at me. “You have got to be joking. What is this? Is this some kind of joke?” 

        I sighed. “No, Mr. Kirkpatrick. Believe it or not, the NYPD does not tend to joke about murder. We run a cold cases unit out of the 43rd Precinct, and we are reviewing Danny’s case.” 

        He shook his head and went back to scraping the bowl of his pipe. “Priceless. This is priceless. You ignore the case for twenty years and now you want to open it up again and find the…” 

        My patience ran out. I snapped, “Mr. Kirkpatrick, I am as unimpressed by your opinion as I am by your lack of good manners. Now we can do this here or we can do it down at the station house. Wherever we do it, we’ll get done faster if you spare us all your opinion on things you know nothing about.” His eyes bulged and his face went scarlet. He looked like he was about to rupture an artery so I said, “I believe Danny came to see you on the Friday. You and the group were going on some kind of field trip, is that correct?” 

        He sat working his jaw. Dehan said, “Sir, it is probably simplest just to answer our questions, then we can get out of your hair. Did Danny come over on the Friday?” 

        “To answer your impertinent question, Danny and some ten or eleven other people came over to my house on that Friday. Friday 5th of June. We then got into three off-road vehicles, two Jeeps and a Land Rover, and drove to Macomb Mountain. There we camped for the night and attempted to make contact with the Visitors. Does that answer your question?” 

        Dehan said, “When you say ‘the Visitors’ you mean…?” 

        “Yes, Detective, and you can mock me to your heart’s content. Believe me, I have been mocked by brighter people than yourself and I have become impervious! Aliens, extraterrestrials, ETs, trans-dimensional travelers! Whatever you want to call them. We attempted to contact them!” 

        I frowned at him. “Did you succeed?” 

        He looked surprised. He searched my face for any indication of mockery. He didn’t find any because I was not mocking. After a moment, he shrugged. “Maybe.” 

        I thought for a moment. “What is it, exactly, that makes you unsure?” 

        He tapped the scrapings from the bowl of his pipe and began to pack it with tobacco. Without looking up from what he was doing, he said, “Your partner has no time for what she regards as an absurdity, but I take it you are open to the possibility that beings that are not originally from Earth walk among us, or at least visit us from time to time.” 

        I nodded. “I am certainly open to that possibility. And I think you’ll find my partner is not as closed to the idea as she appears to be.” 

        He seemed not to have heard. He put the pipe in his mouth and lit it with two tapers, sending big billows of sweet-smelling smoke drifting across the room. Dehan glanced at me, but I could not make out her expression. It might have been withering. Kirkpatrick started to speak again. 

        “If you try to imagine a mountain wolf trying to communicate with a human being…” He paused. “You are nowhere near close to the difficulty a human being has trying to communicate with an alien civilization. Because, at least the two species of mammals have common DNA, common instincts, broadly speaking a common environment, even common basic values. There are, for example, basic body movements that all mammals will understand, so there is a common, basic framework on which to build some form of communication. 

        “But when we try to communicate with the Visitors, it is more akin to trying to communicate with water, or air, or an amoeba. I am not talking about the disparity in intelligence, I am talking about the alien nature of their form of intelligence.” He labored each word with a downward stroke of his pipe. “We have no common points of reference on which to start to build a system of communication…” 

        “In that case,” I said, “perhaps I should ask you, what makes you think you might have?” He glanced at me. I explained, “Established communication. What makes you think you might have?” 

        He nodded. “That would be a better question.” He took a moment, gazing into the incandescent bowl of his pipe, as though my improved question were in there, smoldering nicely. “Stone, I am a scientist by trade and by training. That means that my brain is conditioned to do two things: prove by experimentation, and evaluate the weight—the validity—of the evidence!” 

        He spat the last words furiously. For a moment he looked to me like a man fighting back against a lifetime of unfounded, damaging criticism. He leaned back in his chair and went on. 

        “Whatever you may think, I have no time, no patience, for charlatans and fools who invent evidence where they can’t find any. Telepathy has not been proven! Some, unrepeated, unduplicated, experiments have indicated that perhaps, at a very short distance in space, there may be some quantum level influence of one brain on another! That is not the same—not the same—as telepathy.” 

        Dehan gave a small cough. “Forgive me, Mr. Kirkpatrick, I am not following you. What has telepathy got to do with…” 

        He scowled at her. “It seems that the Visitors employ some form of brain to brain communication. And I am trying to impress upon you that I, as a scientist, am very, very resistant to this idea. I do not accept the existence of ESP, astral projection or any of this other New Age hippie garbage that so-called researchers go in for these days. I am a scientist!” He paused for a long moment, puffing and sending aromatic clouds across the room. “However, on that night, it is possible that we might have received some form of brain to brain communication.” 

        Dehan turned to me. “Is this relevant to our investigation, Stone?” 

        I smiled blandly at her. “Let’s find out.” I turned to Kirkpatrick. “I know Princeton has been conducting experiments for over twenty years on how consciousness interacts with the physical world at a quantum level. But I understood that the electrical fields generated by the brain were so weak…” 

        He interrupted me. “That is precisely the point. The brain generates fields at the quantum level, and they are miniscule. So communication between one and another is practically impossible, even when the heads are touching. However…” He sighed. He looked almost like a man about to make a guilty admission. “The issue is not, in fact, the strength or weakness of the signal. A very feeble receptor is capable of capturing a single quantum particle, an electron or a photon, over millions of light years’ distance!” 

        Dehan snorted. “Come on! That’s ridiculous! How would you even prove such a thing?” 

        I smiled at her, impressed not for the first time by her irreverence and total lack of respect for her supposed superiors. Kirkpatrick flushed and glared at her. She shrugged and spread her hands. “Sorry, but really…” 

        Dehan has a face it is hard to stay mad at, and Kirkpatrick sighed and shook his head. “Tonight, Detective Dehan, do yourself a favor and step outside. Try to find a place where the damned city lights have not flooded the sky, maybe Soundview Park, or take a drive to Long Island. Look up at the sky and pick the smallest star you can find and stare at it. When you do that, remind yourself that the feeble electrical fields in your brain are capturing and processing photons that were projected millions of years ago, by a star millions of light years away.” 

        Her eyebrows rode up her forehead and her jaw sagged just a little. “Son of a gun!” 

        “The problem,” he went on, “is not whether a comparatively feeble instrument is capable of capturing the signal. The problem is interference. Which is why during the day, or in the heart of Manhattan, you will not capture that same photon.” 

        I nodded. “I understand. So what happened on Macomb Mountain?” 

        We heard a noise outside the door. I rose and opened it and Jasmine came in carrying a tray with a coffee pot, a jug of milk, sugar, and four cups. She set the tray down and began to serve us coffee. I sat again and looked at Kirkpatrick, who was watching his wife intently. I said, “What happened, Mr. Kirkpatrick?” 

        His eyes swiveled back to me and he said, savagely, “Jasmine received a brain to brain communication from the Visitors.” 
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FIVE


   

        A lot of thoughts flashed through my mind in that moment. I logged them and watched Jasmine with interest as she sat next to Dehan and sipped her coffee. I wondered if he would let her tell her own story, but I was pretty sure he wouldn’t, and he didn’t. 

        “We had a radio which we had adapted to transmit and receive signals on a very wide range of frequencies. We also had visual scanners which were capable of picking up both high and low frequencies of light beyond the visual range in the night sky. Macomb Mountain, where we were, near the peak, affords a spectacular view of the heavens, and we were able to see and pick up a number of phenomena. A lot of it was suggestive, some of it was highly suggestive, none of it was conclusive.” 

        Dehan failed to suppress a sigh. “Could you tell us about…” 

        “I’m coming to that! It was about two in the morning. The fire had started to burn low and a number of people had withdrawn to their tents. There were half a dozen of us who were still talking about what we had seen: lights moving across the sky, doing right-angle turns, turning back on themselves at speeds of several thousand miles an hour…” He dismissed these things with a wave of his hand. “The usual stuff.” 

        I asked, “Who remained after the others had retired?” 

        He sighed. “Uh… Danny—he was inexhaustible, and deeply committed—Dixon, Rafael, Paul, Jane, and myself.” 

        Jasmine spoke for the first time. Her voice was small, but, like her eyes, it carried a strength that suggested stubbornness, even obstinacy. She said, “I was also there, Donald. That is how you know I went into the trance.” 

        He stared hard at his pipe for a moment. I could see his jaw muscle going. “Clearly,” he said at last. “Jasmine was also there. She had been sitting in her sleeping bag. At about ten past two, she lay down. At about twelve minutes past, she began to tremble, moving her arms and her feet up and down in jerky movements. Then she began to speak. I remember it vividly. At first she made inarticulate noises, mainly vowels, but then she suddenly spoke, and said, ‘We have chosen you for communication. Jasmine is our channel for the simplicity of her mind. Daniel is our actor for his energy. He will spread our message. Donald is the rock on which we build. Dixon, Paul, Jane, you shall make paths for others to tread.’” 

        He stopped abruptly. I became aware of an old grandfather clock against one wall. Its ticking seemed surprisingly loud. Through the front window, I saw a woman talking silently to a postman. The midday light seemed to glare through the net curtains. 

        Jasmine said, “That is not all the message said.” 

        Dehan turned to her and studied her for a moment. “What else did it say?” 

        She looked at her husband and I was astonished to see real affection in her face. He scowled down at his pipe. She gazed at him, smiling while she spoke. 

        “I believe Donald saved my life that night. Because the message went on, ‘Daniel and Jasmine, follow the path to the glade now, for direct contact, to meet with us.’” She turned to Dehan. “But Donald would not let me go. The glade was half a mile away, through the forest. He forbade it. I think if we had gone, they would have killed us both, as they later killed Danny.” 

        “So did Danny go?” 

        She shook her head. “No, Donald stopped us. He knew it was not safe. Danny said if Donald didn’t want us to go, he would not go.” 

        I scratched my chin, turning the events over in my mind, trying to visualize them. I asked her, “What was it like?” 

        She frowned at the carpet, like she was wondering where the voice had come from. 

        I said, “Receiving the message: what was it like? What did it feel like?” 

        She looked at Donald, who ignored her. Finally, she turned to me and said, “It was strange. It was as though my own thoughts had taken on a life of their own. As though invisible hands were moving my thoughts. And then, when I began to speak, it was as though my own will had been cancelled, and my mouth was speaking on its own. I had no control over what it was saying.” 

        “You were not aware of the presence of thoughts in your mind that were not your own?” 

        The thought seemed to be something new to her. She frowned and after a moment shook her head. “No, nothing like that.” 

        I nodded. “This was Friday night?” 

        Kirkpatrick nodded and stood. “That was Friday night. Early Saturday morning we returned.” He walked over to a bookcase located behind my back and returned with two paperbacks. He handed one to me and one to Dehan. “Heaven’s Fire. Everything is recounted there faithfully from the notes I took at the time. I don’t think there is much more we can tell you.” 

        I took it and examined it. The dedication read, This book is dedicated to my friend and colleague, Daniel Brown, whose destiny it was to spread the message.  

        “Thank you. There is just one more thing. I believe there was a party on Saturday…” 

        He snorted. “Hardly. We were all tired. We had a few drinks, discussed what had happened—or not happened—Paul and Dixon were a little disgruntled I think, that I had forbidden Jasmine from going to the glade. Everybody went home. That was it.” 

        Dehan said, “Except that Danny next showed up in Soundview Park, dead.” 

        He knocked the smoldering ash from his pipe into his ashtray. “Quite so. I can only say that I am glad, whatever the others may say, that I stopped Jasmine from going.” He shook his head and gestured at the two paperbacks. “Everything else is in your books. I suggest you read them, and if you have any more questions after that, you are welcome to phone me, make an appointment, and come and see me.” 

        I studied his face a moment. He met my eye. I nodded and turned to Dehan, making a question with my face. She shook her head and said, “I have no more questions.” 

        “Then we shall leave you to your work.” I stood. “Thank you for your time and for the books. You have been very helpful.” I turned to his wife. “Jasmine.” 

        She looked at the floor and Kirkpatrick rose and led us to the front door. There I stopped and said, “Paul Estevez and Jane Harrison. Have you got contact information for them?” 

        He pulled a pen from his pocket and made a note on the back of one of his own business cards. “We lost touch with Jane. This is Paul’s address and phone number. He’s not far, up Sound View Avenue. He runs some form of martial arts school. He’s become a little disillusioned, like all of us I suppose.” He hesitated a moment, then said, “The day after tomorrow, there’s a small conference at the Marriott, on Bassett Avenue, near the hospital. There will be a hundred people or so, perhaps a little less. We have a very distinguished speaker coming. He’ll be discussing the intentions of the Visitors, whether they are friendly or hostile, whether they have killed before. You may be interested.” He reached over to a small table by an umbrella stand and picked up a couple of leaflets. “Come along as my guests.” 

        We thanked him again and he let us out into the early afternoon glare. As we strolled down toward Gildersleeve Avenue, on our way back to the Maravillas Grill, I thrust my hands deep into my pockets, took a deep breath, and asked, “Impressions? Thoughts?” 

        She stared up at the perfect blue sky. “It’s not the distance stopping me from seeing the stars, but the interference.” She matched my sigh with one of her own. “I don’t know, Stone. He is a very believable witness. So is she. If they were telling me any other story, I would be inclined to believe them.” She shrugged. “Maybe I am just a narrow-minded, bigoted cop, but it’s going to take a lot more than their testimony to convince me that Danny Brown was shot by an alien with a ray gun.”  

        I didn’t answer and we walked on in silence. The street was empty and quiet, but for the lazy, midday song of the birds in the nearby park and the buzz of an occasional bee. After a while she added, “I’ll say this though. I am pretty sure that they believe their testimony.” 

        I looked at her and thought about it. “You may be right.” 

        She ignored me and went on, “They go up to this very remote place, at night. They are surrounded by…” She shook her head, “What is it, six million acres of dense forest. The daily bread of these people is the X-Files, Close Encounters, Roswell and the infinite number of books that have been written on the subject of UFOs, aliens and the Men in Black. They see, or persuade themselves that they have seen, the strange phenomena in the sky and then they sit around the camp fire and start talking, building themselves up into a state of high suggestibility. Right?” 

        “OK.” 

        We turned into Gildersleeve and started walking toward White Plains Road. Dehan shrugged, half nodding and half apologizing for what she was about to say. “Now, Jasmine is very sweet and nice, but she is also servile and obedient and, let’s be honest, Stone, a bit simple. I’m not saying she’s stupid, but she isn’t exactly a soaring intellect either.” 

        “Granted. On both counts.” 

        “So some deep unconscious desire kicks in and she puts herself into a trance.” She stopped dead, turned to face me and poked he in the chest with her finger. “Listen! She has an internal conflict. She has been conditioned since she was a kid to be servile and obedient to her father. But she also has a craving, a need, to be special for him. She knows that Kirkpatrick admires Danny, so her unconscious mind creates a fantasy, which she plays out as a trance induced by the aliens, who have selected her and Danny to be their chosen messengers, while her husband is elevated to the position of patriarch—the rock on which they build. Which is a direct borrowing from the Bible, by the way.” 

        I stared at her. “Wow, that is pretty deep, Dehan. It would take some confirming, but my gut says you may be onto something. It rings true. Even if you are assuming a lot and also straying out of our field a little.” 

        She shrugged and turned and we carried on walking. “Screw fields. We go where we need to go, right? But what it doesn’t do is get us any closer to who did kill Danny.” 

        “Perhaps.” 

        “What do you mean, perhaps?” 

        “I am being cryptic. It is my prerogative as Holmes to your Watson.” 

        “Screw you, Sherlock. You know I’m right.” 

        We rounded the corner into White Plains and started toward the fork in the road. I could see my Jaguar parked facing us and allowed myself a moment of sentimental pleasure. It was a magnificent beast in an elegant, understated burgundy, a Mark II from 1964, with 210 bhp. It was beautiful, both elegant and powerful, the way a car should be. But, it struck me, it was not the power or the elegance that I loved, but the simplicity. It was old-fashioned, mechanical, simple. 

        Dehan took hold of my arm, “Like you, my friend,” she said, and I realized I had been thinking aloud. 

        I gave a small, humorless laugh. “Like Stewart said, this is the dawning of the Age of Aquarius. Perhaps Jennifer Cuevas was right. Perhaps I do belong to a bygone age. Perhaps I have lost my relevance. Perhaps, Dehan, we are entering an age when aliens murder humans. Perhaps the race riots of the future will be between humans and aliens, and the hated color will not be black or brown or white, but green.” 

        She was silent for a while, then she smiled fondly at me and asked, “Do you know what my father would have called you?” 

        “A dreamer? A visionary? A man ahead of his time?” 

        She shook her head. “Uh-uh, a schmuck.” 

        I unlocked the door, not with a button but with a key, climbed into the leather seat behind the wooden wheel, and shoved that same key in the ignition. I turned that key and gunned the engine, and sat for a moment listening to the satisfying rumble, visualizing Danny, standing on that grassy knoll, looking out over the vast, dark East River, watching those lights flashing in the sky, with those lasers shooting down at him out of the sky, out of the dark clouds and the rain. Did I believe it? I turned to Dehan. 

        “Fire from Heaven. Three hundred years ago, they would have said it was an angel or a demon that had struck him down.” 

        She nodded. “A different age. A different kind of myth.” 

        I nodded back. “Or a different kind of explanation.” 
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        Dehan dialed, waited a moment, and said, “Paul Estevez…? Good afternoon, this is Detective Carmen Dehan of the NYPD. I was wondering if you could spare some time to see us this afternoon…? Yeah, it’s about Danny Brown… Uh-huh, a long time, I know. We could come to you. We can be there in twenty minutes… Thank you. Appreciate it.” She hung up. “He can give us half an hour before his first class.” 

        “Good.” 

        I put the beast in gear, pulled out into the traffic, and headed up Sound View Avenue at a slow cruise. Dehan checked her watch. “What do you say, we talk to Paul, pick up some groceries, and head on back…” She looked at me sidelong with a stupid sheepish grin on her face and started laughing. 

        It was contagious. I laughed back. “What?” 

        She turned and looked out the window, pinching the bridge of her nose and still laughing. “I dunno, Stone. It’s stupid. It’s just…” 

        “What, Dehan? Say it.” 

        “I was going to say, ‘head home’. It just sounds so weird to me.” 

        “You don’t like it? You know my house is your home. Mi casa es tu casa, right?” 

        She blushed like a teenager. “Yeah, I know. No, I do like it. It’s good. It just feels weird.” 

        I was still smiling. “So we get some groceries and go home…” 

        She spent the next minute laughing like a fifteen year-old and she finally said, “Yeah… and we go through everything over a glass of wine or two.” 

        I nodded. “What, and we don’t put in an appearance at the station today?” 

        She shrugged. “What for?” 

        “When was the last time you were at the station?” 

        “What are you, my boss now?” She was still smiling but there was an edge to her voice. 

        “You know I’m not. I’m just curious. In all the time I’ve known you, you have never once not set foot in the station.” 

        She shrugged. “So what? Back then I was trying to prove something.” 

        I eyed her sidelong for a bit and she stared straight ahead, with her face concealed behind her shades. 

        Finally, I said, “Can I tell you what I think?” 

        “No.” 

        “I think you are worried about how Mo and Maria—and the whole damn precinct—is going to react if they find out we are…” 

        I gestured, searching for the word. She turned and stared at me, repressing what seemed to be involuntary, nervous laughter. “Don’t tell me the great John Stone is suddenly lost for words! Find out we are what?” 

        I shook my head, feeling oddly embarrassed. “Sixty-five million years ago, when I was young and the dinosaurs walked the Earth, people like me would have said, ‘an item’, ‘going out’, ‘a couple’, or even ‘boyfriend and girlfriend’. But nowadays terms like that can be a minefield.” 

        “Bullshit.” She said it without anger. “You just don’t know what to call us. Don’t worry, I don’t either.” She shrugged. “Maybe that’s why I don’t want to…” 

        I nodded. “I hear you.” 

        She frowned, suddenly anxious. “I didn’t offend you? I didn’t mean…” 

        I smiled and tried to look like I meant it. “Of course not. It’s cool. We’re learning as we go. Groceries and review… at home.” 

        She grinned. “Cool.” 

        “But tomorrow we go back to the desk. Or the inspector is going to want to know why. And so are Mo and his pals. The longer we leave it, the worse it gets.” 

        Paul’s gym was on the corner of Randall and Rosedale, in a rundown shopping mall by the gardens there. We were ten minutes early but we found him in a small office in his dojo, dressed in his dobok, sitting behind a desk under a Korean flag. He was going through his books and stood and smiled as we walked in. He pulled up a couple of chairs for us. And as we sat he glanced at the clock on the wall.  

        “I don’t mean to be discourteous, but my class starts in forty minutes. I am always drumming into my pupils the need to be punctual, and also the importance of commitment. So…” He spread his hands. “I must be as good as my word. This kind of thing is really important in this kind of neighborhood.” 

        I agreed and told him so with my face. “If there were more teachers with that kind of attitude, we would probably be out of a job. I doubt we’ll keep you that long, Mr. Estevez. We just want to ask you a couple of questions about Danny.” 

        He leaned back in his chair, took a deep breath, and shook his head. “I don’t know what I can tell you. You spoke to Don? He’s said just about everything there is to say about it.” 

        Dehan said, “You believe, like him, that Danny was killed by an extraterrestrial?” 

        He shrugged. “I know it sounds crazy, but any other explanation is even crazier. Plus…” He shrugged and shook his head again. “You had to be there, man.” 

        I said, “You were there on the Friday night…” 

        “On Macomb Mountain? Yeah, I was there. That was weird, man. It was…” He laughed. “That was fucked up.” 

        “In what way, exactly?” 

        He put two massive fists on the desk in front of him and seemed to study them. “It was a long time ago, but it seems like yesterday. We’d all seen the lights, on the system Don had rigged up. They were there, you know what I’m saying? You couldn’t argue with that. We all saw them. Then they went away and we sat around the fire for a couple of hours. One by one, the guys started getting sleepy and going off into their tents, till it’s just me and Don, Jasmine, Jane, and Danny and maybe one or two others. And all of a sudden, Jane just kind of lies down and she starts shaking, and her breathing is going crazy. And then she starts talking, man, but in a voice that is not like her own. And it says how she and Danny are kind of chosen to spread the word, and Don is like the rock on which they will build their temple or something, and the rest of us were going to create new paths. I don’t remember the words exactly.” He paused, nodding, “But then she comes out with this. And I felt myself go cold inside, you know what I’m saying to you? It was like cold terror went right through me. She says that Jasmine and Danny have to go down this track, it’s like half a mile long, through this forest which is like a jungle, at two o’clock in the morning, to a clearing down there. On their own. And in that clearing they are going to have a close encounter. I’m not kidding. I was shitting myself. I was thinking, please, God, don’t let them call me. Please don’t let them call me.” 

        Dehan was watching him like a cat watching a mouse. “So what happened?” 

        “I guess Don was feeling like me, and he says no way, man. Danny can go if he wants to, but there is no way Jasmine is going. He was crazy about her back then. He doted on her every move. You know what I’m saying? She was the love of his life. And he said, no way.” 

        I scratched my chin. “How did she feel about that?” 

        “To be honest? I think she was kind of relieved. And I think it meant a lot to her that he didn’t let her go. But for him…” He shook his head. “For him it was a catastrophe. It destroyed him as a man.” 

        Dehan frowned at him. “Yeah? Why?” 

        I said, “In what way did it destroy him, Mr. Estevez?” 

        He studied Dehan’s face a moment, then he studied mine. “Because he blamed himself for what happened next. He never forgave himself. I liked Don, you know? He was not just a friend, he was my mentor, my guide. He was like the father figure I never had at home.” He gestured at the dojo around him. “This? This is all thanks to him. Today I am off the streets, believing in myself, teaching other kids that they have other options than crime, because of Don Kirkpatrick. But, man, over the last twenty years I have seen him slowly go to pieces, one week at a time, one month at a time. And all because he blames himself for what happened to Danny.” 

        Dehan flopped back in her chair with her face screwed up like an incredulous fist. “He believes that Danny was punished by aliens for not going to the glade?” 

        He smiled at her and there was something almost condescending in his expression. “You can laugh, Detective, but that is what Don believes, and I think he’s right. How else can you explain what happened on Sunday night? Or Saturday? Who knows when it happened? Who knows what happened Saturday, right?” 

        I raised a hand. “Slow down. Let me get a handle on this. You are telling me that up until Sunday, June 7th, 1998, Donald Kirkpatrick was a loving, doting husband…” 

        Paul was shaking his head. “Not just that, man. He was a different person. He was positive, outgoing, respectful…” 

        “And all of this changed that weekend.” 

        He nodded. “Not overnight. But in the following weeks. He blamed himself for Danny’s death. He tortured himself. We talked about it many times, and he cannot get past the question, ‘What if I had let them go?’ What if he had let Jasmine and Danny go to that glade? Would Danny be alive today? And every time, I ask him, but what if they had both been killed? Wouldn’t you be even more responsible?” He shrugged, spread his hands, and shook his head. “I think he did the right thing. I think he did what any man would have done. I know for sure I would not have let my wife go to that glade, alone, to encounter a fucking alien spacecraft! No way, man!” 

        I sat and absently scratched my head for a while. I heard Dehan ask, “Going back to something you said earlier. You said it might have happened on Saturday. But Saturday you were all at a party…” 

        He made a face. “Not really. We were all pretty freaked out by what happened Friday night, and the party broke up pretty early. Most of us left before Danny, and as far as we were concerned, he went home. So to be honest with you, none of us has any idea where he was from Saturday night until Monday morning. At some point, for some reason, he decided to go to Soundview Park. But having said that, if you have read any accounts of abduction cases, people can be gone for a day or more, and then suddenly turn up some random place. You know what I’m saying to you? So, you know, maybe he was taken on his way home, they did whatever to him, and then put him down in the park and—bam, zapped him. I don’t know what to tell you.” 

        I repeated, half to myself, “Nobody knows where he was from Saturday night till Monday morning… What time did he leave the party?” 

        He thought about it for a moment. “You’d have to ask Don. I left maybe four or five in the evening, at the latest.”  

        I turned and stared at Dehan. She stared back at me. 

        He watched us a moment and said, “You heard about the lights, right? The lights over the park?” 

        I nodded. “Did you see them?” 

        “Yeah, I did. I lived on Randall at that time. A friend called me. He knew I was into all that stuff. I went out and I saw it. Somebody got a film. I know. Did you know that? It was in the papers and on TV. Don contacted them and got a copy. You should talk to him and get him to show you.” 

        “I’ll do that.” 

        Outside the office we could hear people arriving and going into the dressing rooms, the soft murmur of voices and occasional laughter. He glanced at the clock and smiled at us apologetically. “I’m not involved in that stuff much anymore. I stay in touch with Don and he, well…” He shook his head again. “He can’t seem to let it go. I tell him he should realize how lucky he is with his wife. She adores him, if only he could see it, and he doesn’t treat her right, the way he should. I tell him, ‘Let go the past, man. See what you have in the present!’ But all he can see is that night, and Danny’s death. He loved Danny, you know? We all did. You couldn’t help but love him.”  

        He shrugged and spread his hands. “I’m sorry, Detectives, that’s all I can tell you, and as you can see, my students are here. If there is nothing else…?” 

        We stood and left him to his class. Outside, the shadows were growing long in the late afternoon sun. We crossed the road at a slow run, I unlocked the door to the Jag, and stopped, leaning on the roof, staring across at Dehan. I could see myself duplicated in the lenses of her sunglasses, staring back at myself across the vast, warped ocean of burgundy. 

        I gave a small laugh. “I confess to you, Dehan, right now, I am at a loss to explain this. I can’t even begin to put together a theory.” 

        She heaved a very big sigh and pulled open the door. “I know.” 

        She climbed in and I climbed in after her. The doors slammed and I said, “Steak, Dehan. This calls for steak, and wine. Maybe that will restore our perspective.” 

        I fired up the beast and we took off toward the shopping mall. 
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        Maria, the desk sergeant, leered at us across the sergeant’s desk.  

        “Morning, you two. The inspector wants to see you in his office.” Dehan made for the stairs without answering. Maria winked at me. “You been on holiday again?” 

        I smiled with dead eyes. “Special ops in Iraq.” 

        “Bit of bang bang in the sand dunes, huh?” 

        I ignored her and climbed the stairs in silence. Dehan banged on the inspector’s door and entered with a face like a summons. 

        He was his usual, cordial, urbane self, only more so. “Detectives, good morning. Please, come in and sit down. Coffee?” 

        Dehan didn’t say anything, so I answered for both of us and said, “No, thank you, sir.” 

        We sat. He sat. And we all looked at each other in silence. Finally, he said, “So, what cold case are we on at the moment?” 

        “Danny Brown, twenty years ago, Soundview Park…” 

        He nodded like he knew the case, but his narrowed eyes said he didn’t. 

        “The body was incinerated, but the feet and the head were not…” 

        “Oh, yes, the UFO case. Very challenging. And this is what has kept you away since Thursday. We are now at…” He peered at his calendar like he didn’t know what day it was. “…Tuesday.” 

        I smiled and scratched my head. “Yes, sir. Well, we had the weekend free, but Friday and Monday we were…” 

        He made a humorous face that was not unkind and suggested, “In the field.” 

        I sighed and nodded. “Yes, sir. In the field.” 

        “Like federal agents.” 

        He seemed to expect a response but Dehan was closed up like a sulking clam. I said, “An unusual series of coincidences, sir, that conspired…” I trailed off. He watched me a moment, still smiling, then turned his bland smile on Dehan. 

        “You are uncharacteristically quiet this morning, Carmen.” 

        After a moment, she said, “Yes, sir.” 

        He sighed and looked down at his blotter. “I make it a matter of personal policy to stay out of the private lives of my detectives, and officers generally, really. I trust all of you, and you two more than most.” He looked up. “As far as I am concerned, you have proved yourselves beyond question, and often gone beyond the call of duty.” 

        Dehan was frowning, like she was expecting a trap. 

        I said, “Thank you, sir.” 

        He sat back. “I am always here for my officers, but personally, I don’t care what goes on in your private lives…” He held up one finger. “With one, major caveat: As long as you don’t bring it to work with you. As long as it does not interfere with your work, or interfere with the quality of your investigation.” He frowned down at his hands and nodded repeatedly, as though they were secretly saying something interesting to him. “I think I have made myself clear and I need say no more.” 

        Dehan swallowed and I took a deep breath. “Perfectly clear, sir.” 

        We stood and as Dehan stepped out of the office ahead of me, the inspector called me back. 

        “Oh, John…” 

        I stopped and turned. “Yes, sir?” 

        “We have interrogation rooms, you know.” He smiled. “You might try conducting some of your interviews there, occasionally. And, John, I don’t quite know how to say this. Let me be blunt. It has come as no surprise to anybody. We’ve all known for a long time. And we are all very happy for you. There will be some teasing, of course, so try to make sure Carmen weathers it with good humor.” 

        I gave him my best lopsided smile and nodded. “Thank you, sir.” 

        Dehan was waiting for me on the stairs. 

        “What was that?” 

        “What was what?” 

        “Why’d he call you back?” 

        I turned to face her. I stepped in close, held her shoulders and smiled at her. “He told me it has come as no surprise to anybody. They all knew long before we did. Everybody is very happy for us and they wish us well. There will be some good-natured razzing, but we should take it in good part. Now, let’s get back to work. We have a murder to solve.” 

        She nodded and we went down to the detectives room. Mo was at his desk leering at us as we approached. Dehan dropped into her chair and he called over, “Hey, where you been all weekend…?” 

        He was about to go on, but I replied in a loud voice that just about everybody could hear, “I responded to an emergency call.” 

        He raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? Who from…?” 

        Again I cut him short. “Your wife.” I dropped into my chair and smiled at him. A few other detectives were looking over and grinning. “She said she hadn’t got laid in ten years and she was about to have an aneurism. Luckily I got to her in time. It took me all weekend to fix the problem, though.” 

        His face turned crimson. 

        “Any more questions, Mo? No?” I pointed at the work on his desk. “How about trying to make an arrest this semester?” 

        There was some suppressed chuckling around the room. I turned back to my own desk and picked up the phone. Dehan was typing furiously at her laptop, but I could see her shoulder shaking silently. 

        The phone rang a couple of times and a pretty voice answered. 

        “Hello?” 

        “Good morning, is this Jane Harrison?” 

        “Speaking.” 

        “This is Detective John Stone of the NYPD. We run a cold case unit and we are looking into the homicide of Danny Brown…” 

        “Danny? My goodness… That was twenty years ago, at least!” 

        “It was almost exactly twenty years ago. I was wondering if you could spare us some time to answer a few questions.” 

        “Of course, but I’m not sure I can tell you anything useful. I imagine you’re at the 43rd?” 

        I told her we were and she said, “OK, you’re in luck. I have the day off. I work in TV production at NBC and my timetable is pretty erratic. I can be there in less than half an hour.” 

        I thanked her and hung up. 

        Dehan spoke without looking at me. “I’ve been trying to find the footage of the lights. No luck so far. Most of the local papers carried articles on it, but the most comprehensive one was in the Fortean Times.” She shook her head. “I can’t see that any of them has anything more than we know already.” 

        I flopped back and stared at her. “And we know practically nothing.” 

        She nodded, met my eye, crossed her arms, and leaned back, mirroring my movement, and began to speak. “They all drove up to the mountain. They saw lights in the sky on his scanner. Jasmine went into a trance and said she and Danny should go to the glade.” She wagged a finger at me. “That’s a turning point. Donald says no. They return to Donald’s house. We don’t know when exactly, but presumably some time in the morning. But by six in the evening, everybody’s had enough and instead of the party they had planned, they all go home—and this is the second turning point. Because now Danny disappears. How far is it from Don’s house to Danny’s? Less than a mile. He could walk it in a quarter of an hour or twenty minutes max. But somewhere between Pugsley Avenue and Lacombe, Danny vanishes off the face of the Earth and is gone for somewhere between twenty-four and thirty-six hours.” 

        I studied her in silence for a while, then added, “And during that time he is incinerated and dismembered. We don’t know how.” 

        “Incinerated, dismembered, and placed carefully, leaving no tracks.” 

        “For no reason.” 

        “What?” 

        I shook my head, then shrugged and spread my hands. “What’s the motive? Nobody made an insurance killing on him, nobody inherited anything of value, nobody got rich from his death. He was single, everybody liked him… What was the motive?” 

        Dehan sighed and rubbed her face. “It’s not hard,” she said at last. “It’s not hard to see how Don Kirkpatrick and Detective Ochoa wound up concluding what they did. The parallel is there. We go over to Africa and we slaughter elephants, buffalo, lions—and we do it without motive. We do it for fun. So what they are proposing is that other beings come to Earth and do the same thing.” 

        I grinned. “You becoming a believer, Scully?” 

        “Take a hike. I’m saying it’s easy to see why somebody would come to that conclusion.” 

        I screwed up my face. 

        She arched an eyebrow. “What? Now you are the skeptic?” 

        “Thing is, Dehan, even if you do accept the extraterrestrial hypothesis, there are questions that have no satisfactory answer.” 

        “Like?” 

        “Like why didn’t they kill Donald? Why didn’t they kill Jasmine? Paul, Jane, Dixon and all the others? Danny was the only one who was actually keen to go to the glade. But he’s the one who gets killed.” 

        She thought about it. “OK, I’m not saying I buy this, but we’re exploring the idea, right?” 

        “Right.” 

        “So they said that Don was the rock on which they were going to build. So maybe they wanted him for that.” 

        “So are they simply hunters or have they a mission here?” I shook my head. “It lacks consistency. Even if they wanted to preserve Don and Jasmine for some reason, why only kill one of them? And why wait till he’s back in the Bronx? Why not kill him out in the mountains? If they are hunters, they could have had a field day out there in the forest.” 

        “Maybe they were not hunters. Maybe they were scientists conducting a sociological experiment that went wrong. Maybe he was taken up, and they were beaming him down to a discreet location near his home, and the transporter went wrong. That would be more consistent.” 

        I smiled at her for a moment. She picked up a pencil, stared at it and threw it on the desk. “Listen to me. Next thing, I’m going to be wearing a tinfoil hat.” 

        “Eliminate the impossible, Watson, and whatever is left, however improbable…” 

        “Not helpful.” 

        “Perhaps. But let’s be careful about what we eliminate as impossible, when it might simply be highly improbable.” 

        “What are you talking about? Are you switching the tables on me?” 

        The phone buzzed. I picked it up. 

        “Stone.” 

        “Detective Stone, you have a Jane Harrison here to see you.” 

        “OK, thanks.” I hung up. “That was fast. She’s here. You want to take her up? I’ll get coffee.” 

        Ten minutes later, I pushed through the door holding three paper cups of coffee-like substance precariously in my hands. Jane Harrison was in her early forties, but looked younger. She was well-dressed in an expensive mulberry suit and had an expensive haircut to go with it. 

        I set down the coffee and smiled at her as I sat. “It’s coffee, Jane, but not as we know it.” 

        She laughed. 

        I went on, “Thanks for coming in. The case is twenty years cold and we can use any help we can get.” 

        She gave a small frown. “To be honest, I was pretty surprised to get your call. I thought Donald Kirkpatrick’s ‘explanation’,” she put inverted commas around the world with her tone of voice, “had been accepted by default.” 

        Dehan frowned. “You don’t buy Donald’s explanation?” 

        Jane sighed and thought for a moment before answering. Then she seemed to lock onto Dehan’s eyes. “You know the poster? It has a picture of a flying saucer over a woodland, and it says, ‘I want to believe’. That was me. That was all of us back then. And it is a really bad motto. I want to believe. What does that mean? It means you are going to interpret the evidence, it means that when the evidence gives you the wrong answer, you will massage it and even distort it until it gives you the answer you want. And frankly, with hindsight, I think that is what Donald has done. OK, Danny’s death is very hard to explain in conventional terms.” She gave a small laugh. “I can’t explain it! But the fact is there is as little evidence to show he was killed by an alien hunter, as there is to show he was killed by a terrestrial drugs dealer, loan shark, or jilted lover. When you approach a mystery with that ‘I want to believe’ attitude, you’re screwed before you even begin.” 

        Dehan blinked at her a few times and smiled. “Have you any theories of your own as to what happened?” 

        She shook her head. “But I can tell you that what happened that weekend was not quite how it is portrayed in Donald’s book, or how he describes it at his conferences. There was more to it than that.” 

        I nodded a few times. “Why don’t you give us a fuller picture, starting from Friday evening?” 

        She spread out her hands on the table top and stared at her fingers for a long moment. “Probably the first thing I should tell you,” she said, “is that Paul and I were engaged to be married.” 
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        “Danny and Paul were childhood friends. They used to say they were brothers, but guys say that kind of thing, don’t they?” She glanced at me for confirmation. 

        I offered her an inexpressive smile. 

        “Whatever. They were real close and obviously loved each other…” She glanced at me, startled momentarily by the possibility that I might have misunderstood her. “Not in a weird way. They weren’t gay.” She laughed. “Just like… guys. And they were both really into that UFO stuff. Especially Danny. He was crazy about it, and he kind of infected Paul. Paul was interested, but he was also interested in other stuff, like…” She hesitated and glanced at Dehan for understanding. “Like life…right?” 

        Dehan smiled. “Right.” 

        It was a neutral statement, but Jane took it as encouragement and laughed. “Like movies, dancing, a restaurant now and then. And hey! We can talk about books that aren’t about the alien presence on Earth!” 

        I gave her an ‘I know exactly what you mean’ chuckle and said, “But hang on a moment, are we talking about Paul or Danny here?” 

        She stared at me for five whole seconds, which when you are staring at somebody is a long time. “You don’t miss much, do you?” 

        “No.” 

        She sighed. “It was kind of odd, because it was like Danny was obsessed with UFOs and the X-Files and that whole world, but somehow he made it fascinating. Plus he was funny, happy, inexhaustible and he just made you feel alive by simply being in his presence. But Paul…” She flopped back in her chair and sighed again. It was a sigh of real regret. “Paul was obsessed with Danny! I guess we all were to a greater or lesser extent. Or, if not obsessed, at least kind of really aware of him, all the time… you know?” 

        I nodded. “I feel you are leading up to something, Jane…” 

        “Yeah, I am. I’m sorry. I’m getting there, but it takes some explaining. So, Danny’s whole life was his UFO research. Which was, in a sense, why I was with Paul. With Paul, we could go out to the cinema, or watch a movie at home, maybe sometimes go out to dinner or whatever. We had a life that included more things than just aliens. But, sooner or later, the conversation would always come back to Danny.”  

        She paused, staring down at her hands. After a moment, she looked up and searched Dehan’s face. I thought I saw a hint of guilt, a plea for understanding. She went on. 

        “With Danny, the subject always came back to UFOs. With Paul, the subject always came back to Danny. I fought it, I really did, but bit by bit I began to lose respect for him.” 

        Dehan nodded a few times, and in a voice that was not unsympathetic she said, “It sounds to me, Jane, as though all along the one you were in love with was Danny.” 

        “That obvious, huh?” 

        “You said so yourself at the beginning. The only reason you were not with Danny was because his whole life was UFOs.” 

        “I said that? Yeah, I guess I said that.” 

        I sat back. “So what happened?” 

        “Something you have to understand is that Danny never fell in love. There just wasn’t a woman on Earth who could keep up with him, and he needed a woman who would not just keep up, but would challenge him. So he never gave his heart to anyone. But he was the ultimate flirt. He didn’t even know he was flirting. He didn’t care if she was ninety, two, a drop dead gorgeous supermodel, a homeless tramp, or the First Lady. It was all the same to him. If she was female, he would flirt with her. Just because flirting was fun. He would make her laugh, tease her, make her feel good about herself. And believe me, if you were a woman and you spoke to Danny for two minutes, you felt like a million bucks.” She smiled. It was a private smile between her and some special memory. “I guess there were not many girls who didn’t have a bit of a crush on him.” 

        I scratched my chin. “Jane, did Danny have occasional girlfriends? Did he have passing affairs…?” 

        “Yeah. They weren’t quite one night stands, but you knew that if you hit the sack with Danny, it would not develop into anything serious.” She laughed again, without much humor. “They were more like three or four night stands. He never lied or pretended. I guess he slept with most of the girls in the group, and some who were not in the group. He was hard to resist.” 

        “Where did these encounters take place?” 

        Her cheeks colored a little. “His parents were pretty liberal and if he took a girl home to meet them it was generally accepted that she would stay the night. But they drew the line if the girl had a boyfriend, or if they knew she had a boyfriend. So he had a van.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow. “A van?” 

        “Yeah. Sometimes we would use it to go on field trips. It was pretty luxurious in the back. He had music.” She smiled and shook her head. “He told us what it was for.” 

        We fell silent for a moment and I drummed my fingers on the table. “OK, Jane, we have been talking around this for a while. Do you think it’s time to get to the point?” 

        She nodded a few times, then took a deep, reluctant breath.  

        “Paul and I didn’t have a row or anything. We didn’t start arguing or anything like that. I truly believe he was not aware that there was a problem. But I had grown really bored with him. With him and his kind of adulation of the ground Danny walked on. And at the same time, my attraction for Danny was growing to the point where I was kidding myself that maybe I could be the one. Stupid, I know, but that was how it was. 

        “On the Friday night, we all went up to Macomb Mountain. Donald had his equipment there and we were trying to pick up signals or transmissions that might confirm there was a non-terrestrial presence in the atmosphere, the stratosphere, or even just in orbit. He also had some kind of visual scanner that could pick up light beyond either end of the visible spectrum. I’m no scientist, but the equipment seemed pretty sophisticated to me.  

        “So, around midnight we picked up some signals that Don said were not naturally occurring, and were not of human origin. I don’t know how he knew that, but he did. And then we saw lights in the sky…” 

        I asked, “Visible to the naked eye?” 

        “Uh-uh, no, on the scanner. And they were moving at incredible speeds. Accelerating naught to a thousand miles an hour instantly, then stopping dead, reversing, turning right angles. Crazy stuff you normally only read about in books. It was pretty exciting and we were all pretty high.” 

        “High?” 

        “No! No, not high. None of us was into that. No, high on adrenaline; on the buzz. So then the lights just vanished. We sat around waiting for them to come back, but they didn’t and finally a bunch of the guys got tired and went into their tents.” She paused. “I’m trying to remember who stayed… Danny, obviously, me, Don and Jasmine, and Paul… There may have been some others. The conversation was all between Don and Danny. To say they were excited would be a huge understatement. They were tripping. Then, it must have been about two in the morning, Jasmine suddenly freaks out and starts having this kind of fit. She’s shaking all over and kind of moving her hands and feet. I remember asking Don if she was epileptic. He said she wasn’t, but he was looking for something to put between her teeth to stop her from biting her tongue. We were all sort of, what the hell do we do?” She stopped, shrugged and blinked a few times. “Then it just stopped. She lay still, on her back, with her eyes closed, and started talking.” 

        I leaned forward. “Have you read Don’s book?” 

        She shook her head. “No. I didn’t want to.” 

        “Have you discussed what happened that night with many people?” 

        “I lost touch with the group immediately after what happened, and I think this is probably one of the only times I have discussed it with anybody in all this time. Why?” 

        I nodded. “OK, good, I would like you to try and be as accurate and precise as possible about what happened next, and in particular about what Jasmine said.” 

        She looked a little surprised. “OK.” She thought for a moment. “It was like it wasn’t really her talking. Her voice kind of changed. It was deeper, kind of weird. And she said… I can’t remember it verbatim, Detective Stone, but basically she said that each of us there had some kind of function, or purpose, but that she and Danny were like their messengers or spokespeople, and that they should go up a path—it was a path we had explored earlier that led to a kind of clearing—and there they would have a close encounter with these beings.”  

        She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I am not proud of my feelings right then. You know, maybe I am just really shallow. Everybody else there was, like, blown away because we were making contact with ET, and these two guys were going to carry their message to mankind. But me, all I could think of was why was it Jasmine going up that path with Danny and not me? 

        “So when Don turns around and says, no way, he will not allow Jasmine to go, I was the happiest chick in the world. So he is saying ‘Either we all ago, or nobody goes!’, most of the others are saying we should follow the aliens’ instructions to the letter, and me, I am saying, let’s me and Danny go. You know, like a compromise. And then Don got real mad, and he started quoting cases at us about where humans had been abducted and mutilated. Um… he quoted Darlington, Ohio in 1958, Sergeant Lovett in New Mexico in 1956, Guarapiranga in Brazil, in the 1980s, 1988 I think. And several other cases…” 

        She trailed off. We waited a bit, but she just sat and bit her lips. Finally, I said, “What about these cases, Jane?” 

        “Well, you’ve heard of cattle mutilation?” 

        “Something. Not much.” 

        “Well, Detective, however skeptical you are, this is something that has been going on in the Midwest for at least forty years and even the FBI don’t know what to make of it. It’s a problem, because ranchers are losing stock, sometimes by the hundred, and in every case the genitals, the lips, and other parts of the anatomy have been surgically removed, without leaving any trace of blood, or any tracks. There is basically no sign that there was anybody there. You go and talk to those ranchers, and we have, and they’ll all tell you they have seen lights in the sky at night, and in the morning they go and they have five, six, seven—sometimes more—dead cows, all surgically mutilated. Now, each one of those animals weighs half a ton. And there isn’t a trace of blood, a tire track, a foot print…” 

        She paused. “Now, what Don was telling us that night was that this also happened to people, but it’s something that is hushed up even within the UFO community, and he listed a number of cases where people had been found exsanguinated, surgically mutilated, with genitals and other parts of their body removed; and in some cases with parts of their body incinerated. As with the cattle, no trace of any person or vehicle was ever found near the body. In the light of those cases, he insisted that if anybody went, we should all go together.” She stopped and studied the expression on my face for a moment, then smiled unhappily. “If you have contacts in the FBI, check with them. You know they visited most of us after Danny’s death? This is real, Detective.” 

        “It’s also a hell of a coincidence.” 

        “Maybe. But I can tell you that I had nightmares for two years, thinking about what might have happened to us if I had persuaded Danny that we should go to that glade, that he should go with me instead of Jasmine. I had to see a therapist in the end.” 

        I grunted. “So in the morning you went back to Donald’s house?” 

        She nodded. “Yeah. We were supposed to have a barbeque, a party and chill. Don was cool like that. He and Jasmine were older than the rest of us, but they were fun.” 

        Dehan frowned. “Don? Don was fun?” 

        “Sure. Have you met him yet? He’s cool. I miss him sometimes. Real smart, intelligent, a real open mind. And lots of fun.” She laughed. “And when he and Danny started hitting off each other, they’d crack you up. They were good times. But that night we were all just kind of freaked out.” 

        “So you went home early.” 

        She didn’t answer straight away. She stared down at her hands on the table for a while, then heaved a big sigh and said, “Not exactly. I am really not proud of what I did that day. I behaved like a total bitch. I kind of lost it, and all Saturday I just came on to Danny big time. It freaked him out, it upset everybody, and it really upset Paul. At first Danny took it as a joke, but as I kept on pushing, he started to back off. Paul started getting mad. Like, he went really cold and wouldn’t talk to Danny.” She hesitated a moment. “In retrospect, I guess that was what I wanted, to break them up. So I pushed harder. When Danny wouldn’t respond, I got mad too, and around four, everybody started to leave. It was a pretty crazy weekend. Paul took me home and we broke up in the car.” 

        I said, “Was it mutual?” 

        She made a face. “Kind of. I wanted it, I was tired of him, but he broke up with me. He told me he never wanted to see me again. What made him really mad was not that I had betrayed him, but that I had broken his friendship with Danny.” 

        Dehan asked, “He phrased it like that, with those words?” 

        “Pretty much, yeah.” 

        The room fell silent for a long moment. Finally, I sighed and said, “You have given us a lot to think about, Jane. Thank you for being so candid. I just have one more question. Paul is a martial arts instructor. Was he already into the martial arts when you were engaged to him?” 

        “Oh yeah, all his life, since he was like six years old.” 

        “Taekwondo?” 

        “Not just taekwondo, though that was his main discipline, also kendo and ninjitsu.” 

        I stared at her, wondering if she realized what she had just told me. I was pretty sure she didn’t. Dehan saw her to the door while I sat and stared at the table and thought about Danny and Paul—and the FBI.  
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        Dehan returned to her desk and I stepped out to stroll under the plane trees on Storey Avenue while I phoned Bernie at the Bureau. It was warm, not yet the oppressive heat of July, but moving that way, and the dappled shade of the trees was welcome. 

        “Yeah, Stone, what’s up, my friend?” 

        “Bernie, listen, I have a very unusual request.” 

        “All of your requests are unusual, Stone. It’s what makes you so loveable—that and your hot partner. What makes this one different?” 

        “Yeah, I know, but this one is special. Listen, twenty years ago, June 8th, 1998, there was a murder in Soundview Park. It was never solved…” 

        “Yeah, I know, you’re doing the cold cases. OK, how can I help?” 

        “This case has some very unusual features, Bernie, and it seems your boys at the Bureau may have got involved.” 

        “In a homicide? That’s local PD’s brief. What was in it for the Bureau?” 

        I stopped in the shade of a tree and stared down at the sidewalk, thinking about what I was about to say. Finally, I said it. “Bernie, the victim was one Danny Brown, a UFO researcher, and there’s circumstantial evidence that he might have been killed by a UFO...” 

        I could hear the smile in his voice. “You’re kidding, right?” 

        “No, I’m not kidding, Bernie. And please note, I am not saying that I believe he was, only that there is circumstantial evidence. And also note, Bernie, that the ‘U’ in UFO stands for ‘unidentified’.” 

        He snorted. “OK.” 

        “However, the detective who had the case back then now believes the victim was in fact killed by an ET, and, the night he was killed, several hundred people saw an unidentified flying object over Soundview Park at the spot where he was killed. So, I am not saying this lightly.” 

        “OK, Stone. I hear you. What do you want?” 

        “I want you to listen to me. The UFO was seen by hundreds of witnesses, it was reported in the press—whatever it was, Bernie, it was there. That is not a matter of opinion. It’s a fact. So, here is where you can help me. Several of the people who were involved with the victim in his research claim that they were visited by agents who purported to be Feds. They say they were told by these agents to keep quiet about the murder, and about what had happened.” 

        “Holy shit.” 

        “My feelings precisely. As of right now, I am more interested in the Bureau’s involvement than in the ETs. So, I would like to interview those agents, and I need you to find out, A, if it is true that they went to see the witnesses and, B, if so, will they talk to me about it? And Bernie, make them understand I am not using official channels as a courtesy…” 

        “Yeah, OK. But you do realize, Stone, that the FBI does not have a department specializing in supernatural phenomena or UFOs. That’s just fiction.” 

        “I know that, Bernie. I also know that the Bureau has investigated both from time to time, when it has considered there might be a threat to national security.” 

        “OK, I’ll make some inquiries and get back to you.” 

        “I appreciate it. Oh, and, Bernie…” 

        “Yuh?” 

        “What do you know about cattle mutilation?” 

        “Ah, jeez! Do you know how many people ask me about that? That was, like, forty years ago out in the Midwest. Some ranchers complained that their cattle were being slaughtered and mutilated. We were asked to investigate, but the Bureau had no jurisdiction in a case like that. How is that a federal matter, right? I think we investigated a case on an Indian reservation because we had jurisdiction there and there was political pressure to do something. It turned out to be coyotes or some such. But the conspiracy theory websites get hold of this stuff, you know? And they make something out of nothing.” 

        I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. “OK, Bernie, I thanks, I appreciate it. We need to get together some time. You owe me I don’t know how many drinks.” 

        “Yeah, right. Stop talking about it and do it already!” 

        We laughed. He told me he’d get back to me and hung up. 

        I strolled back toward the station house deep in thought, came to my car, and paused to rest my ass on the hood. After staring at nothing for a while, I called Donald Kirkpatrick. It rang twice and his voice, severe and impatient, said, “Yes!” 

        “Mr. Kirkpatrick, this is Detective Stone. Good morning.” 

        He seemed to soften a bit. “Oh, Detective. What can I do for you?” 

        “I keep hearing about somebody who got footage of the lights over Soundview Park that night. Have you ever seen that film?” 

        “Yes. I own the original. I bought it from the person who made it, when I decided to write my book.” 

        “May I see it?” 

        He seemed to hesitate for a moment. “Yes, of course. Are you coming to the talk tomorrow?” 

        “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 

        “Good. Then after the conference, we can have a look at it.” 

        “Great. Mr. Kirkpatrick, before I let you go. You never mentioned that Paul Estevez and Jane Harrison were engaged.” 

        “Should I have?” 

        “Well, in view of the fact that they broke off their engagement on the night Danny was murdered, do you not think that was relevant?” 

        “Not really. Why should it be?” 

        “Do you know why they broke up?” 

        “No. It’s none of my business, Detective.” 

        “Apparently they had a row at your house.” 

        “I was not aware of it. They were terribly young at the time, Detective Stone. People of that age are always getting emotional about their relationships. Frankly, after the experiences we had just had on Macomb Mountain, I couldn’t have been less interested in Jane and Paul’s relationship.” 

        “How about Danny? Was he involved with anybody?”  

        “Not that I am aware of.” He gave a snort that might have been a laugh. “Danny was a remarkable young man, and eminently sensible. Too sensible to tie himself to any kind of long-term relationship.” 

        “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, that is the impression I am beginning to get. Thank you, Mr. Kirkpatrick. I’ll see you tomorrow evening.” 

        I hung up and watched Dehan step out of the station house and stand for a moment, looking around. She spotted me and crossed the road at a slow run.  

        “You hiding, Mr. Stone?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “I’ve been looking for the movie of the lights. I don’t think it was ever uploaded to Youtube. I contacted NBC, who ran it on the news at…” 

        She stopped because I was shaking my head. “Kirkpatrick has it. He’s going to bring it along tomorrow night for us to see.” 

        She narrowed her eyes and nodded, then pointed at me. “You the man.” 

        “I also asked Bernie to put us in touch with the agents who—allegedly—spoke to the witnesses. We’ll see where that leads. Maybe we’ll both get abducted, or visited by men in black.” 

        She sat next to me and chewed her lip, staring at the blacktop. “So now we have a motive. Jealousy.” 

        “Mm-hm…” 

        “And he’s Latino. Latinos can be very jealous.” 

        “Is that so?” 

        She nodded. “Yup.” Then she shrugged and peered at me in the sunshine. “It doesn’t help us much, because, with a guy like Danny, we might have a hundred motives. There is no telling how many girls he was sleeping with.” 

        I studied her face a moment and was struck for the thousandth time by how exquisite it was. “Yeah, it could be a jealous husband, a jealous boyfriend, a woman scorned …” I shook my head and shrugged my shoulders. “Or any variation on that theme. But, what does help us to narrow it down a bit, or should help us, is the way in which the murder was executed. If anything should point out an individual, it is the unique character of this murder.” 

        We were both silent for a moment. Because, despite my insightful observation, unless it was a jealous alien or a jilted alien, the nature of the murder did not immediately point to anybody.  

        Then Dehan said, “One thing that did strike me was that Paul practices kendo. Samurai swords, if they are well made, can be as sharp as razor blades. And a real expert can split a lentil in half with a single strike. Paul is a seventh dan in taekwondo, Stone, I saw the marks on his belt. Believe me, that guy can kill you fifteen different ways in fifteen seconds, and he has control and precision in his strikes.” 

        I studied her a moment. “So we are saying, what? That he beheaded Danny at some other location…” 

        “Hence the absence of blood.” 

        “Then cut off his feet and his genitals and, somehow, in a way we do not yet understand, placed the body in the park…” 

        “…Set up the hoax with the UFO and the lasers, and got away, in a way we do not yet understand, without leaving any prints.” She sighed. “It is the seedling of a theory.” 

        I shook my head. “The only part of this theory that makes any sense to me at the moment is the castration. If we are dealing with jealousy or a scorned lover, castration makes sense. But decapitation, cutting off the feet, UFOs…” I sighed. “But I’ll tell you what my main problem with it is. This homicide went down one of two ways: either it is genuinely what it appears to be, and we simply don’t understand the motivation and thinking of the killer because he, she, it, or they are literally alien; or it was very carefully planned and executed. Now, if what Jane has told us is accurate, Paul simply did not have the time to plan and execute the murder. So the only person we know of with a motive, did not have the means.” 

        She grunted. Overhead, a pigeon landed clumsily in the tree, beating its wings noisily against the canopy. A couple of uniforms stood in the sunshine across the road, talking and laughing. One went inside, the other walked toward a car, fitting on his hat with both hands. It was all very normal, very mundane. 

        “Unless,” Dehan said abruptly, “Jane was as oblivious to Paul’s thoughts and feelings as she thought he was to hers.” 

        I frowned. “Talk me through.” 

        “Think about it. He is fixated on her and Danny. He doesn’t want to lose either of them. So he is paying attention to both of them. He is very aware of both of them. But Jane is fixated on Danny, not Paul. So she is super aware of everything Danny says, everything he does. She is paying attention. However, she is not paying attention to what Paul is saying or doing—or feeling! She told us. She said he was boring her. All she could think about is Danny…” 

        “OK, I get it, but what’s your point?” 

        “My point is, she told us that Paul didn’t notice that she was falling for Danny, but she was wrong. What happened was that she didn’t notice that he had noticed. Because she wasn’t paying attention to him. But Paul did notice, and at some point he began to get jealous. He began to get mad. And then—” She jabbed a finger on my shoulder. “He started to plan. He started to plan how he was going to eliminate Danny from the picture and get his revenge.” 

        I looked at her for a moment, then pointed at her the way she had pointed at me. “That, Detective Dehan, is the seedling of a theory. That begins to ring true. Now we just have to answer the question, how does a two hundred and twenty pound man arrange to carry the remains of his friend into the park without leaving prints and…and…” I wagged a finger at her. “…remember, the rain was not something he would necessarily have predicted. Not in June. In fact, all of the events that apparently led up to the murder were not predictable.” 

        She stood, pursed her lips, and shoved her hands in her back pockets. Then she walked in a slow semi circle around me and back again, stopped, and shook her head. “No. You are still thinking along the lines that the events of that night were the motive for the killing. But like you said in the beginning, let’s home in closer and dissect this a little more. Think of it this way, that the events of that night were just symptomatic of the motive to kill. Like I said before, this was something that had been building up for some time. He’s been aware, maybe since the beginning, that the man Jane really wants is Danny. His jealousy and his hatred have been building over time. The plan was already laid—all but ready.  

        “Now, if that is true, Stone, that takes us back into March, maybe even earlier. And if that is true, the planning would have had to take into account the likelihood of rain, and include some way of crossing muddy terrain without leaving prints. Jane’s attack of jealousy against Jasmine and her flirtation with Danny may have been the trigger, but the round was already loaded and the hammer was cocked.” 

        “A nicely rounded metaphor, Dehan.” 

        “Thank you. And Jasmine’s trance was probably something that was going to happen sooner or later anyway. As it was, when it happened, it set off the whole series of events that followed, and drove Paul to execute the plan he had been developing for several months.” 

        I thought about it. “It’s good. It’s coherent. It’s motive.” I looked at her. “But the question remains, how did he do it? And it raises another question, too. Where?” 

        She became suddenly very serious, stepped close to me, and placed her hand on my chest. 

        “Where? Right there in the park. What if…” She paused. “What if Paul gets home, his rage is out of control. He’s had enough. He calls Danny and says he wants to meet him. They both live near by. Paul suggests the park. It isn’t raining yet. Paul brings along his sword. He decapitates Danny. Death would be instant. He would not bleed a lot. He cuts off the feet and the genitals, not just relieving his rage but making it look like one of the mutilations Don has just told them about. Then he drags the body over to the location, sets it up and leaves…” 

        “What about…?” 

        “Wait! He goes to his car, which he has parked nearby, and he brings with him his remote controlled UFO—part of the plan he had already developed. He douses the body in petrol, then sets off the UFO to attract viewers and press. The UFO starts flashing its lights. Now, here’s the clever part. He has rigged a small, battery powered ignition device and linked it to the remote control, to spark when the UFO starts firing its lasers, and ignite the petrol. The body is burned and, later, it starts to rain and the small amount of blood left where the body was killed, is washed away into the soil. In the morning we are left with the mystery of an alien murder. After that, leave it to Don’s conscience to build up the mythology surrounding the case. What am I?” 

        “That is very clever. You are very clever.” 

        “Tell me again, but use another word, not clever. What am I?” 

        “Smart. You are very…” 

        “Brilliant! I am brilliant! Me Holmes, you Watson. Suck it up, Stone, man. Ha!” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her. “It is a very compelling theory, my dear Dehan. How do we prove it?” 

        She thought for a moment, looking up at the leaves on the London plan trees. 

        “After twenty years, physical and forensic evidence is out of the question. So we haul Paul in, present him with what Jane has told us, and scare him into confessing.” 
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        But Paul was out of town till the next day.  

        I called Frank at the ME’s and asked him to dig out the ME’s report on the case, which he did and emailed it over. I printed two copies and gave one to Dehan. We read it in detail and found it contained nothing we didn’t already know. That night, and much of the next day, we spent reading Donald Kirkpatrick’s book, Heaven’s Fire. It was well written and extremely persuasive.  

        It was structured in two parts. The first part of the book dealt with the question of UFOs generally and made a strong case that there was an extraterrestrial presence on Earth. It argued that since the end of the World War II, western governments had been engaged in a cover up, concealing the truth about the presence of ET on Earth. The reason for the cover up was not clear, and he admitted that all he had was speculation. But much of his speculation was based on strong evidence made some kind of sense: avoiding mass panic, using technology recovered from Roswell against the Soviet Union during the Cold War, and a more farfetched theory involving a secret war with the aliens. 

        He didn’t prove his case, he left many questions unanswered, but he made a well-reasoned, compelling argument with lots of circumstantial evidence. 

        The second part of the book dealt with Danny’s murder. It set out to prove, in his own words, that Danny had been ‘deliberately killed by an alien, extraterrestrial presence’. He did not start, as I had expected him to, with the events of the two days leading up to Danny’s death. Instead, he went into a detailed analysis of the many cases of cattle mutilation in the Midwest since the 1970s. It did not agree, in any way, with what Bernie had told me. 

        According to Kirkpatrick, Senator Floyd K. Haskell had asked the FBI for help, back in 1975, because of growing public concern about well over a hundred mutilations that had taken place in Colorado alone. But by 1979, the FBI had reported that there had been an estimated eight thousand mutilations in Colorado, causing somewhere in the region of one million dollars worth of damage. 

        The mutilations were all very similar. The incisions were always surgical in nature, clean and precise. In most cases the animals were drained of blood, but there was never any sign of blood in the immediate area of the slaughter.  

        One of the features that Kirkpatrick pointed to as evidence of ET was the speed with which some of the mutilations were carried out. To illustrate this, he related a case reported by the NIDS of two ranchers in Utah, in 1997, who were tagging their cattle. Having tagged a particular animal, they continued working, just three hundred yards away. Forty-five minutes later, they found the calf completely eviscerated, with all its internal organs missing: no blood, no entrails, no tracks,  and as in all the other cases, there were no tracks or footprints around the site of the mutilated animal. It was as though the attackers had approached from the air. 

        He detailed many similar cases. In the end, the FBI had concluded their investigation and admitted they could not explain how the animals were killed, or why they were killed in that particular way. Local law enforcement continued to investigate, but with no results. 

        He then went on to list a number of human deaths and mutilations which were very similar in character to the cattle mutilations. These included an unidentified Brazilian man in Guarapiranga who had had all his internal organs removed, along with his lips, eyes, ears and tongue. He had not bled, and his body had shown no signs of decay after seventy-two hours of his death. The coroner’s report was included in the book, with its official seal.  

        Other cases were listed, like the case of USAF Sergeant Jonathan Lovette and Major Bill Cunningham, in which the major allegedly witnessed the sergeant being abducted by a UFO in the desert near the Holloman Airbase. His body turned up three days later, expertly exsanguinated and eviscerated. Just like the cows in the Midwest. Just like the man at Guarapiranga. 

        By six in the evening, I had not yet come to Danny’s death, or the events of that weekend. I dropped the book on the desk and looked at Dehan. She was engrossed in her copy, frowning hard. Without looking at me, she said, “What?” 

        “Time to go.” 

        She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Let me finish this page.” 

        I stood and put my jacket on. “Come on, Carmencita, I’ll take you to see the real thing.” 

        She sighed, put a marker in the page, and stood.  

        Outside it was still light, but there was a copper quality to the air, the shadows were long, and the birds sounded sleepy. As we climbed into the Jag, she said, “Is this for real, Stone? He is making a damn good case. I can see why a lot of people believe him. I don’t mind telling you it is scaring me.” 

        I fired up the engine and pulled out of the lot. As we headed toward Bruckner Boulevard, I made a face and shook my head. “He makes a compelling case for the existence of UFOs. I’ve got to the cattle mutilations…” 

        “Same.” 

        “So far, he hasn’t proved anything, but he is putting up a damn good argument. As far as explaining Danny’s death…” I shrugged. “I haven’t got there yet, but I am not seeing it.” I glanced at her and smiled. “Besides, what happened to Holmes? I thought you had the whole thing figured out.” 

        She scowled. “You’re a son of a bitch, Stone. You knew perfectly well there was no petrol, no accelerant of any sort found in the ashes or the soil. That’s why you asked Frank to send over the ME’s report.” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, that was a small problem, plus it had been raining on and off all afternoon—Ochoa told us that—so the clay would have been wet long before they got there. And there was another problem…” 

        She looked at me. “You could have told me all this when I came up with the theory.” 

        “But you looked so happy. And, also, there might still be something in it.” 

        “What’s the other thing?” 

        “To incinerate his body to the state it was in, it would have needed around one thousand, eight hundred degrees Fahrenheit, sustained for about two hours. Even then, there would have been more bones in the ashes. The boiling point of hydroxyapatite is around one thousand five hundred centigrade, which is about two thousand five hundred degrees Fahrenheit. Hydroxyapatite is a naturally-occurring mineral form of calcium, which you would need to evaporate to make bone disintegrate. So either he was burned for over two hours at nearly two thousand degrees, or he was blasted with heat at nearly three thousand degrees for a short while.” 

        She looked out the window at the passing houses as the streetlamps started to come on. “You just happen to know this, about what temperatures bodies burn, and hydroxipa-whatever.” 

        “No, but I have a book on the subject. It’s on the shelf at home. I looked it up. Books are good like that.” 

        “Point taken. So we are back to square one.” 

        I shook my head. A car passed with its headlamps on. I leaned forward and switched mine on, too. Imperceptibly, dusk moved in and turned the air grainy.  

        “What you did was show that with a little ingenuity, you can make a murder look like the work of aliens.” 

        We drove in silence for a while, but as we turned onto Morris Park Avenue, she suddenly shook her head. “I don’t know, Stone. I don’t think I did, because, A, the timing of the rain was crucial and, B, even if you remove the rain from the equation, the fact remains, you need about three thousand degrees to burn the body. The cuts on his feet and neck were singed, but the head and feet themselves, his hair and his flip-flops were untouched, just like the grass underneath him. However ingenious his killer was, that is one tall order.” 

        I nodded. I had to admit she was right. And after a moment, she added, “And let’s face it, do you see Paul as the type to dream up something that elaborate?” 

        I shrugged and made a face. “People can surprise you. Sometimes if you over-think something it becomes more complicated than it need be. An uncomplicated mind sees things more clearly.” 

        She grunted. “What do you think?” 

        I shook my head again. “At the moment I’m trying not to think.” 

        “The way of the empty mind, Sensei? Idiot Do?” 

        “Something like that.” 

        We left the car in the large parking lot and entered the lobby of the hotel as dusk was shifting to evening. The conference was signposted and we made our way to a large, windowless, ‘L’ shaped room down a blue, carpeted passage. Rows of chairs had been set out facing a table holding a small projector, with a screen set up behind it. The event was well attended. I figured there were maybe seventy or eighty people there, and more were arriving. Among the throng, talking to a man by the projector, I saw the long, lanky figure of Donald Kirkpatrick.  

        In the foot part of the ‘L’, opposite the entrance, I saw Jasmine at another table, setting out cups, plastic bottles of water, and jugs of orange juice. I approached her and smiled. She didn’t look at me. 

        I said, “Hello, Jasmine. Do you know if Paul Estevez is here?” 

        For a moment, she ignored me completely and I thought maybe she hadn’t heard me. Then she gave her head a tiny shake and said, “Not yet,” turned, and hurried away. 

        We made our way to the conference section and found a couple of seats at the back, in the corner, where we could observe without being observed. But as it turned out, that was something of a vain hope.  

        Five minutes later, all the seats were filled and Kirkpatrick was having a few last words with a man in a blue blazer. I guessed he was the speaker. He was a strongly built, earnest-looking man in his mid sixties, with a graying beard and very short, gray hair. The man stepped back, beside the projector, and Kirkpatrick stepped forward, looked out at his audience and the murmur of conversation hushed. He smiled, and instantly looked like a different man. For a moment, I could almost see the man Jane had described to us. 

        “Welcome,” he said, “I am delighted to see so many familiar faces, and a few new ones. Today is a very special day for me. It is twenty years this week that I decided to start researching Heaven’s Fire, just a couple of weeks after Danny Brown’s death. So, in what some might think a futile gesture, I am dedicating this conference, tonight, to the memory of a very remarkable young man. His parents, Stuart and May, are with us tonight, and we extend an especially warm welcome to them.” 

        I had seen them come in a couple of minutes earlier, and now several heads turned to look, there was some friendly waving, and silent mouthing of greetings. Kirkpatrick started talking again. 

        “We extend also a very warm welcome to Detectives John Stone and Carmen Dehan, who are with us tonight…” There was more head turning and staring, but more in astonishment this time than in friendliness. “They are, curiously enough, here tonight because the New York Police Department has decided to reopen the case on Danny’s homicide, and we are keen to cooperate as fully as possible. Who knows, they may end up with some very unsuspected suspects.” 

        He smiled and there was scattered laughter. He became serious again, and waited for the laughter to subside. 

        “I doubt there is a person in this room who is not familiar with the name Danny Brown. To Stuart and May, he was their cherished son. To me, he was like the son I never had. To many, he was an inspiration, for his dedication and energy, to all of us he was a well-loved friend. It is impossible to conceive that he was anything but that, to anybody. Which is why it is such a tragedy, and such a mystery, that he is not with us tonight. We continue with our mission, in his memory.” There was a lot of warm applause. He gestured to the man behind him and said, “Please welcome as our first speaker tonight, a man who needs no introduction, United States of America Air Force Colonel Chad Hait!” 

        I looked at Dehan. Her eyebrows had shot up all the way to her hairline. Colonel Hait spoke in a voice that was accustomed to being listened to. 

        “ I never had the honor of meeting Danny Brown, but I know how much he meant to most everybody here, and as I address you tonight, I do so with the belief that his death will not be a vain one. I have been researching the subject of UFOs for about forty years, since I was a young pilot stationed across the Atlantic. I have been an active, dedicated investigator for the last twenty of those years. And I can tell you that within the field of UFO research there is one subject that is taboo; one subject that nine out of every ten ufologists will not address—will not even talk about—and that is the possibility that the Visitors are not, as many believe, highly advanced, benign friends and guardians, but hostile predators, just as Professor Stephen Hawking predicted they would be…” He paused and looked around the room. “Well, let me tell you.” He smiled and gave a small laugh. “And I hope our friends from the NYPD are awake and paying attention, because I have with me here tonight hard, photographic evidence, and sworn testimony, from witnesses in the U.S.A., in Latin America and in Europe, that proves beyond any reasonable doubt that the alien visitors to this planet are hostile. Let me put it simply, ladies and gentlemen, they are here to kill us.” 
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        The colonel continued in that vein for the next sixty minutes. And he was as good as his word. He adduced photographic evidence, and sworn statements, to back up three cases of people who had been killed in inexplicable circumstances, that were all recognizable as what he called ‘classic mutilations’: they had all had their blood drained out of their bodies, all had at least some organs surgically removed, and in all cases, there were no tracks or footprints in the vicinity.  

        When he’d finished showing us the last of his slides, he was quiet for a moment, sucking on his teeth. “I’m going to go off on a tangent here for a moment,” he said suddenly. “As I have already said, I am glad we have two police officers here tonight, because I want to ask them both a question. I know it’s hypothetical, and I know it calls for speculation, but we’re among friends here and nobody is going to hold you to your word, or quote you.” There was some scattered laughter. “Detective Dehan, Detective Stone, many of us in this room have had visits from that other law enforcement agency, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, at some time in our lives. Usually they have not been asking for information so much as requiring us not to divulge any to anybody else. But on this occasion, as we have you here, let me ask you this: Let’s assume the murderer in this case is not from Alpha Centauri, but Sicily. Let’s say we are not trying to prove that the killer is an extraterrestrial, but a Mafioso—are we ready to go to the DA? Are we ready to go, with this evidence, to the DA? What is he going to say? Have we got enough to go to trial and be confident of a win?” 

        Everybody turned to look at us. Dehan looked at me. I thought about it for a moment and stood. 

        “First of all, I can’t speak for the DA. Maybe Darcel is a fan of the X-Files. I don’t know her that well. But setting that to one side, it’s not that simple, Colonel. Because we’re talking about different burdens of proof. The burden of proof you need to convince a cop, or the DA, that the Mafia was behind a murder is actually pretty low.” There was a small ripple of laughter. “But the burden of proof you need to convince a court of law that Robert de Niro whacked Joe Pesci in Tony’s Ristorante on February 14th, is very high. It is, as you said, beyond a reasonable doubt.  

        “What does that mean? What am I saying here? I’m saying that, if Joe Pesci winds up dead, shot six times, execution style, in Tony’s Ristorante, I’m already pretty sure it was the Mob. I might be wrong, but I am personally convinced this was a Mob hit. However, to convict de Niro in a court of law, I need proof. I need the murder weapon, I need forensic evidence from ballistics, I need fingerprints, I need eyewitnesses who can personally identify de Niro. And above all I need, not just a victim, but also a particular person I can attribute the murder to.” I shrugged. “The difference is that I am looking for an Italian individual. You are trying to prove the Italians actually exist.” 

        He smiled. “Fair point.” 

        There was a lot of muttering and murmuring. After a moment, I added, “For what it’s worth, if you were trying to prove, in a court of law, that those murders could only have been committed by… the ‘Mafia’, I’d say you’d have the defense sweating and loosening their ties.” 

        There was a fifteen minute break, and for a short while the room was in mild uproar. People thronged around Colonel Hait and Donald Kirkpatrick and I scanned the room for Paul. 

        Dehan pointed, said, “He’s there,” and swung her long legs over the back of her chair to go after him.  

        I followed her through the crowd to where Paul was talking to a small man in sparkling eye shadow and a purple velvet cloak. She placed a hand on his shoulder and smiled, but it wasn’t a particularly nice smile. 

        I said to the man in the cloak, “May we borrow him for a while?” and gently hustled Paul out to the corridor. The doors thudded behind us and suddenly it was very quiet. 

        He was looking from me to Dehan and back again. He looked worried. “Is there a problem?” 

        I shook my head. “No. We were just talking and we have a few loose ends we’d like you to tie up for us. Maybe you could you come in tomorrow and we could go over them with you?” 

        “Loose ends? Like what?” 

        I smiled. “Let’s talk about it tomorrow. What time suits you?” 

        He looked more worried. “Nine AM?” 

        “Perfect.” 

        The door opened and Kirkpatrick stepped out with his wife behind him. The agreeable smile had gone, replaced with his usual look of sour betrayal. He saw Paul and snapped, “There you are. I’m going to take the detectives to the small conference room. I need you to supervise the Q and A. Do you think you can manage that?” 

        “Of course.” To us he said, “Excuse me,” and went back inside. 

        Kirkpatrick said, “Follow me,” and began to walk. He had a large bag hung around his shoulder. As I fell into step beside him he extracted from it a cardboard box containing a videocassette. “Remember these?” He handed it to me. “It wasn’t so long ago. They were replaced by digital cameras only twelve years ago, but it seems like another world. That’s the original film, shot on the Sunday night, over Soundview Park. I assume you will want to hang on to it as evidence, but I would like it back when you’re done with it.” 

        He pushed into a small conference room and Dehan, Jasmine, and I followed him in. There was a row of windows along one wall with slatted blinds drawn down, shutting out the night. A long table occupied the center of the floor with six chairs set around it. He turned to his wife and said, “Kill some of these lights, will you?” 

        As she did so, he pulled a laptop from his bag, opened it, and plugged a pen drive into one of the USB ports. He rattled at the keyboard and said, “Sit down, Detectives. This is a digital copy of exactly what you have on the videotape I have given you.” 

        We sat and he turned the laptop to face us, then stepped away with one hand behind his back, the other separating the slats of the blinds so he could gaze out the window at the darkness and the distant sparkle of anonymous lights. 

        The screen was black. Then it was suddenly filled with fuzzy, colored light that moved around while the cameraman tried to focus in on it. You could hear lots of excited voices. Some of them were screaming, others were asking, “What the hell is it?” The camera zoomed out, focused, and then began to zoom slowly in again. In the foreground you could see a throng of people. I guessed about forty or fifty, lining O’Brien Road, staring up at the sky. Many of them had umbrellas. 

        You could also make out the line of trees that fringed and concealed the park, so that it was impossible to tell if Danny was already there or not. Above the park, in the air, the shape of the UFO was not discernible. All you could see were bright red, blue and yellow lights, and among them smaller lights of the same colors, which were flashing intermittently. It was hard to tell if the object was stable or not, because the camera was moving, so it seemed to dance around on the screen. But by freezing the image I was able to make a rough estimate of its size. I said to Dehan, “What do you think, six to ten feet across?” 

        She nodded. 

        Kirkpatrick said to the window, “The experts we submitted it to estimated eight, so you are in the same ballpark.” 

        Dehan spoke half to herself. “Too small to carry a man or a woman.”  

        I shrugged. “Assuming he was a full-sized human.” 

        She frowned at me, but before she could answer I pressed ‘play’ again. Loud screams erupted from the computer. What had triggered the screams was a sudden burst of red lasers, about six of them, that erupted from the belly of the craft toward the ground. Somebody expostulated, “Holy shit!” 

        Somebody else was shouting, “It’s an attack! Is it an attack? What the hell is going on? Is it an attack!” 

        The lasers stopped and then erupted again. The bursts were repeated a total of six times, then the craft began to move away, out over the East River. It was hard to be precise, but I figured it had gone three or four hundred yards when there was a white flash and it vanished.  

        There were more screams and shouts, the camera searched the sky, there were more voices saying, “It’s gone! It’s just gone, man!” And the film ended. 

        I sat back in my chair, staring at the blank screen, thinking. I said, absently, “You showed this to the feds?” 

        He was still peering out through the slats. “I contacted them and invited them to come and view it. They took it away, copied it, and returned it.” 

        “Did they comment on it?” 

        He smiled, let go of the slats and came to stand by the table. “They said it was clearly authentic, but it was impossible to see what it was.” He sighed noisily. “What is clear, I think you’ll agree, is that when it fires its lasers, it is right above where Danny’s body was found.” 

        I nodded. “Yes, that much is clear.” 

        He stared at me from under his eyebrows. It struck me that his was an angry, bitter face. It was a face, I thought, that had been robbed and now wanted revenge. He said, suddenly, “We are at war, Detective Stone, only we don’t know it. I don’t know if the government knows it, or if there are people in the Bureau or the CIA who know it. I hope so, but innocent people, like Danny, are being systematically abducted, mutilated, and killed, and as of today, we are defenseless against them.” 

        I sighed and stood. “That’s a lot of conclusions, Mr. Kirkpatrick. Maybe it’s like me and the Mob.” I gestured at the computer. “That is enough for you to know for sure that you are right in what you believe. But to prove it, in a court of law, or before a select committee, you need hard evidence. You need a weapon, fingerprints, DNA…” I shook my head. “What you have here is a compelling argument. But you do not have proof of anything, except that there were lights over Soundview Park the night Danny was found there.” 

        He studied my face a moment, then looked away. “I am a scientist, Detective Stone, I know about evidence and proof. I was not intending to prove anything to you. I was simply hoping to open your eyes to what is happening. I hope I have done that, if only a little.” 

        I held up the tape cassette. “Thank you for this. We’ll be in touch.” 

        Out in the corridor again, I saw Stuart and May Brown standing, holding paper cups of coffee and talking quietly to each other. I stared at Dehan a moment, thinking, then made my way toward them. She followed. Stuart looked up as we approached and half-grimaced, half-smiled. “Detectives, we didn’t expect to see you here. We were just debating whether to go home.” 

        I smiled blandly. “Subtle. No need, we are just leaving.” 

        He closed his eyes a moment. “I didn’t mean to be rude.” 

        “Don’t worry, we’re used to it. I just wanted to ask you something. I keep hearing about how devoted Danny was to the subject of UFOs…” 

        Stewart nodded. “It was his life. I have no doubt, if he had lived, he would have become one of the big names in the field. He had that kind of dedication.” 

        I nodded. “That is certainly the impression I am getting. But I also keep hearing about how attractive he was to women.” 

        May laughed out loud. There was an element of ridicule to it, but a lot of maternal pride too. I watched her and waited for her to stop. Dehan asked, “What’s the joke?” 

        She smiled at Dehan and there was a hard glint in her eyes. “Don’t take offence, honey, I’m on your side. I am just amused to see that the New York Police Department is as imaginative as ever in its investigation of crime.” 

        My eyebrows told her I was surprised. “I didn’t know you were a criminologist, Mrs. Brown. I thought you were a secondary school music teacher.” 

        Her face became hostile. 

        I didn’t let her answer. I turned to Stuart. “It would be very helpful for us to have a better understanding of Danny’s romantic life. Did he have a girlfriend, was there anyone special…” 

        May started talking again. “What possible connection can that have with his…” 

        She didn’t get any further. Dehan cut her dead. “Do you know who killed your son?” 

        May looked startled. “We are satisfied that…” 

        “I’m not asking you what species of being killed your son. I’m asking you if you know the name and identity of the individual who killed your son!” 

        “No, of course not…” 

        “It was never discovered, right?” 

        “No, but…” 

        “Did anybody ever investigate his love life before?” 

        “No…” 

        “So quit acting smart and answer the damned questions—honey.” 

        She went puce. 

        I turned to Stewart. “What can you tell me about your son’s love life, Mr. Brown?” 

        “Um…not a lot. It is true he was attractive to women. It wasn’t unusual for him to have a woman stay the night. But there didn’t seem to be anyone…”  

        He hesitated. 

        I said, “You’re not one hundred percent sure about that, are you?” 

        He closed his eyes and shook his head. “It is nothing I can put my finger on, but I did have the feeling for a couple of weeks or so before he died that there might have been someone he was a little more serious about.” 

        Dehan asked, “Someone he brought home?” 

        “No, that’s just it. He didn’t bring anyone home, which was unusual for him.” 

        I raised an eyebrow. My mind was working faster than I could keep up with. “Someone he was taking to his van?” 

        He smiled. “It’s possible. It was just a feeling.” 

        I nodded. “Thank you. Enjoy the rest of the conference.” 

        We stepped out of the hotel into the parking lot. It was floodlit by spindly, aluminum giants with glowing eyes that spread a depressing yellow light over several hundred cars, all of which observed us with dead, black windshields. Our heels made stark echoes across the silence as we crossed toward the Jag. Then Dehan stopped abruptly as I pulled the keys from my pocket. She looked up at the sky, but the sky was invisible, as were the stars, obscured by the glowing blanket of interference generated by the city lights. She spoke with her face upturned, trying to pierce that veil of light, to see into the dark.  

        “Why did they wait?” She looked at me. “If he transgressed some rule or law by not going to the glade, why didn’t they zap him right there, at the camp site?” 

        “That was my question to you, remember?” 

        I opened the car, but she stayed, staring up, with the ghostly lamplight on her skin. “Now I’m asking you,” she said quietly. 

        I smiled and shrugged. “Jack Alderman.” 

        Now she looked at me and frowned. “Jack Alderman?” 

        “Sentenced to death in Georgia in 1975, and executed thirty-three years later.” 

        She walked toward me and stood looking up into my face. “You mean, just because they are aliens doesn’t mean they don’t have procedures to follow? They had to seek authorization? Maybe there was an appeal? Rubber stamps…?” 

        “If, Dehan.” I said, “If they are aliens. We have no idea what happened that night. This is all mind-blowing stuff, I agree, but none of it—none of it—so far, proves anything at all.” 

        She puffed out her cheeks and blew, then leaned the top of her head against my chest. “Take me home,” she said, “My head is going to explode.” 
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        She was peeling potatoes by the sink. I took a cold beer from the fridge and cracked it for her, then mixed myself a strong martini, dry. I took a long pull, felt myself start to relax and started cutting the potatoes into French fries. I glanced at her. Her face was kind of rigid. She peeled and chopped some onion and garlic and threw them in a pan of oil with the potatoes. After that, she wrenched open the fridge and hauled out tomatoes, lettuce, avocado, cucumber, and, from a cupboard, a jar of artichoke hearts. Then she started making salad with enough aggression to take down Mike Tyson. When she had reduced the tomatoes to a bloody mess, she turned and stared at me with wide eyes and clenched jaw. 

        “We are going about this all wrong.” 

        I shrugged with one shoulder. “I would have cut the tomatoes into chunks rather than make a puree.” 

        “Danny was not killed by aliens!” 

        “As I have said to you before, statistics support that view.” 

        “But!” 

        “But…” 

        “From trigger to execution…” 

        “You mean from the trance on Friday night to his death Sunday night?” 

        “There simply wasn’t time to set up something this elaborate…” 

        “You said Paul might have been building up for months…” 

        “For petrol and drones! But we’ve seen it was much more elaborate than that! Something this elaborate…” 

        I sighed. “OK…” 

        “That is…” She put her long index finger on my chest. “There wasn’t time for people with the resources of Paul or Jane to set it up.” 

        “Jane?” 

        She looked surprised. “Sure, she has as much motive as Paul.” 

        “Interesting. But you are saying not Jane because she hadn’t the resources.” 

        “Yeah, but my point is, I am excluding the damned aliens!” 

        “So our question, you are saying, should be, who, exclusively among humans, had the resources?” 

        “Yes!” 

        “And your suggestion is…?” 

        She stared at me for a long moment. “Are you taking me seriously?” 

        “Yes.” I pulled the salad bowl over and started making a salad that didn’t look like the Texas Chainsaw Massacre. “But while you tell me your thoughts, open the wine and put the steaks on.” 

        She walked away and after a moment I heard the cork pop. Then the fridge opened and closed and she came and stood next to me while the griddle got hot. She said, “The Feds.” 

        I stopped dead and turned to stare at her. “The Feds? Dehan, do you realize what you are saying?” 

        “Of course I do.” 

        I shook my head. “No. It doesn’t make sense. They might, at a real stretch, break the rules to eliminate a terrorist, somebody the director deemed a real threat, but Danny Brown? Besides, that culture hasn’t existed in the Bureau since Hoover.” 

        She held up her hands, “OK, OK, OK, maybe not the Feds, but some department acting on information supplied by the Feds.” 

        I stared at her for a long time. I had a bad feeling. Past her shoulder I could see the griddle beginning to smoke. I sighed. “Let’s get the meat on.” 

        She sprinkled coarse salt on them, slung them on the iron and they hissed and caught fire. I took the salad to the table, checked the French fries, and started to spoon them onto the plates. We didn’t talk again till we were sitting at the table and I was pouring the wine.  

        I watched her cut into her steak and was momentarily hypnotized by the trace of blood that trickled across her plate and mixed with the oil from the salad. She stuffed the piece in her mouth and watched me while she chewed. She said, with her mouth full, “Come on, Stone, we both know there are departments in the White House and the Pentagon that not even the President is aware of.” 

        I stuffed an excess of fries and steak into my mouth and said, “Bumph, oy, eehang?” She frowned. I swallowed and drained half my glass of wine. “But why, Dehan? Why would the federal government want to assassinate Danny Brown? It’s nuts. Leave aside for the moment the effort and expense of such an elaborate hit. Why would they want to kill him, of all people? A twenty year old geek! They have a hundred terrorists, Islamic and domestic, they could go after. Why Danny Brown, who is not a threat to anybody?” 

        She pointed at me with her fork. “But what if he was?” 

        I spread my hands. “How?” 

        She wagged the fork and narrowed her eyes. “We have been focusing on the relationship between Jane, Danny, and Paul, thinking of a sexual motive for his murder. But what else happened that night, Stone?” 

        I sighed, ate, and thought. “The trance…” 

        She shook her head. “That is still in the sexual motivation. It triggered Jane’s jealousy and Paul’s. Before that. What were they talking about? What were they excited about? Why were they still up when everybody else had gone to bed?” 

        “The lights they had seen, and the signals Don said were not naturally occurring.” 

        “Stone, what if the equipment Don had developed allowed them to stumble on a classified military research program. It is not so farfetched. There was a lot of high-tech R and D going on at that time. They did see something that night, and they did hear something, and…” 

        “We don’t know that. We only know they believe they did.” 

        “But that very weekend Danny dies in very bizarre circumstances. Circumstances that so far neither of us has been able to explain. Circumstances that require resources!” 

        We ate in silence for a while. We drained our glasses and I refilled them. Then she said, “You have to ask yourself, Stone. I mean, just put the idea of aliens out of your mind for a moment. Let’s have a reality check. If you eliminate the alien hypothesis, you have to ask yourself, why would his killer make it look like he was killed by aliens? And also, who had the resources to do that at such short notice?” 

        I nodded. “Those are probably the most important questions we could ask right now.” 

        She spread her hands. “It is the ultimate red herring. As long as you are looking for aliens, you are not looking for a person. It’s like what you said to the Colonel. They are trying to prove the existence of a species, instead of looking for the individual responsible for the murder.” 

        I nodded, a lot. “Dehan, I think you have put your finger on it. That is precisely it, isn’t it. The ultimate red herring.” 

        She leaned across the table. “So who has the resources? The CIA, the Pentagon, Military Intelligence. They detect that somebody is tracking one of their experimental vehicles. There were a number in development in the ‘90s. They detect their position, track them and… zap!” 

        I grunted and tackled my steak again. 

        “If you’re right, Dehan, and there is no doubt you might be, we have as much chance of getting our man as Donald Trump has of winning Mr. Congeniality 2018. Let’s stay focused and take baby steps. You nailed the question: what would make the killer want to make it look as though an alien killed him? That’s a question for us, and tomorrow we have Paul coming in, and our question for him is, why didn’t he tell us that he and Jane had a row over Danny, and split up the night before Danny died? So far, Carmen, that is still the most compelling motive we have. We have motive and we have opportunity, which we did not have yesterday, all we are lacking is means.” 

        She sighed. “Yeah, you’re right, motive and opportunity. But man, means…” She shook her head. “It’s easily said.” 

        We finished our meal and while I washed up, she made coffee and poured a couple of generous measures of Bushmills. We took them out to the back yard and sat on the swing seat with a small table in front of us. She curled up and nestled next to me, under my arm. 

        “I’m an alien, Stone.” 

        “Are you? I have wondered at times. It’s that green tint of your skin.” 

        “I’m serious. I don’t mean I’m from another planet, I mean I don’t belong.” 

        “I know what you mean.” 

        “You’re the same, but you’re better at pretending than I am.” She sipped her whiskey and stared into her glass for a bit. “I use you.” 

        I didn’t know how to answer, so I waited. 

        “I use you to communicate with them. If you’re not there, I end up being rude or blunt. That’s why people say I have an attitude.” She looked up at my face and smiled. “If somebody is being stupid I’ll say, ‘You’re being stupid,’ but if you’re there you’ll say, ‘Have you thought about it this way? Or that way?’” She stopped and gazed at the dim glimmer of the stars. “I guess what I am trying to say is, you help me to be in this world.” 

        “I’m glad,” I said. “It wouldn’t be much of a world without you.” 

        She nestled the top of her head into my chin. Her hair smelled of apples. Somewhere, out in the wilds of the Bronx, an owl in a tree hooted, a single star winked, and the vast, infinite sky stretched and yawned. Then, I swear, it gave a self-satisfied smile. 

   


* * *


   

        Paul looked nervous. More than nervous, he looked unhappy. I smiled at him regretfully. It was a smile that was designed, subtly, to make him feel more nervous and unhappy than he did already. 

        I said, “We spoke to Jane Harrison.” 

        He gave a single, upward nod. 

        I went on, “She told us what happened on the Friday and the Saturday.” 

        He stared down at his huge fists on the table and chewed his lip. 

        I waited. When he didn’t say anything, I said, “I’m giving you the opportunity to fill out the statement you already gave us. You must be aware, Paul, that all the bits you left out cast you in a pretty bad light right now.” 

        He took a deep breath and closed his eyes as he blew out. It was a very eloquent gesture. He opened his eyes and stared for a long time at Dehan. “You would not believe how sick I am of hearing everybody talk about what a great guy Danny was. You know? I loved that guy. Seriously. I loved him more than a brother. Especially before…” 

        He stopped dead. 

        Dehan said, “Before what?” 

        “OK, I’ll say it. Before Jane came on the scene.” He sighed again. “I was pretty serious about her. I was ready to marry her. What is it with people, huh?” He looked at me as though I might have an answer to his unspoken question. “We never fall in love with the people who are good for us. You noticed that? We always fall in love with the people who are going to hurt us. I knew! I knew she was in love with Danny. But she couldn’t have him, because Danny was in love with fuckin’…” He made a gesture with his open hand, like he was pointing at some imaginary TV screen. “Dana Scully! That was his ideal woman. And…” He turned to Dehan. “Forgive me if I am sexist, and maybe you are completely different, but in my experience, women cannot resist a guy who is unattainable. And Danny—he was straight, he had his biological needs, sex was fun, but he was one hundred percent emotionally unobtainable! That was it. Do not go any deeper than that! And every damn woman he knew wanted to have a ride in his damned van. You know he had this special van where he screwed chicks, right? Sorry.” 

        He made a fist and softly pounded the table. “I shouldn’t talk about him like that. He was my friend and I swear to God I loved him like a brother. But he was a womanizer. That’s God’s truth.” He crossed himself and kissed his thumb. “It’s God’s truth. Other men are womanizers and they are obsessed with women. Not him. He didn’t even try. He didn’t even know. It was just like, ‘Who am I gonna fuck tonight?’ And there would be
three or four chicks all waiting in line in case he chose them. You know? And in the end it just got, boring. I got bored. I got tired of always being in his fucking shadow.” 

        Dehan asked, “So if she was in love with him…” 

        He spread his hands, like it was obvious. “She couldn’t have him, so she took me. I was his best friend. Second best. You can’t afford the Mercedes S class so you buy the A class. You can’t afford an apartment on Madison Avenue, but you buy one in a cheaper part of Manhattan. I was his best friend. She couldn’t have him, so she took me instead.” 

        “That’s pretty harsh.” 

        “It’s also true.” 

        “Must have made you mad.” 

        “Yeah!” He flopped back in his chair. “Yeah, it made me mad. It made me mad at her and it made me mad at him. I was mad at her for being a cheap hypocrite whose feelings…whose love, was so fuckin’ shallow, you know what I’m saying? Was so fuckin’ shallow she didn’t care who she was giving it to. Who was so lacking in compassion and empathy, that she didn’t care what it did to me that she was gonna screw my best friend, just so long as she got what she wanted.” 

        Dehan frowned and raised an eyebrow. “How do you know she was going to screw him?” 

        “C’mon! I’m not stupid! As soon as Don tells Jasmine she’s not going to the glade, Jane is all over Danny like a fuckin’ rash: ‘Let’s you and me go! We can’t let this opportunity go! It’s too good! Let’s you and me go, Danny!’” He shrugged. “What are they gonna do up there in the glade? Count the fuckin’ stars?” 

        I nodded. “But Don put a stop to that. He was already concerned, even back then, about the cases of human mutilation.” 

        “Yeah. He said we all go or nobody goes. As it turned out, he was right. But I had already made up my mind by then, I was through with Jane.” 

        “What happened next, Paul?” 

        He thought for a bit before answering. “I let Jane know I was mad. I let Danny know too. I didn’t care any more if she screwed Danny or not, but I was damned sure I was going to break up with her before she did. She was not going to screw another guy while she was my girlfriend. You know what I am saying? You don’t do that. That is a deep lack of respect for your partner. So we slept three or four hours, till just after dawn, and went back to Don’s place.” 

        “But things continued to get worse with you, Jane and Danny.” 

        He shrugged. “Danny knew something was wrong, and he was kind of backing away from Jane a bit. But at the same time, he wasn’t really interested. He had no time for that problem. He was buzzing with what we had seen that night. He was real curious about the signals we had picked up. Him and Don, they were convinced that we had hard evidence of the presence of alien ships in Earth’s atmosphere. What he did not need was Jane causing problems in the group.” 

        I leaned back in my chair, trying to visualize the scene. “How was Don taking all this?” 

        He smiled. “He was oblivious, man. He had no idea. Him and Danny.” He shook his head. “They lived in a different world, on a different plane.” He shrugged. “We packed up and went back to Don’s place. But Jane wouldn’t let up. Right away, even over breakfast, all her conversation is for Danny. She’s making comments about his van, kind of teasing him, messing with him. It was humiliating.” 

        Dehan shook her head, like she would not tolerate something like that. “I can’t imagine how that made you feel.” 

        He looked her straight in the eye. “I’ll tell you how it made me feel. It made me feel like killing her. Taking my katana and cutting her fucking head off.” 
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THIRTEEN


   

        There was a heavy silence in the interrogation room. After a moment, Dehan said to him, “Paul, are you aware that the statement you just made incriminates you and makes you a suspect in our investigation?” 

        He smiled down at his hand and gave a soft snort. After a moment, he raised an eyebrow at her. “What? You’re telling me you hadn’t already decided I was jealous and had a motive for killing Danny? I’m not stupid, Detective Dehan. I know why you asked me to come in this morning.” He shook his head. “In my moments of rage, I wanted to kill Jane for lying to me, for pretending to love me when she didn’t, for putting me in the way of all that pain and disappointment when, if she had just been honest from the start, it would not have been necessary. I did, I wanted to kill her for that. But Danny?” He shrugged. “Danny, I wanted to give him two good smacks around the head and tell him to wake the fuck up! Stop fuckin’ flirting with every fuckin’ woman you meet, man! He doesn’t realize it, but when he is playing his little games, to him it’s funny, but he is hurting people! That’s not nice. It’s not respectful. I wanted to slap him around the head, but I did not want to kill him.” He gave a small, private laugh. “Bottom line, he meant more to me than she did. The fuckin’ son of a bitch.” 

        I studied him through narrowed eyes, trying to see if he was a good actor or if he was being honest. I decided I couldn’t tell and said, “So what happened next?” 

        “What happened next? It was one of the longest days of my life. Don was a very different kind of man back then. He was a really nice guy. He was open, generous, polite…” He looked at me and laughed a big laugh, pointing at me. “You wouldn’t believe it, huh? He’s a real fuckin’ grouch now. He reminds me of that guy on the Muppets.” He turned to Dehan. His laughter was infectious. “You know the one? He lives in a trash can. Don reminds me of him. But he didn’t used to be like that. He was a nice guy and he had been looking forward to that party. We’d brought beer, meat to barbeque, wine.” He shook his head. “The truth is most people were pretty freaked out by what had happened. But it’s also true that Jane…” He shrugged. “And, the truth be told, Danny too, they were bringin’ the mood down. It was hard to ignore them, and everybody was feeling bad for me and trying not to show it. The whole thing was embarrassing.” 

        I scratched my chin. “So, if I am hearing you right, by the afternoon Danny had started to join in with Jane.” 

        He nodded. “Yeah. I have to admit that. He didn’t mean anything by it. But by the afternoon he was playing along, flirting back. I had taken Jane aside and asked her to have the minimum respect of not humiliating me in front of all my friends, you know? But she just dismissed me and told me to get a life, or words to that effect. So I thought, yeah. She’s right. You know? Never a truer word spoken. It was time for me to get a life, a life without her in it. Make room for a woman who would love and like me, and respect me—not some other guy. 

        “So right there, in front of everybody, I went up to Danny and I pointed at him and I said, ‘I am real mad at you. This is not how you treat a friend. I would never, never, do this to you. And Monday, you and me are gonna talk about this!’ Then I turned to her and I said, ‘I’m going home, I brought you in my car, so I will take you home in my car if you want me to. Otherwise you can go in Danny’s fuckin’ fuck-mobile!’ And I saw how she looked at him, like asking, you know, ‘Can I come home with you?’ But Danny was real upset. Our friendship meant a lot to both of us, and he was not happy. Fuckin’ Jane was nothing to him. So he frowns at me and says, ‘I don’t know what you’re mad about, bro…’” 

        He stopped suddenly and I could see tears in his eyes. His jaw muscles were bunching and when he spoke again he sounded like he had a bad cold. “He says, ‘I don’t know what I’ve done, Paul, but whatever it is, I’m sorry, man. We can talk now.’ He said that, ‘We can talk now, we go outside and we can talk this through.’ But I was too mad and I said I was leaving. I just wanted to break up with Jane and get it over with. So he looks at her and frowns and shakes his head. She asks him, outright, ‘You want me to stay?’ and he looks at her like she’s crazy, and he says, ‘No! He’s your boyfriend. Go with him and sort it out!’” 

        Dehan asked, “So everybody left about the same time?” 

        “I guess. Danny said he was staying for a bit to speak with Paul. Jane and I didn’t talk all the way back. It was the longest drive of my life. Finally, I dropped her at her place. It was her parents’ place back then. I remember it like it was yesterday. I had been really in love with her. I was going to marry her, for Christ’s sake! You know? And as she was opening the door…” He shook his head, still incredulous after twenty years. “She was just going to get out of the car and go into her house, without saying anything. But I stopped her. I said, ‘I got to tell you something before you get out of the car.’ She says, ‘Can’t it wait? I’m tired.’ I said, ‘No, because I am probably never going to talk to you again.’ So she goes kind of frozen, like she’s shocked. I said, ‘You are a shallow, selfish, unfeeling bitch. You used me and you discarded me with no consideration for my feelings. You were willing to destroy me without compassion, just so you could play your little game with Danny.’ Then I told her, ‘Get out of my car and get out of my life. I never want to see you again.’ She got out and she had the gall, the sheer, fuckin’ gall—to run into her house crying! Can you believe that?” He sat staring at the wall, shaking his head. “Man, I haven’t talked about this for years. It brings it all back.” 

        Dehan said, “That was pretty brutal. What did you do next?” 

        “I continued on my way and went home. There I went to bed and I am ashamed to say I cried myself to sleep. The next day I started drinking around lunchtime and I don’t think I sobered up for a week.” 

        “Can anyone confirm that?” 

        He shrugged. “I honestly can’t remember, Detective Stone.” He smiled at me. I was surprised to see that it was not an unsympathetic smile. “I don’t mean to be funny, but I don’t honestly feel I need an alibi. Because there was no way on God’s green Earth that I was capable of inventing whatever it was that incinerated Danny and cut off his head and his feet. Could I have cut off his head and his feet with my katana?” He nodded. “For sure. Could I have incinerated him and placed him there in the park, and arranged for a space probe to fly over and fire its damned lasers at him?” He shook his head and smiled. “Nah. No way. That’s out of my league. I wish you luck. I’d like to catch whoever did it, especially if Don is wrong and you are right, and it was a person who killed him. But I honestly don’t think it was. This is one case you are never going to solve, unless you start looking somewhere else.” 

        Dehan heaved a big sigh and absently tied her hair behind her neck. When she was done, she said, “Can you tell us any more about the signals that Don picked up, or the thing you saw flying in the sky? I noticed he doesn’t say much about it in his book.” 

        He made a face. “Not really. The signals I didn’t understand at all. He said there were too many random variations for it to be of a natural origin. The images, he had a special camera focused on a sector of the sky to the southwest of our position. He had special lenses and software that allowed him to connect the camera to the computer, and then on the screen you could see these objects appear and disappear, flying across the sky just the way he described them.” 

        “Did he record it?” 

        “Yeah, he recorded it on his computer.” 

        “What did he do with the recordings, do you know?” 

        He shrugged. “You’d have to ask him, but I think he contacted the FBI and the Air Force and offered them sight of what he had recorded. I don’t know what came of that. He never told anybody.”  

        Dehan glanced at me. I had no more questions, but I was reluctant to let him go. I wanted to go over everything he had said again. I had a gut feeling he had said something that I had missed. It was nagging at my mind, but I couldn’t pin it down. They were both watching me, waiting. I tried to run through the whole conversation, focusing on what he had said, on what he had told us, but I couldn’t nail it. It was in there, some small comment he’d made, but I couldn’t find it. Finally, I shook my head and spread my hands. 

        “Thank you, Paul. You have been very helpful.” 

        “We’re done? I can go?” 

        “Sure, of course.” 

        I stood and saw him to the door. There he stopped a moment and looked into my face. “It wasn’t Jane, you know. I didn’t mean to suggest that Jane did it either.” He shrugged. “I don’t see how anybody could have done it.” 

        I nodded. “I know, Paul. Thanks.” 

        He left and I watched him go down the stairs. Then I went back into the interrogation room, closed the door, and went and rested my ass on the table. Dehan was still sitting. I crossed my arms and looked down at her. 

        “Did anything in what he said strike you as significant?” 

        She thought for a while before answering, then kind of shrugged with her eyebrows. “He struck me as sincere. His story seems very believable. And it is hard to imagine him getting back and in just a few hours putting together that elaborate plan. There must be a thousand simpler, more satisfying ways he could have killed him, and still got away with it.” 

        I grunted. “Yeah. No. It wasn’t that.” 

        “Also, it rang true that he was mad at her, not Danny.” 

        I shook my head. “There was something he said. It’s stuck in my brain, like when you get something stuck in your teeth, but I’m not sure what it was. He said something…” 

        She screwed up her eyes. “You think it might have been her, Stone? What’s that quote?” 

        “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. It’s possible. But it doesn’t get us very far.” 

        Her face had suddenly taken on a strange expression, like slow shock. “You know what her job is, Stone?” 

        I frowned. “Uh, yeah, she told me, she’s a TV producer. That was why she was able to come in and see us in the morning, because she has an odd schedule…” I trailed off. “Oh…” 

        She nodded several times, staring at me. “Yeah, oh indeed… Stone, if anyone has the skill to set up an elaborate production like this one, it would be someone in TV or the movies.” 

        “Maybe. We need to find out exactly what aspect of production she’s involved in, and, more to the point, what she was doing twenty years ago. She works for NBC. Get on the phone to them. Keep it confidential, I don’t want her to know we’re looking at her yet.” 

        “What are you going to do?” 

        “I’m going to play back this interview and listen to it. There is something Paul said, Dehan, some passing comment…” 

        But just as I was saying it, my cell rang. 

        “Stone.” 

        “Detective Stone, this is Special Agent Smith, of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I was wondering if you and Detective Carmen Dehan could come down to the field office for a talk.” 

        I stared at Dehan a moment. “Yeah. Of course. What’s this about?” 

        “Your current investigation into the death of Danny Brown.” 

        “You have information that could help us?” 

        “Why don’t we discuss that when you’re here, Detective? Say, in half an hour?” 

        “Make that forty-five minutes. We’ll see you then. Thanks for calling.” I hung up before he could answer and looked at Dehan. “The Bureau. Agent Smith.” 

        She raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? What’s the bet his partner is Agent Brown?” 

        I nodded. “Let’s go.” 
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        Agent Smith did not have his name on the door of his small, anonymous office. Neither did he look the way he sounded. His voice had somehow suggested someone who had had all his compassion and humanity ruthlessly trained out of him. But to look at, Agent Smith looked like somebody’s uncle. He was of average height, slim, with a soft, round face and balding, curly, blond hair. He wore round glasses, which added to the soft roundness of his face. But in spite of his uncle-ish look, he did not have a smile. 

        He rose as we stepped in and came around the desk to shake our hands. There was another man there who also stood. He did smile. He wore a suit, a black mustache, and tightly curled black hair. Agent Smith spoke as we shook. “Detectives, thank you for coming in. This is Agent Brown, I know how busy you must be, so we appreciate your taking the time.” 

        We sat and they sat. I noticed there were no papers on his desk, no jar with pens in it and no photos of his nieces and nephews on the desk, or the bookcase. In fact, there was no bookcase, either. He said, “I’ll come straight to the point. Agent Bernie Hirschfield passed on your inquiry to us. Do you mind telling us exactly what your interest is in this case?” 

        I stared at him and drew breath to answer but Dehan was already talking. “What kind of a question is that? Our interest? It was a homicide committed within the jurisdiction of the 43rd Precinct. It wasn’t solved at the time and we are in charge of cold cases. That’s our interest, Agent Smith.” 

        Smith blinked at her, but aside from that showed no expression. Brown smiled. “It is simply,” he said, “that we were surprised at its resurfacing after all these years, and we wondered why.” 

        I answered before Dehan could get in. “Purely routine, Agent Brown. We have been working through the cold cases, and this one came up. That’s what happens with cold cases. I am not going to inquire as to why you are interested that we are interested. Presumably you are doing your job and you have your reasons, just as we do. But what I am going to inquire about is whether you did, in fact, visit some of the witnesses in the original case.” 

        They looked at each other. Smith nodded at Brown and turned to me. “We did visit some of the witnesses. I’m not sure ‘witness’ is the right word, as it seems that nobody, in fact, witnessed the murder. But we did visit some of Daniel’s friends and family.” 

        Dehan crossed one of her long legs over the other and coughed. “A homicide within New York is not in the Bureau’s jurisdiction. What made you look into it?” 

        Brown smiled his bland, friendly smile again. “It wasn’t the fact of the homicide, Detective Dehan, but the nature of the homicide.” 

        “The fact that there was an apparent UFO involved, or the similarity with the cattle mutilations in the Midwest?” 

        He didn’t hesitate. “Both. The official position of the Bureau on UFOs is that we are not aware of any extra-terrestrial presence either on this planet or within the United States, but we certainly don’t discount the possibility. That would be absurd, when our own National Aeronautics and Space Administration is actively seeking out life on other planets!” He laughed. “Naturally, we were aware of the homicide and of the UFO over the park. So when it emerged that the local police were unable to solve the case, we went and asked a few questions.” 

        I nodded. “The consensus amongst the people you spoke to, in particular Donald Kirkpatrick, is that they were instructed not to talk about what had happened.” 

        Smith smiled for the first time. It wasn’t what you’d call warm, but it was amused.  

 “We obviously didn’t do a very good job of scaring them into silence then, did we?” He looked over at Brown and added, “We should get the boys over at the CIA to give us Men in Black lessons.” They both laughed. Then Smith turned back to me and pressed the point home. “After all, he went on to publish a book that sold well over a million copies. I think if the Bureau wanted to silence somebody, Detective Stone, we could do it a little more effectively than that. However, despite what popular fiction may have you believe, we do not actually indulge in that kind of activity. We leave that to the boys at Langley.” 

        They laughed again and Agent Brown said, “No, we can only speculate as to Mr. Kirkpatrick’s motives for claiming that we tried to silence him, but the fact is that we had no reason to do so. It has, nonetheless, given a definite boost to his sales over the years. If you look at his website, the alleged attempts by the Bureau to silence him are quite prominent in his…” He hesitated a moment. “In his sales pitch.” 

        I nodded. “So are you telling me that the FBI had no interest in the case, and made no attempt to silence the witnesses?” 

        Smith answered. “That is exactly what we are telling you. Putting it bluntly, Detective, we don’t mind Kirkpatrick cashing in on a little post-X-Files paranoia about the Bureau, but we don’t want the NYPD running away with the idea that we go around threatening their witnesses.” 

        “OK, well, we appreciate that.” 

        “But while you’re here, off the record, may we inquire whether you have developed a theory as to who killed Daniel, and how?” 

        I studied Smith’s face. It was an inscrutable mask and you could tell he had spent years perfecting it. I turned to Brown. His smile had that same impenetrable quality. I turned back to Smith. “Why do you ask?” 

        He nodded a few times, and just for a second his mask slipped and he looked worried. “In case it’s something the Bureau does needs to have a look at.” 

        I thought about it for a moment, then shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. If we are leveling with each other, the case is baffling, and we have considered a number of possibilities that are pretty ‘out there’, but for now I don’t think this is anything that need concern the Bureau.” 

        He nodded. “OK, but if you do come across anything that might, for example, affect national security, please contact me or Agent Brown directly.” He slid a card across the desk to Dehan, and Brown pulled a card from his wallet and handed it to me. “Any time of the night or day,” he said. “Be sure to call us.” 

        I glanced at Dehan, then nodded at Smith and Brown. “We’ll do that. Thanks for answering our questions.” 

        We stood, shook hands, and left. 

        Out on Broadway, we were assaulted by the heat and the avalanche of traffic and people and noise that flows eternally among those canyons of steel. We started walking toward the car and Dehan pulled out her cell and said, “That wasn’t their office and those weren’t their names.” 

        “I know.” 

        She went on talking as she dialed with her thumb. “They just wanted to find out if we’d found anything, and fob us off. They must think we’re stupid.” 

        I nodded. 

        She put the phone to her ear. “Yeah, get me the number for NBC Personnel…” She glanced at me. “Thirty Rock, Sensei.” 

        By the time we got there, we had the name of the producer of the show that Jane was working on, and she was happy to grant us ten quick minutes if we could get there right away. I wondered if ten quick minutes passed faster than ten slow minutes, but before I could give it much thought, we had arrived.  

        We found Elizabeth Anderson in a large, messy room, through a double door that had a plastic plaque on it that read Night of the Stalker. She was at the head of a table with seven writers sitting around it shouting ideas at each other. They went silent and turned to stare at us as we stepped in. We held up our badges. I said, “Elizabeth Anderson?” 

        She stood and pointed at a door over on one side. “Come into my office.” As we approached, she turned back to the table. “Gerry, run with the mass suicide idea. But is it a priest or priestess? Gimme ten.” 

        She pushed through the office door and we went in after her. She planted her ass on the edge of her desk and crossed her arms. She didn’t invite us to sit. “I’m on the clock. What can I do for you?” 

        I gave her my deadest expression, counted slowly to three, and said, “We’re on a homicide investigation. The clock can wait. Jane Harrison works with you?” 

        “Yeah. She’s in production. Is she in trouble?” 

        “What is the nature of her work, exactly?” 

        She sighed. “It’s technical. It’s hard to explain exactly.” 

        Dehan said, “In general terms that a dumb cop would understand.” 

        “She works with technicians, mainly IT guys, integrating special effects sequences into the main narrative of the story.” 

        I frowned. “So she’s in special effects?” 

        She shook her head. “No, no, it’s not like that anymore. Special effects are almost entirely computer-generated these days. What she does is work with the team that creates the special effects, and she then makes sure those sequences work in the overall context of the story.” 

        Dehan grunted. “But to do that she would need some kind of understanding of how special effects work.” 

        “Sure. And she has that. She’s been in the business for twenty years, and she started out in special effects before they became exclusively CGI.” 

        “And that would have been mainly horror, sci-fi…” 

        “Yeah, that kind of thing.” 

        “How come she’s not in today?” 

        “She phoned in sick.” 

        I frowned. “Does she do that often?” 

        “No. Never. It must be bad, she didn’t call in herself, got her friend to call.” 

        “What friend?” 

        Now she looked irritated. “What am I? Her mom? How should I know what friend? A friend. I guess she has friends!” 

        “Did you take the call?” 

        “Yeah, I took it. But I don’t know her friends. We work together.” 

        “Man or a woman?” 

        “A woman! Are we done now? Do I need to sack her or not?” 

        I shook my head. “You don’t need to sack her. Thanks for your help, and good luck with the mass suicide. I hope it works out for you.“ 

        “Yeah, funny, man. Thanks.” 

        We rode the elevator down in silence and stepped out onto the Plaza. Dehan drew breath, but I held up my hand. People jostled past us. “The immediate, obvious thing is that either Jane killed Danny using the skills she learned working in special effects or Paul killed him using the techniques that he had gleaned from talking to his fiancée. They both had motive and opportunity, and possibly the means—at least in theory.” 

        She scowled at me. “That’s what I was going to say. Also, remember that Danny’s dad told us he had the impression Danny might be getting serious about somebody? If that somebody was Jane, it gives Paul an even more powerful motive. They argue in the car and Jane comes out with it. ‘I’ve been seeing him regularly for the last two weeks!’ You can imagine the scenario.” 

        I stuck my hands in my pockets and we started to stroll back toward the car. I chewed my lip. “I can and I can’t,” I said, unhelpfully. “I can also see a scenario where Danny and Jane have been getting serious and Danny tells her it has to stop because he feels bad about his ‘bro’ Paul. And I can also see a scenario where Jane comes on to him and he tells her he is getting serious about some woman we know nothing about.” 

        “True.” 

        “A woman who somehow reminds him of Dana Scully, a committed ufologist, a bit mysterious…” 

        We had reached the car and I walked around to the driver’s side and leaned on the roof. She leaned on the opposite side and smiled at me. It was a nice smile. 

        “We are missing something, Carmen. It’s driving me nuts. It’s buzzing around in my head. Something Paul said.” I opened the door. “Let’s go and see how ill Jane really is and why she took the day off work. Maybe it will come to me on the way.” 

        She climbed in after me and the doors slammed like two gunshots in the Plaza. She gave me an odd look. “You don’t believe she’s ill?” 

        I shook my head. “And I want to know who phoned for her.” 

         She frowned. “You think she’s done a runner?” 

        “Maybe. Let’s find out.” 
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        As we cruised up Madison Avenue it dawned on me that we had never been to Jane’s house. I frowned and looked at Dehan. She had her elbow out the window and her hair all over her face. Two of me frowned back at me from her shades. 

        “Where does she live?” 

        “Castle Hill Avenue, across the creek from Donald Kirkpatrick.” 

        I narrowed my eyes, trying to visualize it. “Across the creek? To the east?” 

        She smiled. “Only way to get across that creek is by going east, Sensei.” 

        And then it began to dawn on me. My mind reached back, recalling what Paul had said. Dehan was watching me. 

        “What is it?” 

        “Paul. He said…” I chewed my lip, reaching for the words, trying to grasp them and hold them. “He said he drove Jane home…” 

        She nodded. “Yeah. He was a gentleman. He drove her there so…” 

        “No, no. How did he phrase it? He said…” I looked at her a moment, then at the long stream of traffic ahead. “He said it was the longest drive of his life…” 

        “Yeah, you’re right. I noticed that and I thought it was odd. Donald’s house to Jane’s is maybe a mile and a half.” 

        “But then he said something else. ” 

        She pushed her sunglasses up on her head, like a medieval visor, closed her eyes and rested her head back, speaking like an android. “He laid it on the line for her. He told her she was a shallow, selfish bitch who used him and discarded him with no consideration for his feelings. Then he said she was willing to destroy him without pity, or compassion, just so she could have her little game with Danny. Then he told her to get out of his life.” 

        I nodded. “That’s right, then she got out of the car and he said she had the gall to run into the house crying. Then…” I looked at her and raised a finger. “Dehan, then you asked him what he did next and he said, verbatim, and I quote, ‘I continued on my way and went home…’ It could be a trivial detail, Dehan, but I think…” 

        I went quiet, running through the possibilities in my mind, seeing the sequence of events. Dehan watched me a while, shrugged and spread her hands. “What, for crying out loud?” 

        “They weren’t at Don’s house.” 

        “What are you talking about?” 

        “God!” I thumped the steering wheel. “I have been so stupid! Of course they weren’t at Don’s house!” 

        Dehan was shaking her head. “You lost me, Stone. Clue me in.” 

        “Wait!” I began to accelerate. After a moment, I said, “Paul told us he has always lived in the same neighborhood. All of them! They have all always lived in the same damned place. Paul lives at the western end of Seeward Avenue, near the top of Soundview Park, north and west of Don’s house. Jane lives in the opposite direction, south and west of Don, but only a half hour’s walk away. So why would Paul say, A, it was the longest drive of his life, and B, that he ‘continued on his way’? This, this is what has been bugging me. Something else he said: He said they packed up the camp and went back to Don’s place, and then, over breakfast, um…” I snapped my fingers, trying to remember. “‘…even over breakfast, all her conversation was for Danny. She was making comments about his van, kind of teasing him…’” 

        We were speeding over the bridge. She was shaking her head. “OK, it’s odd… but, so what? What does it mean?” 

        I looked at her. “They packed up the camp, on Macomb Mountain, then they had breakfast at Don’s? That’s got to be two hundred or two hundred and fifty miles as the crow flies. That has to be four or five hours’ drive.” I shook my head. “How could I be so stupid?” 

        “So…” She frowned. “So they have a cabin up there…?” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, they have a cabin up there.” 

        She was silent for ten minutes, staring through the windshield. Finally, she said, “This is important…?” 

        I nodded again and slowed to come off the Bruckner Boulevard. “If I am right, it blows the whole damned thing open.” 

        She pulled her shades over her eyes as I accelerated down Castle Hill toward the creek. The tires complained as I braked outside her house, spun the wheel, and pulled into her drive, blocking her garage door. As we climbed out, Dehan made a grimace at me. “Sensei, I confess, I don’t know what’s going on.” 

        I shook my head. “Later.” 

        I hammered on the door and rang the bell. There was silence inside the house. I tried to peer through the window, but the drapes were drawn. I turned to Dehan. “I’m going to cover the front. Take the path, have a look ’round the back. See if the kitchen door is open.” 

        She disappeared down the concrete path and I called Jane’s telephone, tried the bell again, hammered some more on the door. Nothing. After a couple of minutes, Dehan reappeared, shaking her head. “Kitchen door is locked, all the drapes are drawn. You want to tell me what’s on your mind?” 

        I chewed my lip at her. “We need to get inside.” 

        A woman’s voice called to us from the road. 

        “Can I help you?” 

        She was in her forties, in expensive jeans and a silk blouse. She had her shades on her head and her keys in her hand. Two doors up, I could see her SUV in a driveway with the trunk open. There were bags of shopping in the trunk and in the doorway. 

        “Are you a friend of Jane Harrison’s?” 

        She smiled, but it was more courteous than friendly. “Who are you?” 

        I showed her my badge. “I’m Detective John Stone. This is my partner, Detective Dehan. We urgently need to talk to Jane. Do you know where she is?” 

        She looked surprised. 

        Before she could answer I said, “Was it you who phoned her in sick at work?” 

        “I haven’t seen Jane since yesterday evening. She has a pretty chaotic schedule sometimes. I saw she was home and I came over. We had coffee and talked. She seemed fine.” She hesitated a moment. “She did say she’d been invited to some kind of reunion, but she wasn’t going to go.” 

        Somewhere in the back of my mind an alarm bell went off. “This could be very important, Ms…” 

        “Garrido, Olga Garrido.” 

        “What kind of reunion? Where? Anything you can remember…” 

        She looked distressed. “Oh, gosh! Um… She said it was old friends she hadn’t seen for a long time. She didn’t seem keen, said they were a bit weird. An old boyfriend. But it was like midweek and she had work, so she wasn’t going to go. I have a morning job. I’ve just got in…” 

        “OK, thank you, Ms. Garrido. Go back to your house.” 

        “Is she OK?” 

        “We’ll take care of this.” 

        She went back toward her SUV, glancing at us over her shoulder. I took my Swiss Army knife from my pocket and selected the small screwdriver, then examined the lock to see if it had been picked. It hadn’t, so I photographed it, then rammed the screwdriver in the keyhole, fiddled around for a bit till the lock gave, and eased open the door. I looked back at Dehan. She had her weapon in her hands. I called out, “Jane! This is Detectives Stone and Dehan!” 

        There was only the oppressive silence. I gestured with my head at the living room and moved toward the kitchen-diner at the back. As I inched my way in, I heard the living room door creak behind me. Soft light filtered through the drapes over the sink. The big, silver fridge was humming softly. There were no dirty plates, no pots or pans on the cooker. The dishwasher was open a few inches. It was empty. The pine table in the middle of the floor was clean. Apparently no dinner had been eaten, and no breakfast.  

        “Stone.” 

        I turned. Dehan was in the doorway, staring at me. Her skin looked gray. I felt a sudden, terrible sadness. 

        She said, “She’s in the living room. Brace yourself.” She pulled her cell from her pocket and dialed. “Yeah, Detective Dehan, we need a crime scene team and the ME. There’s been a homicide…” 

        It was shocking, in the most literal sense of the word. I stood in the doorway, looking at what was left of her, of a human being I had sat and spoken to, and for a moment the room seemed to rock. There was a ghastly unreality to the scene, and the smell was nauseating. It wasn’t the smell of decay, it was the overpowering iron stench of blood. There was a lot of blood. 

        From what I could see, there was a savage wound to her belly, which was where most of the blood seemed to have come from. Then, post mortem, her head had been severed in what looked like a clean cut. There was very little bleeding from that wound. It was impossible to see anything else. 

        I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned. Dehan was looking at me, she was wearing blue latex gloves, and held out a pair for me. I took them and pulled them on. “We’d better not go in there till the crime scene team have done their stuff.” I pulled the door closed. “The kitchen seems largely undisturbed.” 

        We climbed the stairs and made our way through the bedrooms and the bathroom. The only notable thing was that her bed seemed not to have been slept in. I leaned on the doorjamb while Dehan crossed the room and looked out the window at the street below. “The TV wasn’t on,” she said. “Unless the killer did the washing up, she didn’t have time to cook between Olga Garrido leaving after coffee and her killer arriving. That’s a pretty small window of opportunity.” She turned to face me. “Are you ever going to tell me what’s on your mind?” 

        I nodded. “Don’t forget she was phoned in sick this morning.” 

        “Somebody who didn’t want her absence to raise suspicion.” 

        “Two gets you twenty it was the same person who invited her to the reunion. My guess is she was killed either late last night or early this morning. We need to know who invited her—and how. Was it by phone or by email, or post? I’m willing to bet this morning she either got a call asking if she was going, or somebody turned up at the door. The lock was not forced. She let them in. There was no sign of a struggle. The killing was swift and unexpected. She was standing in the living room, facing the door. She took whoever it was in there to talk, and was attacked suddenly, out of the blue, with a very sharp blade. The head was severed post mortem, once she was on the floor. It had hardly rolled at all.” 

        Dehan was nodding as I was talking. “You’re right. Last night there would have been people arriving back from work. In the morning, everybody is either delivering their kids to school or gone to work. If it was me, I’d call to make sure she was at home, if she was, ask her to stay. We need to talk, whatever, any excuse.” Far off, the sound of sirens stained the bright afternoon with blood. She said, “Motive?” 

        “Silencing a witness.” 

        She nodded. “Yeah. She sure as hell wasn’t shot with a ray gun.” 

        I turned and took the stairs three at a time as the patrol cars rolled up. The CSI team, the ME, and the ambulance were close behind them. I hailed the sergeant and she came toward me as I was talking. 

        “I am especially interested in whether the neighbors saw anybody visiting with the victim this morning or yesterday evening. You’ll probably find it was this morning. Make, model, and license plates of the car: Call my cell the minute you have them. Any of them.” 

        “You got it, Detective.” 

        I collared the ME as he was moving toward the door. “Frank, I have to go. I need to know what weapon was used. Best guess, estimate, intuition. I need to know half an hour ago. Call me or Dehan when you have formed an opinion.” 

        He sighed. “You know I can’t…” 

        “We’re not going before the grand jury, Frank! I’m not going to hold you to it, but what I do next depends on your educated guess. Just call me or Dehan when you have an opinion, OK?” 

        He hesitated. 

        I said, “Goddammit, Frank! Might it have been a samurai sword or similar? Just call me and say, ‘It might,’ or ‘No way!’ Can you manage that?” 

        He scowled at me. “I can manage that. Where are you going?” 

        “I’ll tell you when you call me. Where the hell is Dehan?” 

        I looked around. She waved to me from my car. We climbed in the Jag. I reversed out, almost taking a patrol car with me, and accelerated up Castle Hill. 
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        It took me all of twenty seconds to reach Lacombe Avenue. As we hit the intersection, Dehan said, “Are you going to tell me…?” 

        I raised a hand. “Don’t talk till we get there.” 

        She closed her mouth. I turned left onto Lacombe, drove six hundred yards, and turned left again onto White Plains Road. Another seven hundred yards, then left onto Gildersleeve and left again after just three hundred yards into Pugsley Avenue. I pulled up behind a green Chevy Spark outside Kirkpatrick’s house, checked my watch, and looked at Dehan. “That was two and a half minutes. Was that the longest drive of your life?” 

        “No, Stone, but tonight is going to be the longest night of your life if you don’t tell me what the hell is going on and what you are thinking.” 

        I nodded. “I know. I know. I am going to tell you. Just bear with me a moment longer. We have to act fast.” 

        I climbed out of the car and Dehan’s phone rang. She got out the other side. “Yeah, Dehan… Hi, Frank…. That’s what you want me to tell him? It might well be. That’s it? OK. Thanks.” She hung up and squinted at me in the afternoon sun. “Frank. He says to tell you it might well be.” 

        I sighed. “The weapon that killed and decapitated Jane.” 

        “A samurai sword.” 

        “Yeah.” 

        She shrugged, shook her head, and narrowed her eyes. “So what are we doing here? Why aren’t we going after Paul?” 

        “The reunion.” Her frown deepened. I pointed at the house. “I want to confirm nobody is here.” 

        She turned and stared at the house, then at me as I pushed through the gate. She looked like she wanted to slap me. I ignored her and said, “Get the back, would you?” 

        She disappeared around the side of the house. I rang the bell, tried the door, looked through the window, and called his cell phone, all with negative results. His car was gone. Dehan came back around the other side of the house.  

        “So you proved there is nobody at home. Shall we go get Paul now?” 

        I nodded. “Yeah. But he won’t be there.” 

        She climbed in the car and I got in behind the wheel. She sighed noisily as I closed the door. “He won’t be there.” She said it in a flat echo of the way I had said it. “Fine. Where will he be, at the reunion?” 

        “Makes sense to me.” 

        My cell rang. When I answered it, it was the sergeant. 

        “Detective, we’ve only canvassed a couple of neighbors so far, but I thought you’d want to know, somebody from the YMCA across the road says he saw a small green hatchback in her drive six AM this morning.” 

        I nodded. “Thanks, Sergeant. That’s helpful.” 

        I swung the car around and headed at speed up toward Randall Avenue and Paul’s gym. It was a short drive and we made it in just over a minute. I screeched to a halt outside the shopping mall, climbed out, and ran. Dehan was close behind me. The dojo was open and the first students of the afternoon were just beginning to trickle in, in twos and threes. Dehan smirked and said, “Looks like you were wrong, wiseass.” 

        I shook my head. “No, I’m not.”  

        We entered the school just as a big guy with Marine Corps written all over him stepped out of the office. He had a black belt and bare feet that looked like they could break bricks. He half smiled at us. “Can I help you?” 

        We showed him our badges. I asked, “Is Paul here?” 

        He shook his head. “He is away until early next week. I am standing in for him.” 

        Dehan was staring at me. In fact she was scowling at me. I asked him, “Did he say where he was going?” 

        “No, sir. He just told me it was a last-minute thing and he would be back Monday or Tuesday.” 

        We thanked him and walked back out into the sunshine.  

        “Tell me, Stone.” 

        “In a minute. Try his cell. It will tell you it’s either switched off or is out of range or something. Try Don and Jasmine. You’ll get the same thing. I’m going to call Stuart and May. I’ll get the same result too.” 

        “If you know that, why are we doing it…?” 

        “To prove it, Dehan. To prove it!” 

        Her cheeks flushed and her eyes went bright. I raised an eyebrow and smiled. She dialed. A voice on my phone told me the number was not available. I opened the car. She was dialing again. I climbed in and she climbed in the other side. We took off up Rosedale Avenue, back toward the precinct. 

        Dehan hung up and stuffed her phone in her jacket. “OK, you were right. Now, are you going to tell me what the hell is going on or do I just run along at your heel with my tongue hanging out, feeling grateful for whatever crumbs of wisdom you feel like tossing my way?” 

        “Forgive me.” 

        She looked startled. 

        I smiled. “I just haven’t had a chance to explain, and it will take some explaining. I had to check on Don and Paul, and the others, before I could be sure. Now we are going to see the inspector, and then we have a four or five hour drive ahead of us. I promise I will explain everything to you as we go.” I shrugged. “I meant no disrespect, Carmen, but if you feel like running at my heel and drooling, you know, that could be fun.” 

        “Asshole.” 

        “Funny, that was my mother’s pet name for me.” 

        I pulled up outside the station in the shade of a London plane tree, loped across the street and ran up the stairs to the inspector’s office. Dehan was right behind me. I knocked and he opened the door.  

        “John, Carmen, come in. What’s this about? Sit down.” 

        I shook my head. “There is no time, sir. We need to go to Macomb Mountain and we need to go immediately. We haven’t time for the proper formalities, sir, or to clear it with the local sheriff. I’m not even sure what county it is. It might be Essex. Either way, it’s a vast area and it’s mainly forest, six million acres of the stuff, sir.” I shook my head again. “Putting it into the hands of the local sheriff’s department will take time, and frankly, the evidence I have is going to sound slim, at best.” 

        He and Dehan were both staring at me like they were worried I had taken leave of my senses. The inspector frowned and said, “If your evidence is slim, why would I be any easier to convince than the sheriff of Essex County, John?” 

        I looked him straight in the eye. “People are going to die, sir. Possibly tonight. The old UFO group are having a reunion. Jane didn’t want to go, she had evidence that might have convicted Danny’s killer. She was killed this morning, I suspect to silence her. All the other members of the group are out of town and we can’t connect with their cell phones. I have reason to believe they have returned to Macomb Mountain for a reunion. I am pretty sure Don has a cabin up there. You are familiar with the case and you know I don’t go off half-cocked for no reason. I need you to trust me, sir, because if we don’t get there in time, those people could die tonight.” 

        He was shaking his head. “Mount Macomb is not within the GOAE of the 43rd…” 

        Dehan cut in and interrupted him with a blatant lie. “Sir, we have worked the last seven days without a break. With your permission, we are taking a couple of days off. This case has got me fascinated by the whole UFO thing, and I need Stone to take me up to Macomb Mountain so I can see where the Danny Brown case started. I hope it will be a quiet couple of days. However, under CPL section 140, we are authorized to act anywhere in the state of New York to prevent a felony, should we be unlucky enough to stumble across one during our time off.” 

        A flash of irritation contracted his face. “Detective Dehan, this is not a game! I cannot authorize…” 

        “Sir, people are going to die if we don’t act…” 

        He sighed and after a moment nodded. “All right. Take a couple of days off. And for God’s sake, if anything happens, call the local sheriff’s department! Keep me posted.” 

        “Yes sir, thank you.” 

        I glanced at my watch as we ran down the stairs. It was half past one. We’d get there around five or six. It would still be light. 

        Dehan was beside me saying, “What’s your plan? Where are we going? We can’t just drive up to Macomb Mountain and hope we find them. It’s a huge area.” 

        We stepped back into the sunshine and started across the blacktop toward the car. “I know, but we are pretty short of options, as everybody who might know where the cabin is is either dead or there right now; and by the looks of it, they either have their cells switched off or, more likely, there’s no signal up there.” I opened the door and we climbed in. “The way I see it, we have two options.” I fired up the engine as she slammed the door, and took off toward the expressway. “Go on Google Earth, find Macomb Mountain, draw a circle around it with an eight-mile circumference and see what buildings, cabins, holiday resorts—whatever—falls within that area…” I glanced at her. “It won’t be much, it is a very remote area. Or…” I pointed at the glove compartment in front of her. “Get my copy of Heaven’s Fire and check the foreword. I am pretty sure at the end it has the date and place where he wrote it. I am not one hundred percent sure, but I have a feeling I saw something…” 

        She had the book and was leafing through the first few pages. She stopped, “Foreword, yadda yadda…” She turned the page. “Yadda yadda… Here, Elk Lake, 2001. You’re a smart man, Stone.” 

        She pulled out the GPS and punched in the coordinates. She spoke as she did it. “We need to stop on the way for toothpaste and toothbrushes, and for lunch. And while we’re at it, you can explain to me why the hell it is so important that Donald Kirkpatrick has a damn cabin near Macomb Mountain.” 

        I turned off Storey Avenue onto the Bronx River Parkway and started accelerating north. I thought about it for a few minutes, then said, “I’m pretty sure it tells us how Danny was killed.” 

        She took her shades off so she could stare at me better. “I really don’t see how, Stone.” 

        “It doesn’t tell us who, but it does tell us how. And, here’s the thing, Dehan, whoever killed him has started to panic. They were scared that Jane would give us information that would lead us to them. So, we need to be asking ourselves, what did Jane know? What could Jane have told us? What did Jane see, hear or witness…?” 

        “Hold on, hold on, hold on… Stone, what are you talking about? Jane was killed with a samurai sword.” 

        I glanced at her. The sun made a luminous halo of her hair as the wind whipped it about her head. I said, “So you conclude from this that it must be Paul?” 

        She made an ‘isn’t that obvious’ face and spread her hands. “Who else?” 

        “Do you know for a fact that Stuart is not an expert in kendo? Or his formidable wife? Do we know for a fact that the person who has summoned them for this reunion in the mountains is someone known to us? How many of the UFO research group became Paul’s pupils? Do we have any of this information?” 

        She sighed. “No.” 

        “Then we must not jump to conclusions, Ritoo Glasshopper. Also, a samurai sword or a similar blade.” 

        “No, Sensei. Yes, Sensei. So you believe that this as yet unidentified killer has gathered the group so that he can eliminate everyone who has incriminating evidence. Jane refused to go, so he killed her, and now he is going to kill the rest of them all in one long weekend.” 

        “That seems to me to be the logical conclusion.” 

        “So it has to be somebody who knows that we were skeptical of the UFO explanation and were interested in Paul and Jane’s relationship.” 

        “Yes.” 

        She half-shouted in exasperation. “That’s Paul, Stone!” 

        I smiled at her and nodded. “You may well be right, Dehan. Either way, I think we are about to find out. Do you think if we just knock on the door they’ll put us up?” 

        “Are you serious?” 

        “Yeah, why not?” 

        “How will you explain that you knew they were having the reunion?” 

        I beamed at her. “Simple. We tell them Jane told us, and see whose eyes pop out of their sockets.” 

        She smiled and looked out the window. Then she laughed. “You’re a slippery son of a bitch, Stone. I’d hate to have you as an enemy.” 

        “Funny, that’s another thing my mother always used to say to me.” 

        “That she’d hate to have you as an enemy?” 

        “No, that I was a slippery son of a bitch.” 

        We sped on, ever north, with the big Jaguar engine growling, and the great golden orb of the sun slipping from the mid-heaven toward afternoon. 
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SEVENTEEN


   

        We passed Albany and Saratoga Springs, following the I-87. At Glen Falls, we crossed the Hudson for the second time, and at just past Queensbury began steadily to climb. At Lake George, we veered slightly west of north, toward Warrensburg, and suddenly we were ascending into the mountains and into deep forest. On the GPS, it looked like we were close, but the miles kept rolling by and we kept plunging deeper into forest that sprawled, impenetrable, over mountains in every direction.  

        We passed Schroon Lake and eventually, shortly after four o’clock, we passed a sign for Paradox Lake, which for some reason, at that time, did not seem to bode well. Six miles later we came to an intersection. The I-87 continued north toward Plattsburgh, North Hudson was on the right, and Blue Ridge was on the left. I turned toward Blue Ridge and passed under the freeway. It was like going through some kind of portal into a different world. We were on County Route 84, the forest seemed even denser and closer, the road narrower with more bends, and the only sign of life was the occasional cabin glimpsed through the trees.  

        The sun was slipping, and though back in the Bronx there would still be several hours of sunlight left, here, among the high peaks and the trees, you had the feeling evening was closing in. We climbed steadily, past Palmer Pond, a large body of black water on our left, and eventually drove through Blue Ridge. Blue Ridge was a town that seemed to consist of two houses, one white and one dark wood, facing each other across a road, surrounded by silent, windowless white barns. We saw no people.  

        After another two miles or so, we came to a junction. There were no road signs, only a turning to the right. The sun was a couple of inches above the horizon. Everything was motionless and silent. The GPS said it was right, so I turned right and we began to climb again.  

        Now I realized that what we had seen until now was not dense forest. This was dense forest. The road was blacktop – more or less – but it was cracked, pitted and crumbling at the edges, where roots and undergrowth encroached on the path. This was Man losing the battle against Nature, and, as I drove, I smiled. I looked at Dehan and saw she was smiling, too. We were both rooting for nature.  

        The road wound and twisted, yielding at every turn to the imperative of the trees, and climbing constantly. Finally, after almost ten miles of steady climb, we broke suddenly out of the trees into an esplanade on the edge of a large lake. I pulled up and climbed out. Over on my left, the sun had touched the tops of the trees. Ahead of me, the dark water stretched out for at least a mile, and on my right, half concealed among tall pines, was a large lodge with a raised veranda. I checked my watch. It was half past five. There was chill air coming off the lake. 

        Dehan got out of the car. We crossed the esplanade and climbed the steps to push through a door into the reception. The floors, the walls, and the ceiling were all made of wood. The furniture was heavy and solid, and also made of wood, and leather. A fire was burning in a rugged stone hearth. There was a pretty girl behind the reception desk who was smiling at us expectantly. 

        “Good evening, have you a reservation?” 

        She said it like she knew we hadn’t, because they were all booked up.  

        “Actually,” I said, “We’re looking for a friend. He’s a writer and he has a cabin up here. He’s having a house party with a few guests for a long weekend.” 

        She was very polite. She waited for me to finish and smiled throughout. “Well,” she said when I was done, and remembered to smile at Dehan, too. “There are not many people around here, even in the summer, so, unless they are new to the area, I am pretty sure I’ll know them. What’s the name?” 

        “Kirkpatrick…” 

        Her face lit up. “Oh, you mean the flying saucer guy! Donald and Jasmine! Sure, we know them. They’ve been here for years. They don’t get out as often these days, but they used to go rambling all over the place, right up to Macomb Mountain, even went as far as Blake Peak one time. Known them since I was a kid.” 

        We all stood smiling at each other. Finally, I said, “So you can tell us where to find them?” 

        “Well, sure! You’re practically there! In fact…” And here she turned to Dehan with a smile that was almost conspiratorial. “You passed it! Ain’t it the way? They think they have a great sense of direction, but they ain’t!” 

        Dehan actually gurgled. 

        The girl said, “You want to go back down the track for like half a mile, and you’re going to see a track on your left. Actually, you won’t see it. You’re probably going to miss it, because it is like just a gap in the trees. You don’t want to be looking for it in the dark, I can tell you that! Half a mile, and it’s there, where the road bends a bit to your right. It’s a dirt track, and you follow that through the woods for two hundred yards, maybe a little more, and you come out to a clearing. And there it is, big old cabin on two floors. You tell them hi from Debbie for me!” 

        “We’ll be sure to do that.” 

        By the time we got back to the Jaguar and started retracing our steps, the sun had slipped behind the hills. The sky, or what you could see of it, was still blue, but it was a chilly, distant blue, and there were lots of long, dark shadows stretched out across the world. 

        We found the turn off where she said it would be. But we only found it because we were looking, and because she’d said it would be there. You only knew you were on a path once you actually turned into it, then it seemed to unfold ahead of you, among the wild, twisting tree trunks, the ferns and the fallen branches. The canopy overhead was so dense it was almost as dark as night. 

        Eventually, after two or three hundred yards, a luminous patch of daylight appeared ahead, where the last of the sun’s rays lay across a huge, log-cabin wall, half-engulfed by a wall of giant pines. There were two SUVs and a Focus parked out front. We pulled in next to the Ford and climbed out. The car doors made a muted echo as we slammed them. I looked up at the cabin.  

        It was a cabin in the way that Windsor Castle is a house. The white pines around it rose to roughly one hundred and thirty feet, towering above the maples, beech, and spruce, but the massive cabin, at the peak of its gabled roof, must have been at least sixty feet high. Broad steps led up to a wooden veranda that stood about three foot off the ground and encircled the building. Beneath it, small windows suggested a basement.  

        A second floor had a large terrace jutting out over the veranda at the front. Above that, set into the sloping roof, skylights and small windows suggested an attic. 

        The entire structure was easily the size of four small townhouses set in a square and twice as tall. As we climbed the steps, the front door opened and Donald Kirkpatrick stood staring down at us. He didn’t look happy. I smiled, but he didn’t smile back. 

        “Are we to have no respite, Detective Stone?” 

        “Apparently not, Mr. Kirkpatrick. I thought you might be pleased to see us. We are, after all, taking your UFO theory seriously. May we come in?” 

        He spread his hands. “I can’t very well turn you away, can I?” 

        It wasn’t the most welcoming welcome I had ever received, but it was good enough. I stood back to let Dehan pass and we entered a very large, very comfortable living room. It was about the size of my house, with a massive, stone fireplace, not one but two bearskin rugs thrown in front of it, two leather sofas, and two leather armchairs, each the size of the Queen Mary.  

        Beyond it there was a dining table of similar proportions, with room for at least twelve. It was set with plates, glasses, and bottles of wine. Beside it, a staircase rose to a galleried landing that encircled the room below, giving it a ceiling that must have been twenty or twenty-five feet high. It made it feel more like a cathedral than a house.  

        Gathered around the fire, the women sitting, the men standing, all holding drinks, were the familiar faces of Paul, Colonel Chad Hait, Stuart and May Brown, and Jasmine Kirkpatrick. Donald said in a loud voice that was as unwelcoming as it was unsubtle, “We have unexpected visitors. Detectives, I believe you know everybody.” 

        The Browns looked curious. The colonel smiled. Paul frowned. He was the one who spoke. “Detectives! Has there been some development? What on Earth are you doing here?” 

        The door closed behind us and Don advanced toward his guests on long legs. Before we could answer Paul, he said, “And how on Earth did you find us? This place is about as remote as you can get on the east coast.” 

        I gave it a moment until everybody was looking at us. Then I smiled blandly and said, “Jane told us where it was.” 

        I don’t know exactly what kind of reaction I had hoped for, but whatever it was, I didn’t get it. The colonel, Stuart and May gave no reaction at all. Paul looked vaguely embarrassed. Don grunted and muttered, “…invited her and she never even answered…” and Jasmine seemed not to hear. 

        She touched her husband’s hand and said, “Donald, sweetheart, offer our guests a drink.” Then she turned to us and added, “I hope you will join us for dinner. We have more than enough.” 

        I scanned them all again, but could find no trace of surprise or shock. I took a couple of steps closer and said, “Mrs. Kirkpatrick, that is very kind of you, but we may not be so welcome when I tell you the reason why we have come.” 

        They all froze. Don scowled. 

        I glanced at Paul. “I am afraid we have very sad news. Sometime early this morning, Jane Harrison was murdered.” 

        Now there was more of a reaction. May clasped both of her hands to her mouth and stared up at her husband, who looked incredulous. Don seemed to turn gray and sat slowly down on a sofa. The colonel stepped toward him, as though to help. Jasmine, in a strange echo of May’s action, clasped her right hand over her mouth while her left clasped her belly. Beside her, Paul swayed. His drink dropped to the floor and smashed and he reached for the mantelshelf to steady himself. 

        Don ignored him and looked up at me with hollow eyes. “How…?” he said, “How did they…? Was it…?” 

        I looked over at Paul. Stuart had stepped forward and was helping him to the other sofa, while May hurried across the room and disappeared through a door into what I guessed was the kitchen. Stuart spoke to the colonel, “Chad, a drink perhaps…” 

        Colonel Hait stared a moment at Paul, then realization dawned and he said, “Oh, Lord! Yes! Yes, of course!” and he hurried to a sideboard beside the fireplace and poured a stiff whiskey, which he then carried to Paul. Paul took it with trembling hands. He took a long pull and shuddered. He looked up at me and asked the same question as Don. “How…? Was it like…” 

        It was Dehan who answered him. “Like what, Paul?” 

        He frowned at her, sensing her hostility, sensing that something was deeply wrong, but not able yet to put his finger on what. Don exploded, “Goddamit! Was it like Danny? Was it them? Was it the Visitors? Did they kill her?” 

        I shook my head. “Oh, no. No, this murder was very human. Very human indeed.” 






    DCM9. Fire From Heaven
    
  




  

EIGHTEEN


   

        Jasmine, apparently recovered from her shock, stood and crossed the floor to us, gesturing toward the fire, to the sofas and the chairs. Her voice was a little unsteady when she spoke. “Please, Detectives, it has been a long drive, you must be tired and hungry. Please sit, can I get you something to drink? You will stay and eat with us!” 

        I glanced at Dehan. 

        She shrugged and almost smiled. “We’re not on duty, remember?” To Jasmine, she said, “I’ll have a martini, nice and dry, Jasmine, thank you. He’ll have an Irish whiskey, large, no ice.” 

        Jasmine went to the sideboard. We approached the fire and Dehan dropped into the chair recently vacated by our hostess. I stood where Paul had been standing, by the fire, and looked at Don. He was watching me and his expression was resentful.  

        “Is this part of your commemoration? A kind of tribute to Danny?” 

        He grunted and looked away. “In a manner of speaking.” 

        Jasmine brought us our drinks, then hurried into the kitchen as May came out with a cloth and a dustpan and brush to clean up Paul’s broken glass.  

        Colonel Hait spoke up, watching me keenly. “It was Jasmine. She had another communication.” 

        Dehan sipped her drink, watching Don as she asked, “Really? When was that?” 

        “After the conference. After you left.” 

        Hait added, “Right there, in the hall, in front of everybody. It was chilling.” He ran his hand over his arm. “It made my hair stand on end.” 

        I frowned. “There is something I don’t understand…” 

        May interrupted me. “How cold are you people? How frigid and heartless are you? You have just told us that Jane has been murdered! And you sit there, drinking your cocktails, chatting as though nothing had happened!” 

        Stuart went to her and knelt by her side, taking her hand in his. “Darling, they are just trying to do their jobs…” 

        She snatched away her hand. “Oh, leave me alone!” 

        She started to sob and I turned back to Don. “Your whole thesis seems to be that these Visitors, as you call them, are in fact hostile. That the big mistake of mankind is to view them as more advanced than us, benign, with our best interests at heart, when in fact they are no better than human beings, ruthless, heartless predators who view us as nothing more than game.” 

        Colonel Hait was nodding as I spoke. 

        When I had finished, Don said, “Yes, that is my thesis.” 

        “Yet,” I gestured at them with my hand, “Your wife goes into a trance, receives a message about having some kind of a reunion, and here you all are, dancing to the Visitors’ tune.” I shrugged. “Why? Your enemy tells you to jump and you jump?” 

        He shook his head. He still looked gray and drawn. “It’s not that simple.” 

        “Explain it to me.” 

        “How did she die?” 

        “It’s under investigation. I can’t discuss any details with you. She was murdered. Explain to me your relationship with these Visitors, Don.” 

        “We don’t know anything about them.” 

        Dehan said, “That’s your answer? We don’t know anything about them!” 

        Suddenly his face flushed and he was shouting. “For God’s sake! We produced both the Third Reich and Greenpeace! We produced Hitler and Gandhi! Mohamed and Buddha! Surely it is possible that an alien race would be as diverse as we are! We need to connect! Enter into a dialogue! Find out who they are!” 

        His bottom lip started to tremble. He looked away and covered his face with his huge hands. The kitchen door opened and Jasmine came running with short, quick steps. She embraced his head with her arms and pressed his face into her bosom. He clung to her hard and sobbed violently. 

        There was a generalized sense of embarrassment and everybody stared at the fire. Except me. I watched Don and Jasmine. “What do you think brought them back now?” I asked. 

        He took a while to stop crying. Jasmine dried his face with a handkerchief, then kissed his eyes and went back to the kitchen. He shook his head. “Forgive me, Jane’s death has come as a shock. All these ghosts seem to be rising up.” He looked at me and seemed to take a hold of his emotions. “I can only return, once again, to the simile of the game animals in Africa who are hunted by helicopter. To them, these sudden swoops out of the blue must seem incomprehensible. One day it is a Jeep or a Land Rover that comes, an animal is shot with a tranquilizer, rendered helpless, tagged and released. Another day an animal that is sick or injured is perhaps cured. And inexplicably, another day, six animals are shot, apparently at random. None of these events seems to make any sense when viewed from the animals’ point of view. But from the humans’ point of view, it all makes perfect sense, because we know about the game reserves, about the hunting seasons and the hunting licenses; about the poachers and the United Nations and about the preservation of endangered species. The animals don’t know it, but they are part of a vast society that both looks after their welfare as species, and sanctions their murder as individuals. We, this primitive human species, are also part of a much vaster society that may well deal with us in the same way.” 

        May spoke suddenly. “Imagine, Detective Dehan, the astonishment of the game keepers if one day one of those gazelle suddenly spoke and asked, ‘Why are you doing this to us?’” 

        I looked at Dehan. She had an eyebrow arched while she listened, then said, “Thanks for the insight, honey.” 

        May’s face flushed and she looked away. 

        I smiled to myself and asked Don, “So what did this latest message say?” 

        He was quiet for a long time. Eventually, he said, “It was very similar to that message, all those years ago. It said that we, the group as a whole, had been chosen as… as messengers. That certain individuals within the group had specific jobs or functions. It said that we were being given a second chance, that last time we had failed, but that this time we could do it better.” 

        Dehan said, “And it specified that Jane was to be a part of the group?” 

        He nodded. “Yes, it was quite specific about that.” 

        I smiled and shook my head. “You had failed, all of you, collectively, because Danny didn’t go to the glade…” 

        “No! Because I forbade it! And Danny and Jasmine obeyed me!” He glared at me. There was something fanatical in his face. “Remember! They stated that I was the rock upon which they would build! Yet when the time came, I lacked faith! I lacked belief!” 

        “You talk about them as though they were gods…” 

        “Aren’t they? Are we not as gods to the animals of the jungle and the savannah?” 

        I shook my head. “Take it easy, Don. In the first place, animals are not stupid enough to elevate people to the status of gods. For that kind of stupid, you need to be human. In the second place, whatever we may appear to be to a buffalo, what we are is people, plain and simple. We are not insects and we are not gods.” 

        He waved a hand at me, dismissing what I was saying. “Whatever the case may be! The fact is that they entrusted a mission to me and I failed them, and the result was that Danny died, and now Jane…” 

        “I already told you that Jane was murdered by a human being. She was not murdered by an alien.” 

        “So you say…” 

        I narrowed my eyes at him. “So I say? You know something I don’t?” 

        “Of course not, except that they are here…” 

        “What do you mean, they are here? Here among us. In this room?” 

        “In a sense, yes.” 

        “Where?” 

        He sighed. “Stop, Detective. It is not that simple. They are here, believe me.” 

        The kitchen door opened and Jasmine stood for a moment, watching us. “The dinner is ready, if you will sit down.” 

        Donald sat at the head. The rest of us took our places at random around the table, and Jasmine served us with plates of smoked pink salmon garnished only with lemon and parsley. She also brought small baskets of dry toast and water biscuits, while Donald poured chilled glasses of Gewurztraminer. 

        We ate solemnly and in silence. Occasionally, I would catch Dehan’s eye and she would give me a look that asked what the hell was going on. I would give her a smile that told her that was what we were there to find out, and she would sigh and turn back to the salmon, which was in fact very good and very fresh. 

        In fact, when the colonel eventually broke the silence, it was to look at Don and exclaim, “The salmon is superb…” 

        “It’s fresh. We smoked it ourselves, with wood from the forest…” 

        He said it not with the pride of a man who has done something unique or admirable, but as though he was revealing some kind of tragedy. I wiped my mouth with my napkin and studied him a moment as he stared down at his plate.  

        “What is it, Don? What is it you are not telling us? You, out of nearly eight thousand million people have been chosen to host these alien beings. You are to be the ‘rock’ upon which they build. And yet…” 

        He stared at me. 

        I went on, “And yet, here we are: two dead, two decades gone by, the world in an even worse state than it was during the Cold War and your ‘Visitors’, in order to spread their message, in order to build upon their ‘rock’, arrange a meeting in the Adirondacks, with smoked salmon and German wine, and murder a TV production assistant from NBC. It all makes perfect sense. I can see clearly how this will all lead to…” I trailed off and frowned. “Actually, Don, that’s a point, what will this all lead to? What is it, exactly, they are building upon the rock that is you?” 

        He didn’t look at me. Jasmine got up and started clearing away the plates. 

        He shook his head. “I don’t know, Stone. And your sarcasm is frankly out of place. You are a guest in my house, you might at least have the courtesy to be respectful of our beliefs.” 

        I nodded. “I am respectful of all beliefs, Don, when they don’t lead to homicide. But when people start getting killed, then I become a little less respectful.” 

        “What are you implying,” he asked with sudden heat, “That I killed Danny, waited twenty years, and then killed Jane? For what imaginable purpose?” 

        I looked around the table. Everybody still looked embarrassed. 

        I said, “I don’t know. But I guess the same applies to your Visitors. If you, who knew these people, who had close relationships with them, if you have no motive, then what possible motive could a visitor from another solar system have?” I turned and looked at Paul, who was staring fixedly down at the table in front of him. I went on, “The motivation to murder is, in practically every case, the product of a close, intimate relationship, usually sexual. So what motivation would interstellar travelers have to murder Danny and Jane?” 

        Don sighed loudly. “Again, Stone? I have already told you! They are hunters, predators…” 

        “That build churches on the animals they hunt?” I looked at the colonel, who was studying me carefully as I spoke. “That take twenty years between one hunting expedition and the next? Oh, but wait, I am getting confused, was it a religious mission or a hunting expedition? Or do they roll both into one to save time and expense?” 

        Paul spoke for the first time and his voice was sullen. “You are out of order, Detective.” 

        “Two people have been murdered, Paul, and there are elements of your alien hunter theory that don’t add up. Is it a spiritual expedition to build upon the rock of Kirkpatrick, or is it a hunting safari? I just don’t buy that it’s both, and I don’t buy that they came twenty years ago, killed Danny, went away and came back again to kill Jane. I’m sorry. The theory has too many holes in it.” 

        The kitchen door opened again and Jasmine returned carrying a tray. On it she had two huge meat pies. She brought them to the table on rapid feet, struggling with the weight of the tray. May stood and expostulated, “Let me help you!” 

        But Jasmine shook her head. “No! No, I can manage!” She placed the tray on the table and gave a small laugh. “You can cut and dish up, if you want to help. Don, we need red wine now.” 

        “I know, goddammit!” He snarled, “Do I look like an ignorant…” He trailed off, stood, and made his way to the sideboard, where he retrieved four bottles of red wine and brought them to the table, while his wife returned to the kitchen to get potatoes and vegetables. Don distributed the wine. Stuart and the Colonel started to pour. As Don sat, Stuart looked at me and said, “Just because we don’t understand it, Detective, it doesn’t mean it isn’t real.” 

        I nodded. “I couldn’t agree more, Stuart, but it is equally true that we should not project explanations onto things we don’t understand, just to try and get them to make sense. And I fear that is what is going on here. Danny’s death was inexplicable. And though your book, Don, makes a very powerful case for the existence of extraterrestrials, it does not, actually, explain Danny’s death.” 

        May said, “But neither did the police.” 

        I smiled at her. “But the police left the case open. They didn’t close it with an unproven theory.” 

        Don said, “And you think that is what I have done.” 

        I nodded. “I don’t think it’s what you’ve done. It is what you have done. And proof of that fact is that, without any of you knowing any details about Jane’s murder, you are all attributing her death to the same cause as Danny’s.” 

        The kitchen door opened again and Jasmine returned with another tray, bearing large dishes of potatoes and vegetables. She laid it on the table, looked at May and made a mock cross face. “Ahh! May! You didn’t start dishing out pie! Naughty May!” 

        May covered her face and laughed too. “Oh, Jasmine! I am so sorry!” 

        I looked up at Jasmine and smiled, and in that moment I caught her staring at Don. She frowned a moment, then her eyes went wide, her face went white, and she screamed hysterically. Next moment, her eyes rolled back in her head and she dropped backward onto the floor, dragging the tray with her, scattering dishes, potatoes, and vegetables in a shattering crash. 
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NINETEEN


   

        Dehan was on her feet, moving to help Jasmine. Paul was right behind her. Within a second, the colonel followed with Stuart on his heels. May had pushed back her chair and was staggering backward to her feet, screaming. But she was staring at where Jasmine had collapsed on the floor, so I was pretty sure what had scared her was Jasmine’s face—not what had scared Jasmine. 

        Dehan was barking orders at everybody to stand back and give her space. I turned to look at Don. He hadn’t moved. He still had his sullen scowl on his face. The only change was that his breathing had grown deeper and faster. He swiveled his eyes to look at me. 

        I said, “Is this a trance?”  

        He nodded. I stood and walked over to where Jasmine was lying on the floor trembling. I touched Dehan on the shoulder and said, “Let’s get her to the sofa. She may have something to tell us.” 

        We moved in a solemn procession over to the fire. As I laid Jasmine on the sofa, May announced importantly that she was going to run upstairs and get a blanket. Nobody answered her, and after a moment we heard her heels hammering up the wooden stairs and along the landing. Jasmine was now giving the odd tremble, but her breathing was becoming slow and shallow. There was a deep sigh, almost a groan, from the table and Don got to his feet. He came over and stood looking down at his wife. 

        “Please,” he said, “sit. They are about to communicate.” He lowered himself into a chair. “Paul, perhaps you would dim the lights.” 

        As Paul went to turn down the lights, May clacked back down the steps carrying a blanket. She strutted purposefully over and covered Jasmine, making sure she was tucked in properly and her feet were covered.  

        “May…?” It was Don. 

        She turned to look at him. 

        He said, “We’re waiting. Would you take a seat, please?” 

        She gave the blanket one last tuck and went to sit next to her husband on the other sofa. Paul joined them. We waited. 

        Ten minutes passed, with only the sound of the logs crackling and spitting in the hearth. Then there was another sound: the sound of slow, deep breaths, six in total, and then a voice that was not recognizable. It was neither male nor female, but it was deep and resonant, and it came out of Jasmine.  

        “Jane not here.” 

        I looked at Dehan. She didn’t meet my eye. She was staring hard at Jasmine. Jasmine’s head flopped on one side, like she was deeply asleep, and a small snore escaped her lips. Then the voice again, with the weird impression that it did not belong to the body it was coming from. 

        “We have chosen Jane. But Jane not here.” Another thirty seconds of silence, then, “Paul.” 

        Paul sat forward. He looked drawn, ashen in the flickering light of the fire. He drew breath to speak, but Don raised a hand. Paul looked at him and he shook his head. 

        The voice came out of Jasmine again. “We have now chosen Paul. Paul will come to us. At middle of night, at twelve o’clock, he will come to the meeting of three paths, five hundred meters from here. He will know the place. We will give him message for the world.” 

        She seemed to slump again, taking long, slow, deep breaths. Paul was staring at Don. He looked scared. The voice spoke again. 

        “We have chosen Paul as our messenger. We have chosen Donald as the rock on which we build. There will be other messengers. The world will hear our message. The time has come, now.” 

        She began to tremble again, her legs kicked, and her head thrashed from side to side. I saw May’s hands go to her mouth and then Jasmine went still. After a moment, she turned away, toward the back of the sofa and suddenly, she was just a sleeping woman, and a shadow seemed to lift from the room. 

        Almost immediately, Paul said, “Don?” 

        Donald stood and went to the sideboard. He poured himself a brandy and returned to sit by the fire. “What do you want me to say?” 

        “Are they going to kill me?” 

        Don shook his head. “How should I know? I don’t…” He sighed and shook his head a second time. “No. No, I don’t think so.” 

        “You don’t think so?” 

        A spasm of irritation contracted Don’s face. “Danny was killed because he didn’t go…” 

        I interrupted him. “You don’t know that.” 

        He glared at me. “What? What are you talking about? It’s obvious!” 

        “No it’s not.” I gave a small, humorless laugh. “That’s an inference you’ve drawn. It’s part of the mythology of your group and your readers. But it was never established as a fact. You have no proof of that and, I’ll go even further, you haven’t even any evidence, let alone proof.” 

        May snapped, “Haven’t you just seen the evidence with your own eyes? Really, detective, it is like talking to the wall!” 

        I ignored her and turned to Paul. “If you are in fear for your life, Paul, don’t go. Let’s be clear about this. Two people have died: Danny, twenty years ago, and Jane less than twenty-four hours ago. What connected these two people?” He shook his head. I said, “Two things: this group and you.” 

        He swallowed. “What are you trying to tell me?” 

        “I’m offering you a reality check, Paul. Please think this through. Danny died in very peculiar circumstances which seemed inexplicable. That led you, amongst others, to conclude that he was killed by aliens. Twenty years later, precisely when we start up the investigation again, the woman you broke up with the night Danny died—because she was in love with Danny—gets murdered. That is one hell of a coincidence. But this time there is no indication of alien activity. This time it is clearly the work of a human being…” I paused, giving him time to process what I was saying. “Now you are being asked to go out into the middle of the forest, at midnight, to receive a message for humanity from the alleged aliens whom you believe killed Danny. What I am telling you is, be smart and don’t go.” 

        Stuart was staring at me like I had just told him Bugs Bunny was behind the murders. “I don’t believe what I am hearing. Are you seriously suggesting that Jasmine is somehow engineering this? Because that is the inevitable conclusion of what you have said.” 

        “At this stage, Stuart, I am not suggesting anything. What I am doing is pointing out that there are several factors connecting the victims with Paul, and I am saying that Paul would be wise to be careful. Can you argue with any of that?” 

        Don sighed loudly. “Paul, you must be guided by your own lights. There is a lot of common sense in what Detective Stone is saying, but equally I would say that every one of us here tonight knows that Danny was killed because he did not go to the rendezvous. I have lived with the guilt of that fact for twenty years and I am not going to make the same mistake again. You must do what you consider to be the right thing. And forgive me for being blunt, but the consequences of that choice will be on you, not on me.” 

        I watched Paul carefully. He sat forward with his elbows on his knees, staring hard at the flames wavering in the fire. Finally, he said, “What time is it?” 

        Don glanced at his watch. “It’s fifteen minutes before nine.” 

        Dehan was watching me, chewing her lip. She was about to speak when the colonel said, “Let me go with you, Paul.” 

        It was Don who answered. “No. None of you seems to understand! The reason Danny was killed was because he did not stick to the instructions!” 

        I cut across him. “Once again, Don, you have absolutely no evidence to support that claim. Now let me make something clear to everybody in this room. We are not in the jurisdiction of the 43rd Precinct here, but Detective Dehan and I have the authority to act to prevent a felony in any part of the state of New York. So I am going to tell you exactly what is going to happen. Detective Dehan is going to stay here and keep an eye on everybody in this room. And if you insist on going to this meeting, then I am going to come with you…” I looked around at them, one by one, and added, “And be in no doubt that if I have to use lethal force to prevent a homicide, I will do so.” 

        May pulled herself erect. “Now you are threatening to kill us?” 

        Dehan turned on her. “Are you planning to kill somebody, May?” 

        “Of course not!” 

        “Then we won’t need to use lethal force to stop you, will we!” 

        There was sudden movement from the sofa and Jasmine turned to face us, yawning and rubbing her eyes. She looked around, frowning. “What… Donald, darling…?” 

        He spoke without looking at her. “You had one of your episodes. You had better go up to bed.” 

        She sat up. “I am so sorry. Did I ruin the evening? Did you eat the pies…?” 

        Donald looked at May. “May, would you mind…?” 

        “Of course!” She scowled at me and Dehan. “I’ll be glad to get away from here. I don’t think I can stomach much more of this stench of bacon!” She stomped over to Jasmine and helped her to her feet. “You OK, honey?” 

        Jasmine smiled at her. “Yes, of course, thank you so much. Just very sleepy.” 

        They proceeded slowly up the stairs and along the galleried landing to the right to what I gathered was the master bedroom. There they went inside and closed the door. 

        I turned to look at Paul. “I am not enforcing the despotic laws of a police state, Paul. We have very reasonable grounds to believe that a homicide might be committed. Frankly, I don’t care if it’s committed by aliens or humans,” I gestured at him. “You yourself are afraid for your life.” I gestured at Don. “Don is worried you might be killed. I don’t think there is anybody in this cabin who is not worried you might be killed if you go out there. So you tell me. What do you think my duty is as a New York police officer?” 

        Colonel Hait was nodding. “There is no question, you are absolutely right, Stone. I cannot argue with that.” 

        Paul sighed. “I hear you. You’re right. It’s obvious. But still…” He looked at me and shrugged. “I would rather go alone.” 

        I shook my head. “Not going to happen. Forget it. Not on my watch.” 

        Don grunted. “We seem to have reached something of an impasse.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “No impasse. It goes down the way we say or it doesn’t go down at all.” 

        Stuart snorted and shook his head. “And you say this is not a police state! Yet here you are, ordering us around and threatening us with violence!” 

        Dehan turned to look at him and for a moment I thought she was going to smack him around the back of the head. Instead, she said, “I don’t give a damn about your politics, Stuart. All we want to do is keep your sorry ass from getting killed, and catch your son’s murderer. I’m sorry if that runs counter to your damned ideology!” 

        He had the good grace to look troubled, but before he could answer, the door opened upstairs and May came out on her short, powerful legs and came clacking down the stairs again. 

        “She is resting peacefully.”  

        She said it like she had pulled off something nobody else could do. She sat next to her husband, with a little waggle of her head, and almost simultaneously Don levered himself to his feet with a grunt and a sigh. 

        “Well, Paul, the choice is yours. I am exhausted, so I am going to retire for the night. I wish you good luck, whatever you decide.” 

        Paul stood, too. “It seems history is repeating itself,” he said. “There is no point in my going if you are going to be there wielding a gun, Detective. Who knows, maybe it’s for the best. I think I’ll retire too.” 

        I stopped him. “Paul, at what time did you come up to the cabin today?” 

        He stared down at me, momentarily taken aback. “I came up early this morning, with Don and Jasmine. I guess we set out at seven, got here about eleven thirty.” He shrugged. “They can confirm that for you.” 

        I nodded. Colonel Hait stood then, muttering, “I’ll be turning in, too!” And as if on cue, Stuart and May followed suit. 

        Stuart glanced at me and Dehan and said, sourly, “You certainly make your presence felt, don’t you?” 

        I smiled at him and stood too. In a loud voice, I announced, “Detective Dehan and I will take it in turn to keep watch. We’ll sleep on the sofas.” 

        Nobody answered. They all filed up the stairs and made their way to the various bedrooms. The doors closed one by one, and within a few moments the house was silent. 
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TWENTY


   

        Dehan and I sat staring at each other across the bearskins. There was absolute silence from the upper floor. Dehan stood and came to sit on the rug in front of the fire, where we could talk quietly without being overheard upstairs. She held out her hands to the flames and the rich orange light played on her face. For a moment I regretted that we were there professionally. 

        “Stone, none of this makes any sense. If Paul is our man, why is Jasmine telling him to go out in the forest in the middle of the night?” 

        I nodded to show I agreed, then shook my head and shrugged to show I didn’t know the answer to her questions. I added, unhelpfully, “Somebody is playing a very deep game.” 

        She studied my face a moment. “That trance…” She turned back to the fire. “I’m no expert, but that looked pretty real to me.” 

        I agreed. “I’ve seen people hypnotized before a few times, and when a person goes into deep trance you get a few signs: Their pulse slows right down, their breathing becomes very shallow and slow, slightly shorter on the intake than on the exhalation, and the skin goes kind of soft and pasty. They are things that are impossible to fake because they are autonomic responses. She displayed all of them. She was in a trance.” 

        She stared at me again, knitting her brows, shrugged with just one shoulder and said, “Why do you know that? Normal people don’t know that kind of thing, Stone.” 

        “When you’re sixty-five million years old, like me, you learn all kinds of useful things.” 

        “OK, I guess that makes sense.” She turned back to the fire. “So why… Sorry, so what is inducing these trances in Jasmine? Or who is inducing these trances?” 

        “That is what I hope we are going to find out tonight.” After a moment, I added, “It’s going to be a long night. I’ll take first watch till two, then we’ll swap.” 

        She smiled at me and nodded. “Anything, anything happens, and you wake me. You got that, Mr. Diplodocus?” 

        I stood and she lay on the sofa. I picked up one of the bear skins and laid it over her, hairy side down. She grinned and I kissed the tip of her nose. “It’s Mr. Tyrannosaurus. Get it right.” 

        She chuckled and within five minutes she was deeply asleep. I grabbed a couple of hefty logs from the basket and stoked up the fire, then I cocked my pistol, helped myself to a generous slice of pie and poured myself a glass of whiskey. On the bookshelves, I found a volume of O. Henry’s short stories and settled myself to wait for whatever was going to happen. 

        The time passed very slowly. The immensity of the room, the heat from the fire, and the lazy crackle and spit seemed somehow to dilate every minute into an eternity. By eleven o’clock, the lines in the book were beginning to cross and I felt I had sandbags on my eyes. I put down the book, stood, went to the kitchen, and splashed my face with cold water. I tested the kitchen door, found it locked, and slipped the key in my pocket—something, I told myself, I should have done earlier. 

        I then went back to the cavernous living room, did a couple of circuits, gazing up at the landing, and noticed for the first time the glint of moonlight from the doors onto the terrace.  

        I climbed the steps and tested the door. It had a dead bolt at the top and another at the bottom. They were both pushed to. I tried them and they were stiff and noisy. Nobody could open them without my hearing them. I peered through the glass. The moon was in its first waning, vast and bright as a spotlight, reflecting off the wood on the terrace, tinting the turquoise sky almost green and making stencils out of the tops of the giant pine trees. Unconsciously, I scanned the sky for UFOs. Then sighed and made my way down the stairs again. 

        I checked Dehan. She was still sleeping. I sipped my drink and looked at my watch. It was eleven thirty.  

        At eleven fifty, I climbed the stairs again, strolled along the galleried landing listening for sounds of movement, looked out onto the terrace, and saw and heard nothing. At ten past twelve, I went back down the stairs, wondering. I checked on Dehan, checked the front door, then checked the kitchen. All was well, and that worried me, because it shouldn’t be. 

        I returned to stand in front of the fire. Almost simultaneously I felt a chill on my face and heard Don’s voice from above. 

        “Stone…” 

        He was standing at the railing in his pajamas, watching me. His wife was by his side in a flimsy white dressing gown. She had her eyes closed and she was swaying slightly. He said, “You should come and see this.” 

        He turned and started to walk toward the doors to the terrace. I snapped, “Dehan! Wake up!” 

        I ran for the stairs and as I went up them, I realized the cold air was coming from the open door. I swore under my breath and clambered to the landing. Now I could see Don and Jasmine on the terrace with their backs to me, staring at the moonlit forest. I was aware of Dehan below running for the stairs, and the bedroom doors opening behind me. I stepped out. 

        The night air at that altitude, even in June, was cold, and small clouds of condensation billowed from our mouths. Don turned to me and pointed at the vast black woodland that stretched away under the moonlight. “Look,” he said, “look over there.” 

        I approached and looked at Jasmine. Her eyes were still closed. I turned to where Don was pointing. Behind me I could hear Dehan’s boots, plus the rustle and shuffle of the others coming through the doors. I said, “I don’t see anything.” 

        “Keep watching.” 

        I looked back. Dehan was there, Stuart and May holding onto each other, the colonel, no sign of Paul. I turned to Don. “Where is Paul?” 

        “Look…” 

        I leaned over the terrace and stared down. It was possible, for an athlete like Paul, to have climbed down. I cursed myself for not having heard him, and gazed out toward where Don was pointing.  

        “Where is this meeting of paths, Don? We can’t let just him go to his death! Where is he going?” 

        Jasmine started to tremble. Her breath rasped in her throat and she fell to the floor, shaking as though she were in the throes of an epileptic fit. Don extended his arm, his face drawn and haggard, his eyes staring. “Look!” 

        There, a quarter of a mile away, a vast column of red light beamed down from the empty sky in among the trees. 

        I heard Dehan breathe, “Holy shit…!” 

        Then we were both running, scrambling down the stairs and across the cavernous room. She got there first and wrenched open the door. Then we were running across the clearing. 

        The colonel was behind us, shouting, “Wait! Don is coming! He knows the way!” 

        I glanced back. The colonel was waiting for Don, who was running toward us, calling over his shoulder, “Stuart! May! Come! Come!” And beyond him was Jasmine’s silhouette in the glowing doorway, pushing May, gesturing her to go. Then we were all running behind Don, who was gasping for breath, tall, lanky, and almost comical in his pajamas. He led us deep into the darkness of the forest. None of the brilliant moonlight penetrated the deep canopy of the trees. The only light came from a small flashlight which he held in his hand and waved erratically across the path as he ran, stumbling over the uneven ground. 

        It took us maybe four minutes in the dark, following Don’s staggering, gasping lead, but we finally came to a clearing, the meeting point of three paths through the woods. It was bathed in the eerie, translucent light of the moon. You could see it was about fifteen feet across and roughly circular. Two more paths, besides the one we were on, wound away from it, one to the right and down hill, the other up and to the left. There was nothing there. No body, no column of red light. I scanned the sky, walking around the clearing, gazing up. There was no trace of the pillar of fire from heaven. Nothing. 

        “Stone…” 

        I looked. It was Dehan. 

        “What diameter would you say that column of light had?” 

        I thought about it. “Three, four feet?” 

        I glanced at Hait. He nodded and we both looked at Dehan. 

        “That’s what I thought. What diameter would you say that has?” She pointed at the center of the clearing, where it was mainly dark moss and grass. 

        I frowned, trying to make out what she had seen. 

        She said, “Don’t get abducted. I’ll be right back,” and I heard her boots running back down the path. 

        Don started after her. “No! Detective! Where are you going?” 

        I said, “Relax. She’s gone to get a decent flashlight from the car. Give me yours a minute, will you?” 

        He handed me his thin pen-torch and I got on my knees. There was an area of singed grass which looked roughly circular. It was hard to make out in the poor light, but it seemed to be about four feet across, and everything inside it was burnt. It was not smoldering and it was not hot to the touch. I looked up at the four faces looking back at me. “Did any of you see smoke at any time since you’ve been here, rising from this area?” 

        They all shook their heads. Behind them, I saw the powerful glow of the flashlight I kept in the car. It made a bright halo around their four figures, turning them into smoky, looming silhouettes. Then I heard Dehan’s boots, pounding back up the path. She came past them and flooded the clearing with light. I stood. Now it was clear. A perfect four-foot circle burnt into the center of the clearing. 

        She looked over at me. “So where’s Paul?” 

        I nodded and looked over at Don. He, the colonel, May, and Stuart were all gazing up at the sky. I said, “Colonel, take these people back to the cabin and make sure Jasmine is OK, will you? We’ll join you in a minute.” I handed him the small flashlight. 

        He looked startled for a moment, then took it and nodded. “Yeah, sure…” 

        Don, Stuart, and May started back down the path. I said quietly, “Colonel?” 

        He stopped. “Yes, Stone?” 

        “Are you armed?” 

        “Why, yes. I have a license, obviously…” 

        “I have no doubt. Just keep your weapon with you at all times, will you?” 

        He looked uncomfortable, then nodded again. “Yes, of course.” He turned and hurried to catch up with the others.  

        I watched the small, dancing speck of light recede, thinking of the powerful glow of Dehan’s flashlight as she had approached, thinking of the powerful beam of light we had seen from the terrace, perfectly straight, not fanning, not spreading, not a cone, more like a giant laser. 

        Dehan brought me back from my thoughts. “Is he dead?” 

        “There are two possibilities. He has either done a runner, or he’s dead.” 

        She shook her head. She looked exasperated. “But he is the only person with a motive! What the hell was that thing? It just beamed down out of the sky! There was nothing there and suddenly, zap!” 

        Nearby an owl hooted and a small predator rustled in the underbrush. I nodded at Dehan and started pacing around the clearing, chewing my lip and going over the sequence of events as I remembered them. “I came out of the kitchen. I felt the cool air from the terrace. I had not felt it twenty seconds before when I went in. Don called me up, said I had to see something. I ran up. The terrace door was open and he and Jasmine were out, looking over this way, like they knew. I stepped out. He was telling me to look over where we were about to see the lights. He had obviously called everybody else because they all came out at the same time. Jasmine had her eyes closed throughout the whole thing. Then she started trembling. Next thing, she made that weird noise in her throat and fell. In that moment the light appeared… And we ran.” I shook my head. “There just wasn’t time, in the twenty seconds that I was in the kitchen, for all that to happen. I tested the bolts. They were stiff and squeaky. I didn’t open them because I didn’t want to wake you up.” 

        “So, in the time it took you to go into the kitchen and… do what?” 

        “Check the door.” 

        “Nothing else?” 

        “Nothing.” 

        “Paul came out of his room, slid back the two deadbolts without making a noise, opened the door, clambered over the terrace, and shimmied down to the clearing, while also somehow alerting Don and Jasmine, the colonel, and Stuart and May.” 

        “It is not physically possible. It can’t be done.” 

        “And when we get here there is no sign of him. So how did they know? How did they know to come out of their rooms?” 

        “We have been played,” I said. “We have been played, Dehan. We have been played good.” 

        She shook her head. “I don’t get it.” 

        “Paul never left his room.” 

        “Shit! We need to get back!” 

        “No, he won’t be there.” 

        “Where, then?” 

        I stared at her for a long moment, then I stared up at the few, distant, icy stars I could make out through the glow of the moon. “I have a feeling I know,” I said. “But you may find it hard to believe. Come with me…” 

        And I turned and headed up the path, winding like a narrow tunnel ever deeper into the impenetrable shadows of the forest. 
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        We returned to the cabin about half an hour later, by way of the trunk of the Jag, from which I collected my laptop. We found them all seated about the fireplace drinking hot cocoa laced with whiskey. Stuart opened the door to us and let us in.  

        “Did you find anything?” 

        I shook my head and went to stand in front of the fire. Jasmine got to her feet and took hold of Dehan’s hands. “May I make you and Detective Stone some hot drink? Everybody’s having some. It is very comforting. This has all been such a shock.” 

        Dehan smiled. “Thank you, that would be great. Stone?” I glanced at her and nodded. Jasmine disappeared into the kitchen and I turned to look at Don. He was staring into the flames. He looked exhausted, wrecked. I examined May and Stuart, and the colonel. They all looked like Don, drawn, scared, depressed. There was nothing remarkable about any of them.  

        Don said suddenly, “I believe he will be returned to us. I believe that. This was not like Danny. Not like Danny! He didn’t disobey. He was not mutilated, incinerated...” 

        Stuart nodded. “I agree with you. It was just the singeing from the beam on the grass. He was clearly simply beamed aboard to receive whatever instruction he needs for the mission he has ahead of him…” 

        I stared at him for a moment, frowning. 

        Dehan shook her head in a gesture of disbelief, and for a moment I thought I could see her father in her, as she had described him to me. She was half smiling, half exasperated. “Clearly? Seriously? That is clearly what happened? Would you mind telling me exactly what evidence you have that makes that clear to you? Because, I have to tell you, I didn’t find a shred out there. All I found was a circle of burnt grass.” 

        Stuart sighed and groaned and rolled his eyes. “Detective! What is it going to take for you to open your eyes and see what is going on here? You cannot take an isolated incident on its own. It is cumulative! Everything is connected!” 

        She nodded and offered him a lopsided smile on the left side of her face, where it was more sarcastic than ironic. “Oh, sure! Cumulative. Like the cumulative evidence that proves the sun orbits around the Earth.” She pointed at him. “Is that what you think you have done? Opened your eyes? This, what you all are doing right here, this is an act of faith! Worse! It’s superstition! You, under the guidance of a man who claims to be a scientist, are constructing an entire belief system on an unfounded assumption! You have not got a single piece of objective proof! Not one! Nothing! You’re saying, ‘We don’t know how Danny was killed, therefore he must have been killed by aliens.’ And after that, everything and anything that you can’t explain gets explained the same way. Now, you even know that they operate training programs for their missions. Based on what? On a patch of burned grass!” 

        I watched at her and felt a warm glow of admiration. 

        May shook her head and muttered, “You couldn’t begin to understand.” 

        The kitchen door opened and Jasmine came out with two mugs of cocoa. She took them to the sideboard and smiled at Dehan. “Cognac or whiskey, Detective?” 

        I watched Dehan turn, and for a moment she seemed to move in slow motion. She reached behind her head and took hold of her long, black hair, tied it in a knot as she spoke, and as she did so, my mind raced and I understood everything. The whole thing became suddenly crystal clear. I seemed to snap out of a dream and heard Dehan say, “Whiskey, please, Jasmine.” 

        I watched Jasmine lace them generously and hand them to us, first to me, without making eye-contact, and then to Dehan, with another smile. After that, she left us and went to clear the table. Dehan raised the mug to sip from it. I pointed at the mug and said, “Be careful, you might burn your lips.”  

        She stared at me with the mug half-way to her mouth and a slightly incredulous smile. “What are you now, my mother?” 

        “Do me a favor, would you, Dehan? Just go up and have a look at Paul’s room. See if he packed a bag. See if his pajamas are there, or if the clothes he was wearing are there. Let’s see what he had on when he disappeared. You can leave your cocoa. It’ll still be there when you get back.” 

        I took it from her hands and placed it on the sideboard along with mine. As Dehan ran up the stairs, I turned to Kirkpatrick.  

        “I wonder, Don, if you could deliberately induce one of Jasmine’s trances.” 

        He looked slightly surprised. “What are you suggesting? That I somehow engineer these experiences? That is absurd!” 

        I shook my head. “No, that’s not it at all. I am trying to keep an open mind. I was thinking about what Detective Dehan said about the complete absence of proof. If these beings—assuming that they exist at all—but if what they are trying to do is communicate with us, then perhaps we could take the initiative and use Jasmine not just as a receiver, but as a transceiver and communicate to them the predicament they have put us in, and see if we can get some concrete proof of their existence, maybe even solve the mystery of the murders.” I looked around at the four astonished faces and laughed. “I’ve been trying to tell you from the start that I have an open mind. All I want is a reasonable standard of proof. If this can get it for us, we should try.” 

        Kirkpatrick stared past me at the dining area. I followed his gaze. Jasmine was standing by the table with a pile of plates in her hands, watching us. After a moment she nodded, then turned and made her way back to the kitchen. Kirkpatrick looked back at me. His eyes were penetrating. “What do you have in mind?” 

        I shrugged, spread my hands, “We simply create the conditions for the trance. We kill the lights, let her lie out on the sofa, and you speak to her. Tell her to relax, to open her mind to the Visitors, to call on them. You know the kind of stuff. I don’t need to tell you. I’m sure you’ve attended a few sessions of hypnotic regression in your time. I guess it would be pretty much the same thing.” 

        He nodded. “Yes, it is possible, we could do that.” 

        I went on. “Then, when we have contact, Detective Dehan will put the questions to them and explain our situation. Let’s see how they respond.” 

        Stuart had been frowning at me. Now he turned to Kirkpatrick. “I have to say I am surprised, Donald, but it does seem to make sense. It is at least worth a try.” 

        Kirkpatrick nodded. “Yes, I agree.” He turned to me. “What if they instruct you, as they did Paul, to go to the clearing?” 

        “Then I’ll go.” 

        “Very well.” 

        He stood and went into the kitchen. Dehan came out of Paul’s room and crossed the length of the galleried landing to the doors out to the terrace. I watched her unbolt them and step out. A moment later, Kirkpatrick and his wife came out of the kitchen and he led her to the sofa, where she lay down and got comfortable. Upstairs, Dehan came in from the terrace and I went up to meet her. We came down together and I explained to her what I had arranged with Don. 

        “You want to take care of the questions?” 

        She looked surprised. “Me? Why?” 

        I smiled. “I liked the way you expressed it earlier. You put my own thoughts into words very nicely.” 

        She raised an eyebrow at me. “Jeez, boss, thanks. It’s going to look great on my résumé. Next thing, I’ll get headhunted by the Alien Negotiation team at Langley.” 

        I laughed and as we approached the group, I said, “What were you doing on the terrace?” 

        Again, she looked surprised. “I was trying to see how he got down. I can’t figure it. His clothes are all in his room. He must have been wearing pajamas. It’s crazy.” 

        I nodded. “OK.” Dehan sat close to Jasmine’s head, where she could talk to her when the time came, and I addressed the group. “All right, we are going to see if we can get some answers to our questions. There is a lot that you guys take for granted, but we haven’t got that luxury. We need facts and we need proof, so that is what we are going to try and get. Detective Dehan will conduct the session once Don has induced a trance in Jasmine. Meanwhile, I am going to record it on my laptop. Just try to ignore me, and forget I am here. Detective Dehan is the person you need to be focusing on.” 

        I went and switched off the lamps from the main console. The only light now was from the fire, and from the moonlight filtering in through the windows. I set up the laptop on the dining table and sat behind it. When I was ready, I said, “Dehan…?” 

        She turned to look at me and held up her thumb, and I knew that from where they were, I was all but invisible behind the dim glow of the screen. I said, “Whenever you are ready, Don.” 

        A moment later, I heard a soft cough, and then the gentle murmur of his deep voice as he took her through a relaxation routine that told me he was no stranger to hypnosis.  

        “As you are listening to my voice, allow your mind to move inside you, and notice how you become aware of all those feelings that are telling you that you are becoming deeply, deeply relaxed… all the way down. That’s right… all the way down…” 

        Even without listening to the words, the rhythm was soporific. The deep, burnished light from the fire flickered over the group, causing long shadows to waver and dance across the room. Jasmine lay in a deep pool of darkness on the sofa, invisible to me where I sat. His voice droned on. 

        “…you know that the power of… your unconscious… now takes you deeper than you have ever gone before… into realms of… your unconscious… so deep and so high that you can reach up with your mind, among the stars, and open… your unconscious… to the minds of visitors from other worlds…” 

        I had set my chair back so that it was easy to stand without making a noise. Now I stood and made my way up the stairs, listening carefully to Don’s voice, alert to any change that would tell me he had noticed my absence. There was no such change. His voice continued, repeating over and over, “…your unconscious…” suggesting images of space and stars and sleep. 

        I reached the galleried landing and moved quickly along to the doors to the terrace, which Dehan had left open for me, as we had arranged. I stepped out and walked quickly to the side. There I pulled myself over and, with some difficulty, clambered down and dropped to the ground below, with only a few scratches and grazes. Then I ran to the back of the house and scrambled under the veranda to the small window we had opened on our way back from the clearing in the forest. The flashlight was where we had left it. I shone it through the window into a very large cellar crammed with everything from old furniture and cardboard boxes to sacks of logs, a washing machine, a big spin dryer and a freezer, a large trolley, and everything else you would expect to find in the basement of a mountain cabin.  

        I dropped the flashlight onto an old, dusty chair, dragged myself through, and lowered myself onto that same chair. Once down, I took the flashlight and stood in the middle of the floor, playing the light over the walls and into the corners, making a more detailed inspection, and one by one I began to find all the things I had expected to find when it had dawned on me that the party had been at a cabin in the mountains. 

        All but one. 

        Then I turned the flashlight to the washing machine, the dryer… and there was the big chest freezer. I approached it, and with a vague sense of nausea, I opened it. And it was there, as I had thought it would be. Or rather, they were there: the head, a ghastly white with blue lips, and his eyes mercifully closed. Beside it, his feet, and beside his feet, his genitals. All neatly contained in plastic bags. 

        I closed the lid. The torso, then, must also be where I had imagined. That was the other part of the puzzle which had dropped into place. But before I could check, behind me I head the door open, and Don’s voice spoke in a harsh rasp. 

        “Don’t move, Stone, or I swear I will blow Detective Dehan’s head clean off her shoulders.” 
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        I turned. There was a flight of wooden steps up to a door. That door now stood open onto the kitchen, and in the opening I could see the silhouettes of Dehan and, just behind her, Don. He seemed to have a hold of the back of her collar in his left fist, and in his right I could make out what seemed to be a pump-action shot gun. 

        “Where are the others? They are not in on this, are they?” 

        “That doesn’t concern you.” 

        I played the light over them. I saw Dehan wince and cover her eyes. Don did the same. I shifted it a little and said, “I haven’t much to lose, Don. You are going to kill us anyway, aren’t you?” 

        Dehan said, “I’m sorry, Stone. I started questioning Jasmine. He got up and when he came back, he had a shotgun…” 

        He shook her savagely and snarled, “Shut up!” 

        I said quietly, “Hurt her and I’ll kill you where you stand, Kirkpatrick.” 

        He snorted. It may have been a laugh. “Do as you’re told and nobody need get hurt.” 

        I gestured with my head at the freezer. “Like Paul? Like Jane?” 

        “This could have been simple and painless, Stone. You chose to make it complicated—and painful.” 

        “The law, Don, the law made it complicated and painful. The law that says it’s not OK to go around murdering people, however justified you may feel in doing so.” 

        “Don’t lecture me. I am too old and I have seen too much of the world to take lectures from the likes of you. Now put down your gun.” 

        I gave a single bark of a laugh. I pulled my gun from my holster and showed it to him. “I put this down and I sign Detective Dehan’s death warrant along with my own.” I shook my head. “No, we are going to have to talk about this.” I frowned. “I am curious. What have you done with the others?” I turned and pointed at the freezer. “You knocked him out with sleeping tablets, the way you tried to do with us, with the cocoa. But I don’t believe you knocked out the whole party that way. No, I don’t think that was your plan at all. I think you actually wanted witnesses…” 

        I stepped toward him. He backed up and shook Dehan again. “I’m warning you, Stone! I will kill her!” 

        I shook my head. “No you won’t. You know as well as I do that the moment she is dead, the balance of power shifts in my favor. You will put off killing Detective Dehan to the last possible moment. And that is why I am going to hold on to this weapon.” I moved toward the steps and began to climb. He backed up. I went on talking. “I made a lot of mistakes in this case to begin with. One of my first was to believe that your wife was as much your victim as Danny was. Then I shifted and thought that maybe you were your wife’s victim.” I stopped at the top of the stairs and stared into Dehan’s face. She was frowning, confused. Then I looked past her at Donald Kirkpatrick. “Both made sense, yet neither made perfect sense. Then it dawned on me, only tonight, that you were partners. That you were acting together.” 

        I turned and walked out of the kitchen into the vast living room. There, Stuart, May, and Colonel Hait sat together on the sofa, looking frightened and confused. Jasmine stood by the fire. She held a .38 revolver in both hands, trained on the colonel. 

        May watched me walk in and said, “What the hell is going on?” 

        I gave her a lopsided smile. “You asking the bacon, May? I couldn’t begin to understand, remember?” 

        Stuart looked at me resentfully. “This is not the time for scoring points, Detective Stone!” 

        I gave my head a little twist to the side and made a ‘tsc!’ sound. “If not now, then when, Stuart?” I looked at the colonel. There was a question in my eyes: had he relinquished his weapon? I knew he read me, and he seemed to nod. The .38 was his. I sat in the armchair with my gun on my lap and looked at them all. Don and Dehan were close behind me. 

        Don shoved Dehan toward the sofa and said, “Sit down!” Then he turned to me. “OK, Stone, now you hand over your gun. If you don’t, we start shooting. We start with May, then Stuart, then the colonel, and finally your partner.” 

        I made a face like I wasn’t really convinced. “I don’t know, Don. I grant you, you have a strong hand, but it sounds to me like you’re not thinking very clearly. Let me explain the situation to you. Here you have two senior detectives from the 43rd Precinct of the New York Police Department, who have gone for a long weekend up to the Adirondacks while in the middle of an investigation, and they have gone to the very spot where the case they are investigating started…” I smiled, gave a small laugh and shook my head. “Clearly this is no coincidence, and it is merely a device to get around jurisdictional red tape. So you must realize that our chief is aware of where we are, and what we are doing here. And in fact, he will be expecting to hear from us tomorrow morning.” 

        Jasmine was staring at me with no expression on her face at all. Don glanced at her, then back at me. He swallowed. I went on. 

        “Now, maybe, if you are real smart, you might get away with killing all these witnesses and pretending it was the aliens who did it. Everybody will know you are lying, but if there is no evidence, you might just get away with it.” I laughed. “But a sofa full of bullet holes and soaked in blood? I don’t think so. We are at an impasse, Don. You both know it.” 

        He snarled, “You think we are incapable of taking them outside one by one and executing them?” 

        “Oh, I think you are very capable of that. But the moment you pick somebody, I am going to put a bullet through your head.” I looked over at Jasmine. The only change to her expression was that her face had gone tight; other than that, there was nothing. I said to her, “How about that, Jasmine? Life without Don. The rest of your life in a women’s prison, knowing that Don was dead. That appeal to you?” 

        Her eyes flicked over at him and I saw fear. 

        He snapped, “Don’t listen to him! We can do this!” 

        I said, “I’m curious about something. Just indulge me for a moment, and then we can get back to how we solve this impasse…” 

        He frowned, smelling a way out. “What do you mean, ‘solve’?” 

        I laughed. “Come on, Don! We are all grown-ups here. I am sure we can find a solution where everybody wins.” I played a hunch and gave Jasmine a sly look. “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you, Jasmine?” 

        Don said, “Some kind of deal…?” 

        “We’ll come to that. Just indulge me, I’m curious. How this whole thing started, way back in ’98. Back then, you were no part of this, were you?” I looked at Jasmine. “You were just a mail-order bride, right? Young—what were you, twenty-five, twenty-six, excited, a little out of your depth, swept off your feet by a husband who, though he was a lot older than you, was fun, exciting, even a bit glamorous, right? You must have been blown away by the whole thing.” 

        I waited. She didn’t answer. She just stared at her husband. There was terror in her eyes. I pushed on. 

        “And, you know what I’m curious about? Were you interested in UFOs back in the Philippines? Or was that something you just got involved in through your husband? Either way, it must have been pretty cool to have the cabin for the weekends, and come out to the mountains, and all of Don’s friends who’d come along, too…” 

        I let the words trail away. She was staring at Don real hard. She was willing him to do something. All of her attention was on him and I could have shot her right then without her ever realizing it, but the risk of Don shooting Dehan in retaliation was too high. 

        “Trouble is,” I said, “however much we have, we always want something we don’t have, isn’t that right? And you had it all, Jasmine, but, like the desperado, you wanted something you couldn’t have. You wanted Danny, didn’t you?” 

        She shook her head. “No, not true.” 

        I laughed quietly. “Come on, Jasmine, the game is over. It’s time to admit the truth. You saw him, and right away you fell in love, but you were totally dependent on Donald, for everything, from your resident’s permit to your food and the roof over your head. Not to mention the way of life to which you were rapidly becoming accustomed. So what to do?” I wagged a finger at her. “And I bet that was when your mind went back, almost without thinking, to the things you had seen as a kid. Where are you from in the Philippines, Jasmine? Let me guess. Western Samar? Maybe Sorsogon…?” 

        She nodded. “Sorsogon…” 

        “And you had often seen the trances of the Mangkukulam, you knew how it looked and how convincing it could be. And you were right. It fooled everybody. Especially as nobody expected it from such a shy, obedient young girl like you.” I turned to Don. “It fooled almost everybody. It didn’t fool you, though, did it, Don? You were really in love with your new bride. You doted on her. It really surprised me when Paul told me that, because now you treat her like dirt. But back then, you doted on her. You doted on her so much that you were aware of her every desire, and you noticed the tiniest nuances and changes in those desires. And however hard she tried to hide it, you noticed when she started to turn cold on you, and started to hunger for Danny. You saw the concealed looks, the gazes, the blushes, the smiles…those million and one tiny giveaways that tell you somebody’s feelings have changed. You noticed.” I shook my head. “I’m guessing you would have been willing to ignore it, if she only hadn’t acted on it. Am I right?” 

        He curled his lip. “If you think you are going to get me to admit anything…” 

        “Come on! What difference does it make? I’m a cop! I’m curious! But by the end of tonight, you’re going to have as much on me and Dehan as we have on you.” I turned my smile on Jasmine. It wasn’t a nice smile. “If you had just been willing to love him from a distance, it would probably all have blown over. But you are not the type, are you? You are the type who, when you want something, you go after it; in your own, shy, secret way, but you go after it. That, after all, is why you’re here in the States, right? Because you will go the extra nine yards. 

        “You wanted Danny, but you were never alone with him. You were always with Don. Plus, in the beginning, I bet Danny didn’t responded to your secret come-ons, did he? He loved and respected Don, and he would never have betrayed him. But bit by bit, he started to become fascinated. Because you were not quite like any woman he had ever known before. And you began to notice that he liked you. 

        “So that night, that awful, fateful night in June, 1998, you pretended to go into a trance, you thrashed around as you had seen the Mangkukulam do, and then you spoke your silly, childish lines, that you and Danny were the chosen ones, and, to keep him happy and make him feel important, you borrowed a line from the Bible and told Don he was the rock on which they would build. And after everything they had just witnessed on Don’s specially adapted equipment, they were all taken in…” I turned to Don. “Except you. You saw right through it, and you saw right through it not just because you could read Jasmine like a book, but because you knew that everything they had all just witnessed on your especially adapted equipment was a crock of horseshit. You knew there were no aliens out there trying to make contact. You knew it was all a scam. I don’t know if you borrowed the technology from Jane, or if she was in on it with you, but all your group saw that night on Macomb Mountain was special effects, wasn’t it?” 

        He nodded. “Yes. I knew they were there. I still know they are there. But I was sick of waiting. I had been promising so much to my group, to Jasmine, but they would not show themselves to me. And I could see Jasmine losing interest, becoming ever more drawn in, like everybody else, by Danny’s magnetism and charisma. They were all drifting away from me. Jane had no idea, but I picked her brains over a few weeks and put something together. For a little while that night I tasted success, and Danny was in awe of me for a change.” 

        “And then Jasmine had her trance, and you knew. You knew that she had decided to sleep with him, and once she did, it would be over. Your love affair, your marriage, your dreams, the group—everything would be over. So you forbade them to go, and in forbidding it, in trying to terrify them into obedience, you remembered the cattle mutilation cases, and the Brazilian case in Guarapiranga, amongst others, and in that moment, the idea was born in your mind. You wouldn’t kill him, the aliens would.” 

        May was shaking her head, staring from me to Don and back again. “No! No! Donald? It’s not true! Donald? How? How? We have been over this a thousand times!” 

        “How?” I said. “With Jane’s help, that’s how.” 
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        They all stared at me in disbelief. May said, “Jane?” 

        I shrugged. “She didn’t know she was helping, but it was all those conversations on special effects that gave him the idea. And I confess it was very clever. It only dawned on me what he had done when I realized that he had a cabin up here in the mountains. Because, when you think about it, even though the whole spectacle was mesmerizing, there was only one small part of it that was actually impossible. And it was that small detail that made the whole thing seem impossible.” 

        The colonel was frowning and Stuart was squinting at me like I’d just told him two and two made plum donut. “What are you talking about?” 

        I smiled. “It gets a little confusing, I know. And it was that simple fact that helped consolidate this as one of the classic cases in UFO mythology. Because, you see, Jasmine was not alone in being infatuated with Danny. Jane also had a big crush on him. And that night, she became jealous because she realized, with her feminine intuition, that Jasmine was coming on to him, in her own quiet, subtle way, and that he was liking it. So she made her play and tried to seduce him. The net result was that she got nowhere with Danny, but made Paul very mad and, where there was supposed to be a party at the cabin on Saturday night, instead, Paul and Jane’s bad feelings spread throughout the company and everybody ended up going home early. 

        “And that confused me to start with because I had assumed that everybody was going home from your place in the Bronx. But they weren’t, they were going home from here, and Danny stayed. What did you do, Don? You sent Jasmine to bed. She’s so obedient she would do anything you told her, right? So you sent her to bed and, what? Did you shoot him? Stab him?” 

        May let out a ghastly, inhuman wail. “Oh, no! Dear God, no, please!” 

        I stared at her and wondered for a moment at a mind that could accept her son’s death at the hands of extraterrestrials, but the thought of his being killed by another man was intolerable. I turned back to Don. He sighed.  

        “I stabbed him with a kitchen knife. Poor boy. He was very surprised.” He turned to look at May and Stuart. “I’m sorry. It was very quick. He hardly suffered at all. I stabbed him from behind, directly into the heart. Left the knife in until the heart had stopped beating, so there was practically no bleeding.” 

        The horror on Stuart’s face, and on May’s, was beyond words. They stared at him, and not just the horror of their son’s death was writ large in their eyes, but also the twenty years of betrayed trust, the twenty years of calling him a friend while all the time he had been their son’s executioner, all the while he had held the memory of their son’s death in his mind. I didn’t want to go on. I didn’t want to subject them to any more, but I had no choice. 

        “You took him down to the basement, as you did with Paul tonight.” 

        “Tonight was more difficult because Jasmine had to do it alone, while we were out at the clearing. She had to use a trolley. You probably saw it in the cellar. But that night I did it myself. I cut off the head and the feet and…” He hesitated and scowled at May and Stuart, who had gone sickly white. “Well, I was angry!” he said. “Trying to fuck my wife!” His face flushed with rage, then it slowly subsided. “I kept the bits in the freezer and put his body in the furnace, on a sheet of metal from an old oil drum. It gets damn hot in there. You need a lot of heat to get through the winters up here. It drops to well below freezing, and you have snow for months on end…” He might have been giving one of his lectures, or narrating a travelogue. “When he was reduced to ash, with a few bones, I gathered him up and put it all in a cooler in the back of my car, and drove back to the Bronx.” 

        Colonel Hait was staring at him, transfixed somewhere between horror and fascination. “But how? For twenty years, the murder has been unsolved because it was impossible! Even Detective Ochoa ended up accepting it must have been some kind of non-human agency!” 

        I smiled and nodded. “Believe me, Detective Dehan and I were scratching our heads and beginning to wonder if this was a genuine X-File. But actually, it was really simple.” I spread my hands. “If it had just been the lights over the park, that’s simple, right? A remote controlled chopper, or helium balloons with some kind of directional fan to drive it around, a few lights and a few lasers bought from an electronics store. With a little advice from Jane—albeit unwitting advice—something like that was easy to put together.” 

        Don was nodding. “It was a helium balloon with a directional fan, much like a zeppelin. I had been planning to use it for a sighting up here in the fall…” 

        I continued, “Even the mutilation and the incineration were not impossible to explain, as you’ve seen, but what made it seem impossible, what acted as a catalyst to make the whole thing seem impossible, was the absence of footprints or tracks. Any explanation you came up with fell apart when you tried to explain how the body got there. And that was what fell into place when I realized that there was a cabin out here. Suddenly the house had to have a furnace, for the long winters—a furnace capable of producing the necessary temperatures to incinerate a body. And when you have the furnace, you are no longer carrying a hundred and sixty pound body, you are carrying much less weight; and if you have a furnace for the snowy winters, well, you’re also going to have snow shoes, right? Snow shoes, possibly adapted with a bit of sheepskin, or wool, would leave no recognizable tracks across the mud. And then everything else fell into place.” 

        I smiled at Dehan as she closed her eyes and slapped her forehead with the heel of her hand. “Son of a bitch!”  

        “And the little spectacle tonight? Paul was given some sleeping tablets ground up in his drink. That’s why he retired early.” I looked from Don to Jasmine. “Which one of you two lovely people did it?” 

        Jasmine blinked. 

        “Oh, it was you, was it? You slipped into his room and stabbed him. Then we were lured out to the terrace, and that ‘beam’ you were so certain had come down and teleported him up to be instructed for his mission, had not come down at all. It had shot up. It was a couple of hundred dollars worth of lasers, of the sort you might use at a rock concert, stuck to a board in a small clearing thirty yards from the meeting of the three paths. It was triggered, I have no doubt, by a remote control concealed in her dressing gown pocket. She had her fit, collapsed in a trance and triggered the light display. We went running from the house, led by Don to the exact spot where we were to find the singed circle he had made earlier with a blow torch.” 

        Dehan was shaking her head, staring at Jasmine. “But why? Why would you collude in all this? He murdered the man you loved!” 

        I laughed out loud and Dehan stared at me in genuine shock. I spread my hands. “It was the best thing that ever happened to her! Don found himself being driven, almost in spite of himself, to write up the case of his charismatic friend and colleague, fallen in his passionate pursuit of the truth. Interest in that kind of story in the media in those years was at an all-time high. The chance was too good to pass up. He wrote the book and published it and, if before he was comfortably well off, suddenly his book had sold over a million copies, and twenty years later it is still selling and the case has become a UFO classic. Overnight, Mr. and Mrs. Kirkpatrick had become millionaires.” I looked Don in the face. “Of course it destroyed you as a person. You became this…” I gestured at him. “This bitter, twisted residue of a human being. But you…” I turned to Jasmine. “You’d never had it so good!” 

        Dehan was nodding. “But when we reopened the case, Jane and Paul suddenly became a liability. And when you saw that we were getting too close and we wouldn’t buy the ET explanation, you decided Jane and Paul had to go.” 

        I nodded. “Exactly.” I turned to Jasmine. “My money is on you. I think it was your idea. You are deep and dark, and I think you suggested it to Don. Let’s not just kill them, let’s use it as the basis for a second book that will sell even more than the first one. A commemorative reunion in the mountains, where Jane, Paul, and Danny’s parents are all mysteriously killed in exactly the same way as Danny, and you, Colonel, would have the honor of being the survivor, the credible witness who saw the whole thing happen, the beams of light from heaven, the trances. You would provide the alibi for the killers.” 

        Stuart stared at Don, his eyes bulging. “You were going to kill us?” 

        Don scowled at the floor. “Don’t you want to join your precious son?” He turned to me. “Enough of this. What’s this deal you are suggesting?” 

        I waved my gun at the colonel, May, and Stuart. “We kill them, Dehan and I provide you with the alibi, and we get fifty percent of the proceeds from the book.” 

        Hait’s jaw dropped. “What?” 

        May screamed and covered her moth with both hands, staring at me with eyes wide with fear. 

        Stuart was shaking his head frantically, “No! Don, no! We won’t talk! Listen to me! For God’s sake!” 

        Jasmine spoke. She looked at Don. Her eyes were hard and pitiless. “I don’t want to share.” 

        Don snarled, “If they don’t call into the precinct tomorrow, people will come looking for them. We need a credible witness! Without a witness we have nothing!” 

        Suddenly Hait’s face was flushed red. “I don’t believe you people! Have you gone insane! This is murder you’re talking about!” 

        Don went scarlet and screamed at him, “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!” 

        And then Jasmine was screaming, “I don’t want to share! We don’t share! We kill them! Kill them!” Then she swung her gun arm around, pointed at my head and screamed, “No share!” 

        She squeezed the trigger. There was a violent flash and a huge explosion. Jasmine was lifted off her feet and hurled back against the fireplace with a big, ugly, red-black hole in her chest, while the slug from her gun tore through the back of my chair. Dehan was on her feet. She had her left arm wrapped around Don’s gun arm, she had aimed the shotgun at Jasmine and pulled the trigger with her right. I gaped and scrambled to my feet as she smashed her left elbow back into Don’s jaw. He staggered away and fell to the floor, leaving the gun in Dehan’s hand. 

        Next thing, Stuart had jumped up and hurled himself at Don. I shouted, “Stuart! No!” 

        But he ignored me and fell on Don with his hand clasped around his neck, screaming, “I am going to kill you, you son of a bitch!” 

        I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and dragged him off. Then Don was scrambling to his feet and running. Dehan bellowed, “Freeze! Stop!” 

        But he ignored her, wrenched open the door and ran. Stewart pulled free from my grasp and went after him. I shouted, “Stuart! For God’s sake! You damned idiot!” And as I shouted, I was running. Dehan was just ahead of me. We burst through the door and out into the night. The moon was declining toward the west, but by its light we saw Don hurtle across the clearing, with Stuart close behind, and disappear among the trees, headed in the direction of the lake. We went after them. As we ran, Dehan indicated she would go right and I should go straight, and before I knew it, she had peeled off among the trees and disappeared. 

        I swore violently under my breath. It is easy to get lost in a forest in broad daylight. In the middle of the night, it is almost impossible not to. Thankfully, the trees were less dense here and some moonlight did filter through, plus we were on a slope that I guessed ran down to the lake. I slowed from a mad dash to a steady run, trying to listen for sounds ahead. I could clearly make out the noise of heavy bodies crashing through the undergrowth, but whether it was Don, Stuart or Dehan was impossible to tell. And the peculiar acoustics of the forest made it equally impossible to pinpoint the location. 

        I had figured that if the track we were on led to the lake, it was a fair bet there was a boat at the end of the track. If Don made it to the boat and managed to row to the other side of the lake, it would be impossible for us to catch him. But a more immediate worry was that, though Stuart was in the grip of a wild rage right now, he was not a killer. Don was, and I had no doubt Don would kill Stuart to get away. And all of that added up to the fact that I had to catch Don, and I had to catch him before Stuart did. 

        The trees started to thin and suddenly I had broken out onto a moonlit beach. Globules of amber light warped and glimmered on the black water. Ten paces away, the black hulk of a rowboat loomed on the shore. A man stood motionless beside it. It was impossible to tell if he was facing the water or facing me. I had my back to the mass of the trees and I wondered if he could see me. I stepped silently forward a few paces. 

        Then there was a sound, a movement. A shadow rose up out of the black form of the boat. It swung an object, possibly an oar, and struck the motionless figure on the back. There was a grunt and a thud, but by then I was shouting, “Freeze! Drop it! Freeze!” 

        I ran forward and came around the hulk of the boat. I could see them grappling now in the sand. Stuart was screaming, making shrill, incoherent noises, gripping Don’s throat. Don was pounding his face with his fists, but it seemed to have no effect. I holstered my weapon and moved forward to grab Stuart’s collar, but suddenly Don was kicking sand and scrambling to his feet, running for the lake, and Stuart was up and going after him. Don’s plan was clear and I shouted, “Stuart! No!”


        I had no shot. The risk of hitting Stuart was too high. I swore for the second time and made to run. But in that moment there was a streak across the sand. A black form hurled itself at Stuart’s legs and he went down flat on his face. 

        I ran to him and as I grabbed his wrists and knelt on his back, Dehan snarled, “Cuff him!” And she was off. 

        Don’s tall, willowy form was wading into the water. For a moment, he looked like some strange, ancient creature of the woods, tall, thin, and angular, waving his arms like branches as he went deeper into the dark liquid, with the pale moon touching his skin and the small waves around him. 

        The moment didn’t last. Dehan crashed through the water, holding her weapon in both hands, shouting at him to stop. He turned to face her, almost waist deep now. Perhaps she thought he was going to surrender. Perhaps that and the dark, and her innate reluctance to shoot an unarmed man, all conspired against her in that moment. But he lunged, took the gun from her hands, and in the next moment, he had dragged her under the water. 

        It may have been a fraction of a moment. It seemed to be an eternity of stillness and silence while he stood, with his back arched and Dehan gone beneath the black, enveloping water of the lake. I was not aware, in that moment, of what I was doing. I heard a voice screaming Dehan’s name. I felt the splash of cold against my body. I saw an automatic weapon in front of me in the darkness, in the strange moonlight. I saw it kick once, twice, three, four—seven times, and then it was just clicking. Don’s dead body lay on the surface of the lake, staring blindly up at the universe, at the empty stars that in the end had given him nothing. I screamed again, “Dehan!” 

        I dropped the gun and reached beneath the small waves with frantic hands, searching for her clothes or her hair, or anything to grab hold of. And then the lake exploded, and Dehan erupted from the inky depths like a whale, spraying foam and hair in all direction, screaming, “Son of a bitch! Where are you, you mother…!”


        Her fist and elbows were going like a windmill on speed. I reached for her with both hands. “Dehan! Dehan, it’s me, Stone, stop! Stop!” 

        “Don! Where is he? Where is he?” 

        “Dead. He’s dead. I’ve got you. Come here…” 

        She came to me and I held her tight, and we stood and trembled together, waist deep in the cold black lake, under the moon, with Don’s dead form drifting slowly toward the shore. 
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        We eventually pulled Don’s body ashore, dragged him onto the sand, and covered him with a tarpaulin from the boat. I then un-cuffed Stewart, who was sobbing and shivering like a small child, and we had walked back up the track to the cabin. There we had found that the colonel had telephoned the sheriff’s department and that the sheriff was on his way with several deputies. 

        By the time he, the ME, and the CSI team had arrived, and he and his deputies finished taking detailed statements from everybody, the sun was already rising over the giant pines in the east, and the birds were getting busy singing and doing whatever it is birds do in the early morning. A warm copper mist was rising off the grass and the sky seemed to stretch and yawn as it turned from dark to bright blue and the moon finally sank down in the west. 

        The sheriff promised to forward his report to the 43rd and asked us, as a courtesy, next time we wanted to shoot somebody in his county, to let him know beforehand. We had promised we would and driven away. 

        At the bottom of Elk Lake Road, we had come to the intersection with County Route 84. There I had turned left, headed back toward the I-87, New York City, and the Bronx. Along the way we passed once again through Blue Ridge, and shortly after that we had come to a small cottage on the left, set back among the trees, and there must have been at least a dozen ancient, half-rusted signs posted outside it. Everything from County Route 87, to arrows pointing to campsites, gas stations, and nature reserves. There was something beautiful about the woods and the cottage, and even about the signs that seemed to belong to an older, simpler world.  

        But the sign that really caught my eye was bigger than the rest. It was a long, wooden arrow pointing back the way we’d come. It was painted brown with white letters in the style of the old West. It said, ‘Adirondack Buffalo’ and under that it said, ‘Bison meat’. 

        I pulled over to the side of the road. Dehan looked at me without much interest and said, “What are you doing?” 

        “I’m calling the inspector.” 

        She gave a single, upward nod. While I dialed, she said, “That was pretty neat, Stone, about the snow shoes and the furnace… Simple, when you know…” 

        The phone rang on the other end. I shrugged. “It just made sense.” 

        “So who killed Jane?” 

        “I figure it was Jasmine. Five minute drive early in the morning. Jane would let her in. She had no real quarrel with her. Her pretext was to convince her to come to the reunion. Jane insists she won’t, and Jasmine kills her.” 

        “What about the whole samurai sword thing?” 

        “Eskrima, the ancient Philippine art of fighting with blades. We will never know for sure, but my guess is she had some training.” 

        “Huh! And what the hell is a Mangku…?” 

        “A Mangkukulam. A practitioner of Philippine voodoo.” The phone stopped ringing and I got the inspector’s voicemail. I said, “Hi, Inspector, it’s Stone here. We got lucky and managed to wrap up the case. The Essex County Sheriff’s Department will be sending over their report. We’re on our way back, but we seem to have got a little lost. Cells just don’t seem to work up here, sir, no signal at all. But as soon as I can, I’ll call you. If I can’t, expect to see us no later than, say… Tuesday.” 

        Dehan burst out laughing. I swung the Jag around and headed back into the mountains. I had seen a sign earlier for Aunt Polly’s B&B. I figured with a name like that, it couldn’t be bad. And nearby was The Cellar, on Long Lake, where they were bound to do Bison Steak and good artisan beers. I began to smile and looked at Dehan. The sun was shining, she had the wind in her hair, and she was grinning behind her shades. She looked like a million bucks wrapped for Christmas, and I felt like the luckiest man alive. 
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        “Do you know how many times I have stood at this breakfast bar watching you cook bacon and eggs, wanting to tell you how much I love you when you cook bacon and eggs?” 

        It was seven o’clock in the morning and the smell of bacon and coffee was strong and rich on the air. She didn’t look at me but I could tell she was smiling. She said, “Yup.” 

        “How many?” 

        She wielded the spatula with dazzling skill and slipped two eggs onto each plate as though it was easy. “I’m not going to tell you because then we’ll get all mushy and we’ll have to go upstairs and shower again. Put these on the table.” 

        I carried the plates to the table with a self-satisfied saunter and a slightly foolish grin on my face. I sat and as I reached out to pour the coffee I felt her breath and her lips on my ear as she whispered in a husky growl, “Why d’you think I did it, dumbass?” 

        We were rescued from having to rush back to the shower by the jangling of my cell phone.  

        “Stone,” I croaked. She grinned and sat. 

        “Good morning John, it’s John here.” 

        I frowned, then my head cleared. “Oh, Inspector, good morning.” 

        “Good morning. I’m sorry to call so early. I’m probably interrupting your breakfast. Look, I have a letter here, maybe nothing but you never know, do you…?” 

        I waited. He waited. I said, “No, Inspector, I guess you don’t. What is the letter about?” 

        “The Westchester Angel.” 

        I groped my way through the fog of coffee, bacon and Dehan toward a dim glimmer of recollection. “Jane Doe, spring 2016, they found her body by the Westchester Creek. Raped and strangled.” 

        Dehan was chewing, watching me with narrowed eyes, nodding slowly. Inspector Newman continued. “Probably raped, that’s the one. Indeed. The writer claims to have information relevant to the case, and as the case has gone cold I thought perhaps you would like to talk to him.” 

        “Sure, of course. Give me his number. We’ll give him a call and drop by…” 

        “Well here’s the thing. I’ve made an appointment for you to go and see him, this morning at nine, hence the early call.” 

        “An appointment…”  

        I frowned. Dehan frowned in sympathy, sipping black coffee from her white cup. 

        “Yes, he’s at Rikers, serving five years for possession of cocaine. His name is Wayne Harris. You can collect the file on your way. It’s waiting on your desk.” 

        “Thank you, sir…” 

        “See me when you get back. Let me know what he says.” 

        “Yes, sir, we’ll do that, as soon as we get back.” 

        “Good. Nice talking to you. Enjoy your breakfast, John. And, uh, catch you later!” 

        I could hear the smile in his voice. I said, “Yes, sir, catch you later too…” But he’d already hung up. 

   


* * *


   

        It is a pretty roundabout route to Rikers Island from Morris Park, involving Randalls Island, the Robert F Kennedy bridge twice over water, and the Francis R Buono Memorial bridge just once. On the way we collected the file on the Westchester Angel case and Dehan read out loud while I drove. She had the window down and the late May sun bathed her face as she raised her voice above the battering air and the growl of the Jaguar. 

        “Exactly a year ago, almost to the day. Monday 16th May, 2016 a body was found on an area of wasteland that runs for about half a mile along the west bank of the Westchester Creek. It was spotted by an employee at the quarry opposite the Fedex depot, who called 911.” 

        I frowned. “Where was the body?” 

        She studied the file a minute, holding the pages between her fingers like a cigarette, to stop them flapping. After a moment she said, “Yeah. Zerega Avenue?” She glanced at me and I nodded. “You got the Fedex depot, the Golden Mango warehouse and the quarry. There’s a big patch of trees and rocks right on the river. She was down there.” She carried on reading aloud. “Time of death was impossible to establish, as always. She’d been lying out in the open by the side of the river and lividity was advanced, though decay was still only in the initial stages. It was estimated that death occurred at some time between Saturday afternoon when the guys from the quarry would likely have spotted her if she had been there, and the small hours of Sunday night to Monday morning.” 

        We were crossing the first portion of the Robert F Kennedy Bridge onto Randalls Island. I asked, “Cause of death was strangulation, right?” 

        She nodded, chewing her lip. “Mm-hm. She had some bruising to the face, especially the mouth, consistent with having been slapped hard or punched. ME suggested whoever hit her was big, or at least had large hands. Her wrists had been bound very tight with a silk handkerchief…” She looked at the photos and made a face. “But not like you’d expect. It was more like the old-fashioned cuffs. Like,” she held out her wrists to demonstrate. “…he tied one wrist tight, then left some slack and tied the other wrist, so there was some play. Like he wanted her hands to have a certain amount of freedom.” She shrugged. “Cause of death was strangulation. There was extensive bruising to the neck, the windpipe had been severely crushed and the pattern of the bruises suggested that was done with the thumbs. No prints were recovered, so the killer probably used gloves.” 

        My frown deepened as we passed over the sports fields and began to cross the water toward Astoria Park. “How was she lying?” 

        “Face down, half in the water. Post mortem found that she’d had sex, so she may have been raped, premortem, perimortem or postmortem. The semen was too decayed to provide a DNA profile.” 

        I grunted. “Odd.” 

        “What is?” Before I could answer, she said, “If she was raped Saturday night, say eight or nine o’clock, she could have been lying there about forty-eight hours, half in the water. The semen could well have decayed in that time.” 

        I nodded, but I didn’t say anything.  

        We crossed the long bridge over almost a mile of water, and she read me the last part of the file, about why Detective Ibanez had not been able to close the case. The victim had had no purse, no driver’s license, no ID on her. There were no witnesses and her DNA and prints had got no hits on CODIS or IAFIS. All they had was the fact that she was Hispanic, in her early to mid twenties and had a rather beautiful, expensive crucifix around her neck, inscribed with the name Angela on the back. Her clothes—a white blouse and a gray skirt—were good quality but modest and demure. The two latter facts had earned her the name the Angel of  Westchester Creek in the more sensationalist press. 

        Three quarters of an hour later we were sitting in an interview room looking at the photos of the crime scene while we waited for Wayne Harris to be brought in. “I need to see it,” I said. 

        Dehan nodded. “There are a couple of things I don’t get…” 

        I agreed, but before I could say so there was a loud clang and the steel door rolled back. Two uniformed guards led in a tall man in an orange jumpsuit. He had the look and build of a quarterback: about six foot five, and I estimated his weight at about two hundred and thirty or forty pounds of solid muscle. He had a face that looked hard and solid too, with short hair, a square, raw concrete jaw and a small, thin, cruel mouth that seemed permanently fixed in a thin, cruel smile. He had small, pale blue eyes which he used now to observe Dehan as though he was calculating her size, weight and intelligence. 

        The guards sat him in the chair opposite us and cuffed him to a metal ring on the table. One of them, a beefy black guy with humorous eyes said, “If he gives you any trouble, you jess shout. We’re right outside.” 

        I thanked him, they strolled out and clanged the door shut behind them. Wayne didn’t look at me. He kept his eyes on Dehan. When he spoke it was like sandpaper being dragged over twenty years’ accumulated deposits of hardened nicotine in his throat.  

        “It’s sure nice to talk to somebody who ain’t a con. You ain’t a con, are you, Detective?” 

        I said, “I’m Detective Stone, this is Detective Dehan. We’re from the cold cases unit at the 43rd Precinct. I was told you had some information for us.” 

        He kept staring at Dehan, smiling, then slowly shifted his gaze to look at me. “Well that all depends, Detective Stone of the 43rd Precinct. See, we are in the age of the Information Revolution. That may be something you don’t fully appreciate, on account of your age. But Detective Dehan here, I figure she is closer to my age. Am I right, Detective Dehan? I figure maybe you will have a better understanding of what I am talking about. Information is where it’s at. It’s the name of the game.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow at him that could have sliced the balls off a brass monkey. 

        I smiled and said, “If you’re looking to sell information, Wayne, however old I may be, you need to talk to me. I run the cold cases Unit.” 

        He still didn’t look at me. He frowned and smiled simultaneously at Dehan and said, “Ouch! Male chauvinism strikes again. The white male still running the show, huh?” 

        I stood. “When you’re ready to talk to me, Wayne, call the precinct. Right now you’ve got time to waste, we haven’t.” 

        Dehan stood. 

        Wayne sighed. “Take it easy man! Take some time out from being you, we’d all be grateful.” He grinned. “You feel me? Know what I’m sayin’?” 

        I waited, watching him. “Have you got something for me?” 

        “Yeah, man! Siddown, I got something for you.” 

        I sat. Dehan went and stood in the corner, behind me, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. I smiled to myself. She knew he wanted to play games with her, so she’d gone where she could observe him without distracting him. Now he was looking for her with his eyes. 

        I said, “You know something about the Westchester Creek murder in May, 2016?” 

        He looked pained and gestured toward Dehan. “C’mon man. She don’t have to go away.” 

        I leaned forward. “OK, Wayne, this is your second warning. There won’t be another. I think you’re bored and you want to play games, and you know exactly squat about the Westchester Angel. Now you had better start talking as soon as I draw breath or we are out of here and you will not see us again. Start talking now.” 

        “OK! OK! OK… Man! Heavy or what?” 

        I stood. 

        “I’m talking already! I was there! I saw the whole damn thing go down. I watched it! All right?” 

        I sat. “No. You’re lying.” 

        “I ain’t lying! I was there, man.” 

        “Prove it. I’m out of patience, Wayne. You need to keep me here and I am walking…” 

        “I was near the bushes, lyin’ there just minding my own business, watchin’ the stars, smokin’ some weed, you know? And I hear this noise, like people strugglin’, and I look over and I see this dude comin’ down from the road, where there is a gate in the fence, and he has a chick with him and he is pushing her in front of him.” 

        “Why didn’t she scream?” 

        He started to laugh. “Well, I didn’t ask her, Detective Stone Cold. I didn’t think I was invited to that particular party. You feel me? But I think—and you know it was kind of hard to see in that light, at that time of night—I think she had a gag in her mouth.” 

        “What time was this?” 

        “Now, let me see, you’re gettin’ very particular and maybe my memory needs refreshing…” 

        I stood. “You’re full of shit, Wayne.” 

        “Ten or ten thirty Saturday night! Man! Don’t you ever let up? All I’m askin’ for is a little two way reciprocity, dude.” 

        “Give me something I don’t know, then we’ll talk about reciprocity.” 

        “I’m settin’ the scene. Chill. So he takes her down, where it’s kind’a like a beach. You been there?” 

        I nodded. 

        “It kind’a levels off toward the water, and there’s grass and it’s a bit soft there, so you can lay down. And he throws her down on her back, he pushes up her skirt and he rides that baby. Man! And he’s tellin’ her to hold him. Weirdest fuckin’ thing I ever saw. ’Cause she’s got her hands tied, right? And he’s kissin’ her like crazy, and when he comes up for air he’s sayin’, like, ‘Hold me, bitch! Hold me!’ And she can’t say nothin’ back because he’s in this kind of frenzy, kissin’ her and stranglin’ her at the same time. When he’s done, he pulls up his pants, and he starts to drag her toward the water. I guess he’s figurin’ on dumpin’ her in the river. But just at that very moment…” He leaned back in his chair and started to wheeze with laughter. “You would not believe it, man! I mean, what are the chances, right? That is the very moment a Harbor Patrol boat chooses to just cruise on by. You should have seen that guy hightail it out of there. Man… he was like a dog with a jalapeno pepper up his ass!” 

        I thought about it for a moment. “Did you get a good look at him?” 

        He made an exaggerated grimace, sucked his teeth and drew a deep breath. “Well now, Detective Stone Cold, here’s how I figure it. I have given you enough that you know I was there. And you know I saw what I saw. Now, I have smoked a lot of dope in my time, and I have snorted a lot of coke, and you know how it goes. That shit can affect a man’s memory. Not so much that he forgets things for ever! You feel me? But just so much that he needs a bit of stimulation for his memory. Am I wrong?” 

        I sighed. “What do you want?” 

        He wheezed his unpleasant laugh again. “Man… man! I have spent my whole life askin’ myself that, and I still don’t know. What do you want, Wayne? The sweet lips of a beautiful woman, the taste of a fine cigar that has been rolled on the thigh of a Cubana…” He leaned forward across the table. “A cup of real coffee, man, so many things. Where do I begin to tell you, man, what I want when I have lost my freedom?” 

        I sighed, like I was really bored, put my hands on the table and went to stand. “Well, Wayne, what can I tell you? If you won’t tell me what you want, then we can’t make a deal.” 

        “OK, OK, OK… You get me out of here, man. I can’t be in here. This place is full of dudes who need to be in here. You know what I’m sayin’? Like, they want to be in here. It’s like some weird shit, unconscious drive to be in prison and, like, controlled! But I ain’t like that. I need to be outside. I am a free spirit. You get what I’m sayin’ to you?” 

        I shook my head. “I can’t get you out of jail, Wayne. You were found guilty of being in possession of cocaine. You have to do your time. It’s the law.” 

        “You can’t get me out of jail, but you know a man who can. Am I wrong? You can make it happen, Detective Stone Cold. Don’t tell me you can’t, because I know you can.” 

        I shook my head again and stood. “To do that I would need a lot more than a description of the crime scene, Wayne. You haven’t told me anything I didn’t already know…” 

        He smiled and interrupted me. “But I told you enough that you know I was there and I saw it go down. Think about it, Detective Stone Cold. Think about it and we are gonna talk again.” 

        “Goodbye, Wayne.” 

        “Goodbye, Detective Stone Cold.” He leered at Dehan. “I’ll catch you down the road, Detective Dehan.” 

        Ten minutes later we climbed into my Jaguar—an original right-hand drive, burgundy, 1964 Mark II, with spoke wheels—and rolled down the windows to let in the sun. Dehan stared at me and I stared out the windshield. 

        She said, “I think he’s full of crap.” 

        I nodded several times, then turned the key in the ignition and fired up the big engine. As we pulled out and started the long drive across the dark water, I said, “I want to have a look at the place. I also want to have a look at what the press said about the murder, what details we released to them. We should talk to Ibanez, too.” 

        She raised her aviators up like a medieval visor and squinted at me, frowning. “He said something that caught your attention. He said something you want to check against what the press reported, because you think only somebody at the scene could have known it.” 

        I laughed. “You asking or telling?” 

        “Both. I’m asking but I know I’m right. What was it? What did he say?” 

        “You remember I said something was curious, and you thought I meant the decay of the semen?” 

        “Uh-huh.” 

        “I didn’t. What struck me as curious was the fact that he had crushed her windpipe with his thumbs. But she was lying face down.” 

        She made a face and nodded. “So he was trying to move her.” 

        “Right. The report you read made no mention of that. So I want to know if the papers or the TV did. Because if they didn’t…” 

        She was nodding. “He did. He said the killer tried to move the body into the river, then ran when the Harbor Patrol came by.” 

        “Yup. So we need to pull up the reporting from the time. Because if he was there, either he saw who did it, or…” 

        I looked at her and she said, “Or he did it.” 
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        We found a space to park outside the Golden Mango Supermarket on Havermeyer Avenue and walked the short distance to Zerega, which runs along beside the creek. There is a stretch between the quarry and the Fedex Depot, about a hundred and forty yards or so, where the road borders the riverbank, separated only by an ugly fence made of steel tubing and wire mesh, about eight feet high. It serves little purpose, other than to make a place that should have been beautiful even uglier than it had already become: it was both easy to scale and easy to cut through. 

        Dehan touched my arm and pointed. “There’s a gate over there. It’s open.”  

        I followed her over and examined the gate. There were scratches that suggested it had once been secured by a chain and a padlock, but both were long gone. Dehan pushed the gate further open and we squeezed through into a miniature jungle of tall grasses, weeds, ferns, bushes, maples, and oak trees. I stood a moment, absorbing the scene. Dehan pushed farther in, following what might have been once a beaten path, taking big, arching steps over weeds and nettles with her long legs. She had the file with her. 

        I called out, “I think the body was down there.” She turned to look at me and I pointed to the right. “There should be an inlet down there, with a rocky beach, and a grassy lip, like a small mound.”  

        She nodded and started picking her way to the right a bit. I followed and we came out onto a sloping bank of mixed rocks, sand and moss that descended steeply for about eight or nine feet to a small knoll, roughly oval, about twelve or fifteen feet long and six or seven feet across at its widest point. It was surrounded on three sides by tall grass and shrubs, but on the far side it sloped gradually down to a rocky inlet in the river. Dehan pulled out the pictures of the crime scene. “That’s it, there,” she said, and we scrambled down to the knoll.  

        She stood a moment examining the pictures again while I peered over her shoulder. She pointed ahead, to the edge of the grassy lip. “Her body was over there, face down, with her right arm pinned underneath her and her left arm kind of flung out toward the river.” She shook her head. “I can’t make out any drag marks…” 

        I turned and looked back, in the opposite direction. “He probably rolled her. That’s why her arm is pinned. If you drag a body you have to do it from the feet, otherwise they are almost impossible to move. If Wayne was telling the truth he would have been over there, in those bushes.” 

        I pointed up at a patch of undergrowth about thirty feet away. Dehan turned, looked where I was pointing and nodded. She said, “So right now I am asking myself, if… if Wayne has knowledge of the crime scene and the position of the body, that was not made available to the media, what’s to stop us from promoting him to prime suspect?” 

        I shrugged with my eyebrows. “I was wondering the same thing.” 

        She echoed my eyebrow-shrug with her shoulders. “The only thing I can think of is that, if he was the killer, he would have to be really stupid, seriously stupid, to draw attention to the fact that he was here at the time of the murder. And he struck me as a lot of things, but stupid wasn’t one of them.” 

        I scratched my chin, still staring at the area where Wayne had said he’d been lying, getting stoned and looking at the night sky. He would have had a perfect view of the events. I sighed. “Agreed. He’s not stupid, at least not in the sense of having a low IQ.” 

        I clambered up to the spot, lay down and looked up at the sky. I called down to her, “What did Ibanez make of it?” 

        Dehan was quiet for a bit, leafing through the file. “She didn’t really come to any firm conclusions, but she speculated that the most likely explanation was that Angela, if that was her name, was a prostitute and was killed by her pimp or a client.” 

        I winced, sat up, leaned my elbows on my knees and stared down at her. “Did she offer any reason for that remarkable hypothesis?” 

        She kept reading and eventually said, “Well, if you can call it a reason, she says there doesn’t seem to be any other explanation for why she would be at a place like this at that time on a Saturday night. She quotes some statistics: that a Hispanic girl murdered and raped in the Bronx in a lonely place of these characteristics is most likely to be a prostitute…”  

        She stopped reading and stared at me. She looked mad. I agreed. I felt mad too. “So basically she had no evidence and assumed because she was an Hispanic girl out late on a Saturday in the Bronx she was a whore.” 

        “That’s about the size of it.” 

        I sighed and stood up. “This is not Hunts Point. It’s one of the safest areas in the Bronx. Not just the Bronx, in New York. Whatever her statistics may say, the chances of finding a prostitute working this district are practically nonexistent.” 

        “Plus, look at the way she was dressed. What was her line, Miss Demure? A flutter of the eyelashes is extra?” 

        I laughed. “Mmm…sounds appealing.” 

        “Funny.” 

        I joined her on the knoll. “Did they check NamUs?” 

        “There is no mention of that.” 

        “Let’s go talk to Detective Ibanez. I think this is a case of the same old same old, Dehan. A woman nobody cares about killed by a guy nobody cares about. You go through the motions, you don’t get an immediate hit off the databases, so you file it under Don’t Give a Damn and let it go cold.” We started climbing back up the bank. I spoke over my shoulder as we climbed. “And let’s look at women who were reported missing around that time. It will be tedious, but I reckon if we can get some idea of who she was, we’ll get some idea why she died, and who killed her.” 

   


* * *


   

        You could tell Detective Veronica Ibanez liked to think of herself as bad ass. She didn’t wait for us to find her, she came looking for us. She was small, all her movements were quick and she chewed gum like she was in a hurry to get it chewed. She shouted to me as we walked into the detectives room. “Yo! Stone! You want to talk to me?” 

        She said it as she walked across the room with her chin stuck in the air. 

        I smiled and frowned at the same time. “How’d you know?” 

        She arrived at our desks as I was pulling off my jacket. She had her hands in her jeans pockets and was chewing furiously. “Inspector told me you was looking at the Westchester whore…” She grinned and made a small noise that wanted to be a laugh but never made it. “I figured you’d wanna talk to me, get my view.” 

        “Yeah. Grab a chair.” 

        “I prefer to stand. I get restless sitting down. Whacha wanna know?” 

        Dehan sighed, dropped into her chair and opened her laptop. 

        I rested my ass against the desk. “What made you think she was a prostitute?” 

        She shrugged. “What else? She wasn’t doin’ voluntary work out there at that time of the night, was she?” 

        “That was it?” 

        “What else?” she said again. It was obviously her go-to analysis. “If it walks like a duck and it quacks like a duck, it’s a duck!” 

        I shrugged and gave a small laugh. “But she didn’t look like a duck. Her clothes were sober, demure even. She looked the picture of respectable middle class.” 

        She made a pfff! sound. “You ever worked vice? I tell you Stone, you should take a sabbatical and work vice for a year. It’ll open your eyes. You get whores of every color, shape, size and persuasion! Ask Mo…” Mo was laughing like an egg custard. “Hey, Mo, you’re writing a thesis on the whole gamut of whoredom, ain’t ya? You know ’em all, huh? You dirty bastard!” There was a moment of generalized hilarity. She turned back to me. “Believe me, pal. Clothes don’t mean nothin’!” 

        I was about to ask her how, then, she knew what a duck looked like, but I could see the discussion turning circular so I left it and moved on. 

        “I saw in the file you ran her prints and her DNA, but there’s no mention of NamUs. Did you check on women reported missing…?” 

        Before I could finish the question she gave a big shout of laughter. “Are you kidding me? Do you know how many files on missing women there are? One hundred thousand, my friend! One hundred thousand!” She did a weird thing with her neck, moving her head from side to side. “If you think I’m gonna bust my ovaries goin’ through a hundred thousand files looking for a babe who is probably an illegal anyway, so she ain’t gonna be in those files, you are plumb crazy. No way. You wanna do that, be my guest. I got more important things to do!” 

        I heard Dehan’s voice from behind me. “More important than identifying a murdered girl?” 

        Before she could answer, I said, “What steps did you take to identify her, Veronica?” 

        “You know what we did. It’s in the report. We ran her through CODIS and IAFIS, and we spent a day canvassing the area. Nobody knew her, nobody had seen her.” 

        I heard Dehan snort. “A whole day, huh? You sure earned your pay that week, Ibanez.”  

        I glanced around at her and smiled. She was staring at her laptop. Ibanez looked at me. “You know what, Stone? I don’t need this.” 

        I nodded. “I know, you have important stuff to do.” 

        “Take a hike. You got any questions, look in the report.” 

        She went striding at speed back across the room, with her chin in the air. I turned back to Dehan. “What are you doing?” 

        “I’m checking the reports from the time to see if there is any mention of the position of the body.” 

        “And?” 

        “So far I’ve read three reports. None of them says anything about the position of the victim.” She sat back in her chair and linked her fingers behind her head. “Seems to me that, if the media had been told that it looked as though the body was going to be dumped into the water, they would have reported it.” She shrugged. “You know, bodies floating down the river, that kind of stuff. Sort of thing the press like.” 

        “I’m inclined to agree. But keep looking. I’m going to look for women reported missing May and June of 2016. Veronica is probably right. It probably runs into thousands. But first, let’s go and report to El Jefe.” 

        We climbed the stairs to the inspector’s office, tapped and were told to come in. He was standing at the window, spraying something onto his potted plants. He smiled benignly at us and gestured toward his chairs. “Sit, sit. I am just tending to my plants. All life is sacred, don’t you think?” 

        Dehan said nothing so I spoke for both of us. “Can’t argue with that, sir.” 

        “No,” he said, lowering himself into his chair with a sigh. “And if you did, you’d be wrong. So, how did you get on at Rikers? Has he got information of value? Or is he bluffing?” 

        Dehan answered. “It may be both, sir. He has something, but it may not be as valuable as he is trying to make out.” 

        He frowned. “I see…” 

        I said, “He claims he was at the scene.” 

        “In what capacity?” 

        “Well, that’s just the thing, sir. He says he was enjoying a joint, lying on the grass looking at the stars, when he saw the killer arrive with the victim. He claims she was bound and gagged. He described the way her wrists were bound and, more important than that, he said that after the victim was killed, the killer tried to drag her to the river. That is a fact that, as far as we know, was never reported to the media.” 

        He nodded. “Aha, so if he knows that, either he was there as a witness…” 

        “Or he did it.” 

        “Indeed. So what are your next steps?” 

        I drew breath but Dehan spoke first. “We spoke to Detective Ibanez. She couldn’t add anything to what was in the report. So we thought we would check how the murder was reported at the time and see if there is any reference to the body’s being moved. If there isn’t, then A, Wayne becomes our prime suspect and B, the chances are good he has more information to give us. Also, we start trawling reports of missing women around May and June 2016.” 

        He frowned. “That wasn’t done in the original investigation?” 

        I shook my head once. “Nope.” 

        He raised an eyebrow. “I see. May I suggest you also approach the PDs and sheriff’s departments of New Jersey, Maryland, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, et cetera…” 

        I nodded. “All our immediate neighbors. Yes, we’ll do that. How we proceed thereafter, sir, depends very much on what we find regarding how the media reported the case.” 

        He leaned back in his chair. “That makes perfect sense, detectives. Well done. I won’t hold you up any longer. Good work.” 

        As we left he was reaching for the internal phone. As I closed the door we heard him saying, “Ah, Detective Ibanez, could you come up and see me for a moment…”  

        We passed her on her way up. She and I made a point of ignoring each other, but Dehan said, “Going to see the Inspector, Ibanez? Say hi from me.” 

        She didn’t answer. 

        We worked through lunch, Dehan read every article she could find on the case, and contacted the major TV news networks for any footage they had where the murder was reported. Meanwhile, I sent out a request to the neighboring PDs and sheriff’s departments for missing persons reports on Hispanic females in their early to mid twenties, reported missing in late May or June, 2016. 

        After that it was a matter of trawling, painstakingly, through the NamUs database. Ibanez had not exaggerated. There were approximately one hundred thousand cases of missing women over the age of twenty-one, and an extra two thousand three hundred people reported missing every day. My search criteria were pretty narrow, but even so there were thousands of files to work through. 

        By eight o’clock that evening I was beat. I rubbed my eyes, crunched my vertebrae and looked at Dehan, who was leaning back with a pencil in her mouth, reading from the screen of her laptop. 

        I shrugged and shook my head. “I haven’t found her. I need food and a bottle of wine.” 

        She nodded for a while, still reading. Then she yawned and stretched, reached forward and switched off the computer. “Me too.” She rubbed her face with her hands and stared at me. “It was not reported, Stone. However Wayne Harris came by that information, it was not through the press.” We stared at each other for a long moment, then she summed it up. “Either he has spoken to somebody who was there and told him what happened, or…” She shrugged and I nodded. 

        “He was there.” 
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THREE


   

        By the time we got home it was almost nine o’clock. Dehan put a couple of pizzas in the oven while I pulled a cork from a bottle of wine, then fixed a couple of martinis, extra dry, while the wine breathed. As I placed her drink on the bar, Dehan said, “So, Sensei, how do you want to play it?” 

        I thought about it. “First drink, then dinner, then bed.” 

        “Where’s your red nose, Mr. Clown?” 

        I carried my drink to the sofa, kicked off my shoes, stretched out and spoke to the ceiling. “I say we don’t rush our fences. Wayne ain’t going anywhere anytime soon.” Dehan came over, nudged my feet aside with her ass and sat on the arm of the sofa. I looked at her. “He’s playing it like he has a strong hand. Maybe he has, but we can bluff. I don’t want to give him a deal if I can avoid it.” 

        She nodded. “So, before we go back to him we try to find out who she is. Then take it from there.” 

        I nodded. “I think that makes sense.” 

        There was a ping from my phone. She retrieved it from my jacket pocket and handed it to me. 

        I thumbed the screen. “Emails,” I said. “Whaddaya know. Philadelphia PD and Boston PD.” I pulled myself into a sitting position and read: “Reported missing June first, 2016, Sonia Ibarri of Buttonwood Avenue, Maple Shade Township in Philly. Twenty-two at the time of her disappearance.” 

        Her eyebrows rose up. “Sounds promising, if that’s the right word.” 

        “Hmm… We’ll find out tomorrow.” I went to the next email. “Boston PD. Rosario Clemente, twenty-three at the time of her disappearance. Reported missing Sunday twenty-second of May, 2016. One week after our victim was killed. Also a good candidate. Neither of them is called Angela.” 

        Dehan shrugged. “It could have been her grandmother’s cross. Could be a family heirloom. They both sound like they could be our girl.”  

        “We’ll go see them tomorrow, have a look at some pictures, and hope we don’t have to show them any of Angela.” 

        She nodded gravely, then gently punched my knee. “C’mon, big guy. Pizza’s ready.” 

   


* * *


   

        Next morning Dehan phoned ahead to Alicia Clemente, Rosario’s mother, and the Ibarris while I made breakfast, and by nine we were on the road to Boston. It was a three hour drive, but we didn’t talk much. We were in a somber mood. One hour in, Dehan, looking out at the woodlands and fields around New Haven, said, “It’s hard to know what to hope for. You hope for a positive ID to be able to lay her soul to rest, and give some closure to the family. But you hope for a negative too, so you can give them some hope.” She turned to look at me, with her aviators hiding her eyes. “We want truth and we want hope. It’s a tough break when the truth robs you of hope.” 

        There was no answer to that, so we drove on in silence. 

        At twelve we pulled into Deadham, in Norfolk County, on the southwest border of Boston. Their house was a large, attractive clapboard affair on Crowley Avenue, and backed onto a magnificent old Catholic church. I couldn’t help wondering who on the town council had named the streets. Probably the same person who called the town ‘Dead Ham’. 

        I followed Dehan up the stone steps to the porch and she rang on the bell. It was opened almost immediately by an attractive woman in her late forties or early fifties. She had made no effort to conceal the gray streaks in her black hair, which she had cut short. She was dressed in black Levis and a denim shirt, and had a single string of pearls around her neck which she fingered as she looked at us without speaking. 

        I said, “Mrs. Clemente?” 

        “Yes. Are you the detectives from New York?” 

        I nodded and showed her my badge. “I am Detective John Stone. This is my partner, Detective Carmen Dehan. May we come in?” 

        “Of course.” She stepped back, holding the door. “Do you know something about Rosario?” 

        There was a hint of Latino in her accent, but it was more generic, cultured East Coast. Dehan said, “We don’t know yet, Mrs. Clemente. That’s what we hope you will help us find out.” 

        She led us through a hall to a large, comfortable living room with dark wood floors, and two open sash windows set into a bow, overlooking Crowley Avenue. There were bookcases floor to ceiling in the alcoves on either side of an iron fireplace; and the occasional tables that flanked the old leather chairs and sofas all held large, interesting lamps—and more books: some open, all with bookmarkers in them. I noticed a couple were on architecture. 

        To the left of the door the room opened out to a set of French doors that gave onto a broad lawn. At the end of the lawn I could see the church. In front of the French doors there was a baby grand piano, and on it a photograph. I wondered if it was Rosario. Mrs. Clemente was gesturing us to sit, and saying, “Will you have some coffee?” 

        I shook my head as I sat on the sofa. “No, thank you. We won’t keep you long.” She  sat in the chair next to me, staring intently at my face. I said, “I realize you must have been through all this before, but it would be very helpful if you could tell us about Rosario, and the last time you saw her.” 

        She sank back in the chair, her eyes abstracted. Outside the sun was bright and I could hear busy birdsong, but inside it was shaded and still. 

        She took a deep breath. “I raised Rosario alone. I was young when I had her. She was…” she made an expressive face, “…a mistake! But she was the best mistake I ever made!” She laughed. “Bobby—that’s her father—he was hot, you know?” She smiled at Dehan. “But I didn’t want to marry him! Hell! I didn’t want to have kids with him! We were at college, he was planning a career and so was I. But God decided he wanted me to have Rosario, so he busted the rubber and next thing I know I’m pregnant.” 

        He laughter was infectious. She flapped a hand at me. “You have to forgive me. I talk plain. I always have. It’s got me into trouble sometimes, but hey! That’s me. Anyway, Bobby panicked and ran, but my parents were fantastic and they helped me. Rosario grew up in a real close, loving family and...”  

        She paused and suddenly her eyes were flooded with tears. She bit her lip and stared at me, with her head on one side, like she was begging me not to give her the news she feared I had brought.  

        Dehan said, “You had a good relationship with her.” 

        She nodded, took another deep breath to steady herself. “Very good. People joked we were more like sisters than mother and daughter.” She smiled and shook her head. “But it’s not true. I was her mamma. And she is my little girl.” 

        I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees. “Can you tell me about the last time you saw her?” 

        She gazed over at the open window with the fingers of her right hand resting on her pearls. “She had only recently graduated. She was clever, a real good student.” She glanced at Dehan, like she felt they would share some kind of understanding about that. “She did architecture, like me. But she was interested in green, sustainable bio-architecture. It’s a whole new field.” She laughed again. “When I was a student we built things! Now they integrate materials!” She nodded, as though agreeing with some internal dialogue she had going on. “She was good, real good. So she got some interviews in New York…” 

        She shifted in her chair and frowned at me. “She applied only to small firms that were specializing in sustainable, eco-architecture. She didn’t care about money. What she wanted to do was develop skills she could take to the third world, because she believed a new model of sustainable economy would be born out there, like she said, from the roots up.”  

        She took a big breath. 

        Dehan said, “She was an idealist.” 

        Mrs. Clemente put a lopsided smile on her face and nodded. “She said she was a practical idealist. However, life teaches us there is no such thing. She was naïve.” She shrugged. “But thank God for naïve people, right? Because they are the ones who do worthwhile things in this world. Pragmatists maintain the status quo. Dreams shake things up.” 

        I gave a small laugh. “Maybe you have something there, Mrs. Clemente. She got some interviews in New York?” 

        “Yeah,” She reached out and touched my foot. “I’m sorry. It’s so nice to talk about her. All my friends are terrified of talking about her in case I cry. But it’s a…” She shook her head and leaned forward towards Dehan. “It’s a fucking relief!” She threw her head back and laughed. “Excuse me, but it is such a fucking relief to talk about her and laugh about her and cry about her! Why not? God gave us tears for a reason, right? So…!” She made an eloquent gesture with her hands, like things were flying around her head. “I am all over the place today, thinking about her. You asked…?” 

        “Her interviews.” 

        “Right. She had two. One was a smart outfit on Riverside Drive, on the Upper West side in Manhattan. She wasn’t so keen on that one. She thought the ‘green’ aspect with them was more for show. Then there was another one in Brooklyn that she was more hopeful about.” 

        Dehan pulled a pen and notepad from her pocket. “Can you give us their addresses?” She wrote them down, then asked, “And were these both on the same day?” 

        “No, she wanted to spend a couple of days in New York. So she stayed with a friend.” 

        Dehan stared at her a moment, waiting. 

        “Oh, um, Pam, Pam lived with her parents, Jason and Stella, give me a second and I’ll remember. “Hermany Avenue, Twenty-two twenty, in the Bronx…” 

        I nodded and smiled. “I know it. It’s not far from our precinct.” 

        The words hung in the air like a bad omen. Outside the birds were still singing and the sun was still shining, but inside Mrs. Clemente had gone very still and very quiet, staring at me, taking in the significance of my words. Dehan was staring at me too. 

        I looked at her. “It runs into Zerega Avenue. Two hundred and twenty-two, would be about half a mile from the Fedex depot.” 

        Mrs. Clemente asked in a dead voice, “What does that mean?” 

        I took a deep breath. “I’m not sure yet, Mrs. Clemente. Is that a photo of Rosario on the piano?” 

        She nodded. “Yes.” 

        “May I have a look at it?” 

        She stood and walked quickly to the baby grand, picked up the picture in both hands and brought it back, clasped to her bosom. Dehan got up and sat next to me on the sofa. Mrs. Clemente sat on the other side and handed me the picture. We all three stared at it together. The girl in it was beautiful. It was a graduation photo. She had her cap and gown on, and she was smiling into the camera. Her hair was black and her eyes were large, dark and humorous, like her mother’s. She was full of life and enthusiasm, and dreams and hopes, but she wasn’t Angel. 

        “This is not the girl we’ve found, Mrs. Clemente.” 

        “Not…? But the girl you found, is she alive…?” 

        I shook my head. “No. The girl we found was murdered, two years ago.” 

        “At the same time that Rosario was in New York?” 

        “About half a mile away from where she was staying.” 

        “Oh, Dios Santo…!” 

        Dehan reached over and took her hand. “Mrs. Clemente, why was Rosario reported missing here instead of New York?” 

        “Because she left Pamela’s house on Saturday morning, on her way home. Pamela left her at the bus station. She saw her get on the bus. Rosario was a very impulsive, spontaneous, independent girl. That’s the way I brought her up. It’s the way my parents brought me up too. I always thought maybe she got off somewhere on the way, to look at the sea or whatever. But she would have called, and by Saturday night I was worried. I called the cops, and by the time I filed the report it was, I guess, one o’clock on Sunday morning.” 

        “So the report was filed here.” 

        She nodded. “You think there may be a connection?” 

        I sighed. “It’s impossible to say at this stage, Mrs. Clemente. Over fifty percent of the population of the Bronx is Hispanic, about half of them are women…” I shrugged. “What look to us like parallels may just be statistical facts. Let’s not jump to conclusions just yet. We will look into this, we’ll talk to Pamela and if you’ll give us permission to check her bank and phone records we’ll try and build a picture of what happened on Friday and Saturday.” 

        She nodded. “Of course.” She fought to control the tears, frowning as though trying to make sense out of what was inherently absurd and cruel. “She is dead, isn’t she?” 

        I held her eye and felt momentarily exhausted. “I wish I could answer that for you, Mrs. Clemente. I honestly don’t know.” 

        “The not knowing is almost worse… May God forgive me.” 

        I nodded. “I know. We’ll be in touch as soon as we have any news. Is there somebody you can call on? Today is going to be tough. You’ll be remembering…” 

        She echoed my nod. “You’re kind. I have my work. Tonight I’ll go and dine with my parents. We’ll get through it together.” 

        I smiled and patted her hand. “Sure. Feel free to call us any time.” 

        Dehan took a photograph of the picture with her phone and we stood. I hesitated a moment, then asked, “There is one thing, Mrs. Clemente. Have you anything—a lock of hair…” 

        She closed her eyes. “DNA…” 

        “Yes. Just…” I trailed off. 

        She turned and went to a dresser. There she opened a drawer and took out a small tin. She brought it over and handed it to me. “It’s her first milk tooth. When you’re done with it…”  

        “We’ll bring it back to you.” 

        Dehan gave her two kisses on the cheek and they hugged like they were family or old friends, then she showed us to the door and we made our way to the Jag, sitting old, sober and burgundy in the May sunshine. I climbed in behind the wheel and watched Mrs. Clemente close the door. Dehan climbed in beside me. 

        “Is there any worthwhile profession,” I asked the world at large, and Dehan in particular, “that does not involve dealing with human tragedy?” 

        “Lots, geology, physics, architecture… Stone?” 

        I turned to face her. “Yeah…” 

        “How much of your life have you not told me about?” 

        I grimaced and nodded a lot. “Why?” 

        “The way you talked to her. She said that the not knowing was worse than knowing…” She frowned and shook her head. “You said you knew. Sure, we’re cops. All cops know that’s true. But the way you said it, you do know. You know that from experience.” 

        I shrugged. “One day, Dehan, but not today.” 

        I turned the key and the big old engine growled. I spun the wheel and we turned back, south, toward Philadelphia and the Ibarri family.  

        After about half an hour she reached over and squeezed my knee. It was a gesture that made me smile. I looked at her. She was smiling back at me, with the wind whipping her hair across her beautiful face. “You don’t have to,” she said. “You’re an old, Anglo-Saxon dinosaur. I get that, and I like it. But when you’re ready, I’m here.” 

        I nodded. “I know.” 

        And we drove on in comfortable silence. 
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        It was seven o’clock by the time we arrived at the Maple Shade Township and turned into Buttonwood Avenue. The Ibarri home was, like the Clemente home, a gabled, clapboard house. It was painted in white and gray, well kept and surrounded by well tended gardens and lawns. It lacked the urbane elegance of the Clemente house; it had more the feel of a genteel country cottage. It was pretty and homey. Dehan spoke absently, half to herself: “I bet the kitchen smells of apple pie and baking bread.” 

        I looked at her, nodded, sighed and climbed out. The slam of the car doors echoed in the evening street and we followed the flagged path to the blue front door. It was opened by a man who looked to be in his late sixties. His black hair was receding and turning to gray and he had a pair of gold-rimmed reading glasses hanging around his neck. Dehan said, “Mr. Ibarri?”  

        He nodded. “Yes, I am.” 

        “We’re detectives Dehan and Stone, from the NYPD.”  

        We showed him our badges and he nodded again and stood back. “My wife is in the living room.” 

        The living room had the same cottagey look as the outside of the house. The sofa and chairs arranged around the coffee table were upholstered in white chintz with pink flowers that were echoed by the curtains. There were paintings on the walls of landscapes and kittens, and everywhere you could put a doily there was a doily. Mrs. Ibarri was standing in front of one of the armchairs, with her hands linked, one holding the other, in front of her belly. She was trying to smile, but her face was too rigid with anxiety. Dehan told her who we were and she nodded and glanced at the sofa and the chairs. We all sat. They didn’t offer us coffee. Instead Mrs. Ibarri said, “Have you found Sonia?” 

         Dehan shook her head. “We don’t know. We are hoping you can help us. When did you last see Sonia?” 

        Mr. Ibarri frowned. “We already explained to the police when we reported her missing…” 

        I said, “Was that the Philadelphia PD?” 

        “Of course.” 

        “We are from New York, Mr. Ibarri. We only have the very basic information they emailed us. I know it is very hard to go over it again…” 

        He nodded. “No, I see.” He stared down at the carpet. “Sonia went to New York on Tuesday, the twenty-fourth.” 

        “May?” 

        “Yes, the twenty-fourth of May. She was going to stay there for a week, with Mary’s sister…” He stared at us a moment, then gestured at his wife. “Mary is my wife. She is originally from New York. Her sister used to live there.” He closed his eyes, frowned, and waved his hand at us, as though he was saying goodbye. “I am digressing. I mustn’t do that. My father used to do the same thing. It’s infuriating…” 

        His wife touched his knee. “Nelson…? When we last saw Sonia.” 

        He covered her hand with his and looked at her. It was a tender gesture, though he was frowning.  

        “She took the bus. She was looking for work. She was thinking of moving to New York. No disrespect.” He smiled at us without much humor. “I can’t imagine why, but she thought it would offer her more opportunities. Opportunities for what? That’s what I asked her. ‘Opportunities for life, Papito!’” He shrugged, then sighed. “Papito. That’s what she called me. So she phoned us on the Thursday. We talked. She said maybe she had a job. She had met somebody who said he might have work for her. I asked her, what kind of work? She didn’t go to college, you know? She said college wasn’t for her. We told her, ‘We’ll pay, whatever it costs.’ But, ‘No, Papito, I want to work. I want to make money.’ So she went to New York.” 

        He went quiet, blinking, staring at the wall. Mary gave his hand a small squeeze. She said, “She told us Olga, that’s my sister, Olga said she could stay with her as long as she liked. They were real close. Olga never had kids, you know? So our Sonia was like the apple of her eye. She loved her like her own child. When she went missing it killed her. Literally. She died like a month later.” 

        Dehan had been making notes. Now she was frowning at her pad. “So she was due back Tuesday thirty-first?” 

        Mary nodded. “In the morning. But Olga phoned me on Tuesday night. She was half crazy out of her mind, crying. She was hysterical.” 

        “Why?” 

        They were both quiet for a long moment. Then he buried his face in his hands and started sobbing noisily. She looked away from him, then put her fingertips to her lips and blinked away her own tears. After a moment she said, “Sonia had met a man, a man who told her he could give her work. On Friday she told Olga she was going to spend the weekend with him. She was twenty-two, an adult, there was nothing Olga could do…” 

        Nelson’s voice came shrill and twisted. “She should have told us! An adult? She was a child! In her mind…” He stabbed at his forehead with his finger, his eyes and his nose swollen with crying. “In her mind she was still a child!” 

        Mary sighed. “She begged Olga not to tell us. She didn’t want to worry us. Monday she had heard nothing. She was sick, not knowing what to do. Tuesday she phoned me, crazy, out of her mind. So we called the police and we told them what had happened. They wrote it all down and we never heard nothing more.” 

        Dehan took a deep breath and shook her head. “And your sister died, Mrs. Ibarri?” 

        “On the thirty-first of June. Exactly one month later. Her heart just broke, you know? She had the high blood pressure.” 

        I knew it wasn’t Angela, because Sonia was still at home with her parents when Angela was murdered, but I asked the question anyway, with a sinking feeling that I knew what the answer was going to be. “Where was your sister’s house, Mrs. Ibarri?” 

        “In the Bronx, the nicer part. Virgil Avenue, in the Castle Hill area. Not by the PJs...” 

        I nodded. “I know it. Mrs. Ibarri, Mr. Ibarri, the girl we have found is not your daughter. The girl we found died before your daughter left home. But we are going to make inquiries and see if we can find out what happened to Sonia.” I shrugged. “Sometimes people do crazy things, then they feel bad and they don’t know how to make it right. So they don’t call, time goes by and every day it gets more difficult…” 

        She nodded. “Thank you. If you find her, tell her we’re not mad. We just want to know she’s OK.” 

        “Of course.” I paused a moment. “Mrs. Ibarri, may we have a photograph of Sonia?” 

        “Of course!” 

        She stood to go and get one. 

        I hesitated and added, “It’s a long shot, but there is a DNA database…” They both stared at me. “It’s for all sorts of people, not just criminals and deceased people.” Even as I said it I was aware how lame it sounded, but I pressed on. “Would you happen to have anything of Sonia’s, a lock of hair, a hairbrush…?” 

        Nelson nodded. He stood and went upstairs. Mary went to the fireplace and took a photograph from the mantelpiece. We both stood and she gave the picture to Dehan. I looked over her shoulder. It showed two pretty girls on a beach, laughing and waving at the camera. They were similar, but one was slightly older. Mary said, “She’s the younger one. The one on your right. She was visiting her sister in California. Her sister wants to be an actress, so she went to Los Angeles five years ago.” 

        I studied her face and she looked away. “What’s her name?” 

        “Annabel.” 

        “You get to see her much?” 

        She made a face and shook her head. Dehan took a picture of the photo on her phone and handed it back. “We’ll let you know as soon if we find out anything, Mrs. Ibarri.” 

        Nelson came back down the stairs on slow, heavy feet. He was holding a hairbrush. I took it and examined it. It still had thick, black hairs caught in the bristles. I glanced at them both. “Has anybody else used this brush?” 

        “No, only Sonia. That was her brush. We’ve kept everything, just in case.” 

        I pulled a plastic evidence bag from my pocket and slipped the brush into it. I looked at each of them in turn, wishing I could say something, give them some hope, but I couldn’t. 

        “Thank you both for your help. We’ll be in touch.” 

        They saw us to the door and we stepped out into the failing light of evening.  

        We had missed the rush-hour traffic, so it was a slightly less than two hour drive back to Haight Avenue as dusk turned to evening, and evening closed in and became night. Once we were out of town, on the open road, Dehan said suddenly, “I hear what you said to Mrs. Clemente, there are so many Hispanics in the Bronx, the fact that her daughter and Angela happened to be within half a mile of each other may look to us like a coincidence, but it’s not necessarily a coincidence.” She shrugged, spread her hands. “It’s like, how many white, Caucasian women were within half a mile of… I don’t know, Sharon Tate, when she was murdered, right? I get it…” She sighed. “But I have to tell you…” 

        “Dehan.” 

        “What?” 

        “I think we are looking at a serial killer.” 

        She sighed again, deeper. “I knew you were going to say that. That’s why you asked for the DNA.” 

        I nodded. “We need to look for young women found downstream. We’re going to find them.” I shook my head. “No, that’s wrong, we have almost certainly already found them. We just don’t know it yet. We’ll give Frank the samples tomorrow. We’ll get a hit.” 

        “Jesus…” 

        “It’s days like this,” I said, “I wish I’d become a geologist.” 

        She stared at me in silence for a while and then started to laugh. “Isn’t that what they call nominative determinism? A geologist called Stone! That would be something, wouldn’t it!” 

        I looked at her and laughed. “I should have been called Ewan D. Pen.” 

        She giggled like a child. “Or, I. B. Fuzz.” 

        “Or, I. M. Porker.” 

        She laughed out loud and we continued in that vein for a good ten minutes, getting gradually sillier, until Dehan was curling up in her seat and wiping tears from her eyes. It wasn’t that funny, but it was a release from the gloom of the day. After a bit we lapsed into silence again and the headlamps and the oncoming traffic outside the car acquired an almost hypnotic rhythm. 

        Suddenly she said, “What are we saying, that we have a weekend killer? Angela on Saturday the 14th, Rosario on the weekend of the 21st, and Sonia on the weekend of the 28th. That’s a rampage, but only at the weekend.” 

        I had been thinking the same. “It may give us a clue to his work. Maybe he worked nights during the week.” 

        She was frowning at me. “Isn’t that very rare in serial killers, to kill so close together?” 

        I shook my head. “Not really. There are no hard and fast rules about serial killers. There have been serial killers who have killed three or four times over several years, and then stopped, and there have been serial killers who have gone on sprees. You’re right that the norm, especially when they begin, is to leave pretty long gaps between one killing and another. But then, typically, the gaps will grow shorter.” I paused, thinking, and added, “We don’t know whether he had killed before, and if he had, how many times.” 

        She was silent again for a while. Then she said, “It may not be a serial killer, Stone. We are basing this assumption on some pretty thin evidence.” 

        I smiled at her. “Like the infinite number of monkeys with typewriters?” 

        “Huh?” 

        “If you get enough monkeys with typewriters, one of them is bound to write the collected works of Shakespeare. If you get enough Hispanic girls in their early twenties in a single neighborhood, three of them are bound to disappear within a week of each other.” 

        She sighed. “OK, you made your point.” 

        “If I’m right, his method of disposal was pushing them into the river. I’m not one hundred percent sure of the statistics, Dehan, but I do know that on average more than twenty bodies pop up each spring in New York rivers, as the water starts to warm. A lot of them never get identified, unless they have ID on them. He might have been killing for years.” 

        “So his MO would be to pick up out of town girls, visitors, tourists…” 

        I nodded. “These three girls fit that pattern. They were also all three Hispanic, all three nice, middle class Catholic girls, well brought up…” 

        “Yeah, they tend to fixate on a particular type of victim…” 

        “So, where would he pick them up? All three were in the neighborhood of Zerega…” 

        She interrupted me, “Don’t forget, Sonia hooked up with this guy, was going to spend the weekend with him. That tells us something, right?” 

        “He’s attractive.” 

        “Right. He’s attractive. He has some kind of magnetic attraction to a particular type of girl.” 

        I nodded. “I got from Mary that maybe their two girls were a bit more wild than they liked to admit. Annabel went off to Hollywood, Sonia begged her aunt not to tell her parents she was hooking up with this guy…” 

        Dehan continued, “And Rosario was naïve, spontaneous and independent. So we are looking at a guy who is attractive to a particular kind of girl: a girl from a nice, middle class Catholic background who can, under the right conditions, be a bit reckless and daring…” 

        I took a deep breath, puffed my cheeks and blew out. “And that’s how he traps them. They walk away from him, they are safe. They go with him, he kills them.” 

        “He could still be operating, Stone.” 

        I grunted. After a moment, I said, “We need to go back to Wayne.” 

        She was quiet for a bit. “You see Wayne in that role?” 

        I shrugged. “The problem with serial killers is they can be anybody. Yeah,” I nodded, “I can see Wayne in that role, for sure I can. But I can also see Larry at the deli, Mo at our next desk, Alvin at the corner store.” 

        “Mo is not magnetic or attractive.” 

        “So Alvin is?” 

        “Well, you know, in a kind of nervous, spotty way.” 

        “That’s the last time you go to the corner store alone.” 

        “OK, joking aside, Stone. Do you think Wayne is the guy?” 

        I scratched my head. “Do you?” 

        She thought about it and finally shook her head. “No.” 

        “Why?” 

        “Because this killer has been killing for at least two years, possibly much longer…” 

        I finished for her, “And the only reason we even know he exists is because of Wayne. Why would he be stupid enough to draw attention to himself?” 

        “Exactly.” 

        “OK, but one thing we can be pretty sure of, Dehan, is that Wayne knows who it is. So we need to talk to him.” 

        “Are we going to offer him a deal?” 

        “I’m not sure yet. He was very insistent that he did not belong in there, you remember? He’s crazy to get out.” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “So let’s see if we can tease something out of him with small offerings. Maybe we can draw him out with a visit to the crime scene, a coffee, small tastes of the outside.” I glanced at her. “He likes to talk. He likes an audience.” 

        “But if it comes to it, if he insists on a deal…” 

        I was quiet, looking at the long, dark road ahead. Finally I said, “Unfortunately that is up to the inspector and the DA. Let’s see how it plays out.” 

        And we drove on through the dark, toward home. 
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        “Her name is Anderson? Pam Anderson? Seriously?” 

        She asked this next morning, tying her hair behind her head in a knot to stop the breeze whipping it across her face. I glanced at her and saw myself duplicated, reflected in her sunglasses, looking back at myself out of a warped, bronze world as we sped toward the Bruckner expressway. 

        “You are too young to know what that means,” I said. 

        “Are you kidding? I was raised on repeats from the ’80s. Pam Anderson. You think she has the…you know…?” I glanced at her again. She was leering and nodding. “… You know…” 

        I shook my head. “You are a disturbing woman, Dehan.” 

        “Pam Anderson… And she is coming to us?” 

        “On her way to work, yes.” 

        “Will she come running, do you think? You know, down the street, boing, boing, boing…” 

        She started to laugh. I sighed and shook my head. 

        As it turned out there was little that was remarkable about Pam Anderson. She arrived at the 43rd punctually at nine and we took her up to interview room number one. She declined coffee and sat across the table from us, looking vaguely worried. 

        “Pam, Detective Dehan and I run a cold cases unit and, as part of a wider investigation, we are having another look at the disappearance of Rosario Clemente. We understand she was a close friend of yours and she had been staying with you just before she disappeared.” 

        Her skin was pale, but her pink cheeks now turned a little pasty. “Yes, she attended a couple of interviews for jobs, one in Manhattan, the other was in Brooklyn. Our house was a convenient place to stay. Plus…” She sighed and looked down at the table. “We got on well and it was great to catch up.” 

        Dehan was watching her carefully, chewing her lip. She asked, “So what day did Rosario arrive, Pam?” 

        “She arrived on the Wednesday, in the morning. Her interviews were on Thursday and Friday…” She trailed off. 

        “Did she meet anyone during that time? Did she go out, see anyone…?” 

        Her eyes, very blue against her pale skin, darted from Dehan to me and back again. She shook her head. “No…” 

        I sighed. “What is it you are not telling us, Pam?” 

        “I don’t know what you mean.” 

        I smiled at her the way you’d expect a kindly uncle to smile right before he smacks you around the back of your head. “Here’s the thing with cops, Pam: over a career as long as mine, you get literally thousands of people lying to you and trying to conceal the truth. You learn to recognize the signs pretty quickly, and here’s the bit that is important for you: when you realize somebody is lying to you, that person immediately gets promoted to your suspects list.” I leaned forward and put my elbows on the table. “Is that a place where you want to be?” 

        Her cheeks were glowing bright pink. “I don’t know what you want me to say. She didn’t…” She faltered. 

        “You were going to say she didn’t go out, but she did, didn’t she?” 

        “No…!” Again she faltered. “Not exactly. We went out, together.” 

        Dehan shrugged. “Why is that a big deal?” 

        “It’s not. You’re making it into a big deal.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “Come on, Pam. You deliberately concealed the fact. That means you didn’t want us to know about it.” 

        “What is it exactly,” I said, “about going out with Rosario that you didn’t want us to know?” 

        She buried her face in her hands and sighed loudly. Then she ran her fingers through her fine hair and flopped back in her chair. “Nothing,” she said obstinately. “Rosario’s mom, Alicia, is really cool. She is not a typical mom. She gave Rosario a lot of freedom…” 

        “But?” 

        “But it was freedom to work! Or improve herself. They got on real well, Rosario loved her and admired her, but there was always like this huge guilt trip. Even watching TV was like this big thing, you know? And when she came to see me I was like, come on! Relax! You will not go to hell just because you watch a bit of TV!” 

        Dehan nodded. “Or go out for a drink.” 

        “Right! So we went out and had a few drinks. It wasn’t like we got hammered and the cops had to take us home. We had a couple of glasses of wine and walked home.” 

        I scratched my chin. “When was that?” 

        She looked at me with steady eyes. 

        I waited. “Pam? When was that?” 

        “Wednesday, Thursday and Friday.” 

        I smiled. “Every night.” 

        “I figured she needed it. She was so uptight. And it was great to see her chill and relax. We had a laugh.” 

        “You said you walked home. Where did you go?” 

        “Teddy’s. It’s like a ten, fifteen minute walk from my house.” 

        “On Zerega Avenue.” 

        She nodded. Dehan was making notes. Now she looked up. “I need you to think really carefully about this before you answer, Pam. Did anything happen on any of those nights, anything out of the ordinary, however trivial it may have seemed at the time.” 

        She looked around, as though seeking memories located in the various corners of the room. Finally she shook her head and said, “I honestly can’t think of anything.” 

        I gave a single nod. “But if you could, what would it be?” 

        Dehan looked at me like I was crazy, but the question didn’t seem to faze Pam at all. She said, “Only that there was a guy who tried to hit on her. But that wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Guys were always trying to hit on her. She was beautiful. We ignored him and he went away.” 

        I said, “That was Thursday, right?” 

        Now she looked a little surprised. “Yeah, Thursday.” 

        “Tell me about Saturday morning. You went with Rosario to the bus station.” 

        She looked over to her right, at Dehan’s hands resting on her notepad. She shook her head. “There’s nothing to tell. I drove her to the bus station. We had a coffee. She got on the bus and I came home.” 

        I leaned back in my chair and scratched my head. “So, wherever Rosario disappeared, it had to be between the bus station and Deadham.” 

        She shrugged. “I guess so.” 

        “What did the guy look like?” 

        She frowned. “What guy?” 

        “The guy who hit on her at Teddy’s on Thursday night.” 

        She looked up into the corner of the room behind me, like there was a picture of him pinned to the wall up there. She bit her lip and her eyes drifted down to the table top, and wound up looking at Dehan’s hands again. “He was just a guy. I hardly noticed him. It was like two years ago.” 

        Dehan was frowning hard at her. 

        I arched my eyebrows. “It wasn’t like two years ago. It was exactly two years ago, and Pam, I have to tell you, I think you’re lying. I think you remember very clearly what he looked like.” 

        Her cheeks colored again. “I’m not lying. He was just a guy.” 

        “Black or white?” 

        “White.” 

        “Latino?” 

        “No, I don’t think so.” 

        I shrugged and spread my hands. “So not an olive complexion, fair hair, blue eyes…” 

        “I don’t know… no, not olive, white. I don’t know what color hair. Dark. I didn’t notice his eyes.” 

        “Fat.” 

        “No, normal.” 

        I smiled. “Four foot three.” 

        She gave a nervous laugh. “No, normal, maybe six feet. We were drinking. I was trying to ignore him.” 

        “Armani suit?” 

        She sighed. “No, um…probably jeans, a pale shirt?” She hesitated. “Uh, maybe he worked there. I’m really not sure. It was two years ago and I was trying to ignore him.” 

        I smiled in a way you could describe as knowing. “But Rosario wasn’t trying to ignore him, was she?” 

        “Rosario was just real polite. She kept answering his questions and then asking him to leave us alone. You can’t do that. If you talk to them, they stay.” 

        Dehan said, “So she got into conversation with him.” 

        “Not exactly, but in the end I had to say to her, you know, like, either ignore him or I’m leaving. Then he stopped and left us alone.” 

        I nodded my understanding. “Sure, that makes sense. Was that why you didn’t go with her on Friday?” 

        Her eyes went wide and her mouth sagged. “What?” 

        “Friday night, she went alone to Teddy’s. Did she ask you not to go or did you just decide you didn’t want to be the spare wheel?” 

        “How did you know that?” 

        “Would you just answer the question, please, Pam?” 

        She puffed out her cheeks and blew out, staring down at the table. Then she held up her hands. “OK, you got me. Rosario wanted to do the whole Friday night thing, party, have a few tequilas. That’s not my scene. I like to go out with friends, have a few drinks, a laugh, and go home. Rosario is either one extreme or the other. Work, work, work, like a good Catholic girl, or, if you give her an inch, she goes crazy. So I told her I wasn’t going and frankly I think she was relieved.” 

        I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “So she went to Teddy’s to party with this guy.” 

        “Pretty much.” 

        “Did she come back?” 

        She sat up straight, wide-eyed. “Yes! Of course!” 

        Dehan spoke to the pad as she was writing. “But you two were kind of tense, right?” 

        Pam shrugged and sighed. “She came back at two AM, smelling of booze, giggling and making a noise, bumping into things… I guess it could have been funny, but it made me mad.” 

        I knew where Dehan was going, because I was headed to the same place. I said, “So in the morning you were not on really good terms.” 

        She shook her head. 

        “You dropped her at the bus station but you didn’t have coffee and you didn’t see her on to the bus.” 

        She went very still. After a moment she said, “She told me she didn’t want me to stay. I was already mad that she had wanted to hang out with that dork instead of with me, her friend, and when she said that, I just dumped her bag on the sidewalk, turned around and went home.” 

        We were quiet for a long moment. Finally I said, “When she disappeared, you felt guilty. You felt people would blame you for letting her go alone to the bar, and above all for not staying with her until she got on the bus. So you lied.” 

        She took a handkerchief from her pocket, blew her nose and dabbed her eyes. It was the only indication that she was crying. “I felt so ashamed. She was my best friend, and a fit of stupid jealousy… Who could have imagined that a small argument…” She trailed off, then looked at me. “How could I face her mother, look her in the eye?” 

        Dehan laid down her pen and clasped her hands in front of her, as though she were praying. “Pam, do you appreciate how important this is?” 

        Pam frowned. “What do you mean?” 

        “Has it occurred to you that Rosario, after meeting this guy at the bar, arranged to meet him again the next day? That she didn’t want you to stay at the bus station because she was not going to get on the bus, she was going to go and spend the day with the guy from the bar?” 

        Pam’s pale skin turned even whiter. Her eyes stared and flooded with tears. She shook her head. “No. No, she wouldn’t do something like that. No, you’re wrong…” 

        I sighed. “Pam, it’s not your fault. Nobody could possibly hold you responsible. She was an adult and she knew what she was doing. You were her friend, not her nanny. But we have reason to believe that this man may well be responsible for the deaths of three women. So it is really important that you try to remember everything you can about him; anything, the tiniest detail could prove crucial.” 

        She covered her mouth with her hand. Her voice came muffled, “Oh God, Rosario…” and she began to cry. It wasn’t now the restrained tears she had shown before, but the full, grotesque realization of what had happened to her friend. Dehan took her hand and held it in both of hers.  

        “He’s right, Pam. Grieve for your friend, but you cannot blame yourself. If somebody hurt her, then the person who is responsible is the guy who did it. Help us to find him. Try to remember.” 

        But she wept disconsolately for a full two minutes, and every time she tried to talk she dissolved in tears again. Eventually we had a car drive her home and she promised, among sobs, that she would think about it and see if anything came back to her. I didn’t hold out much hope. 

        Downstairs I dropped into my chair and sat staring at the ceiling. Dehan rested her ass against the desk and looked down at me, chewing her lip. She said, “How did you know Rosario went to the bar alone on Friday?” 

        “I didn’t, but it seemed a likely possibility. Pam was cramping her style and she wanted to know this guy.” I shrugged. “And let’s face it, somehow she wound up alone with the killer.”  

        She tilted her head and made a face. “Good call.” Then she added, “It’s ten.” 

        I nodded. “We’ll go and see Frank, give him the tooth and the hair.” 

        “What do you think?” 

        I rubbed my face with my hands. “If it’s him, if he’s our guy, our magnetic, charismatic Don Juan didn’t make much of an impact on Pam.” 

        “She described him as average: just a guy.” 

        I sighed. “Caucasian, average height, non-descript dark hair, jeans or similar, perhaps a pale shirt.” I snapped my fingers. “I just know I have seen that guy, somewhere. It was either in the States or in Europe.” 

        “Could it be Wayne? Caucasian.” She gave her head a shake. “Dark hair…” 

        “Wayne Harris is anything but nondescript. He’s six four if he’s an inch. He’s built like a barn door and he has presence. You know he’s there.” 

        She nodded. “That’s true enough.” 

        I frowned at her. “Is he attractive?” 

        She looked surprised, then raised an eyebrow at me. “You getting jealous in your old age, Stone?” 

        “No, I’m serious. Is he an attractive man? We are speculating that our guy has a kind of magnetic charisma, right?” I shrugged. “You’re a woman. Has Wayne got that kind of magnetism?” 

        She thought about it as though I had asked her to contemplate vivisection. After a moment she shook her head. “You’re asking the wrong person. I detest guys like Wayne. He reminds me of Mick Harragan[1]. But I guess some women find that kind of dangerous, uncompromising guy exciting. He might lead them to take a risk, yeah.” She shook her head again. “But, Stone, much as I would love to pin this on Wayne, like you said yourself, he is hard to ignore, he is not nondescript, he has fair hair, and once again, why would he implicate himself by putting himself at the scene?” 

        I nodded, sighed and shrugged. She was right, and I had no answer to her questions. 

        She smiled without humor. “C’mon Sensei, let’s go talk to Frank. Then we can swing by Teddy’s, then my internal clock tells me it will be time for a burger and a beer—and a think.” 

        I stood and grabbed my jacket. “Rittoo Glasshopper, you are growing wise beyond your years.” 

        And we made our way out into the bright morning. 
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        “My hands are full with the recently dead.” 

        Frank made this statement without looking up as he lifted the liver out of a cadaver that lay folded open like a book, from sternum to groin. 

        “Literally, not figuratively,” I said, frowning from the doorway into his chamber of horrors. 

        “What do you want, John?” 

        “Just for you to notice me once in a while, Frank. Is that too much to ask?” 

        He nodded, squinting at the scales and made a note. “What does he want, Carmen? Please make him go away. I am overworked.” 

        “DNA.” 

        “Oh, God.” 

        “It gets worse,” I said, pulled one of the chairs from the bench and sat. “I think we have a serial killer. If we are right, his MO means he could have been operating for years without anybody noticing, and he could still be at large. It’s urgent. Very urgent.” 

        He stared at me for a moment, then went and pulled the lungs out of the cadaver and weighed them too. Dehan placed the hairbrush and the tin with the tooth in it on his bench. “We need the DNA from these two samples, and then we need you to run them and see if they match any victims pulled from the river since May 2016.” 

        He made a note of the weight of the lungs. “Is that all? You don’t need the name and address of the second shooter on the grassy knoll?” 

        I shook my head. “Didn’t you hear? That wasn’t Kennedy in the car. It was his double. Kennedy was abducted by aliens from the twenty-third century.” 

        He put the lungs and the liver back where they belonged and sighed heavily. “Do you know what my wife said to me last night when I got home? She said, ‘Who the hell are you?’ My kids had grown up and left home. I never knew.” 

        He peeled off his gloves. I said, “He’s preying on young women, Frank. He rapes them and strangles them, then dumps them in the river.” 

        “Everyone who gets murdered gets murdered, John. It’s always a bad thing. Where are the samples?” Dehan showed them to him. He nodded. “OK, label them for me. I’ll get to them just as soon as I can.” We stared at him without moving. He stared back, first at me, then at Dehan. “I’ll get to them just as soon as I can, today! I won’t have lunch. Happy?” 

        I smiled. “You’re a good man, Frank. You deserve a better wife. One that hasn’t got Alzheimer’s.” 

        Dehan shook her head and bent to label the samples. “That is so inappropriate, Stone.” 

        Frank ignored me. “Don’t expect a report. I’ll run the results on my own time and give you a call if I get a match from the Jane Does. The official report will follow.” 

        “I appreciate it.” 

        “Now beat it and let me get on with my work.” 

        We left him weighing organs and strolled out to where the Jag was sitting in a pool of dappled shade beneath a cluster of trees. There, I sat on the hood and phoned Rikers to make an appointment to see Wayne again. We fixed it for two o’clock that afternoon and took a slow drive down toward Zerega Avenue. 

        Teddy’s Late Night Bar was on the corner of Zerega and Lafayette. It was a broad, one story building with an open parking lot on the Lafayette side. The door was open but the lights were off in the windows and the sign said closed, so I put the car in the lot and we climbed out and made our way around to the entrance. Dehan poked her head in the door while I had a look at the outside. It didn’t look like a clip joint or a dive. It looked like a respectable establishment.  

        I heard Dehan shout, “Yo! You the owner?” I didn’t hear the reply, but after a moment she pulled out her badge and said, “NYPD, Detective Dehan,” and disappeared inside. I followed. 

        It was a big, broad space with giant TV screens on the wall at one end and comfortable chairs and alcoves at the other, with a big, square bar in the middle. Right now it was dark and quiet with just one guy polishing glasses behind the bar. He was young, in his early twenties, tanned and blond. He was either from California or Australia. When he smiled and spoke I knew he was Australian, because he made everything sound like a question. 

        “Hi, guys. Teddy’s not here right now? We don’t open for another four hours?” 

        I smiled back. “Detective Stone. How long have you been working here?” 

        “Oh, just like, six months.” 

        “Anybody here who was around a couple of years ago?” 

        He nodded. “Well, Teddy, obviously. And I think Crista? She cooks? You’d really have to ask them.” 

        Dehan said, “You open at two?” 

        “Yep.” 

        “What time do you close?”  

        He glanced from Dehan to me and back again, opened his mouth and just said, “Ahhh…” 

        “We’re not vice. We’re not interested in Teddy’s license. We’re homicide detectives.” 

        “Homicide?” 

        “What time does he close?” 

        He shrugged. “Well, it depends on the night? Monday to Wednesday we might close at two, or there abouts. Thursday is generally a bit later? But Friday and Saturday, between you, me and the fencepost, we sometimes don’t close till like four or five. This isn’t going to get me into trouble with Teddy, is it? I really need this job, guys.” 

        I nodded. “Don’t worry about it. You’re fine.” 

        We stepped back outside and I stood looking up and down the sidewalk. We were five hundred yards from where Angela had been raped and strangled. I had a man who claimed he could tell me who had done it, but I felt I was going in circles, beating my head against a brick wall with no openings in it, anywhere. I felt a small knot of frustration in my gut. Dehan came up beside me and put her hand on my shoulder. “What now?” 

        “He’s playing us.” 

        “Wayne?” 

        I nodded.  

        “Like rats in a maze, we go this way and that, but in the end we have to go the way he says.” 

        “You’re exaggerating.” 

        “Am I?” 

        “Yes.” She said it emphatically. “C’mon! We’ve seen him once! He told us nothing. How’s that playing us?” 

        I nodded again, more, and more slowly. “And now we’re going to see him again, and he’ll tell us something: what he wants to tell us.” 

        She slapped my shoulder. “Come on, big guy. We’ll go, grab an early lunch and talk to him. Between us we can outsmart this bozo.”  

   


* * *


   

        That bozo entered the interrogation room looking very smug and pleased with himself. He sat and smiled at Dehan while they cuffed him to the table. I showed the guard the coffee I had brought for him and said, “Can you leave his left hand free?” 

        The guard shrugged. “Your call.” 

        Wayne leered at Dehan and as the guards stepped out he said, “Couldn’t keep away, huh?” 

        I pushed a large cappuccino across the table to him. “Start with your bullshit and Detective Dehan waits for me in the car.” I leaned forward, still holding the paper cup. “You feel me, dude?” 

        He looked at me with dead eyes. I felt in that moment that I was seeing him for the first time. I knew he would kill me without hesitation and enjoy it. He leaned forward. “I feel you, dude.” He picked up the coffee and sipped. He smiled. “Good coffee. A man needs his pleasures, am I right?” 

        “OK, you got your coffee. The cigar and the fresh air will cost you more than just proving to me that you were there. For a start, how do I know you didn’t kill Angela yourself? I have to tell you that right now you are our prime suspect.” 

        He looked at Dehan and smiled. “Oh, c’mon, baby. Me? You should know I am a tender and thoughtful lover. I would never hurt a sweet young woman with big, black eyes.” 

        Dehan got up and went to stand behind me again, leaning on the wall. Wayne sighed, closed his eyes and flopped back in his chair. 

        I said, “I’m waiting.” 

        He gestured at Dehan with his hand. “She didn’t need to do that, man.” 

        “Stay on task, Wayne, we are both getting bored. Just forget Detective Dehan. Who killed Angela?” 

        “Yeah, man, get right in there. Bam! Who killed the little Angel? Well, you know what? You are not being very nice to me, you feel me, dude? And that affects my neurons. I don’t remember so good when people are not nice to me.” 

        “What do you want?” 

        “I want that cute Detective Dehan to sit here and talk to me.” 

        “No.” 

        “Shit, man…” 

        “Is that it? Are we done?” I reached across the table and took his coffee. I stood and handed it to Dehan. “Detective, will you take this, please? Throw it in the trash and wait for me in the car. I shouldn’t be more than a minute or two at the most.” 

        The door clanged open. Dehan left and it closed behind her. I sat and looked Wayne in the eye. It was not a pleasant sight. There was real hatred there. I leaned toward him. “Get this clear in your head, Wayne: You have needs, you feel me, dude? You have needs. Me? I have a job. If Angela’s killer is never caught, I will not lose one minute’s sleep. You? You will still have to serve out your sentence, and believe me, it will go on your record that you were not cooperative with the police in this investigation. Now, if you have something more than ten minutes of bullshit to offer me, start talking. But if I have to listen to another five seconds of your crap, you will have squandered the one and only chance you will ever get of a deal. I suggest you think hard about what you say next before you open your mouth.” 

        He took his time about answering. When he did, he took a deep breath and said, “I want a deal. I can give you who killed Angela, but in exchange I want my sentence reduced to time served. Angela’s killer is a dangerous son of a bitch, man. I ain’t kidding. Me? I snort coke, I walk the line, I play around a little, but I ain’t dangerous the way this guy is dangerous. This guy is sick, man, really sick. You fee…” He sighed. “You know what I’m saying?” 

        “I speak English, Wayne. I know what you’re saying. Now, if you want me to even start thinking about talking to the DA about a deal, you need to give me something I can take to the bank. I’m not going to turn up and say, ‘Hay, Darcel, I have a real strong feeling that that son of a bitch Wayne Harris is telling me the truth. Why don’t you offer him a deal?’ Do you understand that, Wayne?” 

        He stared at the wall for a while. “Yeah, I understand that, Detective Stone.” He sighed. “OK, how about you take me for a ride to the creek, and I show you where that boy hid her purse. You get her ID, you know who she is, you can give her family some peace and closure, and that will be proof positive that I was there and saw what happened. Will that be enough for you to take to the DA?” 

        “You saw that? I thought you said he ran.” 

        “He did. He ran. He ran and hid in the bushes. So did I, man. That coast guard boat never saw the body, but if he hadn’t a run and hid, it would have seen him. Maybe me, too. But once it was gone he come back, he took her things, like her purse and shit, and hid them. And I can show you where.” 

        I studied his face for a while and he studied me back. Finally I said, “You want to give me one good reason why I should not arrest you right now for the murder of Angela?” 

        He made a face like I’d asked him if he believed in fairies. “C’mon, man! That is the stupidest thing I ever heard in my life! I’m in for five years. I might be out in two or three. Why would I deliberately implicate myself in a murder that would put me away for the rest of my life? That is just plain stupid, man.” He stared hard at me. “I will tell you who done it, but I need that deal, otherwise I will not tell you shit.”  

        I thought about it for a moment. On the basis of what he had told me alone I could have the whole area searched and find her purse myself. But the moment he told me her purse and ID were there, what had become of supreme importance was what he had not told me: what he had kept back. And he knew that as well as I did. I was still the rat and I was still in his damned maze. 

        I said, “I’ll talk to my inspector. If he agrees, we’ll come and get you tomorrow.” 

        He smiled and narrowed his eyes at me. For a moment he looked like a large snake. “I know,” he said. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Detective Stone Cold. Say hi to Detective Dehan for me. She is one cute babe.” 

        I stood and went to the door. It rolled open with a loud, metallic echo. His voice stopped me. 

        “Tell me something, Detective.” 

        I turned and looked at him. 

        “You getting any of that? I figure she likes it rough. Am I right?” 

        I left.  

        I found Dehan sitting in the car with the doors opened, listening to English Tudor music. She turned it down as I got into the car, and looked at me. She said, “What?” 

        “We talk to the inspector and arrange to take him to the crime scene tomorrow. He is going to show us where her purse and her ID are hidden. After that, if we are satisfied, he wants a guarantee from the DA that if he gives us the name of the killer, he will get his sentence reduced to the time he has already served.” I drummed my fingers on the wheel. “Effectively he gets released in exchange for giving us the name of the killer.” 

        “That’s some deal, but it’s a fair price to pay for getting a serial killer off the streets.” 

        I looked at her for a while. “I just hope we aren’t helping to put one back on the streets.” 

        “You still think he might have done it?” 

        “It doesn’t make any sense. I don’t know what I think, Dehan. Let’s see what the inspector says and talk to the DA.” I fired up the engine and sat listening to it rumble for a moment. Finally I shrugged. 

        Before I could speak, Dehan said, “Let’s see who he fingers, Stone. If it makes sense it’ll make sense. If he’s playing us, it won’t stand up. All we can do is play it by ear and see where it leads.” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, I know. Trouble is, we’re playing his tune, and that is what I don’t like. I don’t like his tune.” 
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SEVEN


   

        The inspector sat staring at me with no expression. Then he blinked and turned the same stare on Dehan. Eventually he said, “What I like about you two is that nothing is ever simple with you.” He paused a moment to think about what he had just said. “Still, I suppose the Westchester Angel case was never going to be simple, was it?” He sighed, scratched his left eyebrow and then straightened it. “Let me ask you this, I’m talking about your gut feeling…” He clenched his fist to express the idea of a gut feeling. “These other girls, Rosario and Sonia, are they…? Is it…?” 

        I nodded. “We’ll know more when Frank gets back to us, sir, but right now my gut tells me it’s the same case. The coincidence is too great. They all disappeared within a week of each other, and within a stone’s throw of Teddy’s Late Night Bar, and where Angela’s body was found.” 

        He placed one hand on his desk and drummed his fingers. “And of course you have to go back to that bar and talk to the owner.” 

        “Yes, sir.” 

        He spread his hands, still staring at his desktop, as though he was having a private discussion with an invisible advisor who was sitting there. “We have no choice.” He looked at me, then at Dehan. “We have no choice,” he said again. “If you are right and this is the work of a serial killer, he may well still be at large. He probably is! His method of disposing of the bodies means he may have been active for years, and is probably still active. We cannot afford to take the risk merely to keep a cocaine user behind bars.” 

        “That’s about the size of it, sir.” 

        He looked at Dehan. “Carmen?” 

        “I don’t see we have any other choice, sir.” 

        He stared at her for a moment. “Of course, as John said, he may well be the killer, himself, and then we would be releasing the killer instead of locking him up.” 

        “We have to take care that doesn’t happen, sir. I suggest we take it one step at a time. Let’s see what he gives us tomorrow and then take it from there.” 

        He nodded for a long moment and said, “That’s right… yes…” Then he turned to me. “Good, John, I’ll call Rikers and arrange it. You go and talk to this, um, Teddy. See what he can tell us.” 

        “Yes, sir. Thank you.” 

        We went down the stairs in a somber mood and stepped through the doors into a late afternoon that had dusk on its mind. It was a short drive, a mile and a half down Soundview and Lafayette, with the sun glaring off the blacktop, and the warm breeze reaching in through the open windows and slapping us around the head. It should have been agreeable, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that, folded in somehow, behind all that sunshine and brightness, there was a darkness: a darkness that was watching us and smiling an unpleasant smile. 

        Dehan looked at me suddenly through the big, reflective lenses of her shades. “I don’t like this case,” she said. “You ever get that?” I glanced at her but didn’t say anything. “I mean, you never like a homicide, but most cases, you get a handle on them and you get a feel and…” She trailed off, shook her head and looked out of the windshield. “I’m talking crap.” 

        “No, you’re not. I can’t put my finger on it, but there is something… wrong. I don’t like it.” 

        She nodded, big slow nods. “Yup.” 

        We pulled into the lot at the side of the bar and stepped inside. The Australian bartender was still behind the bar doing something at the cash register. There was only one table occupied, by a couple deep in conversation. The bartender saw us, gave a thumbs-up and called into the back, “Yo! Teddy! Someone to see you, mate!” 

        Teddy emerged a moment later. He had gray hair that had once been blond, tied back in a ponytail, and a long, forked beard that looked like it once belonged to a Druid, and had seen a lot of use since then. He had friendly eyes and hands the size of boiled hams, which he offered us with a smile when we told him who we were. 

        He pointed at a table in a corner and said, “Let’s sit. What does the NYPD want with me? Can I offer you anything?” 

        We told him he couldn’t, we sat and he sat with us. 

        “How can I help you?” 

        Dehan pulled out her phone and found the picture of Rosario. “Do you remember this girl? She would have come in here back in May 2016. Ring any bells?” 

        He stared at her for a long time, but there was no recognition in his face. Finally he shook his head and said, “No. I mean, you know, she’s a pretty, young Latina. You’d notice her, right? But that said…” He shrugged and spread his hands. “I don’t mean to be inappropriate, but there are so many pretty, young Latinas in this neighborhood…” 

        She took the phone, swiped the screen and handed it back. “How about this one?” 

        He shook his head again. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ve seen her, but if I have I don’t recall. A lot of people come through my bar, they would have to be either regular or very remarkable. One thing I can tell you is they were not regulars here.” 

        I nodded. “How about Pam? You know Pam? She’s pretty but she’s not Latina.” I smiled and he looked a little uncomfortable. “She lives in the neighborhood.” 

        He flapped his fingers at his hair. “Blonde, mid twenties, blue eyes?” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “Yeah, I know Pam…” His face changed and he frowned. “Wait a minute, let me see that first one again. Pam used to come in here sometimes with a cute friend…” Dehan swiped the screen and handed him back the phone. He looked at it, frowning. “Yeah, maybe, could be. Pam had a friend, used to visit her sometimes and they’d come in here for a drink. That could be her. Nice kid, bright. They both were. But that is going back a bit.” 

        Dehan said, “Last time she was here was two years ago.” 

        “Seriously?” He made a face. “I guess that’s about right, yeah. The other girl, I don’t know.” 

        I rubbed my chin. I needed a shave and suddenly wanted to be home with this case behind me. I sighed. “OK, this is a long shot, Ted, but I need you to try and remember. Third week of May, two years ago, Pam and Rosario…” 

        “Rosario! That was her name!” He leaned back, smiling, and slapped his forehead. “Rosario!” 

        I paused, then went on, “Yeah, Rosario. They came in here mid week. They’d have been sitting, having a drink, and some guy started trying to hit on Rosario. Ring any bells?” 

        He frowned. He looked unhappy. “I run a nice establishment. People come in here, they feel safe. This is a nice, safe neighborhood. OK, we have the PJs down the road, but it’s like a different world.” He shook his head. “A woman, or a young lady, wants to come in here alone, read a book or shoot the breeze, nobody is going to give her trouble here. Anyone tries that, they get kicked out on their ass. Excuse my language.” This last was directed at Dehan. 

        “Don’t worry. I hear worse at the station house. So maybe it wasn’t a problem? Maybe he was just talking to them? Perhaps Rosario was open to it…?” 

        He spread his hands and shook his head. “I’m open every day. That’s seven hundred and thirty nights since what you’re asking me to remember. That scenario must have happened seven hundred times in those two years.” 

        I sighed. “Sure. OK, how about a guy who frequented your bar at that time. He would have been here most nights, maybe had a habit of talking to young women, particularly Hispanic girls, who were either alone or at least not with a man.” 

        He started chewing his lip and raised a hand like he was telling me to wait and be quiet. He stared over at the bar, but not seeing it, trying to see or hear something in his memory. “There was a guy,” he said. “What the hell was his name. Casual…” 

        Dehan frowned. “You mean he was a casual kind of guy?” 

        He shook his head, almost impatient. “No, no. He worked here, like Pete.” He gestured at the Australian bartender. “Casual labor, he was from Arizona or New Mexico, or maybe it was southern California. Hell, I can’t remember. But he was always talking to the girls. He especially liked the Puerto Rican girls and the Mexicans and the Cubanas. We used to make fun of him, but he didn’t like that.” 

        She pulled out her pad and pen. “What was his name?” 

        “Damned if I can remember! Just give me a minute. It’ll come to me. If it don’t, I got to have it written down somewhere.” He frowned suddenly. “But he was a nice kid. He was never offensive to nobody. He never upset the clients or he would have been out before he could say Viva Mexico!!” He glanced at Dehan. “No offense.” 

        She raised an eyebrow and made a face of confusion. “None taken, Ted. We are going to need his name, and any contact details you have for him.” 

        “Also,” I added, “the days he worked.” 

        “Oh, I can tell you that. He worked Monday through Friday. I remember that because, though he was a nice kid, we wasn’t what you might call energetic. He just about got by on Friday, but Saturday and Sunday are busy days for us, and he just couldn’t keep up. So I used to give him Monday through Friday.” 

        Dehan glanced at me and I nodded. “OK, we are going to need his name and details. Can you get them for us now?” 

        He looked from me to Dehan and then back again as realization dawned. “Are those girls OK? I’m pretty sure I saw Pam only recently.” 

        I drew breath to answer, but instead I said, “How about Angela?” 

        “Angela?” 

        “About the same time. Again, pretty, well educated, used to wear a very beautiful cross around her neck…” 

        He went pale. “You’re talking about the Angel.” 

        I nodded. 

        He pointed at Dehan’s phone. “They were killed?” 

        “We don’t know.” 

        He looked a little sick. “I never thought… Nobody ever asked me. It never crossed my mind. You think Jimmy…” His face cleared. “That was his name! Jimmy! Give me a second and I’ll tell you… Fillmore. Jimmy Fillmore.” He stopped dead, confused by his own verbiage. “You think Jimmy could have done that?” 

        I shook my head. “We don’t know.” 

        “If he did, he was picking up the girls here…” 

        “We don’t know, Ted.” 

        “So the Angel, Angela, she would have been in here.” 

        “It’s possible. Can you give us whatever information you have on him?” 

        He was quiet for a long moment. “I’ll have to look for it. That has really shaken me up.” He paused, staring down at the floor. “I’ll have to look for it,” he said again. “Have you got a card? And e-mail? I can scan what I have and send it to you. Won’t be much. Tomorrow morning?” 

        I patted him on the shoulder. “That’ll be fine. Thank you, Ted. If it can be sooner so much the better. You have been very helpful.” 

        He remained seated and watched us stand. “He was a nice kid. I mean, I hardly remember him. He just wasn’t the sort of person you noticed…” 

        I paused, hesitated. “Do you know Wayne Harris?” 

        He frowned, made a face, shook his head. “Wayne Harris? Not by name. What does he look like?” 

        “Big, built like a quarterback, six five, solid muscle, short fair hair, blue eyes. Kind of guy you’d notice.” 

        He spread his hands, stood and smiled. “Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful, Detectives.” 

        We stepped out onto the sidewalk and I paused, with my hands deep in my pockets, to watch the long procession of headlamps moving steadily through the gathering evening. The cool air from the river touched my face, and through the trees I could see trails of yellow light warping and breaking on the black water of the river. I felt Dehan’s arm slip through mine and squeeze. 

        “Enough for one day, Sensei. Let’s go home. I’ll make spaghetti.” 

        I looked down at her face. She was smiling, but it was a sad smile. I was suddenly overwhelmed by an awareness of my own good fortune and, for a moment, I was terrified at how much I had to lose: what Rosario Clemente’s mother had lost, what Sonia Ibarri’s parents had lost, what we must all lose sooner or later in this world. I squeezed her arm tight, not wanting her to let go, and smiled. “That sounds just about perfect.” 

        She gave me a tug toward the parking lot. A small gust of wind pulled a strand of her dark hair across her face. She smiled, with no trace now of sadness. I held her back a moment. “Carmen?” 

        She looked surprised and stopped. “Yes?” 

        “Would you…?” 

        I stopped, hesitated, unable to go on. She frowned. “What is it, Stone?” 

        I took a deep breath and blurted out, “Would you mind if we stop on the way and get some fresh Parmesan?” 

        She raised an eyebrow and laughed. “Of course not. Weirdo! Come on, let’s go. This case has me exhausted.” 

        I climbed in behind the wheel and she got in beside me. The doors closed and we sat for a moment in the warm cocoon of old leather and walnut. I put the key in the ignition and paused. “Jimmy Fillmore. The invisible man. Mr. Cellophane.” 

        “It’s not an unusual type among serial killers. Withdrawn, shy, quiet, concealing a deep, passive-aggressive rage at the fact that nobody ever notices them.” 

        I nodded. “I guess.” After a moment I asked, “How did Pam describe him?” 

        “Uh… six foot, dark hair, jeans, normal.” 

        Those weren’t the words I was thinking of, but I didn’t say anything. I fired up the engine, pulled out of the lot and headed toward Morris Park. All the way I was thinking about Jimmy Fillmore from Arizona, and the way Pam had described him. What had she said? “I didn’t notice him… I was trying not to notice him.” And Teddy had said, “He’s just the kind of guy you don’t notice…” 

        But Rosario had noticed him, and gone back to see him again on Friday night, and probably arranged to meet him Saturday morning. She had definitely noticed him. 

        I pulled up outside what I had come to think of as ‘our’ house, killed the engine and turned off the lights. I turned and smiled at Dehan. She was watching me carefully. I said, “What?” 

        She raised an eyebrow. “What happened to the fresh Parmesan?” 

        “Oh…” 

        “What were you going to ask me?” 

        I shook my head. “I have no idea what you mean, and also, I need a martini, muy seco!” 

        I opened the door. She said, “Stone!” 

        “Muy seco, Carmencita! Ahora!” 

        I climbed out, she climbed out after me and slammed the door. “You’re a dork, Stone.” 

        “Martini, Carmencita! Ahora! Muy seco! Ándale! Ándale!”


        She made her way to the door, pulling the key from her pocket and shaking her head.  
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EIGHT


   

        The phone rang at five thirty in the morning. Dehan covered her head with the pillow and I fumbled on the bedside table. I finally found it, pulled myself to a sitting position and pressed green. Frank’s voice said, “Did I wake you?” 

        I frowned as much as I was able and looked at my clock. “No,” I said malevolently. “I was doing my tax returns.” 

        “Good, because I haven’t been to bed yet. My wife’s attorney just left. He delivered the divorce papers.” 

        “You’re lying, Frank. How can she divorce you if she doesn’t remember who you are?” 

        “You’re funny, deep down funny…” 

        “Yeah, I know, where it’s not like funny anymore. Why are you calling me at five thirty in the morning Frank?” 

        “Because, you son of a bitch, you were right. I got a hit on each one of them. Sonia Ibarri and Rosario Clemente.” He sighed like a man who finds life depressing and death poor consolation. 

        I sighed back at him and sat up a bit straighter. “Ah, hell! I had half hoped I was wrong, Frank.” 

        “I know, John. So did I. They were found within a few days of each other, end of June 2016. From what I can tell the MO was pretty much the same. They had been in the water a long time, but the wrists were still tied with silk and there was a lot of bruising on the mouth and throat.” 

        “Where were they found? Mouth of the creek?” 

        “Rosario was washed up on Ferry Point Park, Sonia had drifted right out to Kane’s Park, Shorehaven. You have a serial killer, Stone. He could be out there killing still.” 

        “I know. Thanks, Frank. I appreciate it.” 

        “Good luck.” 

        He hung up. I put the phone on the bedside table and sat with my elbows on my knees. I felt Dehan’s hand on my back and turned to look. She was sitting up, watching me. “He found them,” I said. “Ferry Point Park and Shorehaven. End of June, a month after they were killed.” 

        She nodded once and spread her fingers on her lap. “We have to make that son of a bitch talk.” 

        I sighed. “If he hadn’t contacted us, we wouldn’t even know this killer existed.” 

        She was quiet for a moment. “You starting to think he’s on the level?” 

        I slid down and lay back with my head on her lap, staring at the ceiling. “Right now, I have no idea what to think. None of it makes much sense, Carmen.” 

        “Come on, big guy. We don’t need to be up for another couple of hours. Get back into bed.” 

        I did as I was told, but despite the promise in her voice she fell asleep on my shoulder within a couple of minutes, and I spent the next two hours staring at the ceiling and thinking. And that was when, slowly, things began to fall into place and make sense. Others made no sense at all. 

        Or at least, I thought they didn’t. 

  


* * *


   

        We collected Wayne at ten that morning. He was handed into our custody and we led him, manacled at his wrists and ankles, to the Jag. All the way he had a smug, complacent smile on his face. When he was settled in the back he leered at me in the mirror and said, “Nice ride, Detective Stone Cold. Ain’t Detective Dehan goin’ to ride with me, in case I misbehave?” He shifted his eyes to the back of her head. “You wanna be with me if I misbehave, don’t you, Detective Dehan?” 

        We pulled out of the lot and started the long drive across the dark water of the East River. He was chuckling to himself in the back. “I guess,” he said, “this is like our first date, huh? Our first time goin’ out together. I have this feelin’ that you and me could have a real special kind of relationship, huh, Carmen?” 

        “You want to get an answer out of me, Wayne, you call me Detective. Now keep your mouth shut. I’m tired of listening to your bullshit.” 

        His laugh was like a wheeze. “I do like a strong woman, don’t you, Detective Stone? It must be satisfying living with a strong woman like Carmen. Am I right, Detective Stone Cold?” 

        I studied him in the mirror for a moment. “You been researching me, Wayne?” 

        “Well, you know what they say, Detective Stone: Know thine enemy.” 

        “Am, I your enemy, Wayne?” 

        Again the wheezing laugh. “Oh, you know it, Detective. You are the system and the system is my enemy. Now, Carmen, well, Carmen is a whole different story. Underneath that hard, NYPD career woman exterior, lies the wild, free spirit of a Native American, and a Jew. Baby, you must have a troubled soul, I tell you. I know just what that is like because I have a troubled soul too. And you and me, I just know we could get real close.” 

        She glanced at me. I couldn’t make out if she looked worried or mad. I said, “Shut up, Wayne.” 

        “I get a lot of time to read, you know? An’ I like to read. I have a very high IQ. Did you know that? One hundred and forty-five. That makes me officially a genius. You know what I like to read about?” We didn’t answer but he told us anyway. “I like to read about psychology. And do you know where people bond? Do you know where the links are forged that bind people’s souls together?” 

        We were crossing the Robert F Kennedy Bridge onto Randall Island. Dehan looked at me again. “Do we have to listen to this?” 

        He laughed again. “I am getting to you sister. Don’t deny it. Let me tell you, those links are forged in the deep darkness of the unconscious mind, where what they call the primal impulses are at work. You see a man like me, and you recognize a natural mate, and there ain’t nothin’ you can do about it. All the civilized conditioning just falls away, man, and you are exposed, naked in the darkness of your instincts.” 

        I shook my head. “No,” I said. “You don’t have to listen to this, Detective. There is stuff you can be doing at the station. You can follow up on the interview we had last night…” 

        Wayne threw himself back in the seat and shouted. “Oh come on, man! Jesus! Lighten up will ya! I’m just playin’ around! I’m jokin’, man!” 

        I snapped, “You see anyone laughing, Wayne?” I waited but he didn’t answer. I went on. “Let me tell you something. I don’t think you can focus on the job in hand when Detective Dehan is around. And I think there is a very particular reason for that. I’m developing a theory. I think you have an unhealthy obsession with Hispanic women. I think you have a tendency to develop unhealthy obsessions about particular Hispanic women. What do you think, Wayne? What would I find if I started to explore into your past? Would I find the cause for that obsession? How about it, Sigmund?” 

        He didn’t answer. I watched him a moment in the mirror. His expression was sullen. I pressed him. “You’ve gone awful quiet, Wayne. What’s the matter? You don’t want to play around and joke anymore?” 

        We drove the rest of the way in silence and pulled up at the back of the Golden Mango, on Zerega Avenue, at just before eleven. We pulled him out of the car, walked him through the gate onto the scrubland, and Dehan removed the manacles from his ankles. When she stood, she leaned close into his face. “Don’t make me shoot you, Wayne.” 

        He smiled. “See? I knew you was one of mine.” 

        I said, “OK, we’re on the clock. Where is this purse?” 

        He looked at me and there was real contempt in his face. “Give me a minute, dude. It’s been a while. I need to get back to the place, remember it, feel it. Know what I’m sayin’?” He pointed with both hands to where Dehan and I had been previously. “It was down there.” 

        I glanced at him. “You sure?” 

        “Yeah, I’m sure!” 

        Dehan went ahead of him and I stayed close behind. Pretty soon we had come to the mound where Angela’s body had been found. He stood looking at it and smiling for a while. Then he turned and looked around behind him, searching. Finally he jerked his head toward the place where I had lain. “That’s where I was, chillin’, enjoyin’ a smoke. You ever smoke a joint, Carmen?” He looked at me. “Hey! I’m just making conversation, man. That’s where I was. I heard them comin’ down where we just come. He threw her on the ground right here, went down on top of her and…” He smiled at Dehan, “He just choked the life out of that little girl while he kissed her.” 

        I said, “That’s old news, Wayne.” 

        He studied me with hooded eyes. “You a real pain in the ass, you know that, Detective Stone Cold?” 

        I stepped toward him and shoved him toward the path. “Come on! I’ve had as much of your bullshit as I can take. We’re going back. Come on!” I shoved him again and he stumbled. “Back to the car. You don’t know jack! You think you can play games with me? Get moving!” I shoved him a third time and he almost fell. 

        “Wait a minute!” His face was flushed.  

        I advanced on him and shoved him again. “Move!” 

        “It’s over there for cryin’ out loud!” 

        I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and pulled his face close to mine. “Right now the DA is in discussions about your deal, Wayne. If we walk back up that path and get into my car, it’s over! We are done! And we don’t come back! So cut the Hannibal Lecter act and get the damned purse! Do you feel me, dude?” 

        He took his time studying my face in careful detail. Then he pulled away from me and started to walk. It was about a hundred yards, maybe a little less, over loose rocks and puddles, and through coarse undergrowth and tall grass, to a steep bank overgrown with dense trees and bushes at the foot of the GVC depot. He stood staring at it for a long while. It was hard to read the expression on his face, until finally he smiled and started moving up, into the undergrowth. He dropped to his knees at the foot of a pin oak and started to dig. After a minute or so, he pulled out a small lady’s handbag. He turned awkwardly, holding it in both hands because of his cuffs, and showed it to Dehan.  

        I pulled an evidence bag from my pocket, took the bag from him and slipped it in. I said, “Back up,” and as he came down the slope I said to Dehan, “You want to take a look?” 

        She nodded, pulled on some surgical gloves and scrounged around where Wayne had been digging. She turned to me and shook her head. “Nothing I can see, but we better get a team here anyway. Just in case.” 

        She called for a CSI team as we made our way back toward the car. Wayne spoke as he stumbled behind her and in front of me. “Hey, I did my part, right? I have proved I was a witness here that night. Now you got to get me that deal, man.” 

        Dehan looked back at me. “They’re on their way.” 

        I shoved Wayne in the back of the Jag, hunkered down by the open door and looked into his eyes. They were half closed and I could see nothing but contempt in them. I said, “When the Scene of Crime team arrive we’ll take you back to the prison. Then we’ll examine the evidence. If it’s any good then I’ll recommend to my inspector that he recommend to the DA that they go ahead with a deal. Now, before I do any of that, Wayne, let me ask you something.” 

        “Knock yourself out.” 

        “Do you know who killed this girl?” 

        He nodded. “I will name him for you. And when you check it out you will see I ain’t lyin’.” 

        The CSI van arrived ten minutes later. We told them where the site was and took Wayne back to Rikers. All the way there he was quiet, but every time I looked at him in the mirror he was watching Dehan, staring at the back of her head.  

        We handed him over and drove slowly back to the station. At our desk Dehan pulled a chair next to mine and we sat and emptied the contents of the purse. There was an ID card, a driver’s license, a set of keys, some eye shadow, an eye pencil, a cell phone and a handkerchief. 

        The girl in the photographs on the driver’s license and the ID card was Angela. There was no doubt about it. She had been very pretty, and the smile in the pictures looked easy and natural. Her name was Angela Fernandez, and she was from Berwick, in Pennsylvania. Somewhere in Berwick, Pennsylvania, at that moment, her parents were still waiting for her, hoping. 

        I said, “We need to show this to the inspector. It looks like Wayne will be getting his deal.” 

        She studied my face a moment. “You’re not happy about that, are you?” 

        I shook my head. 

        “That comment you made about his obsession with Latinas…” 

        “What about it?” 

        “Are you sure you’re being objective?” 

        I raised an eyebrow. “Explain.” 

        “He was coming on very strong to me. He was being pretty threatening. Maybe you feel I am at risk and that’s clouding your judgment.” 

        I shook my head. 

        She went on. “Stone, I agree with you, he is a lowlife and I don’t want to see him walk. But he has no priors for rape, sexual assault or violence. And,” she shrugged, “let’s face it, other than the way he was coming on to me, and the fact that I happen to be half Mexican, you have no reason to believe he has an unhealthy obsession with Hispanic women.” 

        I nodded. “I have.” 

        “What?” 

        “The way he reacted when I said it. I was flying a kite, Dehan. I wanted to see his reaction. I touched a nerve. That man is dangerous, and I really don’t want to see him walk.” 

        She sighed. “Well, he’s probably going to and there isn’t much we can do about it. Either way, Stone. I think this is as much about your protective dinosaur instincts as it is about anything else. I don’t like him, but I don’t think he’s as dangerous as you say he is. He’s just a dope head and a scumbag.” 

        I stared down at the items on the desk in front of me. Then I looked her in the eye. “Just keep an open mind, Dehan, please? Until we have this wrapped up. There is more to this guy than meets the eye.” 

        She frowned, but nodded. “Sure. No problem, Stone.” 

        “Right,” I took a deep breath. “Let’s go talk to the inspector.” 






    DCM10. To Kill Upon A Kiss
    
  




  

NINE


   

        Inspector John Newman looked depressed. “Poor child…” He’d said it a couple of times, now he repeated it. “Poor child. You’ll talk to the family?” 

        “Detective Dehan just called her mother, Elisa Fernandez. It’s two and a half hours’ drive. We’ll break the news to her when we get there, then see if we can find out what Angela was doing here, who she was with…” I trailed off and spread my hands. 

        Dehan added, “And if she had any connection with Teddy’s Late Night Bar or James Fillmore.” 

        The inspector frowned. “I have to say, it is one hell of a coincidence that three such similar girls should have been connected with that bar all within a few days of each other.” 

        I sucked my teeth. “We don’t know they were, sir. Sonia Ibarri was staying with her aunt, less than ten minutes’ walk away, but we don’t know that she had any actual connection with the bar. At the moment all we can say is that the connection between the girls appears to be their proximity to the bar. We’ll see if that holds true with Angela.” 

        He grunted and nodded. 

        Dehan smiled. “Like Stone pointed out to me, sir, there must be an awful lot of good, Catholic, pretty Hispanic girls in that neighborhood. The coincidence is maybe more apparent than real.” 

        He shrugged with his eyebrows instead of his shoulders. “I take your point.” 

        I said, “However, I am inclined to believe that the killer has some connection with the bar, because that was where Rosario went on the Friday night and, presumably, made an appointment to meet her killer on Saturday.” 

        He narrowed his eyes at me. “And that does rather point to James Fillmore being our man, doesn’t it, John?” 

        I had to agree. “Yes, sir, it does.” 

        “But?” 

        “But there is one man, and at the moment only one man, that we know for sure was at the scene of Angela’s murder, and who knew exactly where her purse was hidden, and that is Wayne Harris.” 

        He frowned. “It doesn’t make a lot of sense that he should implicate himself unless he is pretty sure of his information.” 

        Dehan looked at me. “You said it yourself, we wouldn’t even know there was a serial killer if he hadn’t contacted us.” 

        “I know, but, sir, for the record, I believe we should pull him in and interrogate him, threaten to charge him with all the murders. If he knows who the killer is, he will tell us. If he doesn’t, then we’ll know it’s him.” I shrugged. “How did he know exactly where the purse was?” 

        He rubbed his chin and heaved a deep sigh. “I do take your point, Stone, don’t think that I don’t. I’ll discuss it with the DA and I’ll tell her how you feel. The crucial point here is that we have a serial killer on our hands who, as we have said before, may have been operating for a long time, and may still be active. That means he has to be stopped at all costs, as soon as is humanly possible.” He gave me a look that was loaded with meaning. “Meanwhile, you’d better get on your way to see the Fernandez family. Do give them my deepest condolences. I’ll have this stuff sent over to the lab, and I’ll put in a request for Angela’s bank and phone records.” 

        We thanked him and stepped out into the bright sunshine. A small breeze was moving the broad leaves of the plane trees on Storey Avenue. We climbed into the Jag in silence and I turned the key in the ignition. As I backed out of the lot, Dehan was watching me, with her glasses sitting on top of her head.  

        “What is it, Stone? I’ve never known you to get so personal about a case. What’s eating you?” 

        I didn’t answer until I was accelerating onto the Bronx River Parkway. Then I said, “I don’t know exactly, Dehan. Small things.” 

        “Like?” 

        “OK, for starters, the place where Wayne says he was lying smoking his joint the night Angela was killed.” 

        “What about it?” 

        “Did you try it out?” 

        “What, lie there? You know I didn’t.” 

        “I did. It was really uncomfortable. There were sharp rocks embedded in the earth, there were a million small, sharp stones and there were prickly shrubs and nettles. There was no way he was lying there.” 

        She made a face. “OK, that’s odd, but it was May, and warm, so maybe he was lying on his jacket.” 

        “But why go there at all? The obvious place to lie, which has easy access, is the soft turf where Angela was killed. It is completely invisible from the road. That’s why the killer chose that spot to kill her.” 

        She sighed. “OK, you have a point. It is odd, but it is not conclusive.” 

        “Another thing. When we took Wayne to the scene, he didn’t follow the track to where he said he’d been lying. He paused, got his bearings, and took us down the track to the spot where Angela was killed. Then, once there, he had to stop and look for the spot where he said he had been lying.” 

        She made a face that was skeptical and asked, “Anything else?” 

        “Yeah. There was no way he saw the killer hide those things from where he claims he was lying. He needed to get right up close to find the spot. That means he originally memorized the spot from up close. That was the image—the memory—he had in his head.” 

        She thought about that for a moment. “Maybe he went up after the killer had gone and found the spot.” She shrugged. “Maybe he hid the stuff himself.” 

        I gave a small laugh. “Or maybe he killed her.” 

        “We’ve been over this, Stone. He has no record of violence. OK, he looks pretty intimidating, but there isn’t a single assault on his rap sheet. No rapes, no sexual assaults… nothing!” 

        “And you can be damn sure, Dehan, that the killer’s rap sheet is the same.” I looked at her. She was frowning and confused. I explained. “This killer is smart enough to have devised a way of raping and killing, and disposing of the bodies, that eliminates all forensic evidence, and any trace that there was a serial killer involved at all. His rap sheet is going to be like Wayne’s: clean of any serious offenses.” 

        She shook her head and looked away at the spring skyline slipping past. “Stone, just this once, I have to say I don’t agree with you. You know I admire you as a detective, but this time I think you are letting your personal feelings get in the way.” 

        I smiled. “My personal feelings? You mean the way he comes on to you?” 

        “That doesn’t bother you?” 

        “Of course it does. And it bothers me how close you are to the model of his victim of choice. And it bothers me that you can’t see that.” I glanced at her. “But it doesn’t bother me enough to cloud my judgment. We’ll follow the evidence, Dehan. Wherever it may lead. And if I am wrong, so be it.” 

        We didn’t touch on the subject again, though it played on my mind all the way to Berwick, and by the time we had pulled into East 8th Street and parked outside Elisa Fernandez’s house, I was still no clearer in my mind as to the explanation for Wayne’s apparently paradoxical behavior. 

        From the front the house looked like a cute, clapboard cottage, with a veranda cluttered with potted flowers and plants, a white, wrought iron table and a couple of rocking chairs. It was set in a broad expanse of lawn, with an uneven paved path that led through it to the house.  

        The door opened before we reached it and a woman who was no more than five foot two, with neat, permed silver hair and a face that was still pretty but must once have been beautiful, greeted us with large, smiling brown eyes. 

        I returned the smile. “Mrs. Fernandez?” 

        “That’s me.” She had no accent. “You the police from New York?” 

        We showed her our badges. She glanced at them and said, “Come on in. I made some lemonade for you, but you can have coffee if you’d rather.” 

        Lemonade sounded good and we told her so. She had a living room cum diner that was spotlessly clean and neat. Every cushion and every ornament was positioned with precision, and there was not a trace of a crease or dust anywhere. She sat us at the dining table where, I guessed, she thought we’d cause the minimum of disruption to her order, and went to the kitchen. She came back with a large glass jug of lemonade on a tray and three glasses. When she had poured and mopped up the drips she sat and looked at us. She had a smile fixed in place, but you could see the fear and apprehension in her eyes. It was the expression of a person who has become habituated to being hurt by life, and is just waiting for the next blow to fall. 

        I took a deep breath and made eye contact. “Mrs. Fernandez, I’m afraid I have very bad news for you. We have found your daughter Angela, and she is dead.” 

        She gave a small gasp and crossed herself. Her eyes went red and spilled tears. She took a handkerchief, dabbed her eyes and blew her nose. “It’s OK,” she said. “She is with the Good Lord. I’ve known for a long time that He had taken her.” 

        Dehan frowned. “How did you know that?” 

        She shrugged and smiled again, like the answer was obvious. “She would have called, or written. She was such a good girl. She was a saint. She was too good for this world. That is why the Lord took her. When a week went by, I knew it was serious. After two weeks, I knew something real bad had happened. After a month, I knew she was dead.” She reached out and covered Dehan’s hand with her own. “When you called I knew you were coming to tell me you had found her. She is with God, and with the angels, my little Angel.” 

        Suddenly she was sobbing violently, with her eyes closed and the handkerchief pressed over her mouth. She didn’t say anything, just made wrenching, visceral noises while she sat, stiff and erect, weeping into her neatly folded handkerchief. Dehan pulled her chair over and sat with her arm around her shoulder, not saying anything, just holding her gently. I wondered for a moment what Mo and the guys at the station would make of it: Carmen Dehan, the cop nobody wanted to work with because she had such a bad attitude. 

        After a while, the sobbing subsided and Elisa began to take deep, shaky breaths. She opened her eyes and put her hand over Dehan’s again. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m OK now. The Lord sends these trials to test us, but I know my Angela is with him, in Heaven.” She braced herself and said, “You had better tell me what happened.” 

        Dehan answered. “She was murdered, Mrs. Fernandez. I am so sorry…” 

        She shook her head. “I knew she would be. I told her not to go to New York. She was an innocent. I gave her my mother’s cross to protect her. But it was no good. Please, don’t tell me the details. I don’t want to know. Just tell me, was it quick?” 

        I nodded and told a small, white lie. I said, “It was quick, Mrs. Fernandez, and she was unconscious.” 

        “Thank the Lord for his mercy.” 

        “Why was she in New York?” 

        She stared at the white tablecloth, at the place mat on which her glass was standing. For a moment I wondered if she had heard my question. Then she said, “She went to live with her boyfriend. I advised her not to. Father Byrne advised her not to also. But she said they were going to get married, just not yet. She told me not to worry, that everything was going to be OK.” 

        Dehan took out her notebook and her pen. “What was her boyfriend’s name, Mrs. Fernandez?” 

        “He was a local boy, Irish. Good boy, I liked him. Michael.” She gave a small laugh. “The Irish have so many beautiful names, but they only ever use four! Sean, Patrick, Michael and James.” Her eyes drifted to the window. “Michael Shine. He was so in love with her. Every man who met her fell in love with her. She was so beautiful, and good and kind.” 

        Dehan asked, “So Michael moved to New York?” 

        “He worked for a bank, here in Berwick. I can’t remember which one. But he applied for a better job in New York, with a big bank, maybe HSBC, I can’t remember. It wasn’t a magnificent job, but for his age, you know, it was good. So he moved to New York.” 

        I asked, “How long ago was this?” 

        “It was the beginning of March, 2016. And on April second she went to join him.” 

        Dehan was frowning at her pad. “So let me be sure I have this right. Angela went to live with Michael in New York on April second, 2016?” 

        “That’s correct.” She nodded. 

        I scratched my head. “Is Michael still there?” 

        “Yes, he still writes to me, old fashioned letters because I don’t use a computer. At Christmas he comes to see me, too.” 

        “Could you give us his address? We are going to need to talk to him.” 

        “935 C, Castle Hill Avenue. He has the top floor of one of those big red brick houses. She was very excited because it was next door to the public library, and she loved to read.” She took a deep breath. “I am sorry, Detectives. This is very difficult for me. The thing is, she didn’t stay with Michael. That is, she stayed with him for only about three weeks.” 

        I was surprised and my face said so. “Oh?” 

        “Apparently she met somebody else. I am ashamed to admit it. It was certainly not the behavior I would have expected from her, and I am at a loss to explain it, but that is what happened. She moved out of Michael’s apartment and moved in with this new man.” 

        “Who was this new man, Mrs. Fernandez?” 

        “I have no idea.” 

        I leaned forward, with my elbows on the table. “I want you to think very carefully, because this could be of vital importance. Is it possible that Michael was mistreating Angela? Was he hurting her? Is that why she moved out?” 

        “Oh, Lord no! Not at all. She said she felt very bad for him because he had been such a saint and a gentleman, but she had met another man and she had fallen head over heels in love with him. And he with her. And it would be wrong to stay with Michael when she felt that way about this other man…” 

        “A name, Mrs. Fernandez, she must have mentioned a name.” 

        “She did, just a first name. She said she would write me with more details of her new address, and they would come and see me, but I never heard from her again.” 

        Dehan said, “The name?” 

        She stared out the window for a long time. I was about to ask again, but she took another deep breath and looked down at the table, biting her lip. “I’ll never forget the name as long as I live, but it makes me sick to my stomach to say it. Jimmy. The man who killed my daughter is called Jimmy.” 
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        We left her a little while later. She had called friends who were going to come over and spend the evening with her. Dehan rested her ass on the hood of the Jag and pulled out her cell while I unlocked the door. She dialed and waited, squinting in the afternoon sun. After a moment she said, “Hey, Teddy, it’s Detective Dehan, remember me?” She waited, sucking her teeth and looking up at the sky. “Yeah, OK, listen, Teddy…” He obviously kept talking because she paused, then repeated, “Teddy, listen to me. We really need that information. It has become a matter of extreme urgency, you understand me? I need to know Jimmy’s last known address by tonight… Good, that’s what I wanted to hear. You’re a good man, Teddy. Bye.” 

        I smiled as she opened the door and climbed in. “He was real busy,” she said. Then she eyed me up and down. “It’s looking like Jimmy, Sensei.” 

        I turned the key and the engine roared into life. “It always did, Little Grasshopper. It always did.” As we pulled away I said, “You want to call Shine and ask him to come in tomorrow? Early as he can. I want to talk to him before the DA arranges a deal for Wayne.” 

        “You still think Wayne is our guy…” 

        “I don’t think anything, Dehan. There are things about Wayne and his testimony that don’t make sense.” I smiled at her without rancor and added, “And honestly, I think the inspector, the DA and you are jumping at the easy solution. There are things here that don’t make sense, and I want them explained.” 

        “Like the place where he says he was lying…” 

        “Amongst others. I’d also like to know why these girls kept falling in love and giving themselves body and soul to a guy who was, and I quote, ‘not the sort of guy you’d notice’.” I glanced at her. “That from Pam and Teddy. Well, so far, this guy you wouldn’t look twice at has got three attractive young ladies to A, fall out with her best friend so she could see him at the bar and then arrange to meet him Saturday instead of going home to Mom; B, spend a naughty weekend with him in the belief he could get her a job and C, leave her boyfriend so she could move in with him because it was love at first sight. Now, I want you to tell me something, and I want you to be really honest.” 

        “Oh God, what?” 

        “Wayne Harris, is he sexually fascinating?” 

        “No.” 

        “Be honest, Dehan. I am not asking you, personally, if you find him attractive. I am talking in general. Has he got sexual magnetism?” 

        She sighed. “OK, Stone, I guess to some women that kind of uninhibited, predatory bad boy stuff might be a turn on.” 

        “And he is intelligent enough to put himself across as a misunderstood good guy.” 

        “Yes. But it still does not explain, A, why he would implicate himself and B, as I keep telling you, he has no record of this kind of crime. You are fixating on him, Stone. What is it? Do you feel jealous or threatened by him?” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her. “Should I?” 

        “Good Lord, Stone! No!” 

        “Then I don’t.” I frowned. “Hey, we’re investigating. We’re following the leads where they take us. Have I done anything unprofessional at any stage?” 

        “No. No you haven’t, not at all. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.” 

        “What was the last thing I asked you to do?” 

        She sighed. “Call Shine.” 

        “And what is the first thing I am going to ask him?” 

        She was beginning to look pissed. “I don’t know Stone, what?” 

        “Seriously? What would you ask?” 

        “Where can we find Jimmy?” 

        “And that is what I am going to ask him. And as soon as we get the information from Teddy, we are going to see if they are in fact one and the same Jimmy. Is there anything irrational, negligent or unprofessional about that plan?” 

        “No, Stone! OK! You made your point!” 

        “So call.” 

        She stared at me. I ignored her and after a moment she found the number and made the call. He agreed to come into the station first thing in the morning and she hung up. She stared out the window for ten minutes at the passing countryside, then said, “Stone, don’t get mad at me. We don’t get mad at each other.” 

        I smiled at her. She smiled back. “I’m not mad at you, Dehan. Forget about us for a minute, be as objective as you can be, as a detective, an investigator, OK?” She nodded. “What made you ask me if I felt jealous or threatened?” 

        “C’mon, Stone! Let it go!” 

        “Be objective. You’re not my… whatever you are. Just stand back and examine it. What made you ask that?” 

        She sighed and after a while she shook her head. “I don’t know. It was a stupid question.” 

        “You’re still thinking like Carmen Dehan in love with the enigmatic and irresistible Detective John Stone.” 

        “Yeah? Am I?” 

        “What made you ask it was that, unconsciously, you were acknowledging that he is a very magnetic, sexual animal that is capable of seducing women and making men feel threatened. Something in which he is the polar opposite of Jimmy the barman.” 

        I glanced at her. She was staring fixedly at the dashboard. After a while she nodded several times with her lips pursed. “Yup. You’re right.” She looked at me. “You can do that, can’t you?” 

        “What?” 

        “Disconnect like that. Ignore your emotions. Be objective.” 

        “Yes.” 

        She thought about it, then said, “But I still think you’re wrong. He’s a scumbag, but he is not our guy. Maybe there are two Jimmies and the second one is irresistible. But Wayne is not the guy.” 

        “Let’s see where the evidence leads us, Carmensita.” 

        And we drove on, into the gathering dusk. 

   


* * *


   

        Michael Shine was small and thin, with floppy blond hair and an agreeable face, and heels that tapped energetically when he walked. He wore a suit that was not expensive, but did not look cheap, and you could tell he had already decided at twenty-one exactly where he wanted to be at thirty-one. Now, at twenty-six he was about half way there and looking pleased with himself. As we came into the interrogation room he smiled without warmth and said, “I have to tell you, detectives, right off, I haven’t seen Angela, or heard from her, in over two years.” 

        We sat opposite him and Dehan said, “Yeah, you guys broke up, right?” 

        He shook his head emphatically. “No. She broke up with me. I didn’t break up with her.” 

        She frowned. “Her mom told us you two were crazy about each other.” 

        “That’s what I thought. But the fact is you just don’t know people till you live with them, and even then you can’t be sure. I wouldn’t tell Elisa this because to her Angela was, well, just that, an angel. But the truth is, as soon as she arrived in New York she began to change. Seems she was only using me.” 

        I said, “Using you for what?” 

        “To get away from home. Elisa is a sweet lady, but man!” He laughed. “She is really controlling!” He nodded several times, watching us, still smiling. “She is one controlling woman. You know? She’ll have you sit at the dining table so you don’t mess up the cushions on the couch. If you go to have dinner at her house, if she knows you at all, she’ll have you eat in the kitchen so’s not to mess the table. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. She controlled every aspect of Angela’s life. And I guess that included me. Elisa wanted Angela to marry an Irish Catholic, so Angela picked me, took me home, got me approved by her mom, and right away started telling me we should move out of Berwick to New York.” 

        Dehan leaned back in her chair. “So, you are telling me that Angela only moved in with you to get away from her mother.” 

        “That’s the way it seemed to me! I think we’d lived together for a week, maybe ten days, when I first noticed she was seeing another guy.” 

        “How was that?” 

        “It was Saturday morning. I’d been to the gym. I usually have a good work out on Saturday morning.” He gave a smile that was rueful and shook his head. “It’ll show you what a sap I was. I was just starting my routine and I thought, ‘What the hell! I got the most beautiful girl in the world, just moved in with me, and I’m working out at the gym? I’m going home, and I’m going to take her out for lunch in Manhattan!’ See the sights. Have a magical day to remember. So I get in the car and I’m driving up Zerega, and I pass a bar, and who the hell do I see in the window, but Angela, sitting with a guy. Deep in conversation. You know, like they had a lot to talk about.” 

        I said, “What did this guy look like?” 

        He shrugged. “Hard to say. It was fleeting and I was looking at her.” 

        “So what happened?” 

        “Well, at that stage I was still crazy about her and trusted her. So I parked the car and called her, and I said, ‘Baby, I’m not doing my workout today. I’m going to take you out on the town.’ ‘Oh, don’t do that!’ she says. ‘Don’t do that just for me. You need your workouts.’ So I say, ‘Well, I’ve already left. I’m at home. I’m just wondering what you’re doing.’ Because I’m beginning to think maybe there’s something wrong. And she says, ‘Well, I’m at the hairdresser. I won’t be home for another hour at least.’ And then I knew she was cheating on me.” 

        Dehan asked him, “What did you do?” 

        “I said, ‘Baby, I want you to come home right now ’cause I’ve got something real important I need to talk to you about.’ And she could tell from my voice that it was serious. So she came right home. And I told her I had seen her at the bar and I had seen her with a man. And I wanted to know why she had lied to me, and who that man was.” 

        I held up a hand. “Before we go on, Mr. Shine, what was the name of the bar?” 

        “Oh, Teddy’s All Night Bar.” 

        “And the man you had seen her with, was this Jimmy?” 

        “That’s what she said. She said she only lied because she didn’t think I would understand. There was nothing romantic or sexual between them. He was just offering her a job.” 

        I frowned. “What kind of job?” 

        “Some kind of bullshit about production assistant in a production company. They got talking when she went there for a pizza at lunchtime one day. They got talking, she said she was looking for a job… I don’t need to tell you how it goes.” 

        Dehan said, “So what happened?” 

        “What happened was that I told her she was naïve, and that I didn’t want her seeing this guy anymore, and I didn’t want her going to bars on her own, even at lunch time. She promised but you know how it is, once you start suspecting, it’s real hard to shake it. So a couple of times I made an excuse at work and drove around the area. And it was maybe a week or ten days after I saw her in the bar, I saw her there again. Only this time they were holding hands. I felt sick. You can imagine. I waited till she came out and I followed her. She went home. I went up after her and I told her, ‘I saw you at the bar with that guy. You were holding hands. What’s going on?’ She told me they’d met a few times, they’d fallen in love. It was just one of those things. She was sorry and she was moving in with him.” 

        I drummed my fingers on the table. “Did she tell you anything else about him?” 

        “Yeah. It was his dad’s company. It was called Directed Vision or something like that. They had a contract with NBC and he was going to fix her up there with a job and she was going to study TV production while she worked.” 

        “Did she tell you his last name?” 

        His gaze became abstracted. He stared at the wall. “Yeah. I remember I thought it was a stupid name for a producer, because it was like film more, get it?” 

        “Jimmy Fillmore?” 

        He nodded. “Yeah. Stupid. She didn’t see it.” 

        Dehan asked him, “Did she give you an address where she was going?” 

        “Not exactly. We parted on really bad terms, as you can imagine. She told me she wanted to stay till Saturday, because he had something going on at his house till Saturday. Then she could move in with him. I told her to take a hike, so she stayed a few days with a couple we were friends with, and I never heard from her again.” 

        “We’re going to need an address for your friends.” 

        He was beginning to frown. “Sure, Ai Hitani and Bill Walters, 1717 Yates Avenue.” He gave her Ai’s number. “Say, what is this about? What has Angela done?” 

        I nodded. “Mr. Shine, the second time you saw Angela with this Jimmy Fillmore, did you get a better look at him?” 

        He sat back and thought. “Yeah, I guess. Maybe mid twenties, dark hair. It looked black, but hard to tell for sure. He might have been Hispanic, or Italian, but not real dark. They were sitting down most of the time, but when she left he stood to give her a kiss. She was five three or four. I guess he was less than a foot taller. So maybe he was six foot. Not big, normal build.” He looked at Dehan, then looked back at me. “What is this about?” 

        “Mr. Shine, Angela was murdered that Saturday, not far from the bar where you saw her, by the river. Do you recall the Westchester Angel?” 

        “Holy shit! That was Angela?” 

        Dehan was frowning at him. “You weren’t struck by the similarities? The location, the crucifix…” 

        He was shaking his head. “I had no idea. I never have time to watch the news. I read the financial pages. I don’t know anything about a crucifix. She had one, belonged to her grandmother…” 

        I nodded. “That was Angela, Mr. Shine.” 

        He had gone very pale and his hand had started shaking. “Jesus, if I had known I would have never… She was with friends. It wasn’t as if I put her on the street. I would never have… if I’d known.” 

        “There was no way you could have known. You can’t blame yourself. She had made her choice. What we have to do is catch the man who did it to her.” 

        He stared at me with big, unseeing eyes. “Jimmy,” he said. “Jimmy Fillmore did it.” 

        “That is what we aim to find out,” I said, half to myself, as he and Dehan stood. She showed him to the door and he left. 
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ELEVEN


   

        I pulled out my cell and started to dial. I glanced at Dehan. She was standing by the door. I said, “What’s the deal with Teddy? He’s dragging his heels. Why don’t you give him a call and lean on him a bit?” 

        She nodded and stepped out of the room, pulling her phone from her pocket. My number rang twice and an attractive voice said, “Hello?” 

        “Ms. Ai Hitani?” 

        “Speaking. Who is this please?” 

        “This is Detective John Stone of the New York Police Department. Can you spare me a couple of minutes to talk about Angela Fernandez?” 

        There was a moment’s silence, then her voice again with a frown in it. “Angela? Sure. Is she OK?” 

        “Ms. Itani, I believe Angela stayed with you for a few days a couple of years back, after she broke up with Michael.” 

        “Yes, she did, that’s right.” 

        “Do you know where she went after that?” 

        Another silence. “Um, yes, she moved in with her boyfriend. Well, her new boyfriend. We were all a little startled that she had switched so suddenly, but she seemed pretty swept off her feet.” 

        “Do you recall his name?” 

        “Yeah, sure, Jimmy something.” 

        “Did you hear from her after that?” 

        “No, we never did.” 

        “Did she give you an address?” 

        “No. He called, came and picked her up, and we never heard from her again. We weren’t real close. We were more Mike’s friends. Is she OK?” 

        I sighed. “No, I’m afraid she has been murdered.” There was a small gasp at the other end of the phone. I went on, “Ms Itani, Angela was murdered that Saturday. We have reason to believe that whoever picked her up was responsible for her death. Someone will be around later to take a statement from you and from Mr. Walters. In the meantime, please try to remember anything you can about what she said to you about her new boyfriend.” 

        She said she would and I hung up. Dehan was leaning on the doorjamb, watching me. “He was falling over himself with apologies. He was looking for it right there and then. I told him I didn’t want to have to charge him with withholding evidence. He swore he was on it. He knows he has it, he just can’t remember exactly where.” 

        “Good. Maybe we should go help him look.” 

        “On the other hand, we have Angela’s phone and bank records.” 

        I nodded. “OK. I’m going to start going through her phone records, see who she spoke to on Friday and Saturday. Meantime, you want to go and take a statement from Ai Hitani and Bill Walters?” 

        Her eyes flicked over my face for a second. “Sure.” She paused. I stood. She said, “You OK, Stone?” 

        “Never better. Let’s go.” 

        I gave her the keys to the Jag and we went downstairs. 

        The bank and phone records were on my desk. There was only one thing I was interested in and I leafed through the phone records until I found it. Friday and Saturday, 13th and 14th May, 2016. There were not many calls: a couple out of state to Pennsylvania, and a cell phone that called her late Friday and just before midnight. It lasted ten minutes, and then called again Saturday at two PM. 

        I dialed the number. It rang three times and was answered by a woman who sounded flustered. “Yes? Who is this?” 

        “This is Detective John Stone of the NYPD, ma’am, who am I speaking to?” 

        “This is Mrs. Silvia Sterling. What do you want?” 

        “Mrs. Sterling, how long have you had this number?” 

        “Are you serious? Is this some kind of joke?” 

        “No, ma’am, it is not a joke. It is part of a homicide inquiry. If you like, you can call the 43rd Precinct and ask for Detective John Stone, they’ll put you through to me. However, it would save time if you simply told me how long…” 

        “Yes, all right! I have had this number for about a year. Do you need the exact date?” 

        “No, thank you, ma’am. That is all I needed to know. You have a good day.” 

        I hung up and called AT&T and asked them to tell me who had that telephone number in May of 2016. They said it would take time and I went upstairs to talk to Inspector John Newman. When I knocked and went in he didn’t look real pleased to see me. 

        “John.” He sighed and gestured at the chair opposite him. “Come in, sit down. You look troubled.” 

        I nodded. “I’m not happy about the deal with Wayne Harris.” 

        “I know you have reservations, John.” 

        “It’s more than reservations, sir. I have real concerns.” 

        He spread his hands. “All right, let’s hear them.” 

        I thought for a moment. “For a start, we don’t need him. We are closing in on a prime suspect, Jimmy Fillmore…” 

        “Have you got an address?” 

        “Not yet.” 

        “A photograph so we can put out an APB?” 

        “No, not yet…” 

        “National Insurance number? Anything more than a name?” 

        “Not yet, sir.” 

        He studied my face for a moment, then said, “What are your other concerns?” 

        “Wayne’s story, about how he was at the river and witnessed Angela’s murder, it just doesn’t hold up for me.” 

        “Why not?” 

        “For a start, I went and lay down on the spot where he said he was lying, smoking a joint and gazing at the stars, when the killer showed up.” I shook my head. “He wasn’t lying there. You couldn’t. It was covered in stones and prickly bushes. When we took him there, to find Angela’s purse, he didn’t know the path to that location: he knew the path to the spot where Angela was killed. Also, he needed to get up close to the spot where her purse was buried, and then he knew the exact spot. That is not consistent with someone who saw it concealed from almost a hundred yards away—in the dark.” 

        He nodded. “They are all good points, and classic John Stone, insightful thinking. But it is not… substantial enough to warrant stopping the deal. We have a serial killer out there, John. It was your own intuitive brilliance that found him…” 

        “Sir, my gut tells me that Wayne Harris has developed a dangerous fixation on Detective Dehan. If he is released on the strength of this deal, she could be seriously at risk.” 

        He grunted and looked down at his thumbs, as though he was trying to decide which one he liked best. “You believe Wayne could be our killer and he is playing a deep game?” 

        “I don’t know, but what I do know is that whenever she has been present at an interview with him she has had to withdraw from the conversation because he cannot focus when she is present.” 

        He frowned at me. “What do you mean?” 

        I sighed again. “He fixates. He seems to believe that he and Detective Dehan have some kind of special connection. He began talking about the primal drives of the deep unconscious that united them. It was not good stuff to listen to, sir.” 

        “It is natural that you should feel protective toward her. She is your partner in more senses than one…” 

        I fought to keep the irritation from my voice. “Sir, I would feel the same way if he was talking this way about Maria Sanchez at the local grocery store. He was unquestionably present at Angela’s murder, he knew the exact location of her purse, and he is fixating on a young woman who fits the model of our killer’s victims. That for me is a pretty powerful reason to stop the deal.” 

        He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You understand that this is a very difficult call, Stone.” 

        I shook my head and said simply, “No.” 

        There was irritation in his eyes when he opened them. “All right, let’s look at it this way. Suppose we talk to Wayne, he gives us the name of the alleged killer, and it does not pan out. It leads to nothing. Then he stays where he is in prison and you are free to continue your investigation into either this James Fillmore or Wayne Harris.” He shrugged, “However, if, on the other hand, the information he gives us is good and we catch the man responsible, then we have taken a serial killer off the streets and you have your assurance that Wayne Harris is not the man and, in all probability, he is not fixating on Carmen but merely having a bit of fun at your expense.” 

        “A bit of fun?” 

        “Forgive me, I didn’t mean to sound flippant, but you take my meaning. It is reprehensible, but not life threatening.” 

        I raised an eyebrow at him, stared out the window a moment, then looked back at him. “All I am asking is for a little more time.” 

        He shook his head. “It’s no longer in my hands, John. It’s with the DA. The decision will be taken, in all probability this afternoon, by the state. It is out of our hands.” I made to stand. “John, I know your track record and there is not another detective whom I respect more than you, but you should know that the DA is adamant that we need this deal, and he has asked me to form a task force to go through all the Jane Does found in the river in the last five years, to see how many we can attribute to this killer. When the press get a hold of it, it could blow up in our faces, accusations of negligence, of racial bias, if they had been white girls this would not have happened…” He gestured at me. “I don’t need to tell you. You know the way it goes. They want it wrapped up before any of that happens. If Wayne is on the level, he will get his deal this afternoon.” 

        I knew he was right. I nodded. “OK, thank you, sir.” 

        I left his office and went slowly down the stairs. I sat for twenty minutes at my desk staring at empty space and going over every aspect of the case in my mind. It was like a jigsaw where you have all the corners and the edges, but the stuff in the middle belongs to a different puzzle. Three such similar girls, each from a different state, come together in such a small geographical area, all murdered one Saturday after another. Most serial killers are stalkers, but this didn’t seem to be the result of stalking. What was it the result of? 

        Dehan came in, dropped into her chair, put her feet on the desk and tossed me my keys. “Nothing more than what she told you already. She was at home with her husband and her kid. She works from home, he’s a househusband, and the kid is…well, remind me not to have kids unless either they are mute or I go deaf.” She sighed. “They promised to discuss it tonight when little Izamu Augustus Itani-Walters, with a hyphen, was asleep. They will then open a bottle of French wine and talk about Angela’s visit and see if anything comes to mind. We are grateful to them, Stone. Be grateful.” 

        I nodded, but didn’t smile. “I am.” 

        “You still worried?” 

        I did more nodding. “Yup, and the more I go over it in my mind, the more worried I become. We are rats in a maze, Dehan. We are being driven down a path to an unavoidable conclusion.” 

        “I don’t know what to say, Stone. We have to follow the evidence and right now Wayne Harris’ testimony is part of the evidence. It’s practically the only evidence we’ve got that we can follow. I don’t see we have much choice.” 

        “My point exactly, Dehan. I couldn’t have put it better myself.” She frowned at me, hard, like she thought I was losing my grip. Just to compound her doubts I added, “I have a very bad feeling. Something bad is going to happen, and I don’t know how to stop it. We are sitting here with a triple homicide—at least—and not a single clue to go on until the DA gives us the go ahead with Wayne.” 

        She made a face that said she didn’t know what the hell had got into me. “So, thank heavens for Wayne, right?” 

        “Yeah, precisely.” 

        “C’mon, Stone! If the information is bad he gets no deal. If it’s good, we have nothing to worry about. Stop worrying for crying out loud!” 

        Before I could answer the internal phone rang. 

        “John, it’s me, the Inspector. We have the go ahead from the DA. I have had the deal printed and I’m sending it down to you now. She stressed upon me that this is something that needs to be cleared up in short order.” 

        I tried to smile and failed. “With all due respect to the Powers that Be, sir, I am more motivated by the next potential victim than by their political anxieties.” 

        “Of course, of course, I agree with you. John, about your own personal anxieties, if you want somebody else… Perhaps Detective Dehan…” 

        “No. I can handle it, sir.” 

        “Good. Good. Glad to hear it. You know where we stand.” 

        “I am very clear on that, sir.” 

        “Good, good,” he said again. “Well, go get ’em!” 

        He hung up. I sighed noisily at Dehan. “We have the green light. The deal is on its way down.” 

        She shrugged. “I’m sorry, Stone, but I’m glad. Let’s get this son of a bitch and put him away.” 

        A uniform came in with a manila folder and handed it to me. “From the inspector, Detective Stone.” 

        I thanked him and he went away. I had just started to read when the internal phone buzzed again. Dehan picked it up. She was very quiet and that made me look up. She was making a note on a piece of paper. After a moment she said, “OK, thanks,” and hung up. She looked at me and there was something almost apologetic in her expression. “They found another body.” 

        I threw the file on the desk. I had a hot knot of anger burning in my belly. “God dammit!” I grabbed my keys and stood. “Where is it? Ferry Point Park?” 

        She was half way to her feet and froze. “How could you possibly know that?” 

        “It’s called common sense!” I said savagely and stormed out of the station. 

        She grabbed her jacket and the folder and came running after me. “Slow down there, Sensei! What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 

        I climbed in the car and slammed the door. She got in the other side and I fired up the engine. She stared at me as I backed out. “Stone! You want to explain?” 

        “I’ve been explaining!” I snapped. I rammed in first, looked at her and said, “Remember I said something bad was going to happen and I couldn’t stop it? Well this is it!” 
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TWELVE


   

        The body was in the woods, on the east side of the freeway, where it borders the mouth of the creek. Frank and the crime scene team were already there when we arrived, and the uniforms had cordoned off the area with yellow tape, suspended like bunting from tree to tree. She was Hispanic, about twenty-two, lying on her back in a small clearing, looking up at the sky through the canopy above. Her elbows were bent and her hands were on her chest, bound with a silk handkerchief. She had a short skirt that had been pulled up around her hips, and her legs were splayed. She had no panties. There was bruising around her mouth and neck, and a big, ugly black bruise on her windpipe. Frank was squatting by her side. He glanced at us but didn’t say anything. 

        I asked, “Is it the same MO?” 

        “I don’t want to commit myself to anything at this stage, John, but I can tell you it is very similar. You can see for yourself…” He gestured at the handkerchief, at the skirt. 

        “ID?” 

        “No purse. We’ll run her prints back at the lab.” 

        I nodded and looked across the stretch of parkland toward the river. The water was concealed by the trees that bordered the banks. I walked away from the body, out onto the grass and looked north toward where we’d left the car, then south toward the East River and the Whitestone Bridge. Dehan came and joined me, squinting in the sun and tying her hair behind her neck. “What are you thinking?” 

        I didn’t look at her. I was scanning the area. I said, “Clearly Wayne couldn’t have done it because he was in prison. Alibis don’t come much better than that, right? So I’m wondering how the killer arrived.” I pointed north. He either came down the Hutchinson River Parkway, left his car on the wasteland there and then came down into the woods along the path, on foot…” She nodded. “Or he drove all the way down to the bridge and came in that way.” 

        She thought about it a moment. “If he came in via the bridge late at night there’s less risk of being seen.” 

        I watched her face, nodded, then shook my head. “Nope, because that road is cut off with big, steel gates. His only access is on foot.” 

        She narrowed her eyes. “So…?” 

        “So he must have driven here, left his car in the parking lot, and brought her to the woods here on foot. That make sense to you?” 

        She shrugged. “I can’t see how he could do it any other way.” 

        “Neither can I.” 

        She looked unhappy and tense. “I feel like you’re making a point and I don’t know what it is. Am I missing something?” 

        “Not making a point. Just examining the new evidence, Dehan. We are all missing something in this case.” I turned and pointed again, back along the path. “So, what is that? Five hundred yards?” 

        She looked and nodded. “Yeah, about that.” 

        I walked back in among the trees. Frank was getting to his feet and they were loading the body onto a gurney. I had a closer look at her. Her face was bloated and distorted, and her cheeks were stained with mascara where she had been weeping. Her lipstick was smeared where her killer had been kissing her, the way Wayne had described it. I looked at her blouse. It was a white halterneck made from some synthetic imitation silk. Where it had been ripped you could make out a bra that probably came from Victoria’s Secret.  

        Frank pulled off his gloves. “You don’t need to say anything, John. I’ve already had the call. This takes priority over everything.” 

        I said, “She’s been raped. You’ll find semen inside her, also on her skirt, but you won’t find any prints.” 

        Dehan approached. “She’s not wearing panties. Maybe he took them as a trophy.” 

        “Yeah, maybe.” 

        Frank spread his hands. “At the moment it is all speculation until I get back to the lab. I’ll call you as soon as I know something.” 

        I shoved my hands in my pockets and started walking back toward the car. Dehan fell into step beside me. “Stone, you know something?” 

        “Not much.” 

        “You’re being a pain in the ass.” 

        “I’m sorry.” 

        “Talk to me.” 

        “I’ve been talking to you, Dehan.” 

        She stopped dead in her tracks and gestured back toward the crime scene with her open hand. “Come on, Stone!” 

        “‘Come on Stone’ is not a persuasive argument, Dehan. What are you trying to tell me?” 

        She jabbed several times with her hand. “You yourself have been saying that our killer may have been killing for a long time and may still be killing. This is not a copycat. Nobody knows his MO. You want it to be Wayne, Stone, but it can’t be!” 

        I smiled. 

        “What are you smiling at?” 

        “You. You said you wanted me to talk to you, but actually it was you who wanted to talk to me. You have made your point. The inspector, the DA and the State of New York all agree with you. So let’s go and see who Wayne Harris tells us the killer is.” 

        “Like I said, you’re being a pain in the ass!” 

        She marched on ahead and then had to sit on the hood and wait for me to arrive. As I arrived and pulled out my keys she said, “I just don’t get why you have to play this blame game.” 

        I frowned at her, opened the door and got in. 

        She got in the passenger seat and slammed the door. “I am not betraying you just because I don’t agree with you!” 

        I pulled out of the lot and headed toward the Expressway. 

        After a moment she said, “You don’t have to guilt trip me. I can have a different opinion from you. I don’t have to agree with you all the time.” 

        After I had turned west onto the Bruckner Expressway she looked at me and said, “Aren’t you going to say anything?” 

        I glanced at her and sighed. “What do you want me to say, Dehan? You’re mad at me. I am not mad at you. You have a different opinion from me. That’s fine. I haven’t got time to argue with you. I am trying to figure out how to avoid another woman getting killed, and that is taking up all of my attention. I’m sorry you feel I’m guilt tripping you, but I do not feel betrayed.” 

        After a bit she said, “You don’t?” 

        “No.” 

        Her phone rang. She pulled it from her pocket and answered, “Dehan.” 

        She listened, glanced at me, looked embarrassed and said, “Yes sir, Frank is giving it priority. He’ll get back to us as soon as he has anything.” She was silent again. “It seems to have been the same killer, yes, sir. The MO is the same.” Another silence. “We are on our way to Rikers now. Yes sir, I understand. We will, sir… He is right here beside me, sir. He’s driving. Yes, I’ll tell him, sir. 

        “That was…” 

        “I know who it was.” 

        “He wanted…” 

        “I know what he wanted. He wanted to make sure I didn’t sabotage the deal. Do you want to take the lead in this investigation, Dehan?” 

        Her eyes went wide. “No! John!” 

        “Are you sure?” 

        “Of course I’m sure!” 

        “Do you think the inspector would like you to take over?” 

        “No! John, stop it!” 

        “Perhaps you should ask him.” 

        “John, you are having a tantrum like a spoiled kid!” 

        I smiled at her. “If you and he don’t approve of my conduct of the inquiry, then perhaps you should lead. It’s not a big deal, Dehan.” 

        She folded her arms and didn’t talk to me again until we reached the prison. When I parked the car in the lot, I climbed out and called the inspector. He sounded embarrassed. 

        “Stone, what can I do for you?” 

        “Is there anything you need to say to me, sir?” 

        “Um, no, just, ah… what I said to Carmen, um, you were driving.” 

        “Do I still have lead on this case, sir?” 

        “Of course you do, Stone! Naturally…” 

        “Thank you, sir.” 

        I hung up. Dehan was staring at me, shaking her head. “You’re being ridiculous.” 

        I pulled my laptop from the back seat and closed the door, then stared at her for a long moment. I handed her the key and said, “Dehan, will you please go to Teddy’s Late Night Bar and, if you have to drag him by his collar and put a gun to his head, make him give you Jimmy Fillmore’s details.” 

        “Are you kidding me?” 

        “No. And the instant he gives them to you, call me.” 

        “Stone, are you serious? Are you sidelining me?” 

        I stepped toward her. “Dehan, this is important. For one thing, Wayne cannot concentrate when you are in his presence. For another, if we get Jimmy Fillmore before Wayne talks, we don’t need the deal. And whatever you think of my instincts, you will at least admit that Wayne Harris is one son of a bitch who should not be on the street.” 

        She blinked at me. 

        “But more than that, Dehan, if you have ever known my gut to be right, then please give it the benefit of the doubt now. I am not sidelining you. I am asking you to do something important. More important than wasting time on this stupid deal.” 

        She blinked at me again. 

        I felt a knot of hot anger in my gut. “Carmen, I am asking you to do what I would be doing if I didn’t have to be here. Please do it!” 

        She snatched the keys from me and climbed in the car. I watched her pull out of the lot and accelerate away. Then I turned toward the prison complex and started to walk. 

   


* * *


   

        The clang and roll of the steel doors echoed down concrete corridors like a clumsy death knell. Wayne was brought in, manacled and shuffling in his orange jumpsuit. He smiled his snake-smile at me as he crossed the floor and sat at the table. His guards cuffed him. He watched me as the officers left the room and slammed the door shut. My laptop was set up to record the conversation. He watched me press record and smiled. 

        “I really scared Detective Dehan, huh?” 

        “Is that something you enjoy, Wayne, scaring women?” 

        He sighed, like a man who has grown tired of a game. “You got me all wrong, Detective Stone.” I waited while he studied my face a little longer. “I know I am my own worst enemy. My momma was always tellin’ me that: ‘Wayne Harris, you are your own worst enemy!’ My daddy never told me nothin’. He just took his belt to me on a regular basis.” He gave a small laugh. “You might say that he made me strong and she gave me self-awareness.” 

        I yawned loudly. “Is this going somewhere, Wayne?” 

        “Yeah, it’s goin’ somewhere, Detective. I’m tellin’ you why you got me all wrong.” 

        “Who killed Angela Fernandez?” 

        He laughed. “Whoa there, boy! Buy a girl a drink! Give me a chance!” 

        “No. I’m getting bored, Wayne. I don’t believe you know jack. I think you’re a narcissistic asshole who likes to play games, and you get off on all the attention you get from pretending you know something about this killer. Now I don’t give a damn about your momma and your daddy back in Arizona. I want to know who killed Angela Fernandez. Do you know or not?” 

        It was odd. Very little changed about his face: a slight lowering of his lids, a hardening of an already granite expression, but the effect was powerful. Just for a moment, there was murderous hatred in his expression, but it passed.  

        “Yeah, Stone, I know who killed Angela, and I know a lot more besides. And we are going to do this my way, or not at all. And the longer you delay, the more bodies you are going to have on your list.” He sat forward and narrowed his eyes at me. “I have a lot of shit on my conscience, Stone. A lot of bad shit. But I don’t belong in this fuckin’ hell hole. I aim to get out, but when I get out it will be righteous. You understand that concept, Stone? When I get out I ain’t comin’ back. And that means I have to be clean in here…” He went to thump his chest with his fist but the cuffs jarred him.  

        I snarled at him, “Talk to a priest. I’m a cop, not your confessor!” 

        He snarled back, “And that’s why it’s got to be you!” He sat back. “You listen to me, tell it my way or you can fuck off back to your inspector and your fuckin’ DA with empty fuckin’ hands. Your choice.” 

        I raised an eyebrow at him. “Talk, but cut to the chase at some point, will you?” To underline the point I dropped the folder with the agreement in it on the table where he couldn’t reach it. “I’ve done worse things in my life than go back to the inspector and the DA with empty hands. And for the record, my personal opinion is that this shit hole is exactly where you belong, so don’t push me, Wayne, because the final decision is mine.” 

        He waited a moment, then asked, “You done?” 

        “Talk.” 

        He waited a moment, then seemed to sag. “I came in here today with the intention of makin’ you see that I ain’t the man you think I am.” He tried to raise his hands. “Don’t come back with some wise crack, Stone, just listen, OK?  

        “But you just wind me up, you know? Like one of them toys you used to get where you turned a key and they started doin’ all kinds of crazy things. I just look at you and I want to fuck with your head.” 

        I waited. 

        He stared at me, then took a deep breath. “But, that’s what I was trying to tell you. It’s what my momma used to tell me. I am my own worst enemy.” He looked around him at the walls for a moment. “You know what I used to do when my daddy would come in and say to me, ‘Wayne, did you cut the head off of your sister’s doll?’ or ‘Wayne, you been smokin’ in the barn again?’ or ‘Wayne, have you been drinkin’ my whiskey?’”  

        He waited, as though he expected me to answer. Finally I sighed. “No, Wayne, what did you do?” 

        “I never did none of those things, man. Smokin’ in the barn is plumb stupid, because the hay can catch fire, right? I don’t like whiskey, never did. I drink rum, and not much of that. And you won’t never catch Wayne Harris playin’ with dolls, even to cut off their fuckin’ heads. Besides, I loved my little sister. No it was my brother Earl who done all them things. But when my daddy used to ask me, I answered him with all the fuckin’ insolence I knew how. I knew he was gonna whip me, but I didn’t care. I told him, ‘You ain’t never gonna cow me, you motherfucker.’ And he never did. But my momma would say to me, ‘Wayne, you are your own worst enemy.’ And in that sense she was right, because I would bring on myself punishment I didn’t deserve, just for the sake of being contrary, and not bowin’ to the man with the whip. Now you come in here, with all your fuckin’ authority, and I just want to make you mad.” He paused, smiling his snake smile. “And I knew soon as I looked at you, one thing that really makes you mad is an animal like me messin’ with your lady, am I right?” 

        “Are we done with the confessional?” 

        “Almost.” 

        He sat for a long while looking at his hands cuffed on the table. He sat so long I started to think of getting up and leaving, but finally he started talking again. He was serious, he didn’t look at me and he had lost his mocking tone. It was almost like talking to a different person.  

        “I’m a hard case, Detective Stone. I been in my fair share of brawls, I smoked a lot of dope and I sold a lot of dope, and I snorted my fair share of coke.” He raised his eyes to look at me. “But I ain’t a criminal. I never killed nobody and I never stole from nobody who wasn’t a thief. I’m a pain in the ass, I know that, and I’m a contrary son of a bitch. But seriously, with this body, and my attitude, if I was of a true criminal disposition, don’t you think I’d have a real rap sheet by now? Only reason I’m in prison, Detective, is because New York has stupid laws on drugs. Anywhere else in this country I’d be out on the street by now.” He hesitated, looked away, looked mad. “So, I’m sorry I came on to Detective Dehan. It was a stupid thing to do, but I couldn’t help myself.” 

        I considered him for a while until he turned his head to look at me again. Then I said, “Apology accepted. Now, do you know who killed Angela Fernandez?” 

        He nodded. “Oh, yeah,” he said, and his face went hard. “I know who that son of a bitch is.” 
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        “Here’s the way I see it, Stone.” He sat forward and put his elbows on the table. “The State of New York has stolen my freedom. Now I want my freedom back.” He nodded his head toward the folder. “If that is the offer you have for me, then we can talk turkey.” 

        I pushed the folder in front of him and opened it so he could read the document inside it. “You give me the name of Angela’s killer, and if the evidence you give is probative of his guilt, or leads to his conviction, your sentence will be reduced to time served. That is as good as you are going to get.” 

        “It’s good enough,” he said without looking at me, and continued to read the document in minute detail. When he had finished he sat back in his chair and took a deep breath. Then he smiled. 

        “I’m a drifter, Stone, what you might call a bum. I traveled all over this great country of ours. I like the South. I like the Southwest. A man can be free down there. And in Wyoming. Up here in the Northeast, man, this is like the Illuminati control everything, you feel me? But I kind of arrived here, three years ago, to do a bit of business which does not concern you…” he wheezed his rasping laugh, “and I don’t know man, I just kind of stayed. I don’t know why, I like the Bronx, or I did back then. It was kind of rebellious, know what I’m sayin’? People are free here, you know? They kick against the yoke. I like that. But I don’t like it over yonder, Hunts Point, over the river, man, Longwood, that’s not my scene. Like I keep tellin’ you. I ain’t a criminal, I am just anarchic. I don’t like no man tellin’ me what I cannot do. So I found myself a pad near Castle Hill Avenue, south of the expressway. I read there was a real low crime rate there. I could feel easy and at peace. I like that.” He leered. “I could feel like a nice, middle class gentleman, just like my Momma wanted me to be. You know what I’m sayin’?” 

        I looked at my watch and sighed. 

        “Don’t be rude, Detective Stone. If I get upset I may have to ask you to come back tomorrow.” 

        “Keep going. I’m listening.” 

        “‘I’m listening.’ Who used to say that, man? I like that. ‘I’m listening.’” 

        “Dr. Frasier Crane.” 

        He laughed. “That’s right. I used to like that. A nice American family, human, but fundamentally driven by good American values. Big Brother is watching, Dr. Frasier Crane is listening. I like that.” 

        “Deep. So what happened?” 

        “I found me a nice bar I could frequent. They was good times for me. I was makin’ a bit of money, I read the New York Times over breakfast and I frequented a nice neighborhood bar in the evening, as a middle class gentleman should. There ain’t a lot of nice bars around Castle Hill and Zerega, did you know that?”  

        “So you frequented Teddy’s Late Night Bar.” 

        “You are a veritable Sherlock Holmes, Detective Stone. That is exactly the bar I settled on. I was happy, and I started to recreate myself, far away from the pernicious influence of my father and his belt.” He paused. “You know what? I am fundamentally a very positive kind of man. Since I been locked up in this hell hole, I have been using my time constructively. I have been seeing a therapist, I have been reading the classics, and I have been studying the essays of Sigmund Freud, so that I can better understand my own, unconscious motivations.” 

        “I’m impressed. So you started hanging out at Teddy’s. Is that where you developed your obsession with Hispanic girls, or did you have that from before?” 

        He laughed a laugh that sounded like somebody rasping through volcanic rock. “You’re smart, Stone, but not as smart as you think you are. I have no interest in Hispanic babes. Your boy does. My only reason for hitting on your Carmen Dehan was to rile you.” 

        “So your interest was in me, not her.” 

        “You could say that. Call it an unresolved Oedipal complex. You remind me of my dad. My mom? She was pretty as a picture, pale skin, freckles, Scandinavian hair so blond it was almost white, and blue, blue eyes. Hard as fuckin’ nails. But a good, Christian woman. Your made in a mold, standard Latina beauty don’t do much for me. They all look the same, know what I’m sayin’?” 

        “So who’s my man?” 

        “So I used to go there two or three nights in the week, have myself a rum or two with my beer, read the paper and sometimes a book. And in time I got to know some of the patrons and made friends. Sometimes Teddy and I would discuss the issues of the day. He ain’t no genius, but he can hold a good conversation and, what is most important, he is a law-abidin’ citizen who does not allow anti-social elements into his bar. His bar is strictly for decent, middle-class folks who don’t want no trouble. That was, and is, what I aspire to be.” 

        I raised an eyebrow and he sighed and closed his eyes. “Dr. Mack tells me that one of the ways I sabotage myself, is that when I talk from the heart, I make myself out to be some kind of clown. Like I am mocking myself. Like I don’t even believe me.” He opened his eyes. “He says that is a defense mechanism.” 

        “Really?” 

        “Yeah, really.” 

        “So you made friends at Teddy’s Late Night Bar. What happened next?” 

        “He had this boy workin’ for him. He looked Latino himself.” He shook his head. “No, not Latino. Because, you know? There is a difference. Latinos are like more South American, and they have Indian—Native American—blood in them. They are more beautiful, you feel me? Their skin is darker and smoother, their eyes are deeper, their hair is blacker. Hispanic, the word comes from España, and the Spanish are more mixed. They have more European blood in them, There were Celts living in Spain, and Goths and Basques. You get a lot of blond Spaniards, did you know that? And a lot of Spaniards have real pale skin.” He pointed at me with his manacled hands. “Those that have dark skin, that is Arab blood, not Native American. It’s a different skin altogether, man. They are like Italians and Greek. Not beautiful at all.” 

        I nodded. “OK.” 

        “So, this kid was more Hispanic than Latino. Black hair, big brown eyes, he could have been a…” He grinned. “He could have been a Corleoni, or a Gambini, you know what I’m sayin’ to you?” 

        “But he wasn’t.” 

        “Uh-uh. This kid’s name was like yours, Stone, of English origin. Mine, mine is Scottish. Are you interested in the etymology of names, Stone?” 

        “No, not really, and you’re clowning again. Get to the point, Wayne.” 

        He winked without smiling, pointed a finger at me like a gun from a manacled wrist and made a “Tsc!” sound. “You got me.” He was serious for a bit, thinking. “Let me tell it my way, Detective Stone. You’re getting what you want. You know…?” He nodded a few times, then shrugged. “Maybe, if you listen, you might get something extra.” 

        “Fine, keep going. He wasn’t Italian Mafia.” 

        “No, he wasn’t that, though if the mood took him he might have told you he was. Here’s the thing about that boy. He was always tellin’ you stories. His mom was a Mexican hooker from Los Angeles. His daddy was a film star.” He laughed. “He’d never tell you who, you know what I’m sayin’? But he’d leave you clues, like, real obvious clues—like, he’d tell you what movies he starred in.” He threw back his head and laughed out loud. “Sometimes it was Robert De Niro, sometimes it was Al Pacino, one time it was George Clooney, and that I could almost believe, you know? He kind of looked like George Clooney… them big eyes.” 

        He chuckled. I waited.  

        “He was a liar. A big liar. He could not help himself. Me and Ted, we would laugh and joke about it. He never did nobody any harm with his stories. He was just a dreamer and he could not tell the difference half the time ’tween what was a daydream and what was real.” He settled his ass in the chair. “But see, I think that’s where the problem was. ‘Cause, I told you this was kind of like a family bar. During the day all kinds of people would come in and have some lunch, or a coffee. It was a nice place. And see, he had an eye for nice, Catholic Latinas. I used to make fun of him sometimes and he didn’t like it. Used to make him mad. I’d tell him, ‘I see you, looking at that girl. She’s too god for you, boy. She’s gonna be a doctor, or an attorney.’” He shook his head. “Then he’d go off on one of his fantasies. He was studyin’ night school to be a film director, and his famous daddy was gonna help him. He was just workin’ at the bar to pay for his classes…” He shook his head again. “Man, I guess it was pretty sad.” 

        I drew breath to ask him about his delusions about being a filmmaker, but he raised a finger and shook his head. “Let me tell it my way, Mr. Stone. You’ll get everything you want. You have my word.” He licked his lips and took a deep breath through his nose, looking up at the ceiling. “So, I began to notice, because, believe it or not, Stone, I am an observer of human conduct. I began to observe that in the evenings, and sometimes during the day, he would approach certain girls, always the same kind of girls, pretty Latinas, always kind of what you might call demure: nice, polite, well-dressed. They would always keep to theirselves, drink maybe a glass of white wine, never get drunk. You know the kind of nice, Catholic girl I am talkin’ about. And I do believe that he fell in love with each and every one of them. They would ignore him to begin with, but he’d come across as inoffensive, a bit naïve, you know what I’m sayin’? And before you knew it he was tellin’ them his stories and they was wanting to mother him, because all nice Catholic girls just wanna be mothers, you know? They want to be the Virgin Mary. It’s an archetype thing, you feel me?” 

        “I feel you, dude. So what happened?” 

        “So one night he’s talking to these two chicks, only one of them is Latina, the other is a white chick. And the Latina is suckin’ it up, man. He’s tellin’ her his daddy is George Clooney and all that shit…” He wheezed his laugh, leaning forward and shaking his head. “And she is buyin’ it, man. And, you know what? The next night she comes back alone, and dude, the son of a bitch is hitting on her big time and she is into him, man! I never knew he had it in him. I see him do it a couple of times. And I told Ted, you know? ‘Man, Ted, respect for this kid! He’s getting’ more pussy than I am, dude!’” 

        He paused and became serious again. “It was, ahh… Saturday night, May 14th. I’d been havin’ a few beers and a couple of rums at Teddy’s, and I know he don’t like people smokin’ there, even outside dude, especially if you’re smokin’ weed, know what I’m sayin’? But I knew there was this nice place down by the river, where I took you the other day, and I knew the fence was always open. Hell.” He laughed. “Maybe it was me who broke the fence, I don’t remember. Sometimes my memory fails. So I went down there, like I told you, to smoke a joint and chill and look up at the stars, man. You can get a whole new perspective on life when you do that. Lookin’ up at infinity that way. So, when he come down with the chick, I recognized him, and I recognized the chick he had been talking to just the night before, tellin’ her all about how his daddy was in the movies. In TV, CBS, or NBC or some shit, man. He was gonna get her a job. An’ he’s workin in a fuckin’ bar, dude—but hey! He’s just workin’ his way through college because he is a really independent kind of guy!” He laughed. “And she is buyin’ the whole thing. Women is fuckin’ stupid sometimes, dude. No two ways about that. 

        “They come down the path, and I recognized him, and I recognized her, and I could not believe my eyes. I swear to God. I know I should have done something, man. I shouldn’a done what I did, I know that and I ain’t proud of that. But, dude, I was stoned and the whole thing was just like, surreal, man. I’m lyin’ there watchin’ this thing goin’ down and I’m like, dude, that is Jimmy there, man! And he is killin’ that bitch! He was like crazy about that chick, and he’s like, sitting on her and he’s kissin’ her like he’s trying to fuckin’ eat her, man!” He stared at me for a long time, then blinked, once, very slowly. “And, by the time I kind of came down—you know what I’m sayin’? and I’m thinkin’ woah, you know, like what just happened?—she’s already dead, and the cops are on the river with their lights, and he’s runnin’.” 

        I studied his face for a while, wondering what to ask him first. Finally I said, “Jimmy?” 

        He nodded slowly. “Yeah, man, Jimmy Fillmore. I won’t never forget that name.” 

        “So he ran or he didn’t run, Wayne?” 

        He smiled and nodded. “I know, dude. We was negotiating, and I ain’t gonna show all my hand, right? He ran. When him and the boat was gone, I put my leather on…” 

        I sighed and sat forward, with my elbows on the table. “You did what?”  

        “Oh, you know? It was a nice night, but that spot where I was layin’? It’s got like stones and stuff, and them little prickly weeds. But I like it ’cause when the cops come down the river, they can’t see you. That’s why Jimmy had to run, right? So anyhow, I put on my leather and I went to have a look. And I’m thinkin’ goddamn, man! He went and killed her! And I’m gonna call the cops. Truly, but then I thought, ‘Wayne, don’t be stupid, if you call the cops they are gonna pin this on you as sure as your name is Wayne Harris.’ So I thought I’d get me some insurance, and I collected up her shit and I buried it where I showed you.” 

        “Insurance against what, Wayne?” 

        He laughed. “Are you kiddin’ me? Have a look around, dude! I have one of those faces. Cops look at me and they say, ‘That boy’s guilty as hell! I don’t know what he’s done, but he is guilty of somethin’!’ And here we are. Ain’t it a good job I took out my insurance policy when I did?” 

        “Isn’t it just. So where can I find this Jimmy Fillmore?” 

        He stared at me for a long moment from under hooded eyes. “You got a pen?” 

        I reached in my pocket and pulled out my pen. He lifted his wrists and showed me the manacles. I called in the guards and asked them to un-cuff him. They released his hands and he took the pen from me, then studied the document. When they had gone, he said, “So what is your recommendation going to be, Stone?” 

        I thought it through, finally I said, “Can you give me Jimmy’s location?” 

        “If I can?” 

        I shrugged. I had no choice. I said, “If you can, the DA will give you your release.” 

        He signed the papers and handed them back to me. I signed them too.  

        “He’s workin’ at a bar on Lafayette and Longfellow. It’s a respectable café, you know what I’m sayin’? But the girls go in there for coffee and the dealers go in for a pie, from time to time. So if you’re lookin’ for somethin’, well maybe you’ll get lucky if you drop in at Eva Maria’s Café.” He pointed his finger at me like a gun again, only this time he wasn’t manacled. “I’ll tell you one thing for sure, Detective Stone, you get Jimmy’s prints, you gonna find them on Angela’s purse, maybe his DNA too. You should get a sample.” 

        I gave him his copy of the deal and stood. “Thanks for the advice.” 

        I called the guard and as the door clanged open, Wayne said, “Hey, Stone.” 

        I turned. 

        “What I told you is for real, man. I ain’t a bad guy.” 

        I turned and left. 
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        Dehan was waiting for me when I got out. She had her ass on the trunk and her arms crossed over her chest. She had her hair tied up and her shades on and she looked beautiful and unhappy. She watched me approach and when I was a couple of feet away I handed her the file with the deal in it and showed her the laptop.  

        “You got your deal.” 

        She gave a single nod. “It’s not my deal, Stone. I couldn’t get anything out of Teddy, except a promise he would get me the details today. Who did Wayne name?” 

        I went and opened the back of the car and put the laptop on the seat. “Jimmy Fillmore.” 

        “Did he say where we could find him?” 

        “Of course, Eva Maria’s Café on Lafayette and Longfellow.” 

        “You still don’t believe him.” 

        I smiled at her. “Keys?” She tossed them to me. I caught them and said, “What I believe is irrelevant, Dehan.”  

        I called the inspector. He answered on the first ring. “Stone. What news?” 

        “I have his testimony, sir. I think you and the DA should watch it.” 

        “I have the assistant DA here with me now. Come right over, we’ll watch it together. Did he give you a name?” 

        “Yes, sir. If what he says holds up, and I am pretty sure it will, we should have enough to arrest and convict Jimmy Fillmore. According to Harris, Fillmore’s prints should be all over Angela Fernandez’s purse, and, if he was responsible for the woman we found today, his prints and DNA should be on that body too. If the lab runs them, we’ll know if he’s in the system.” 

        “I’ll call Frank. You get here right away.” 

        “Yes, sir.” 

        We climbed in the car and as I started her up, Dehan said, “I’m sorry I got mad.” 

        “I’m sorry I was a pain in the ass.” 

        “You still are. Why did you send me to Teddy’s bar?” 

        “To get Jimmy’s details.” 

        We pulled onto the bridge and started across the dark water. “Stone, enough already! Will you stop now, please?” 

        I glanced at her. After a moment I said, “I wanted to test a theory.” 

        “And?” 

        I shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll have to wait and see.” 

        “Why won’t you share your thoughts with me, Stone?” 

        “I already have, you don’t agree. When you see the interview, you tell me what you think.” I looked at her. “He is very convincing and he answered my doubts.” 

        She made a face like ‘what the hell?’ and spread her hands. “So you agree with me?” 

        I laughed. “Let’s talk to Jimmy. For me, Dehan, there are still a few unanswered questions.” 

        She sounded exasperated. “Like what? I’m your partner, Stone! Talk to me, for…” 

        She clenched her fists and made a couple of guttural noises, so I never got to know for whose sake. I sighed. “OK!”  

        We crossed onto Randalls Island and I pretended to think. Finally I said, “For one thing, if Jimmy took the trouble to wear gloves and not leave prints with the latest girl this morning, how come he left his DNA in the form of semen?” 

        She frowned at me. “What?”  

        I looked at her like I was surprised. “How come…?” 

        “No, I heard you. Frank has spoken to you? So soon?” 

        “No.” 

        “Then how do you know he didn’t leave prints and how do you know he left semen? For crying out loud, Stone!” 

        I smiled and raised my eyebrows high on my forehead. “You know my methods, Watson. You know the facts. Apply them, dear fellow.” 

        What she answered was unrepeatable. 

        She watched me fixedly, with her arms crossed and her shades on top of her head, all the way back to the station. When I had parked and killed the engine, she said, “I know what you’ve done.” 

        “You do?” 

        “You’ve cracked it. You’ve worked it out all on your own. I should hate you. I don’t know why I don’t.” 

        “Because I am so lovable, Dehan. But.” I raised a finger of caution. “Don’t go jumping to conclusions. We are not home and dry yet, and I did not say that Jimmy was not involved. This is not a simple case.” 

        She became serious. “Why’d you cut me out?” 

        “I didn’t. I told you, but you wouldn’t listen.” 

        Her eyes went wide with exasperation again. “You told me about the stones and the prickly bushes, and about knowing where the stuff was. But you said he explained that!” 

        I nodded. “Exactly. Come on, Little Grasshopper, let’s go see the movie.” 

        Assistant DA Jason Malkovich was tall, lanky and friendly. He had the word ‘seasoned’ written into the lines on his face. He had prosecuted several of my arrests in the past and I knew he was a good man with a working brain in his head. I set up my laptop, the inspector closed the blind and we settled to watch the interview. We watched it in silence until the end, and when it had finished we sat in silence a little longer. Finally the inspector got up and opened the blind. 

        He stood with his back to the window a moment, staring at the floor. Then he said, “John, I think some of your doubts were resolved here, in this interview.” 

        Dehan looked at me, waiting to see what I said. I didn’t say anything. The inspector looked at Malkovich. “Jason?” 

        He didn’t look like he’d just won the lottery, but he nodded. “Obviously Harris’ testimony on its own won’t carry a lot of weight with a jury, but if the forensic evidence is there to corroborate it, we have a case. We need to pull in Fillmore and see what the lab can tell us about Angela’s purse and the woman they found this morning.” 

        I said, “I know Frank is pulling out all the stops…” 

        Malkovich smiled. “Pressure from on high is being brought to bear to prioritize this, John. We don’t need the press running wild with a serial killer story.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow. “Not to mention the fact that other girls might get killed.” 

        He smiled at her without resentment. “We are all grown-ups here, Detective Dehan. We know what it means to the girls.” 

        Her cheeks colored but before she could answer I said, “I don’t think there is much Detective Dehan or I can add to this discussion, sir. I think we would be better employed going to get Fillmore.” 

        He nodded. “If anything comes up I’ll contact you.” 

        Dehan stood, and as she did her phone rang. She looked at the screen, then at me. “Teddy.” She swiped. “Yeah, Teddy, what have you got?” She took out her pad and leaned on the inspector’s desk, taking a pen from his pot. “Yeah, yeah, it’s OK, Teddy, I know you’ve been busy. Shoot.” She recited as she wrote: “Top floor, Seven fifty-seven, Bryant Avenue. Thanks…” She paused. “What? His social security number? Yeah, give it to me.” She scribbled it down, looked at the inspector, jerked her head at his laptop and made typing motions with her fingers. He nodded and started rattling at the keyboard. She said into the phone: “Yuh. Yeah, don’t worry about it. Better late than never. Bye.” 

        She hung up and looked over the inspector’s shoulder as he typed. After a moment she pointed and said, “OK, that’s him. James Philip Fillmore, Bryant Avenue, print it!” The Inspector looked at her with raised eyebrows. She half grinned and said, “Sir?” 

        The printer spewed his photograph, general description and last known address. I picked them up and looked at them. He fit the description we had from Wayne and Michael Shine. “Sir.” I looked at the inspector. He and the Assistant DA had gotten to their feet. “This address is two or three hundred yards from the café.” I glanced at my watch. “At this time he is most likely to be at work. Dehan and I will go to the café. We need a car to go to his address and bring him in if he’s there.” 

        He nodded and reached for the phone. “Done. Get on it.” 

        It was a ten minute drive across the river on Bruckner Boulevard, then up Garrison and into Longfellow. I didn’t figure we would need backup. In fact I was pretty sure, despite what I’d told the inspector, that he wasn’t going to be there. Dehan didn’t say anything to me during the drive, and I didn’t feel much like talking either. I pulled up outside Eva Maria’s Café and we went inside. 

        It was pretty much how Wayne had described it. Respectable and clean, at least on the surface, but the clientele was pretty representative of that area: people struggling to make ends meet, by whatever means available to them; and that meant anything from fifteen hours hard work every day of the week, to theft, prostitution and violence. They were all there, drinking coffee, eating ham and eggs, and reading the paper at mock-pine, melamine tables, while Eva Maria turned a blind eye to anything that went down that she didn’t need to see. 

        Suspicious faces pretended to ignore us. We ignored them back and walked to the counter. Eva Maria, or whoever was in her shoes that day, gave us that ‘now what?’ look. “Help you?” 

        I did something that could have been a smile if she’d wanted it to be, and asked her, “Jimmy in today?” 

        “Jimmy don’t work here no more.” 

        “Since when?” 

        “Since right now. He didn’t show up this morning and now the cops are looking for him.” She paused. “You are cops, right? You got the look.” 

        I showed her my badge. “I got the badge, too. Where is he?” 

        She shrugged and spread her hands. “Who am I? Yoda? There’s a disturbance in the force on Bryant Avenue! Gimme a break! I told you, he didn’t come in and he didn’t call.” 

        “You got an address for him?” 

        “What do I need an address for? He comes to me. I don’t go to him. You want his Swiss bank account too? I got that back there along with his social security number. He’s casual. I pay cash. End of story.” 

        “You don’t know where he lives?” 

        “I just got through tellin’ you that.” 

        Dehan slammed her open palm down on the counter and made a noise that seemed too big for such a delicate looking hand. She snarled, “Can the attitude, Eva! We ain’t vice, but I know a guy who is. You want we should start going through pockets here?” 

        There was an immediate scraping of chairs as people started getting to their feet and hurrying casually to the door. Eva spread her hands and looked past us at her departing customers. “Hey! What the…!” 

        “A little cooperation, Eva!” 

        “I don’t know where he lives! What you want me to do? Get on my knees and pray for his address?” 

        Dehan leaned close to her and growled. “You got his phone number, Eva. Get it!” 

        She made a face that was a sullen scowl, looked in a notebook and wrote down the number. She handed it to Dehan and said, “It’s pay as you go. You won’t get no address from it.” 

        I nodded. “What about friends, girlfriends? He hook up with any of the girls?” She drew breath and her face told me she was going to lie. Before she could speak I turned to Dehan. “Get Max, tell him what we’ve seen. Get him to put surveillance on this joint. Facilitating the traffic of prescribed substances…” 

        “OK! OK! OK, already! She goes by the name Zena. Twenty maybe, Puerto Rican, she usually wears a little black leather skirt. She’s got a stud in her nose and another in her bellybutton. She hangs out on the corner of Edgewater Road, by the railway tracks. She takes her tricks down to the park.” She looked at the clock on the wall. “She should be there in an hour, maybe two. And for cryin’ out loud, you didn’t hear it from me!” 

        I smiled. “Course not, Eva. We heard it from Yoda.” 

        My cell started ringing as we stepped onto the street. Dehan sat on the hood of the Jag and watched me as I answered. 

        “John, it’s John, here. The inspector.” He clarified that in case I thought I was phoning myself. “Sergeant Solano is at Fillmore’s last known address. The landlord says he hasn’t been at that apartment for about two years. Has no idea where he is now.” 

        “OK, thank you, sir. Any word from the lab?” 

        “Pete Henson just called. He’s sending in his preliminary results. He said Frank was about to call you about the girl.”  

        I put it on speaker and sat next to Dehan. “OK. What did Pete find?” 

        “He said there were prints on Angela’s bag and you had asked him to compare them to Wayne Harris’. John, they were not a match.” 

        Dehan looked into my face without expression. I said, “Did you tell him to compare them with Jimmy Fillmore’s?” 

        “Yes, and he is doing that now.” 

        “Good. What about the Jane Doe from this morning?” 

        “Frank is calling you about that now. Better you talk to him. Have you got Fillmore?” 

        I shook my head even though he couldn’t see me. I had just heard the bleep of the call waiting signal. “No, sir. He didn’t come in today. We need to put out an APB on him. I have Frank waiting. I’ll talk to you in a minute, sir.” 

        I hung up and immediately it started ringing again. I put it on speaker for Dehan’s benefit. “Frank. What have you got?” 

        “Let me just tell you these are results that would normally take weeks. You understand that. We are going flat out because of political pressure.” 

        “OK. What have you got?” 

        “The Victim was Noelia Gomez, aka Cherry Pie, known to work Lafayette at Hunts Point. That’s a little extra on the house, and you’re welcome. A preliminary examination of the body, and please remember I have only had it a few hours, indicates bruising to the face, particularly around the mouth, consistent with having been punched or slapped. Bruising to the arms consistent with having been gripped tightly, but no prints, so he must have been wearing gloves.” 

        “Size of his hands?” 

        “A large man as opposed to a small one, but impossible to be more precise than that, John.” 

        “OK, anything else?” 

        “Yes, of course, bruising from ligatures on the wrists and, as with Angela, extensive bruising and damage to the trachea from strangulation, most probably with the thumbs.” 

        I glanced at Dehan. “What about semen and DNA?” 

        “There were traces of semen in her vagina and also on her skirt…” 

        “Whereabouts on her skirt?” 

        Dehan frowned at me and I could hear in his voice that Frank was frowning too. “On the hem, at the back, where you would expect it to be if it ran out.” 

        “OK, have you had time to run it?” 

        “Of course not. It takes time to get a profile, John. You know that. But we are working through the night. We might have something by tomorrow.” 

        “Thanks, Frank. Stay in touch.” 

        “Yeah, I don’t stay in touch with my wife, but I should stay in touch with you.” 

        He hung up and I looked at Dehan. Her eyebrows were high on her brow but her eyes were narrowed at me. 

        “You knew.” 

        I nodded. “I told you.” 

        “What does it mean?” 

        “It means that we get something to eat and then we go soliciting ladies of the night. Or in this case, ladies of the late afternoon.” 

        “That’s it. That’s all you’re going to tell me…” 

        I gave her a smile that was somewhere between smug and complacent. “You know my methods. You know the facts.” I raised an eyebrow. “You and the inspector have underlined them to me often enough. You work it out.” 

        I stood and went to open the car door. She watched me over her shoulder, muttered an obscene suggestion that was anatomically impossible and got in the passenger side. 
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        Zena looked as though she had achieved the anatomically impossible on at least one occasion and survived, at least physically, if not mentally, morally and spiritually, to tell the tale—on a dedicated phone line and for a modest fee. Dehan was in the back seat pretending not to sulk, and I was cruising slowly up Edgewater Road trying to look seedy. I like to think that is not easy in a burgundy, 1964 Jaguar Mk II. Zena was standing at the curb, watching me, chewing gum and looking both sulky and seedy in a black vinyl skirt. I slowed to a halt and leered at her. She gave me a chewing gum smile back. “Hey, handsome, nice car. Lookin’ for a party?” 

        “I am, and I think you’re just the party I’m looking for.” 

        She bent forward with her hands on her knees and gave a dirty little laugh. Then she caught site of Dehan in the back and said, “Three way is extra.” 

        I tried to look like I cared. “How much?” 

        She glanced at the car, figured it was expensive and said, “Hundred bucks?” 

        I grinned. “Call it two hundred and we’ll throw in some coke and some French champagne. Hop aboard, sweet cheeks.” 

        She giggled and ran coyly around the hood toward the passenger side. I heard Dehan from the shadows behind me saying, “Sweet cheeks? Seriously?” 

        Zena climbed in and closed the door. I pulled away and she turned to smile at Dehan. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Zena.” 

        I smiled at the road ahead and said, “Hi, Zena, I am Detective Stone and this is Detective Dehan. How are you doing today?” 

        She flopped back in her seat. “Mother fucker…!” 

        “Relax,” I said, “We’re not vice. We just want to talk to you about a friend of yours.” 

        “Yeah, like that’s gonna happen.” 

        Dehan shifted her position so she could see Zena’s face. “It’s going to happen, Zena, because this guy is wanted for murder, and his latest victim was a sex worker, just like you. Now, we happen to know that you are one of his favorites, so if you are smart you’ll tell us exactly what we need to know.” 

        “One of my johns, killing hookers? You kidding me?” 

        I glanced in the mirror. “You see, Dehan? They are called hookers, not sex workers. Call me a dinosaur, but at least I have mastered the lingo.” 

        She ignored me. “Not kidding, Zena. Raped and strangled last night.” 

        She looked worried and a little sick. “Who’s the john?” 

        “Jimmy, works at the Eva Maria’s Café.” 

        She burst out in an ugly, cackling laugh. “Jimmy? Are you out of your minds?” 

        She looked at me like I was stupid. I offered her no expression back but asked her, “When was the last time you saw Noelia?” 

        She stopped grinning. “Noelia?” 

        “Yeah, you know, Cherry Pie. Seen her since last night?” 

        “…no…” 

        Dehan cut in. “That would be because she was lying in the woods down at Ferry Point Park, dead, with Jimmy’s semen inside her.” 

        “Sweet Jesus…” She crossed her self and said a prayer under her breath. Then she looked over her shoulder
at Dehan and said, “She was with Jimmy last night. He come down to the corner after work and they went back to his place.” She looked away. “Sweet mother… Jimmy… It’s always the fuckin’ sweet ones.” 

        I said, “Where is Jimmy’s place, Zena?” 

        She stared at me for a long moment before answering. Finally she said, “Second floor. Eleven twenty-one, Longwood, opposite the storage place.” 

        I dropped her at the corner of Longfellow and Lafayette, turned west and accelerated toward Garrison Avenue. I made the tires complain as I turned into Longwood and skidded to a halt outside an ugly, three story red brick with a small, blue plastic awning over the door. I got out and ran. Dehan was close behind me. As I rang on the bell and hammered on the door she said, “I called for backup,” in a voice that said it was something I should have done. 

        I said, “Good,” and hammered on the door again. 

        I pulled my Swiss Army knife from my pocket, selected the screwdriver, rammed it in the lock, gave it a firm whack with the butt of my automatic and opened the door. Dehan stood staring at me. “Stone? What the hell are you doing? We haven’t got a warrant or probable cause.” 

        I yanked my knife out of the lock. “You haven’t, Dehan, but I have. Coming? Or are you going to wait for backup?”  

        There was a steep, narrow staircase with wooden steps showing through a frayed carpet that was of no recognizable color. I sprinted up, with my Smith & Wesson still in my hand. There was only one door on that floor. I hammered on it and shouted, “Jimmy Fillmore, NYPD, open up!” 

        I heard Dehan’s feet on the stairs behind me. She had her weapon in her hand and went to stand on the far side of the doorway. She frowned and shook her head, whispering, “Stone, we can’t do this!” 

        I ignored her, listening for sounds inside. There were none. I gave the door a once over. It looked flimsy. I stood back and put all my two hundred and twenty pounds behind a hefty kick at the lock. The wood splintered and a second kick burst the door open. I didn’t look at Dehan, but I was pretty sure she was as distressed as the door.  

        I went in with my gun held out in front of me, shouting, “NYPD! Show yourself!” 

        It was a small, shabby room with two sash windows overlooking Longwood Avenue. On the left there was a door that led into a small kitchen, and between the two windows a small dining table with two chairs. To the right of the door there was a sofa and a coffee table in front of an old TV. The TV was sitting on a wooden crate up against the wall. 

        Jimmy was sitting on the sofa, with his right elbow resting on the arm. He was gaping at the TV, which was odd because the TV was turned off. I ignored him and moved to a door opposite the kitchen. It gave onto a bedroom. The drapes were drawn and the room was dark, and smelled of cigarettes and stale sweat. There was an aluminum-frame bed with the covers thrown back, showing old, stained sheets. Another door stood open onto a bathroom. I checked in there but it was empty, so I went back to Jimmy. 

        He was still gaping, but now I could see clearly his eyes were rolled back in their sockets, and the left side of his head had a neat hole plugged into the temple. I walked around and saw that most of the right side of his head was missing, and the sofa and the wall were spattered with blood and gore. It looked as though it was still wet. In his left hand he was holding a 9 mm Taurus semi automatic. Dehan was staring at him. I crouched down to sniff the gun. It had been fired recently. Dehan frowned at me. 

        “This isn’t funny anymore, Stone.” 

        “It never was.” 

        “How did you know?” 

        I felt a small twist of irritation in my gut but suppressed it. I stood and said, “I didn’t know, Dehan, but it was a possibility. A probability, given the facts.” 

        She narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “How? Why? How was this a probability? How could you possibly guess that he might commit suicide?” 

        I sighed, but before I could answer we heard the sirens of two patrol cars approaching. I shook my head. “I can’t go through the whole explanation now, Dehan. It was there to be figured out if you’d had an open mind. You want to call it in? I want to have a look around before the crime scene team kick us out.” Her eyes were bright with anger. I added, “Please don’t get mad. I will explain it, just not right now.” 

        She yanked her phone from her pocket and walked to the window. I stood back by the bedroom door and examined the scene. From where I was I could see into the kitchen. I went in and looked around. I could hear Dehan talking behind me. On the draining rack by the sink I saw a small breakfast bowl, a mug, a cereal spoon and a tea spoon. There was also a knife and a fork and two glasses. I stepped over and had a closer look at the glasses. They still had droplets of water in them. I had a look in the trash and in the recycling bin. There was no bottle. I smiled, took my cell and took several photographs of the scene. Then I took two evidence bags from my pocket and carefully placed one glass in each.  

        “What are you doing?” 

        I turned to face Dehan. I could hear feet tramping up the stairs. I pointed at the glasses. “What did they drink?” 

        I moved out of the kitchen to meet the uniforms coming up the stairs. I showed them my badge. “Crime scene and the ME are on their way. Get some tape up for me, would you? And see who’s upstairs and if they heard anything.” 

        I knew they’d get squat, but you have to try. One of them went downstairs to get the tape and the other made his way up to the next floor, taking his pad from his pocket. Dehan was in the kitchen doorway. She seemed to be mad, and also a bit upset. She spoke without looking at me. “So there was somebody here and they had a drink.” 

        “It looks that way.” 

        “But whoever was here took whatever they were drinking away with them.” 

        I nodded. “That’s what it looks like.” 

        “And that is significant, why?” 

        I shrugged. “Maybe it isn’t.”  

        She sighed noisily, put on her latex gloves and went into the bedroom. I heard her open the wardrobe and went to watch. There was nothing in there save a few old clothes. She closed it and got on all fours to peer under the bed. Again there was nothing of interest there, only a pair of shoes and a lot of dust. Finally she came to the chest of drawers beside the bed. She went through it methodically, and found what I had guessed she was looking for in the bottom drawer, under a spare set of sheets. It was a shoe box. She took a photograph of it in the drawer, then removed it, set it on the bed and opened it. Then she photographed it again. 

        The first thing she took out was a pair of torn, pink panties that appeared to be stained. She put them in an evidence bag and set it to one side. I stepped over beside her and looked down. The box contained a small hairbrush with a few dark hairs in it, several silk handkerchiefs and several photographs. One was of Angela, one of Cherry Pie, the others were of similar girls whom I did not recognize. Most of them, but not all, were dressed like Cherry; all were smiling for the camera, and Jimmy was in a couple of them.  

        I hunkered down beside her as Dehan went through them one by one. They seemed to be in a bar, and Jimmy was raising his glass to the camera, with his left arm around one girl or another. Dehan said, “Are these the ones that got away? Or are they lying in the morgue, waiting for somebody to give them a name?” 

        She bagged everything, including the box, and left it back in the drawer. 

        We heard the heavy tramping of feet and after a moment a voice called my name from the next room. I went out and saw Frank and Pete Henson at the door with their assistants. They ducked under the tape and I pointed at Jimmy on the sofa. 

        “He’s all yours, Frank. Cause of death seems pretty self evident, but I’d be curious to know what his last meal consisted of.” 

        He paused on his way to the body and frowned at me. “Really?” 

        I nodded. “Really.” 

        “I wouldn’t normally do an autopsy on somebody who had shot himself in the head. It’s what we call in the profession a damn waste of time.” 

        “Will you make an exception in this case, please, Frank?” 

        He shrugged. “Fine.” 

        I showed Pete the glasses and asked him to go over the whole kitchen. Then Dehan took him to the bedroom and showed him the box. After that, he and Frank asked us to go away and let them do their jobs. 

        We walked down the stairs in silence and carried that same silence through the gathering dusk back to the station. There we climbed the stairs in silence and didn’t break it until we knocked on the inspector’s door. 

        “Come!” 

        Dehan opened the door and we went in.  

        “Ah! The dynamic duo!” He gestured with both hands at the two seats opposite him. “Please, sit. What progress?” 

        I turned to Dehan. “You want to explain, Dehan? I think this is more your success than mine.” 

        She raised an eyebrow at me and the inspector beamed. “Success? So you have Jimmy Fillmore?” 

        Dehan took a deep breath. “It looks that way, sir. It also looked as though he decided to spare the city the cost of a trial. Frank will have to confirm it, but it looks as though he shot himself in the head while sitting on the sofa. In his bedroom we found a box full of what appear to be trophies from his kills, though obviously, again, the lab will have to confirm that. It contained panties that probably belonged to Noelia Gomez, his last victim, and to Angela Fernandez. There was also a lady’s hairbrush, containing long, dark hairs, that should give us enough material to identify the owner, and photographs of Noelia, Angela and several other girls. Jimmy is with them in a couple of the pictures.” 

        The inspector listened carefully throughout and when she had finished he smiled broadly. “Excellent work, then we can consider, pending the lab results, that this case is closed.” 

        “It would certainly look that way, sir.” 

        He turned to me. “John, I know you had your doubts but I trust this has satisfied even your relentlessly incisive mind. And I have to say, all credit to you, John, you never let your own, personal feelings interfere with the investigation. You are a true example to us all, and I might say a superb role model for Carmen. Commendable work, both of you. I think you have earned a couple of days off, don’t you?” 

        I smiled. “Thank you, sir.” 

        We left and made our way down the stairs again. We collected our things and stepped out into the gathering evening. When we got to the car Dehan stopped and put her hand on my chest. There was a wash of amber light on her face from the street lamp above her. 

        “OK, John, let’s stop this before it gets out of hand. Tell me what the hell is going on in your mind. Don’t bullshit me and don’t fob me off. What the hell do you know that you are not telling me?” 

        I raised my eyebrows high. “John?” 

        “I warn you that I am getting mad. Don’t push me any further. Tell me or I am going to lose it.” 

        I nodded. “OK, let’s go and grab a meal somewhere and I will tell you what is on my mind. No need to get mad.” 

        “Emilio’s Pizza and we walk home. And quit bullshitting me!” 

        “Deal.” 
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        We ordered steak and fries and a bottle of wine, and while he cooked them, we drank a couple of beers. We took a while, sipping and looking at each other, to find our way back across the bridges we were building in silence while we drank. Eventually I smiled at her and she smiled back. It was a nice smile, which she followed up with, “You know you are one obstinate son of a bitch, don’t you?” 

        I nodded. “My mother, God rest her soul, used to tell me the same thing, in those very same words.” 

        She lifted her thumb, not as a ‘thumbs up’ but as a ‘number one’, and said, “One: how did you know, quote ‘that something bad was going to happen’?” She lifted her index finger. “Two: how did you know there would be fingerprints on Angela’s bag and not on Noelia’s body, and that there would be semen?” She lifted her middle finger. “How did you know, or suspect, that something had happened to Jimmy Fillmore? And why is it significant that somebody took away the bottle after they had had a drink together?” 

        I pulled off half my beer and wiped my mouth on the back of my hand. “Those ‘why’ questions will get you into trouble, Dehan. They are too vague. They don’t focus your mind.” 

        “Keep doing that. Keep bullshitting me. I swear you will sleep on the couch.” 

        “I’m not. And you’ll have to wrestle me for the bed and you know how that always ends up.” 

        “Quit stalling.” 

        “I had a hunch something bad was going to happen because, if Wayne wasn’t our killer, then our killer had to be out on the street, and still active. So it stood to reason that he might kill again at any time…” 

        She cut across me, shaking her head. “But at that time you believed that Wayne was the killer.” 

        I raised a finger. “It works that way too, if you think about it. And in any case, I believed he might be the killer because I was not happy with some of the details of his story.” 

        She frowned like she was getting a headache. 

        “What…?” 

        I ignored her and went on. “The fingerprints on the purse, Dehan, you really should be able to answer for yourself…” 

        She groaned softly, then raised a hand and said, “OK, OK, give me a second.” She thought and I waited. Finally she said, “He met her in a social environment, like a bar or something. They had arranged to meet to have a drink or whatever. In that kind of setting he could not be wearing gloves, so there was a good chance he handled her purse when he subdued her, bound her and gagged her. He wouldn’t have had time to put on gloves, but anyway he wouldn’t care because he planned to remove the purse anyway. But with Noelia, by the time he strangled and murdered her, he had already put on his gloves.” 

        I smiled and made a noncommittal face. “Sounds reasonable.” 

        “But how could you have known there would be semen?” 

        I stared at her for a long moment. “You really don’t see it?” 

        “No!” 

        “He always dumps them in the river.” 

        “And the river washes away the traces of semen and DNA.” 

        I half shrugged. “In the cold weather the bodies sink. By late April or May the water warms up. There are a lot of bacteria in the water and they very quickly corrupt any DNA such as semen that might be in the body.” 

        “But…” 

        I raised my eyebrows and began to nod slowly as she narrowed her eyes. Before she could say anything, a reporter on the TV spoke a name that made us turn toward the bar. 

        “…Wayne Harris was released from prison this afternoon having served only six months of a five year sentence for possession of cocaine. That in itself may not be very remarkable, but what is remarkable is the reason for his release. It seems that he has assisted the police in the capture of a serial killer who had been active in the Bronx area for at least two years – possibly much longer than that – while the police were completely oblivious to his murderous activity. It was not until Wayne Harris alerted them to his killings that they became aware. Since then, the police have uncovered a total of four murders committed by the man some are referring to as the Westchester Creek Strangler…” 

        Emilio brought over our steaks and set them in front of us. Then he poured our wine, nodding while he did it. He set down the bottle and gestured at me with the back of his hand while making his right leg do a little dance. “Eh,” he said, “You’re a cop, right?” 

        I nodded, “Yeah, so is my partner.” 

        He turned to Dehan. “Yeah, you’re a cop too. This guy. He killed however many young women. Now, they gonna use my money to keep him in jail. Why’d they get rid of the chair? Answer me that!” 

        I shook my head. “I don’t know, Emilio. But this guy ain’t going nowhere on your dollar. He’s dead. Listen to the rest of the news item.” 

        He nodded, watching me. “Oh, he’s dead?” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “Good. Death is too good for him, but I’m glad. Enjoy your meal.” 

        The TV was saying, “…in a bizarre twist to this tale, detectives found Fillmore dead in his apartment this afternoon, having apparently shot himself in the head…” 

        Emilio called over, “Hey, yeah, you was right! Nice.” 

        I gave him the thumbs up and turned back to Dehan.  

        She cut into her steak. Her expression was serious. “How did you know?” 

        “That he was dead?” 

        “Yeah.” 

        I chewed for a while, then sipped the wine. Eventually I said, “I didn’t.” She scowled at me. “I didn’t know, Dehan. He didn’t go into work. He didn’t call. From what I had heard from Teddy, he was reliable, so that was odd. And…” I sighed deep and shrugged. “Don’t get mad, but in my reasoning, one of the possibilities was that Jimmy was being framed, and if he was, the real killer had to eliminate him before we caught him.” 

        She put her head in her hands. “But, Stone, you said at the beginning that you knew something was going to happen because…” 

        “It gets confusing for me too, sometimes, Dehan. But the big difference between me and most other investigators is that, instead of making up my mind at the beginning, I keep all the options open, and then make up my mind when I have actual proof.” 

        “Do you know how smug you sound when you say that?” 

        “Yes.” 

        “Well this time, Mister Smug Ass, you were wrong, and I was right. Jimmy Fillmore was guilty.” 

        “And Wayne Harris is a free man.” 

        She gave her head a little tilt to the side. “A fair price, I think.” 

        “Perhaps.” 

        “Come on, Stone!” She laughed. “Admit this once that you were wrong. Have you ever been wrong? Ever? Just once?” 

        “No.” 

        “Never? Seriously?” 

        “Never. How can you be wrong if you never make up your mind until you have proof? But before we move on from this subject, let me leave you with a thought. What was missing from Angela’s purse?” She frowned, shook her head. I said, “Lipstick.” 

        She stared at me for a long moment. “That’s it. You are so sleeping on the couch tonight.” 

        “You’ll have to wrestle me for the bed.” 

        “It’s on, boy.” She pointed at me. “You are going down!” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her. “Something to look forward to.” 

        Her eyes went wide, her jaw dropped and she started to laugh. 

        We finished our meal, and the wine, laughing. Emilio had some goat’s cheese he claimed he’d had brought in in the Italian ambassador’s diplomatic bag—a statement he accompanied with an elaborate wink. The Italian ambassador, he said, was his cousin Tony, and laughed raucously. The cheese was good, but the wine was gone before the cheese was, so I had a Bushmills and Dehan had a brandy, and somehow it was eleven by the time we stepped out and started strolling home, arm in arm and still laughing. 

        We’d walked maybe a hundred yards. We were almost at the corner of Haight Avenue when my phone rang. We looked at each other and sighed. I didn’t recognize the number. I answered, “Yeah, Stone, who is this?” 

        “Good evening, Detective Stone Cold. How are you feeling? Are you feeling triumphant tonight?” 

        “What do you want, Wayne? It’s eleven l’clock at night.” 

        “I’m aware of the time, John. I am just here celebrating and I wanted to thank you for your help in securing my freedom.” 

        “No thanks required. Please don’t call this number again.” 

        “Well, now, Detective Stone, here’s the thing. I think that you and I need to talk.” 

        “We’ve done our talking, Wayne. We’re done here.” 

        “Not so fast, Detective Stone Cold, not so fast. See, there are some details that we have not covered, and you are going to want to cover them, I promise you.” 

        I glanced at Dehan and puffed my cheeks. “Yeah? Then come into the station tomorrow morning. We’ll talk there.” 

        He laughed out loud. “Oh man! Like a big shot executive, contact my office! Dude! You cannot treat me like that. I need your respect, man.” 

        “Goodbye, Wayne.” 

        “Tonight.” 

        “What?”  

        Dehan was watching me through narrowed eyes. I spread my hands at her and shook my head. I said into the phone, “You want to meet tonight? Get real, Wayne!” 

        His voice changed. “No. It’s time you got real, Detective Stone. You’ve known from the start that there was more to this than met the eye. Well, my friend, you were right. You get yourself down to Randall and Zerega and I’ll be waiting for you. You’re gonna want to hear what I have to tell you. And Stone? Come alone, pal. If I see your cute partner with you, or I smell bacon on the air, I am out of there. Comprende?” 

        The line went dead. I stared at Dehan for a moment. “Come on, I’m driving you home. I have to go to Zerega Avenue.” 

        I took her arm and started to walk back toward the car, outside Emilio’s. She said, “I’m coming with you. You are not going alone.” 

        “A, if he sees you he’ll bolt. B, I am not letting you within a mile of that man.” 

        “What does he want?” 

        “He says he wants to tell me what the case was all about.” 

        She frowned. “What does that mean?” 

        We had got to the car and I opened the door. “You and your open questions, Dehan. One day they will get you into trouble. I’m serious. Get in.” 

        We got in and slammed the doors. I fired up the engine and took off toward Haight Avenue again. I said, “It means that Wayne never knew we had Rosario and Sonia. Tonight he was watching the news and he found out.” 

        She shook her head as I accelerated toward our house. “So? Stop talking in riddles, Stone!” 

        I skidded to a halt outside our front door and climbed out. I had my piece in my hand. “I haven’t got time now, Dehan.”  

        She pulled her weapon and I opened the door. I flipped on the light and we checked every room. There was nobody there. I ran down the stairs to the living room and at the front door I held her by her shoulders. “Listen, expect a call from me in about half an hour. Don’t talk, just listen and record the call. If necessary, call for backup. I’ll be where Angela was murdered.” 

        “Jesus, Stone…” 

        “The answer to your questions is lipstick!” 

        I ran down the steps, climbed back in the Jag, did a ‘U’ and accelerated south, toward Zerega and the Westchester Creek. 

        Sinatra called New York the city that never sleeps. That may be true of Manhattan, but the vast residential and industrial areas in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens and the rest—after sundown, they become empty, dark places, with shadows that are only made deeper by the lifeless street lamps that bathe the blacktop and the sidewalks in dead orange and amber. You don’t see anybody in those desolate streets, except the occasional lost soul: lost not because they don’t know the way home, but because they have no home to find their way to. 

        I drove fast through these spiritual wastelands, and eventually passed under the multiple bridges of the Bruckner and Cross Bronx expressways, like huge portals into the underworld. There I joined the path of the Westchester Creek that ran black and cold beside me on the left, and soon came to Randall Avenue on my right.  

        All the parking spaces, packed full during the day, were empty now. But up ahead, on the left, I saw the dark silhouette of a BMW. I slowed and pulled in a couple of spaces away, just past the gate where we had recently gained access to the river. I killed the engine, dialed Dehan’s number, put the phone back in my pocket and climbed out. Ten yards away, in a pool of sickly light from a streetlamp, I saw a figure climb out of the BMW and close the door. He lit up a cigarette and by the flame of his lighter I saw it was Wayne. 

        He took a deep drag and put his lighter away, then walked toward me, blowing smoke. His footsteps were loud in the stillness of the night. Finally he stood in front of me, massive, menacing and smiling. “Hello, Detective Stone Cold. This is the first time I have seen you when you haven’t had my future in your hands. It feels good.” 

        “What do you want, Wayne?” 

        He laughed. “That question again. It’s what my therapist kept asking me inside: ‘What do you want, Wayne?’” He shrugged and chuckled. “It’s a stupid question. What you want changes from one moment to the next, don’t it, Stone? Half an hour ago you wanted to cuddle up in bed with your cute lady. Now, just thirty minutes later, you want to find out what I know. And in another thirty minutes, who knows what you’ll want then?” 

        “I’m getting bored. Have you got something for me or not?” 

        “Oh, I have got something for you, Stone, for sure.” He shook his head. “Ask not what a man wants, John, ask always what a man intends. What he wants may change from one moment to the next, but if he is a man, what he intends will remain constant.” 

        “All right, Wayne, what do you intend?” 

        “I thought I had made that clear, John.” 

        “Cut to the chase. You’ve got thirty seconds. Then I am getting in my car and I am going home. Your bullshit bores me, Wayne. Get to the point.” 

        He stared at me for a long moment and his eyes were dangerous. There was a hunger in them, and a suppressed rage. “Thirty seconds? Is that all you give me? Thirty seconds and counting. What are we down to now? Twenty? Fifteen?” 

        I sighed, pulled my keys from my pocket and turned toward my car.  

        He spoke from behind me: “Always with the ultimatums. Or should that be ultimata?” I opened the door and went to climb in. He said, “I want—I intend—to tell you the truth.” 






    DCM10. To Kill Upon A Kiss
    
  




  

SEVENTEEN


   

        I paused, looking at him across the roof of my car. I spoke with more anger than I had intended. “Is this going to be fifteen hours of B movie bad guy bullshit? Or do you intend to get to the point before breakfast? Because I am telling you I am not interested in being a captive audience of the Wayne Harris Show. You are not amusing and you are not interesting. So unless you have something to tell me, Wayne, you can go to hell!” 

        He studied the tip of his cigarette. “I think you will be interested in what I have to tell you.” 

        “So tell me.” 

        He smiled and pointed down toward the river. “Down there.” 

        “Are you kidding? You want to go down to the river?” 

        He nodded. “I need to show you something.” 

        I pulled my 1911, pointed it at him and cocked the hammer. “OK, show me something.” 

        His face went tight. “You pulled a gun on me? Man, you are so uptight.” 

        “Lean on the car.” He put the butt in his mouth and leaned on the car. I patted him down. He was clean. “OK, walk. Show me.” 

        He pushed himself off the car and moved toward the gate in the fence. We went through and he began to stumble and slide down the track toward the river. A waxing moon in its first quarter was rising, ghostly and orange over Brooklyn, but offered no light on the path, which was dense with shadows.  

        Finally he broke out onto the flatter ground and ran a couple of steps. I followed after him and he stopped and turned to face me. He looked at my weapon and shook his head. “Put your gun away, Detective. I don’t know what to do to make you trust me, man.” 

        I looked around, listening. “Telling the truth might be a start,” I said. “Sit down.” 

        He nodded. “That’s what I brought you here for. To tell you the whole truth.” He sat and I started to inspect the undergrowth surrounding us while he continued to speak. “You’re a smart man, Stone. A lot of cops are stupid. You know that? But you—you’re smart. What I told you was the truth, but it wasn’t all the truth, and you saw that.” 

        When I was satisfied we were alone I returned to where he was sitting, found a rock and sat where I could see the path up to the road. I released the hammer and holstered my gun. 

        “You saw the news, huh?” 

        He chuckled. “Yeah, I saw the news. I’m a hero!” 

        “You didn’t know we’d found Rosario and Sonia.” 

        He shook his head and waved his hands in circles. “But, dude, you jump to so many conclusions on the basis of nothin’. I told you there were other girls. I told you he was talkin’ to some chicks. The only one I witnessed was Angela.” 

        I smiled without much humor. “So what am I doing here?” 

        He wagged a finger at me like I had been naughty. With his left hand he took a last drag on his cigarette, dropped it on the turf and crushed it out with his toe. “I knew! I knew that you would start over-thinking things, and read too much into these other chicks. And I thought, if we could have a private conversation, just you and me, we could resolve any doubts that you have.” He leered. “You feel me?” 

        I shrugged. “The DA believes you, my inspector believes you, why do you care what I think?” 

        He nodded down at his feet. “Because you, my friend, are a Rottweiler. You grab a hold of somethin’ and you will not let go. Even if you’re wrong. I know dudes like you, and I am never gonna get a day’s rest as long as I have you on my tail.” 

        “So what are you going to show me, Wayne? Jimmy’s trophies from Rosario and Sonia?” 

        He sat upright and spread his hands. “Now, how in the world would I know where to find them?” 

        “You tell me, Wayne. The same way you got hold of Angela and Cherry’s panties. The same way you got hold of all those photographs.” 

        “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, Stone. I think you have developed a fixation.” He leaned forward, with his elbows on his knees, and pointed at me. “You know what I think? I think you are sufferin’ from a bad case of jealousy.” 

        I smiled. “Really?” 

        “Your cute Detective Dehan, man, she could put the cuffs on me any day. You think I ain’t noticed the way she looks at me?” He grinned. “All that anger and hostility, man, that masks passion and hunger. A woman like that, with all that animal power, she is drawn to a badass like me. It ain’t cerebral, Stone…” He shook his head. “Her relationship with you? That’s love. I can see that. It’s a connection of two minds. But with me? Dude, it is pure animal biology. That pony wants this cowboy to ride her.” 

        There was a hot rage in my belly, but I was not going to let him see it. Not yet. Instead I kept the smile fixed, shook my head and gave a small laugh. “You’re sloppy, Wayne. You overrate your own intelligence. An IQ of 145? What did you do, get a DIY Home IQ Test? You sure it wasn’t just 45? Let me tell you what happened. You called Jimmy and you told him not to go to work, because you were going to go and visit him. As soon s you got out you went straight to his apartment. You took a bottle of rum with you, to celebrate your release. You sat with him on the sofa and filled his head with all that pretentious shit you talk, and then you shot him. You wiped your prints off the gun and squeezed his hand onto the butt and the trigger. Then you took the glasses to the kitchen, washed the prints off them and left, taking your bottle of rum with you, because you remembered you had told me you liked rum.” 

        “That’s quite a story.” 

        “It’s more than a story, Wayne.” 

        Yeah?” He laughed. “How you gonna prove it? You ain’t got no witness.” 

        “Witness? Oh, I have a witness, Wayne. I have you. You are at least intelligent enough to know that a guilty plea can seriously affect sentencing. You will plead guilty.” 

        He laughed out loud. “You are one crazy son of a bitch, Stone. How’d you figure that?” 

        “Well, for a start there is the circumstantial evidence.” 

        “Yeah? Like what?” 

        “Like the fact that Jimmy did not own a gun, and he was too timid and mild ever to have fired a gun. He was all talk, he was a fantasist, but there was no way on Earth that he was violent. He did not belong to a gun club and he did not own a gun.” 

        “That is bullshit and you know it. New York is full of dudes who own guns that are not registered.” 

        “Second, and a little more persuasive, is the fact that, in those photographs you helpfully left in the box, you can see clearly that Jimmy was right-handed. We can find a hundred witnesses to testify to that if we need to.” I studied his face. He was expressionless. Somewhere on the river a barge moaned. The orange moon was turning silver and her molten light warped on the black water. I shrugged. “I guess it must have been awkward. That was his spot on the sofa. That was where he always sat, with his right elbow on the arm. You couldn’t very well say to him, ‘Hey, Jimmy, you mind if I sit there and you sit here? Only, I have to shoot you in the right temple. So you banked, correctly as it happens, on the authorities’ willingness to turn a blind eye to small details, so long as they could report to the press that the Westchester Creek Strangler was no longer a threat.” 

        He grunted. “That is… odd. You might get some people scratchin’ their heads. But it ain’t conclusive, not by a long chalk.” 

        I shrugged. “Maybe. You know? It is really hard to shoot yourself in the temple, even with your dominant hand. There are all those autonomic responses that make your hand waver at the last minute, plus the recoil. Most people who try it wind up maiming themselves instead. To manage such a lethal shot with his left hand, that is almost impossible. But, you are right, it is not conclusive. To be conclusive I would need something that showed that you had definitely been at the apartment shortly before his body was found.” 

        He shook his head. “There ain’t no way in hell you ever going to prove that.” 

        I stared at him for a long moment. “You’re stupid, Wayne. And you know what makes you stupid? Your vanity and, above all, your laziness. You spend so much time thinking about how damn smart you are, you forget to actually be smart. Being smart, Wayne, is something you do, not something you are.” 

        “What are you talkin’ about?” 

        “Being smart means thinking. And thinking means learning, studying, knowing your subject. Not memorizing smart quotes that make you look and sound smart.” 

        “Cut to the chase, Stone.” 

        I laughed, “Dude, chill man, you have such a bad attitude.” I sat a moment, smiling at him, enjoying his discomfort. Eventually I said, “The glasses, Wayne. You should have dried them and put them away. For a start, why would he have two glasses there when everything else on the rack was a single item? One plate, one knife, one fork, but two glasses. On its own, that means almost nothing, but added to the left hand shot? It tells us there was somebody else in the apartment. The glasses were still wet, so they were used very recently, and whoever used them took the bottle away with them. What would make them do that? Well, the fact that they didn’t want me to know they drank rum. Careless and sloppy, Wayne. Very careless and very sloppy. But the most important thing? The really, really stupid thing?” 

        His face was as tight as a bowstring. He said, “Stop calling me stupid, Stone.” 

        I leaned forward. “What was really stupid, Wayne, was that after you washed off your fingerprints, you rinsed the glass under the tap and put the glasses on the rack. Leaving fresh prints.” 

        “They were wet. You can’t leave prints on a wet surface.” 

        “I don’t know where you got that gem, Wayne, but it’s bullshit, just like everything else in your head. Those prints are being processed right now. And you are going down for Jimmy’s murder, as well as Angela’s and all the others. You are not a genius, Wayne, you’re a moron.” 

        I was expecting it, but even so his size, his weight, his strength and the sheer rage of his attack overwhelmed me. I am not small, but he was a giant. He collided with me and threw me on my back. He straddled me, sitting on my belly. His massive hands fastened around my throat, he locked his elbows and his thumbs began to press into my windpipe. His face was twisted and contorted with rage and hatred. 

        My instinctive reaction was to grip at his wrists and his arms, but I knew that if I did that I would never have the strength to pull him off. I would be signing my own death warrant. My lungs were screaming for air and my heart was pounding in my ears. I groped for a rock, anything solid, but there was nothing there. I was going, slipping into darkness. 

        Then, it may have been panic, I don’t know, but a furious rage welled up inside me and I twisted and rammed my forearm savagely into his locked elbow, forcing the joint the wrong way. He didn’t let go, but he howled with pain and his grip slipped. I rammed again, twice and he stood, backing away, holding his arm, swearing. I was still suffocating, but I knew I could not give him time to recover. I scrambled and charged him, roaring like something demented, with a mixture of rage, fear and sheer relief at getting air into my lungs. I smashed my head into his chest. He went over backwards and I stumbled, tripped and fell sprawling just beyond him, rolling down the slope into cold, shallow water. 

        I staggered to my feet and started to scramble up the slope, gulping air as I went. I got to the top with my legs shaking. He was standing just eight or ten feet away. His left arm was hanging limp by his side. I said, “Give it up, Wayne. It’s over.” 

        As I said it I reached for my weapon. He moved with the speed of a viper. He leapt at me, swinging his right fist. I leaned back but not far enough and the rock in his hand caught me a glancing blow on my temple. The pain was like a knitting needle being driven through my skull. I staggered back and he lashed out with his foot, catching me on the thigh. I fell painfully and rolled down the slope again, into the shallow pools of water. Sharp stones stabbed into my back and for a moment I went into spasm, unable to move or breathe. Above me I could see his silhouette, standing at the top of the slope, with the rock still in his hand. 

        He half ran, half skidded down and stood over me. Thin shards of pain shot through my lungs. Air rasped in my throat. I wondered if I had broken my back. I could feel the water lapping at the side of my cheeks and my mouth, and I knew what he was going to do. He was going to beat me unconscious with the rock and then drown me, face down in the black river. I thought of Dehan and knew I could not let that happen. He knelt and loomed over me, leering down into my face. 

        “First you,” he said. “Then I’m going to pay a visit to your cute Detective Dehan. I’m gonna ride me that pony tonight.” 

        I struggled to focus. I moved first my toes and then my fingers, and knew my back was not broken. Wayne raised the rock in his right hand, high above his head. I had maybe a second, at most. It was enough. His vanity would betray him. 

        I said, “Wait, if you’re going to kill me, at least tell me first. Was it you who killed Angela? Was it you?” 

        He threw back his head and laughed. Then he grinned down at me. “Yeah, I did. I killed ’em all, right here. This is my killin’ hill on the River Styx. And wouldn’t you love to know how!” 

        I said, “You’re under arrest, Wayne.” 

        He snorted. “Fuck you. Now you gonna be real Stone Cold.”  

        He raised the rock again, gritted his teeth. I pulled the 1911 from my holster and shot him through the heart. He looked very surprised, then slowly keeled over and fell into the dark waters where he had cast the bodies of all the young girls he’d killed. 

        All but one. 
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EIGHTEEN


   

        I dragged myself up onto the bank and lay gasping for thirty long seconds. Then I reached into my jacket and pulled out my phone, saying, “Dehan! Did you get that? Did you call for backup…?” 

        I stared at the screen. I was not connected. My brain ached. I called dispatch. “This is Detective Stone requesting backup at Randall and Zerega. Notify the inspector. Wayne Harris is dead. I’ll need a team and the ME.” 

        I hung up and struggled to the top of the bank, trying to think. I called Dehan.  

        “The number you are calling is turned off or out of range. Please try again later…” 

        A burning pellet of dread seared in my belly. I ran, scrambling, stumbling and falling through the dark, up the track toward the gate in the fence. I burst out onto the road, gasping, my heart pounding in my ears, trying to think, trying to make sense of what was happening. Somewhere in the night sirens were wailing. Two patrol cars skidded around the corner from Randall Avenue. I hailed them and they screeched to a halt in front of me. As they climbed out I shouted at the nearest, “Secure the scene! Wayne Harris is down there. He’s dead. You!” I turned to the other. “Get on to dispatch. Have a car go to my house, now! Detective Stone’s house! Haight Avenue! Check on Detective Dehan! See if she is there! Now! Do it now!” 

        She was already talking on the radio. I was running for my car. My phone was ringing. I fumbled for it, praying it would be Dehan. It was the inspector. I answered as I clambered into the Jag. 

        “Stone! What the hell is this? Harris is dead?” 

        I said, “I haven’t got time. I think Dehan maybe too. Get off the line.” 

        “What? Stone! Talk to me! Where?” 

        Where?  

        I said, “I don’t know.” My mind was reeling. “I left her at home. There’s a car going there now.” 

        “You left her at home? John, you’re not making sense. Where are you? Are you at the river?” 

        I was at the river. I was at the river where all the killings had gone down. 

        All but one. 

        “Yes. I’m at the river.” 

        “What the hell are you doing there?” 

        “He called me.” 

        “Who did? Wayne Harris?” 

        My mind was beginning to clear. “Yes. He called me and told me he wanted to talk to me, alone. He said he didn’t want to see Dehan there. He said he wanted to tell me the truth.” 

        “What truth?” 

        “That he had killed the girls.” 

        “That doesn’t make any sense, John!” 

        “No, it doesn’t…” 

        “John, are you sure of all this…?” 

        Was I sure? I stared out of the windshield at the black mass of the trees and struggled to put the pieces together. But something was wrong. Something didn’t fit. In the distance I could hear more sirens wailing across the Bronx. I heard the crackle of a radio. Then there was a uniform running toward me. The inspector’s voice in my ear: “John! John, are you there?” 

        “Sir?” The patrolman’s face was at the door of my car, peering at me. “Sir, the lights are on at your house, but nobody is answering.” 

        Wild panic was pounding in my chest. I shouted, “Blow out the lock! Smash the window! Get in there! Get in there now!”  

        I slammed the door. Fired up the engine, spun the wheel and went screaming north up Zerega. A voice in my head kept screaming at me that somehow he had got to Dehan. Somehow he had got to her. But how? That was the truth he had wanted to tell me. The one shred of hope I clung to was that her body had not been there. All his other victims had on that spot, by the river. That was where he killed. 

        All but one. 

        Then everything went into slow motion. Up ahead on the left I saw Teddy’s Late Night Bar. It was closed. I heard a horrible noise in my head and realized it was me, bellowing. I slammed on the brakes and careened across the road, my tires screaming on the blacktop. I hit the curb, mounted the sidewalk and, as the rage inside me took hold, I released the brake and stood on the gas pedal.  

        There was a shattering explosion. I was thrown forward in my seat and smashed my chest and forehead against the wooden wheel. All around me there were showers of jagged, sparkling, spinning shards of glass, shattering and bouncing off the hood. They were like the shafts of pain stabbing through my head and my chest. But somehow it all seemed to be happening to somebody else, somewhere else.  

        I shoved open the door and climbed out. There was an alarm bell jangling, lonely and ineffectual in the night. The Jag was half inside the bar. All around the hood was the shattered debris of glass, broken tables and chairs. I looked back down Zerega. I was six or seven hundred yards from the crime scene. And there was a bend in the road at the intersection with Randall. They would not have seen or heard anything. 

        The bar was still and silent after the explosion of glass. It was a one story building that sprawled back and to the right from the bar. There would be an office. There would be a kitchen. There might be living accommodation. I pulled the Smith & Wesson from under my arm, cocked the hammer and moved across the floor to the bar. There was a door behind it. I remembered Teddy had come out through there the afternoon we had come to talk to him. I lifted the flap, moved behind the bar and stepped up to it. It was locked.  

        I selected the screwdriver from my Swiss Army knife, rammed it in the lock and turned. By the dim light that filtered in through the plate glass windows, I saw a short passage. At the end of the passage I could make out a single door. There was no handle and no lock, but there was a spring-loaded arm at the top. My gut told me this was the kitchen. I inched forward and pulled the door open, holding it with my foot. Nothing happened. I crouched down and peered in. It was dark but for the odd reflection of cold blue light off steel pots and pans. I listened for movement or breathing. There was nothing. 

        I stood and flipped on the light. The kitchen was empty, but across the other side there was another door. In my mind’s eye I could see the layout of the building. I was at the right hand extreme of the one story section of the block. After this, it was two stories, and I was pretty sure that when I opened the door I would be in a stairwell. A stairwell is a death trap. But on the other side of that death trap was Dehan. There was no doubt in my mind about that. 

        I opened the door and peered in. The light was on. It was a narrow, straight flight of stairs. On the right it was wall all the way up. On the left it opened out into what seemed to be a room or a large landing. I flattened myself against the wall with my .45 held at arm’s length in both hands, aimed at the landing, and started moving up slowly, one step at a time. The steps were wood and made enough noise to start a zombie revolution, but I was committed and there was no going back. I kept climbing. My whole body was rigid, expecting to get shot at any moment. I realized I wasn’t breathing. I exhaled and took another step. 

        It wasn’t a landing. It was a room. It was stark and cold, with sparse, old furniture that exemplified the worst of the ’80s. There was a single, large window on the right. The drapes were open and the glass was black. Beneath the window there was a TV. It was off, angled across the room to a couple of couches set at right angles to each other around a nasty pine coffee table with a glass top. Teddy was sitting on the couch facing me. He was frozen, staring wide-eyed. I aimed the gun at his head and moved up the rest of the stairs. He watched me without speaking. 

        A passage ran down to my left, opposite the TV. In the passage, there were two doors. The one at the far end I guessed was the bathroom; the one half way down would be the bedroom. I looked back at Teddy. He looked terrified.  

        “Where is she?” 

        He didn’t answer. His breathing became heavier and he swallowed. 

        “Where is she, Teddy?” 

        When he spoke his voice was a rasp. “Who?” 

        I stepped closer to him, stared hard into his eyes, studied the texture of his skin, noted the rise and fall of his chest. “You need to understand something, Teddy. Detective Dehan is not just my partner. She’s the woman I love. I will do whatever I have to do to save her life. If I lose my job, go to jail for the rest of my life, that is fine by me. Where is she?” 

        He shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What was that noise downstairs? It sounded like a bomb…” 

        I jerked my gun at him. “Stand up.” 

        He got to his feet with his hands held at shoulder height. I waved him toward the passage. “The bedroom.” 

        “What are you going to do?” 

        “I am going to blow your head off and ransack this building if you don’t do what I say, Teddy. I have probably already lost my job. Don’t push me any further!” 

        “OK, OK… Stay calm. This is all a misunderstanding. I will cooperate.” 

        He inched around the coffee table and moved toward the bedroom. I stayed close. He stopped in front of the door. “I’m going to open it, OK?” 

        “Do it.” 

        He turned the handle and eased it open, then reached in and flipped on the light. “Shall I go in?” He raised his hands again. 

        “Go in.” 

        He went in a few steps and I followed. It was as sparse and cold as the living room. The bed was made. There was no room under it for anything. There was a small wardrobe. I said, “Open it,” but I knew she wasn’t in there. He opened it and there was just a few shirts, pants and jackets. 

        I could feel my heart pounding, close to panic. My belly was burning. I fought to keep control, to try and understand. “The bathroom.” 

        He nodded, hurried to the bathroom door and pushed it open. There was an airing cupboard which he opened without being told. It was empty, as was the half-sized bath. I growled at him, “Where is she, Teddy?” 

        “I swear to God I don’t know what you’re talking about, Detective!” 

        I felt a chill creep over my skin. I was terrified at what I was about to do. My voice wasn’t my own. It was cold and quiet. “I am going to count to three. Then I start shooting. Where is she?” 

        His eyes were wide. I saw his pupils contract, and now his skin went pale and pasty. “There is nowhere else in the house! What else can I show you? She isn’t here!” 

        “One…” 

        His voice began to rise. “What can I do? Tell me! For God’s sake! I haven’t got her! You can see…” 

        “Two…” 

        “She isn’t here! For Christ’s sake! How can I convince you…?” 

        “Three.” 

        I leveled the gun at his head. He screamed, “Wait! The cellar!” 

        I paused. 

        “Where we keep the beer barrels. If I show you, and she’s not there, will you believe me? I don’t know what else I can do. You’ve made a mistake.” 

        “Shut up. Show me the cellar.” 

        He moved past me to the stairs and I followed him down. We went through the kitchen and out to the darkness of the bar. The streetlamps gleamed eerily off the shattered glass and the Jag sitting there, with its dark windows and the door hanging open. He stared at the scene of wreckage and chaos with his mouth open. “Sweet Jesus,” he said. “You’re insane.” 

        I snarled, “You’d better believe it. The cellar.” 

        He stared at me, swallowed and moved to a door that stood beside the bathrooms and was marked ‘private’. In the distance I could hear sirens. He fumbled in his trouser pocket and pulled out a bunch of keys. I watched his hands as he slipped one of the keys in the lock and opened the door. It gave onto a small, narrow landing. He hit the switch and the light revealed a short flight of wooden steps that led down to a concrete floor. There I could just make out a stack of steel barrels.  

        “Go down.” 

        He nodded and climbed down the stairs. At the bottom he backed up a little and watched me follow. I stood for a moment, looking around. There were stacks of crates: soft drinks, bottled beer, water. There were stacks of twelve-packs of cans, cartons of wine and against the far wall a wooden wine rack stacked with dusty bottles.  

        I watched him a moment. He swallowed three times in rapid succession. He looked like he might start crying. I gave something that might have been a rueful smile. He shook his head and spread his hands. “You can see she’s not here. Honest to God, Detective. I have no idea where she is.” 

        I nodded. After a moment I said, “Teddy’s Late Night Bar.” 

        He blinked. 

        “Your Australian barman was worried that we were after your license, because you stay open after you’re supposed to close most nights.” 

        He went very still. “We close the door. Just a few regulars shooting the breeze.” 

        I took a couple of steps into the room, staring around me. “Tonight you closed early. By eleven thirty, when I arrived to see Wayne, you were shut. What made you close early, Teddy?” 

        He didn’t answer for a moment. Then he said, “They’re not worth it, Detective. Even the sweet ones are just whores.” 

        My head exploded. The pain was shattering. Then a concrete wall hit me in the face and I knew I had fallen to the floor. A voice in my head told me not to let go of my gun, but a crushing pain in my hand made me cry out and I felt him levering the pistol from my fingers.  

        “Get up.” 

        I looked up at him. 

        He was expressionless. There was no anger and no fear. He said again, “Get up.” 

        I got to my knees. My hand was throbbing. The room swayed and rocked and I thought for a moment I might vomit. I steadied myself on a crate of beer. 

        He said, “That’ll do fine.” 

        I pushed myself to my feet. “If I’m going to die,” I said, “I won’t do it on my knees.” 

        He snorted. It might have been a laugh. 

        I said, “Is Dehan alive? Have you killed her?” 

        He nodded. “Yes, but don’t worry. You’ll be joining her soon. I’ve never killed a man before. It’ll be a new experience. A cop, too. Two cops in one night. That’s something.” 

        I felt empty. It was as though the floor fell away from under my feet. We don’t realize it, but we all live with pictures of our past and our future crowding our minds. The moments, hours, days and even years that have passed and are to come are permanent occupants of our minds. They give our lives coherence and meaning. In that one, brief instant, all of my future moments disintegrated. My future, my life, lost its meaning. All I could do was stare at him and try to make sense of what he had said. It had been a throw away comment, but with it, with that casual ease, he had thrown away Dehan’s life, and mine with it. 

        Dehan was dead. 
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NINETEEN


   

        He pointed at the wine rack. “It’s not as sophisticated as it looks.” He gave an almost apologetic laugh. “All I did was take the door off the annex and put some casters on the wine rack. Give it a push.” 

        I frowned at him. “Is she in there?” 

        He nodded and grinned. “Wayne likes his spot by the river. I prefer it here. It’s…” He shrugged. “I don’t know, more cozy. Push.” 

        It was unreal. I felt that reality was slipping away from me. I shook my head. “Am I going to see her…?” 

        He raised his eyebrows high on his forehead and smiled. “Yeah! Go on. Push.” 

        It was too much for my brain to grasp. She was just a few feet away from me, on the other side of the wine rack. Every instinct in my body told me to go to her. But I had seen many times what strangulation does to somebody, and to see Dehan like that was unimaginable. All I had was the past: her looking at me from behind her shades, tying up her hair behind her head, raising her sunglasses to squint at me with that beautiful trace of a smile. I needed to preserve those memories, but I also needed to be close to her, however she looked now. 

        I moved to the wine rack and pushed. It rolled easily to the side, revealing a gaping door with an old, peeling frame. There was a soiled mattress on the floor, a short coil of green nylon cord, a chair. Dehan was not there.  

        I felt a hard shove in my back and I staggered forward. I turned, knowing what was coming next: the crack of the Smith & Wesson, the crushing impact of the hot slug on my chest, the burning, searing pain. I had felt it before, but this time it would be terminal. 

        There was a scream. It filled the small room. It was like a banshee exploding from the gates of hell. I saw the muzzle of the pistol pointing at me. I saw it spit fire and kick. At the same time I saw Dehan, tall, lanky and wild, leaping at Teddy through the doorway, gripping the barrel of the automatic with her left hand and pummeling his belly with her right fist. 

        Next thing, she had levered the weapon from his fingers and smashed her right foot into his gut. He staggered back and crashed into a stack of red Coke crates, spilling them and shattering them in a spreading pool of foaming black liquid.  

        I said, “Dehan…” but my throat was too tight to let the word out.  

        She threw the gun on the floor. It fired and I stared at it for what seemed like an hour but was less than a second as a plume of dust erupted in slow-motion from the wall, where the slug had buried itself. I looked back at Dehan. She had her fists balled and was advancing on Teddy, who was crawling backward, trying to get to his feet. I saw blood trickling down his arm from where he had fallen on the shattered bottles. And, as he struggled away from her, I saw the jagged glass edge of a broken bottleneck. 

        I said, “Dehan, no, wait…” 

        But it was like a nightmare where you need to call out, but your throat is paralyzed. He scrambled to his feet and rushed her, swinging the cruel glass blade at her face. She weaved back and it missed her. Three jabs followed into his face, left, right, left, and she was roaring at him, “Come on! You want to strangle me, you piece of shit? Come on! Do it!”  

        He was bleeding from the nose and his eyes were wild. He stormed at her. I watched the blade miss her again by an inch as she delivered a right cross to his jaw. His leg wobbled and he staggered back three steps. She screamed at him again. “Come on! What’s wrong with you? You’re the big man! You’re the killer! You get off killing women! Come on! Kill me!” 

        Upstairs I heard the wail of sirens, loud. They slowed, seemed to stab the air a couple of times. I snapped out of my trance. It had been just a couple of seconds. But it was a couple of seconds too long. I bent, picked up the pistol and stepped out. I aimed the gun at Teddy and said, “Freeze. It’s over. Put down the bottle.” 

        Dehan glared at me. There was rage and resentment in her eyes. She wanted to take him. I ignored her and focused on Teddy. He was swaying and panting. He was still holding the broken bottleneck. I said, “Drop it, Teddy. Let it go. Lie face down on the floor. It’s over. Wayne is dead. We know everything.” 

        He blinked. “Wayne?” 

        “He’s on his way to the ME right now. They’ve seen my car. They’re coming in. Put it down, Teddy.” 

        He frowned. “Wayne?” 

        I coughed, gathered my voice and shouted, “Down here! In the cellar! Detectives Stone and Dehan!” 

        Then I saw Teddy’s face and I knew it was too late. It twisted into an ugly mask and he screamed. It was not a word. It was a primal, bestial, terrible noise and he rushed Dehan. I saw her eyes go wide and her mouth open. I fired at his head and watched the slug explode in red dust against the wall. By the time I’d pulled back the hammer again he was on her. The bottle plunging in, in a low thrust at her belly.  

        It was too fast to follow, too fast for thought. She had stepped to her left. The bottle had torn her blouse, but she was behind him now. His wrist was in her right hand, but her left arm was in a lock around his neck, and in an instant her right hand had released his wrist and was pressing the back of his head. She jerked and he went limp. She let go of him and he dropped to the floor in a strangely unnatural heap.  

        She stared at me. She said, automatically, “I did it without thinking. I had to stop him.” 

        I nodded. “He had to be stopped.”  

 I stepped over to her and put my arms around her, whispering over and over, to her and to myself, “You’re alive. Dear God, you’re alive.” 

        I felt her arms around my waist, squeezing tight, and she started to sob, warm, living tears into my shoulder. On the wooden stairs I heard the tramp of feet, and the inspector’s voice shouting, “John? Carmen? Are you there?” 

        I ignored him. I just held her, and a moment later I heard his voice again, no longer shouting but gasping, “Dear God, what in the name of hell…?” 

        I kept my eyes firmly closed and whispered again, “Thank God you’re alive…” 
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EPILOGUE


   

        The inspector had his window open. The sky was very fresh and blue, and the birds in the plane trees and the oaks on Storey Avenue were getting a little over excited. But it was OK. They were getting a kick out of being alive, and that was something I could relate to just then. 

        I wasn’t sitting at the desk. Today I was an honored guest in his office, so I had one of his blue armchairs under the window, and a cool breeze was touching my face. Dehan had another armchair and the inspector was watching me from his big black leather seat, with a small frown of what I like to think was admiration. 

        “Well, John, I guess we all owe you an apology. You were right and we were all wrong. But, what I don’t understand is… well…” He made an elaborate shrug, opened his eyes wide and concluded, “…anything!” 

        Dehan smiled at me. “I have to say I’m pretty confused too. Who was doing the killing? Was it Jimmy, Wayne or Teddy? Or all three?” 

        Before I could answer the inspector nodded and added, “And, how did you know?” 

        I took a deep breath. “Well, the point is, as I kept telling Dehan, most of the time I didn’t know. I had the feeling right from the start that we were being maneuvered through a rat’s maze toward a conclusion that Wayne wanted us to reach. And it seemed pretty obvious to me that, if that was the conclusion he wanted us to reach, it was the wrong conclusion. So, I didn’t know, but everybody else thought they did know.” 

        He made a face like a shrug and said, “There were things that troubled you from the start. Yet, Wayne seemed to answer those doubts…” 

        I nodded. “Wayne was smart. If he hadn’t been so self obsessed…” 

        The inspector glanced at a file on his desk. “His therapist at Rikers said he was a narcissistic sociopath.” 

        “Yeah, that’s no surprise. If he had directed his attention more to what he was doing and less to how he looked and sounded when he was doing it, he might actually have achieved something. He enjoyed the game of playing with the cops and feeling he was smarter than us.  

        “But he was sloppy and lazy. For a start, the place where he said he lay and watched the murder take place made no sense. There was a comfortable, grassy knoll where he could have lain and been invisible from the road. And if you come through that gate, as he said he did, the path takes you right to that spot. There was no reason for him to go and lie on those rocks and prickly bushes.” 

        I paused, gathering my thoughts. “The fact that he then went to the trouble of explaining it, when it simply made no sense, told me he had gone away and thought it through and decided he needed to explain it to me. That meant one thing and one thing only, he was manipulating us. So I had to ask myself the question.” 

        The inspector frowned and nodded. “Why would he want to manipulate us? I see.” 

        I shook my head and saw Dehan smile. I said, “No, I try not to ask why, inspector. Why is too open. I asked myself, what: what would make him try to manipulate us? When you ask it like that, the answer leaps out at you.” 

        Dehan raised a hand. “Hang on, Stone. Aren’t we getting a bit too rarified here? He was simply covering the fact that he had been at the very spot where Angela died. He was covering the fact that he killed her.” 

        “Sure, and that is true. But it leads you back to the very first question. What made him tell us he had information in the first place? If he’d just kept his mouth shut nobody would ever have suspected he was there at all. A couple of years and he would have been out and nobody the wiser. The question was, what would drive him to tell us he had information in the first place, connect himself with the murders, but make it seem he was a witness?” 

        She made a face and grunted. “Yeah, that was the circle I was trapped in.” 

        “He needed us to know that he was there. He made that very clear from the start. And the fact that he lied about the place where he witnessed it from, made it clear to me that he had actually been on the grassy knoll, either killing her himself, or watching it.” I sighed. “Now, here is where it got a bit tricky. I began to feel there had to be more than one person involved. If he was just protecting himself, why draw attention to himself at all? He would only place himself at the scene if he was confident he could put somebody else in the frame.” 

        I paused and looked at them. They were both looking a little lost, but nodding. I went on. 

        “He confirmed this when we took him to the river and he showed us where the purse was. That was important for a couple of reasons. First of all, he needed to get up close to find the spot. How could he possibly do that if he had witnessed the hiding of the purse from almost a hundred yards away at night? There was only one way he could have known so precisely where it was—and recognize the spot by a close inspection—if he had put it there himself.” I paused and smiled. “To quote Sir Walter Scott, ‘Oh, what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive!’ It’s a web that tends to trap the deceiver sooner than the deceived. Because, when he realized that he had to explain this to me as well, he told me that it was he, and not Jimmy, who had hidden the purse. You remember he said he had done this to secure some kind of insurance.” 

        Dehan was very quiet. The inspector said, “Yes, I remember, on your recording.” 

        I gave a small laugh. “So how is it that his prints were not on Angela’s purse but Jimmy’s were?” They both frowned. I went on, “OK, follow me here. Jimmy has handled the purse, at the bar or wherever. His prints are on it. He takes Angela to the river. He kills her. The patrol boat shows up. He runs. Wayne goes to the body, picks up the purse, leaving his own prints on it, and then what? He wipes them off? How does he do that without wiping Jimmy’s prints off? So that means…?” I looked at them both. “He used gloves. So, what? He went to the river to smoke a joint and look at the stars, chose the most uncomfortable, inconvenient spot he could find and, in May, happened to take a pair of gloves along with him.” I shook my head. “No, it’s absurd, his prints should have been on the purse, and they weren’t, which meant this was another part of the manipulation.” 

        Dehan said, “I should have seen that.” 

        I had no answer. I agreed with her. So I went on.  

        “And that led me to a disturbing conclusion. As I said before, if Wayne was willing to admit that he had been at the scene and hidden the purse, he had to have some kind of ace up his sleeve, somebody to put in the frame, to prove that he had not committed the murder.  

        “To begin with, the question, why would he implicate himself if he was guilty, would be enough. But by this stage, when he actually knew the location of her purse, he needed something more. He needed proof positive that somebody else—the person he was framing—had done it. There was only one way to do that.” I glanced at Dehan. “You remember I told you I had a bad feeling something terrible was going to happen?” 

        She nodded. “Cherry Pie, Noelia Gomez.” 

        “Her murder was intended to confirm his story, but it actually confirmed my theory. There was somebody else, an accomplice. The pressure to get the killer caught, to get Wayne’s testimony, was such that you overlooked the obvious ways in which this was not the same MO. The key, central, defining characteristic of the previous murders was missing.” 

        Dehan sighed. “He didn’t dump her in the river. It crossed my mind several times, but everything else…” 

        I shook my head. “No. Not that. The point is that Angela, Rosario and Sonia—and who knows how many more—were murdered because they were nice, demure, respectable, middle class Catholic girls. He would never have preyed on prostitutes. And that meant that Noelia died simply to put Jimmy firmly in the frame. That is why she was not thrown into the river.  

        “The river had proved to be a very effective way of getting rid of forensic evidence. But now they wanted to preserve it. This body had to be found. So, instead of taking her the short two hundred yard walk across the playing fields to the river, where he could dump her in the water, he took her five hundred yards into the woods, where her body would be found in a very short time. Not only that, but he went to all the trouble of wearing gloves so as not to leave his fingerprints, yet kindly donated his semen so that we could get a DNA profile on him. That murder was totally out of character with Angela’s killer. It was obviously a frame.” 

        They both looked embarrassed. The inspector nodded. “The results came back. It was Jimmy’s DNA. As you predicted.” 

        I shrugged. “Jimmy Fillmore was a nice guy who was a little simple. Like Wayne and Teddy, he had a thing about Hispanic women. But unlike Wayne and Teddy, he didn’t want to kill them, he just wanted to sleep with them. He didn’t have much success, he was described more than once as the kind of guy you just didn’t notice, so, often as not, he resorted to prostitutes. This was something that both Wayne and Teddy knew.  

        “So they paid Noelia, perhaps Zena—who knows?—to keep the contents of the condom.” I turned to Dehan. “You wondered why I asked where the semen was on Cherry’s clothes. Her skirt was rumpled up under her ass. There was no way the semen could have got there unless it was placed. It was stupid to go to the trouble of not leaving prints, then leave his semen and not dump her in the river, as he had done with all his other victims.” 

        The inspector sighed. “We should have seen it.” He frowned. “But why Jimmy? Why pick on Jimmy Fillmore?” 

        “It was one of those unfortunate coincidences, a series of unfortunate events, if you like. Wayne came to New York from Arizona, maybe he was running, maybe he was drifting, maybe we’ll never know. He said he didn’t like New York, but something made him stay. That something was that he happened to meet a fellow traveler, Teddy, somebody who shared his own peculiar fantasies. Another thing we will probably never know is whether either of them had killed before, or whether it was their friendship that gave them the impetus to turn their fantasies into reality. But one of the things that struck me was that, when I asked Teddy if he knew Wayne, he said he had never met him. It stuck somewhere in the back of my mind. Yet Wayne talked about Teddy as though they were old friends.” I sighed. “I was very slow to see that, even though it was staring me in the face.  

        “Trouble was, by then it had become urgent for me to find Jimmy, because I was aware that if Wayne and his invisible accomplice had set Jimmy up for the frame, obviously, they would have to kill him before we got to him.” 

        Dehan raised both hands. “Slow down. You still haven’t explained, why Jimmy in the first place.” 

        “Yeah…” I sighed again. It had been a couple of days, but my bruises still ached and I still had a throb in my head. “Jimmy was a surprisingly complex character, and he was invaluable to Wayne and Teddy. To most people he was the classic Mr. Cellophane: Mr. Invisible. That was how Pam described him, and how Teddy described him. But when you did stop to look at him, he was good-looking: He had those big brown eyes that so many women find attractive, and—and this was crucial—he was sincere and vulnerable. He was a fantasist, a dreamer, but he had no malice in him. He was one of life’s natural victims. And that was very appealing to one particular type of young woman.  

        “We’ll never know exactly how it went down. But at some point Teddy or Wayne, or both of them, realized that Jimmy was a magnet for those very girls that they were attracted to—that they fantasized about killing. Girls who would disdain Wayne’s brutishness and Teddy’s middle-aged, uncle-ish looks, would find Jimmy adorable. They would want to mother him. So they began to encourage it. Those were the photographs we saw. Friendly, fun evenings at the local family bar.  

        “And Wayne fancied himself as a bit of a natural psychologist. Maybe he did have a low, cunning grasp of people’s most basic motivations. So my guess is he began to encourage Jimmy’s fantasies and even feed them. And Jimmy began to pass these on to the girls. Remember, these girls came from sheltered backgrounds and were very naïve. If Jimmy told them his dad was a TV producer making him work his way through college, and Teddy and Wayne backed him up and vouched for him, they might well believe him. It wouldn’t be hard then to lure them in to a trap.” I shook my head. “Where they would never follow Wayne or Teddy—to an apartment, to some rendezvous—they might follow Jimmy, in all his simple innocence, without question. He was quite simply a perfect bait for the kind of girls that Wayne and Teddy liked to prey on.” 

        Dehan nodded. “You kept asking me if Wayne was attractive. I kept on saying, to some women he would be, but not to the Angelas and Rosarios of this world. Jimmy was cute, he lacked something, but like you say, to a nice, maternal family girl, he could be attractive.” 

        “Four things clinched it for me at Jimmy’s apartment: the fact that Jimmy shot himself with his left hand, which was simply impossible; the fact that none of the trophies in the box related to Rosario or Sonia, the two glasses…” 

        The inspector cut in: “They had, as you suspected, Wayne’s prints on them.” He frowned. “And Frank said to tell you there was rum in his belly.” 

        I nodded, “And the lipstick.” 

        Dehan narrowed her eyes. “You keep talking about lipstick. What is it with the lipstick?” 

        I smiled. “One of them, Wayne or Teddy.” I shrugged. “Perhaps both, was fixated with kissing and lipstick. We will eventually find the true trophies, and they will be the lipsticks. Maybe then we’ll get a real idea of how many girls they killed between them. All the girls had extensive bruising on their lips. Even Noelia, who was not the perfect profile for them, had her lipstick badly smeared and her lips bruised. Wayne’s description of Jimmy killing Angela focused almost obsessively on the kissing. And the one thing that was missing from Angela’s purse and from Noelia’s purse, was the lipstick. They were two, wicked, cruel men who hungered for a maternal woman’s kiss. We can only guess at what drove them to that depravity. Betrayal?” I shrugged again. “Teddy’s last words to me before he cracked me over the head, ‘They are not worth it. Even the sweet ones are whores.’” I shrugged. “I guess once they yielded to Jimmy’s advances, that branded them as whores in Wayne and Teddy’s minds, and that sentenced them to death.” 

        Dehan said, “If he had just sat out his sentence…” 

        I smiled. “But he was vain. That was one of the things that I began to realize early on. We kept asking, if he was the killer, why would he draw attention to himself? Well, the answer is simple. He was a narcissist. He wanted his deal to get out of prison, sure, but he also wanted to rub it in our faces that he was killing girls and getting away with it.” 

        The inspector nodded for a long moment, big slow nods. “A master class in detection, Stone. Very impressive. Well, I said it before and things went a bit pear shaped. But I certainly think you have earned a good few days’ rest.” 

        I nodded. “I think we are going to need it, sir.” 

   


* * *


   

        That evening we sat in Zack’s Bar & Grill in Stonington, sipping dry martinis and waiting for our fresh seafood starter, feeling bruised, ragged, but healing and happy. Dehan had been watching me for a while. With that smile she gets when she thinks she knows what I’m thinking. 

        “So,” she said, “You didn’t drive me all the way out here just to eat seafood. What’s the surprise?” 

        I raised an eyebrow and smiled back. “I thought tomorrow we could cross over to Fishers Island and spend a couple of days doing absolutely nothing.” 

        “Uh-huh…” She bobbed the olive in her martini a couple of times. “That’s nice. But that’s not it either.” 

        I gave my head a little shake. “You’re right.” I hesitated. “This may come as a bit of a surprise, Dehan, but I’m actually not a big risk taker. I’m pretty cautious. I take things very much one step at a time.” 

        She was frowning hard. “That doesn’t come as a surprise at all, Stone. I’ve known that for a long time. Where is this going?” 

        I heaved a big sigh and took a sip of martini, wishing I’d ordered a whiskey. “I would never do anything, Dehan, to jeopardize our…” I spread my hands. “Our whateveritis.” 

        “Our whateveritis?” 

        “Yeah.” 

        “Calling it that is a pretty big risk, Stone.” 

        “I know. And I don’t want to call it that anymore.” 

        Her frown deepened. “What are you saying?” 

        I looked down at the tabletop, then looked into her eyes. “I almost told you once before, outside Teddy’s.” I gave my head a small shake. “I can’t do this anymore, Dehan. You are young, beautiful, modern. I am an old dinosaur. When Teddy told me he had killed you, it almost killed me. It’s too much. I need to end this…whateveritis.” 

        “End it?” 

        “Yeah. I want to call it something else. I want to call you something else. I don’t want either of us to die without my having called you my wife. I think that is what I most want in the world. Carmen, will you please marry me?” 

        I watched the tears spring into her eyes. She frowned, then gave a small laugh. “You son of a bitch,” she said. “Of course I will!” 






part0004
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ONE


   

        We’d touched down in Edinburgh at 7:10 AM local time, collected a large, characterless vehicle from the Car Hire Centre and, resisting the temptation to explore Edinburgh, we took the M90, crossed the Firth of Forth over the spectacular Forth Road Bridge as the sun climbed over the North Sea, and headed north, toward the wild and remote north coast of Scotland, in the Scottish Highlands. 

        I drove first and Dehan sat back and watched the strange, conflicted landscape that was at once gray, drab and post-industrial, and wild and green and timelessly Celtic. Pretty soon we were outside town and driving through picture-book rolling fields and hedgerows under very blue skies with lazy, whipped cream clouds. 

        Dehan was staring this way and that with slightly narrowed eyes, her aviators perched on top of her head. She said, suddenly, “Somebody shrunk New England.” 

        I smiled. “Your first glimpse of the world outside the U.S.A., Dehan.” 

        She frowned at me. “You know, if you keep calling me by my surname, you’ll have to call me Stone. We’ll have to call each other Stone. That could become confusing.” 

        I was quiet for a bit, smiling to myself. “I won’t deny,” I said, “that I get a foolish kick out of calling you Mrs. Stone.” 

        She raised an eyebrow and smiled too. 

        I continued, “I know people don’t get it, but I figure that’s their problem, not mine. Either way, and even if it seems contradictory, you will always be Dehan.” I shrugged. “That’s just who you are to me.” 

        “It is contradictory, but that’s cool. How long is this drive?” 

        “Six or seven hours, through some of the most remote, beautiful landscapes this side of the Atlantic. That gets us to John O’Groats…”  

        “John O’Groats. That is some name.” 

        “The most northerly part of Great Britain. Mid summer they get only a couple of hours of darkness at night. From there we drive west for four miles to the ferry at Gills, and from there…” 

        “The ferry to the island of Gordon’s Swona, another eight miles by sea. And from there, another mile by road to the castle. So total…?” 

        “Maybe nine hours. We should arrive at tea time.” 

        “Tea time?” 

        I grinned. “It’s a great institution: tuna and cucumber sandwiches cut into bite-sized triangles, biscuits, rich fruit cake…” 

        “And tea.” 

        “And tea. It tastes different when they make it here.” 

        She was quiet for a moment, watching me. “You ever going to tell me what your connection is with this place?” 

        “Yup.” 

        She waited, watching me. Finally she said, “Stone…?” 

        “While we’re here, I promise.” Before she could answer, I changed the subject. “But you know what? I never heard of Castle Gordon. How did you find it?” 

        She shrugged and spread her hands. “I’m a detective. I detect. It’s what I do.” 

        “What did you google?” 

        “Whiskey, remote, castle.” 

        “So naturally you wound up with a list of remote Scottish castles converted to hotels.” 

        “This one was the remotest of the lot. It’s only been a hotel for the last couple of years, though the Gordon family bought it back in 1980.” 

        I glanced at her, curious. “Bought it back?” 

        She shifted in her seat, with her back half against the door. “Yeah, it was bought by an American with Scottish roots. His family were from the area and his ancestors owned, and then lost, the castle. His family made a lot of money during the Civil War and the drive west, and he made even more during the ’60s and ’70s, then moved here in the early ’80s and bought the castle, which he claimed had belonged to his great, great whatevers. The place is now run by his grandson, Charles Gordon Jr.” 

        I was quiet for a bit, enjoying the landscape and the fresh summer breeze gently battering me through the window. After a moment I said, half to myself, “Great, great whatevers. I remember a restaurant in Colorado that specialized in those. They called them Colorado oysters.” 

        “Funny guy. So how long were you here, Stone? And where and when?” 

        “I was in London, for eighteen months, about fifteen years ago. It was supposed to be six months as part of an exchange program between the NYPD and Scotland Yard. I was in my early thirties. They kept telling me to go back to New York, and I kept finding ways to extend my stay for another six months.” 

        “Huh.” She was pensive for a moment, suspecting she already knew the answer to the question she hadn’t asked yet. “What made you want to stay?” 

        I shrugged. “I was enjoying myself. I made some good friends…” 

        She interrupted, “And you were in love.” 

        I nodded. “Yeah, I was in love. But that was fifteen years ago.” 

        “What happened?” 

        I made a face that told her to stop asking questions and said, “What happened? Fifteen years went by, I met a nosy, wise-ass cop with a bad attitude and married her. That’s what happened.” 

        She looked away. “Fine, don’t tell me.” 

        “I’ll tell you.” I shrugged again. “There’s not a lot to tell. There’s no great secret, Dehan. I just don’t want to talk about it on the first day of our honeymoon.” 

        “I get it.” 

        We drove on for another three or four hours, had lunch in a country pub and finally reached Gills, at the northernmost part of Scotland, at three o’clock that afternoon. Gills turned out to be not so much a town as a loose collection of houses gathered around an intersection. There was no post office, town hall or local store or pub that I could see. So we wound down a narrow road between rugged, green hills toward a gunmetal gray sea, highlighted with liquid silver, that stretched out cold and deadly toward the Arctic. 

        We stopped on a concrete quay outside a quaint cottage with chimneys at either end that claimed to be the Ferry Terminal and climbed out to stand gazing at the misty horizon. I pointed out to sea, where large clouds were building in the far north. “Only four hundred miles, Dehan, and you’re in Iceland.” 

        She gave a small, involuntary shudder. “That’s like from New York to Cleveland.” She glanced up at me. “Isn’t Iceland in the Arctic Circle?” 

        “Just outside, but you get the midnight sun there in June, and twenty-four hours of darkness in December. Here, in this part of Scotland, it gets dark about midnight, and starts getting light at about two thirty.” 

        “I guess we went north, huh, Stone?” 

        I smiled. “We’ve still a way to go.” 

        We crossed the bare concrete and pushed through the door into the ferry terminal. There was a man in a heavy white sweater behind a melamine counter. He looked like he’d once tried to shave but busted the razor and gave up on a hopeless task. There was the blackened, withered remains of a roll-up hanging from the corner of his mouth. He watched us come in with expressionless, pale eyes and waited for us to talk. 

        I essayed a smile against my better judgment and said, “We’d like to cross to Gordon’s Swona…” 

        He interrupted me and said something that sounded like, “Tharteh eet poonds fer th’car, suxteen fer the missus an’ suxteen fer yersen.” 

        I narrowed my eyes, pretty sure I’d understood, nodded and said, “That’s fine.” 

        He rang it up on his register, with small flakes of ash falling from his dead cigarette. Then he looked at me slow and steady and there was evil humor in his eyes. “Suventeh poonds.” 

        I glanced at the register to make sure I’d understood and handed over two fifties. He took his time getting my change and handing it back. Then he leered. “Uz et the Gordon Castle yir aweetah?” 

        I nodded. “Yes.” 

        “Yir ferry’ll moor within the hoor, gang t’thend of yon peer an’ll nay be long.” 

        I nodded again. “Thanks.” 

        As I turned and opened the door, he added, “Ut was plowetrery thus mornin’ and a haar in from th’east thus afternoon. Tull be mochie afore the gloaming, fer-sure, an’ nay doot there’ll be a fair gailleann by t’morrah.” 

        Dehan blinked furiously at him. I nodded one last time, thanked him and returned to the car.  

        “What was that, Stone? Was that English?” 

        “With a liberal dose of Scots Gaelic. I think he said there’d be a storm tomorrow.” 

        “You understood him?” 

        I didn’t answer, instead I fired up the car. Fortunately the signs were in plain English and I drove to the loading point where I figured the ferry would dock, then stopped and thought for a moment.  

        I turned to her. “Tull be mochie afore the gloaming. It will be muggy before dusk. An’ nay doot there’ll be a fair gailleann by t’morrah. And no doubt there will be a fair gale, or storm, by tomorrow. Weather here is pretty unpredictable.” 

        She stared at me for a long moment without expression. Then she said with a hint of disapproval, “You’re a remarkable man, Stone.” 

        The sea was flat and almost milky in consistency. The crossing took an hour and was unremarkable, except that the views from the deck, of the Isle of Stroma to the west and Okney to the north, were extraordinary. There was a desolation about the beauty of the place that was not quite like anywhere else. At one point Dehan shook her head, squinting into the sea breeze, fingering her long hair from her face. “I never imagined England like this…” 

        I laughed. “Don’t let them hear you say that. This is not England. Scotland is a country in its own right. In some ways it is closer to Scandinavia than it is to England.” 

        She frowned and shook her head. “It’s so… remote!” 

        “Yup. And you have brought us to the most remote part, of the remote part.” 

        She took hold of my arm and squeezed it. “Good. No inspector, no Mo, no distractions, no cold cases for two long, wonderful weeks.” 

        We stood like that for a while, enjoying the strange, peaceful desolation. It had turned warm and close, and Dehan ran her fingers over her brow. Then she gave a small laugh. “He was right!” 

        I smiled at her. “Hm?” 

        “The guy at the terminal. He said it would turn muggy in the afternoon…” 

        I did a fair imitation of his brogue. “Tull be mochie afore the gloaming, an’ nay doot there’ll be a fair gailleann by t’morrah.” 

        She looked up into my face. “So we’ll have a storm tomorrow? That means breakfast in bed and hot toddies in front of the fire.” 

        “I’m not complaining. Bring it on.” 

        We sighted Gordon’s Swona twenty minutes later. It was a wedge-shaped island that rose dramatically out of the sea mist. The narrow end consisted of high cliffs and a relatively flat tableland towering some hundred and fifty or two hundred feet above the waves, and then sloping gently for about a mile and a half, or a little more, toward broad, rolling grasslands and white, sandy beaches. On the tableland, at the top of the cliffs, a spectacular castle stood silhouetted in the coppery, afternoon light.  

        As we stood staring, the note of the engines changed and we began to slow, churning the water and nosing toward the beach where we could now see a small port with a long pier that had been built out of wood and concrete. Eventually, after some careful maneuvering, we eased to a halt, the apron ramp was dropped with a huge, metallic clang that threatened to take off the end of the dock, and, amid a lot of shifting, drifting and grinding, we rolled out of the cargo hold and onto the concrete pier. 

        And then we stood by the car and watched as the ramp was raised, clattering and clanking, to its closed position. The ferry reversed away from the dock, turned, lumbering, and slowly took off north, toward the distant shadow of Orkney on the horizon.  

        Behind us, in the south, the mainland was no longer visible, but before us the road wound through gentle hills of green pasture, meadow flowers and heather, where sheep and goats ruminated and watched us with saurian eyes, to a broad forest, perhaps a mile away, that climbed the slopes for perhaps another half mile toward the hazy silhouette of castle on the hill. All around us, the air was rich with the smells of aromatic grasses and herbs—maybe lavender, rosemary and thyme. It seemed very still. The only sounds were the lapping of the small waves on the shore and the lazy buzz of bees among the grass and flowers.  

        Ahead, about halfway up the slope, half a mile from the castle, we could just make out a small village among the woods by the road. It seemed to consist mainly of stone cottages and tall chimney stacks poking up among the trees. 

        I glanced at my watch. It was six o’clock, and though the light was definitely coppery and there was a feel of evening to the sultry air, the sun was still a good four hours or more from setting. 

        I smiled at Dehan. “Let’s go.” 

        It was a fifteen minute drive, because though the speed limit on the island was 25 MPH, the road wended and wove in big loops, and in many parts was rough and pitted. When we passed through the village, we saw that it consisted of a village green, a handful of houses, a two-story post office and a picturesque pub called the Gordon Arms; and a moment later we were in the woods again, winding our way up the steep hill through tall pine trees that cast an eerie green light, until at last we broke out of the forest and onto the broad, flat, grassy tableland. There the road went straight, and ahead of us, tall and ancient, stood the castle, brooding, lowering over the dark expanse of the North Atlantic toward the Arctic Circle, and the heavy, dark clouds that were gathering there. 

        As we drew closer, we could see that Castle Gordon was encircled by an ancient, stone wall, perhaps eight feet high. But in many places that wall had crumbled over time, and where it had collapsed, leaving great gaps in the masonry, it had been replaced with hedges and trees, giving the vague impression that nature was slowly winning in a war of attrition against Man.  

        The road entered the grounds of the castle through a large, iron gate that stood open, and from the gate onward the road became the driveway. On either side of that drive there were well-tended lawns, formal gardens, and to the left a large topiary maze. 

        A butler in traditional dress and a page were waiting for us at the foot of the stone steps that led up to the main door. When we pulled up, the butler opened the door for Dehan and welcomed us to Gordon’s Soma while the page took my keys to open the trunk, unload our luggage and park the car. While he did that, I stood back and had a good look at the building. You could have described it as a horrific mixture of styles thrown together with a total disregard for esthetics or proportion, a monstrous affront to architecture and a grotesque stone pile. You could very well have described it like that, if you’d had no soul.  

        On the right hand side, at the front, there was a massive, square, four story solid stone tower with castellations at the top and narrow, gabled windows on the second, third and fourth floors. On the ground floor, a leaded bay window overlooked yellow and red rosebushes, while dense ivy swarmed up the wall as far as the second floor. 

        The central body of the building was granite, with a gabled portico supported on ancient stone pillars, and a gabled slate roof with tall chimneypots. To my uneducated eye, it looked as though the tower was Victorian mock Elizabethan, where the main body was maybe two hundred years older, maybe 17th century. On the far left there was another wing in paler stone, running at right angles to the house. It was only three stories high, with small, narrow windows and battlements up top. That, I guessed, was what was left of the original castle. The overall effect was that of a messy jumble of rocks and styles, but somehow it came together and became a beautiful, ancient work of art. 

        “You coming?” 

        Dehan was standing on the granite steps smiling at me. The butler was at the door, holding it open, as though there was nothing else in the world he needed to be doing right then. The sun was bright and the scent of the roses was strong on the air. For a moment it was a perfect, timeless scene. I smiled, said, “I’m coming,” and stepped toward her, and as we climbed the steps together, a cloud moved across the sun, casting a deep shadow over the castle, and a clammy, muggy breeze touched my skin. 

        We stepped through the door, and the butler said, “Welcome to Castle Gordon.” 
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TWO


   

        We stepped into a vaulted, Gothic entrance hall. The floor was tiled in a black and white checkerboard pattern, and a magnificent stone staircase rose directly in front of us, and then split in two to ascend, right and left, to a galleried first floor landing. Immediately on our right was a reception desk and coming out from behind it as we entered was a man in his early thirties in chinos and a blazer, with blond hair swept back from a face that was intelligent, but too kind to be handsome.  

        He held out a large, soft hand and smiled as we approached. “Mr. and Mrs. Stone, I imagine. How splendid that you could join us. We have a full house this summer.” 

        There was no trace of an accent and I figured he had been educated at an English boarding school. We shook hands and he added, as though we had asked, “Charles Gordon. My father insists on calling me Junior, because he is also Charles. So we call him Senior. He’s an American, you know. Now!” He gave each of us a broad grin and held out his arms like he was about to hug us. “I imagine you will want to freshen up after a long journey. Brown will show you to your room and we’ll be having cocktails in the drawing room…” He gestured across the hall to a set of walnut doors. “At seven. Then you’ll be able to meet our other charming guests. We’ll be going in to dine at about half seven or eight.” 

        Dehan frowned. “Half seven?” Then she grinned. “What’s that, three thirty?” 

        Charles laughed. 

        I said, “Seven thirty, smart ass. Thank you, Charles, that sounds perfect. I’ve heard you have an exceptional range of whiskeys.” 

        “Second to none, old chap, and I’ll guide you through them with great pleasure. I’ve put you in the tower, in the honeymoon suite. I trust you’ll find it comfortable.” 

        The honeymoon suite was everything you’d expect from a Hollywood rendition of a Scottish castle. There was a gigantic mahogany four poster bed with drapes, there were gabled, leaded windows overlooking the formal gardens, a stone fireplace big enough to house a small family and vast, bare wooden rafters overhead. The walls were oak paneled and on the bedside table there was a silver bucket filled with ice, holding a bottle of Bollinger and two Edinburgh crystal glasses. 

        Once Brown had put our cases on the bed and left, Dehan stood looking around with a big smile all over the right side of her face. “Oh man,” she said. “Stone.” 

        I took off my jacket and she crossed the room to poke her head into the bathroom. “There is a free standing tub, with clawed feet and gold taps.” She turned and winked at me. “Open the champagne, big guy, we’re going to have a bath, Scottish castle style…” 

   


* * *


   

        An hour later, we joined the other guests in the drawing room.  

        The Gordon Castle was a boutique hotel. There was no pool, no bar and no dining room in the usual sense of the word. More than staying at an hotel, it was like staying with a rich friend at his country manor. Instead of several hundred anonymous guests milling around a vast building in Florida, here we had just a handful of fellow guests who had cocktails in the drawing room, and lunched and dined with the family in the ancestral dining room. It was different, and it had sounded like exactly what Dehan and I needed. 

        The drawing room was big. The floors were wood, strewn with what looked like genuine Persian rugs, and to the right of the door as you went in, there was a huge, granite fireplace. Right now there were several large logs burning in it. An eclectic collection of sofas and armchairs, standard lamps and occasional tables were scattered around the room in an apparently random fashion that somehow managed to be homely and comfortable. Against the far wall, an elaborate credenza held an extensive collection of bottles, hand cut decanters and glasses. To the left of it, French windows stood open onto a stone terrace with steps down onto the lawns and the gardens. 

        There were a number of people standing and sitting, and they all turned to watch us come in. For a moment they looked like a bizarre frozen tableau from an early play by Agatha Christie: Charles Gordon was standing by the drinks, dressed in a tuxedo, holding a cocktail shaker. On the crimson and gold sofa directly in front of the fire was a woman who was still attractive in her mid fifties. She had short, black hair and wore a long evening dress of deep blue satin, with a string of pearls around her neck. She had very red lipstick and regarded Dehan with wary eyes.  

        In an aquamarine armchair with wooden legs, also beside the fire, was another woman, blonde, perhaps in her early sixties. She wore a low cut white satin dress with a gash up to her thigh, exposing a leg that looked thirty years younger than she did.  

        A third woman stood by the French windows, smoking. She was younger than the other two, perhaps thirty. Her dress was mauve and the gash, up to her hip, exposed a leg you had to try hard not to look at. She had hair that was wild, curly and red, tied back in a mauve satin bow. Her face should have been pretty, but a spray of freckles and mischievous blue eyes made it more captivating than that. 

        Besides Charles, there were two other men in the room. One was standing beside the redhead. He was tall and strongly built, wearing what looked like an off the peg Italian suit. He had black hair and sullen eyes, which he was using to undress Dehan. I figured he was in his thirties. 

        The other was standing by the fire. Like Charles, he was wearing an evening suit and a bow tie. He was probably in his late fifties and had that stiff, brisk air that the British military brass all seem to acquire by osmosis. 

        They all smiled with varying degrees of sincerity, and Charles said in a loud voice, “Ah! You’re here! Well done! Now, what will you have? Major, care to make the introductions?” 

        Before the major could get started, Dehan said, “Any whiskey you recommend, straight up. Stone will have the same.” 

        The blonde in the aquamarine chair, with the low cut white dress, turned out to be our hostess, Charles Jr.’s mother. She smiled at me without moving, raised an eyebrow and sipped her drink, then said, “How do you do, John?” 

        I caught something in her voice which I filed away under irrelevant gossip that might later be useful, and asked her how she did. Then the major gestured toward the woman on the sofa in the blue dress. 

        “Lady Jane Butterworth, Detective John Stone and his wife, Detective Carmen Stone.” 

        She ignored Dehan but leaned forward and offered me her hand to kiss. “I don’t use my title, I’m a committed socialist, you know,” she said breathlessly, then laughed. “I hope you won’t arrest me! Call me Bee, may I call you Stone? Such a strong name.” 

        I told her I wouldn’t and she could and the major led us on to the couple at the French windows. “Dr. and Sally Cameron, very old friends of the family! Ian has his surgery opposite the pub in the village. Very handy, eh, Ian? And Sally owns the grocery store and runs the post office. Everyone does a bit of everything on Gordon’s Swoma, hay?” 

        The major laughed and the doctor looked at him with distaste. Sally stepped forward and kissed Dehan on the cheek while I shook the doctor’s hand. I had seen friendlier eyes on great white sharks. We all asked each other how we did, and then the major laughed like he was telling a hilarious story and said, “And I am Major Reggie Hook, old friend of Charlie’s, been coming here for years, ay, Charles?” 

        “Indeed!” Charles approached with two glasses of whiskey and handed them to us. With an enthusiasm that had more to do with wishful thinking than truth, he added, “We are all old friends here. Aren’t we, Mummy?” Whatever Mummy was going to answer, he didn’t give her a chance. He plowed on, “I think you’ll like this single malt. It’s from the local distillery and a bit of a hidden treasure. We have superb water here.” 

        The thing continued in that vein for the next half hour. At first I worried that it would get on Dehan’s nerves. I knew well that her tolerance of BS and small talk was limited, at best, but when I glanced at her, talking to Charles, I saw her eyes were alive and she was smiling. I also noticed Ian Cameron watching her. I didn’t blame him. She was in a very simple, but very expensive black dress with no sleeves or shoulders, and a silver chain around her neck with a single amethyst. It all served to highlight her own beauty. I smiled, partly because she was mine, and partly because that very beauty hid the kick-ass, Bronx-bred bad attitude that was never very far below the surface.  

        Pamela stood, gave me a thin smile and joined Dehan and her son. She gave Dehan a frigid once over and said, “What an exquisite dress, but darling, are you in mourning? Who died?” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow at her and smiled. “My tolerance for bullshit. It died a long time ago, but I’m still in mourning.”  

        Charles burst out laughing. Dehan caught my eye, winked and grinned.  

        Then the door opened and I noticed several things all at once. Dr. Cameron stiffened and his hostile face became even more hostile. His wife, whose side he had not left since we’d entered the room, also stiffened, but the expression on her face was anticipation, not hostility. Everybody else in the room went silent and stared, except Dehan, who caught my eye again with an unspoken question. 

        The man who entered the room was aware of the effect he had, and of his own magnificence. He was over six foot, but if he’d been four foot two he would not have looked any smaller. He had a powerful chest, a powerful jaw and a mane of silver hair swept back from a large forehead. His nose was aquiline and his pale blue eyes were cruel and ruthless. He was a man born to be king in a world that no longer needed kings. 

        Charles moved forward, “Ah, Father, there you are. May I present Detective Carmen Stone…” 

        Charles Gordon Sr. ignored his son and moved in on Dehan like a hungry wolf moving in on an injured baby gazelle. His voice was deep and resonant, with clear traces of his Boston roots. “Detective? I’ll wager most of the men you hunt down surrender willingly.” 

        I saw the doctor turn away. Dehan shook her head. “No, most of them need a couple of slaps and their hands cuffed.” 

        He laughed. “You make it sound so appealing.” 

        “Yeah? The reality is a little different, Mr. Gordon. This is my husband, Detective John Stone.” 

        He gave me the kind of look that all the women in the room were giving Dehan. There was enough acid in there right then to clean a ton of copper. He raised an eyebrow. 

        “Another detective? We had better all behave, then, hadn’t we? Though you are, of course, outside your jurisdiction.” 

        I stepped up and put my hand on Dehan’s elbow. “And on our honeymoon,” I added. “Thank you, by the way, for the champagne. We enjoyed it.” 

        “Don’t thank me.” He said it like he meant it. “Thank my son. And speaking of useless incompetence, Charles, am I not entitled to a drink in my own house?” 

        He pushed past me toward his son, who was hurrying to the drinks tray, and Pamela, Lady Jane and Sally Cameron all seemed to be sucked into his wake, like seagulls trailing after a Spanish galleon in full sail. 

        “What will you have, Father?” 

        “Let me see…” He didn’t so much say it as boom it. “Let me see! Shall I have something different to what I have every single night? Good lord, boy! Can you take the initiative on nothing? Not even a simple task like getting your father a drink?” 

        “Vodka martini it is! What a character!” 

        There was some simpering and giggling and I stepped out the French windows onto the terrace. The sun was low on the horizon and the evening light was turning a grainy copper. The shadows of the trees stretched long across the lawns and above, the blue was turning dark. There was a closeness to the air and you could almost taste the static electricity in the humid air. 

        Dehan came out after me and rested her ass on the ancient stone balustrade. She gave a small laugh. “We just stepped through the looking glass, but instead of winding up with Alice in Wonderland, we wound up in an Agatha Christie novel.” 

        I smiled. “You’re not far wrong.” I sipped, watching her. “I hope you’re not regretting it. We can move on if you want.” 

        “Are you kidding? I love it. I never saw a group of people hate each other so politely. Is this what Brits are really like, Stone? I thought it was just the movies.” 

        “Some. This small archipelago has a very complex society.” 

        She held my eye a moment, still smiling. “Let’s make a bet.” 

        “What kind of bet?” 

        “Who will the victim be, and who will the killer be. So far I don’t think it’s the butler.” 

        I laughed, then shrugged and gazed out at the slowly gathering dusk, which the Scots call the gloaming. “The victim is obvious,” I said, playing her game for a moment, but feeling oddly uncomfortable about it. 

        “The old man? CG Sr.?” I nodded and she nodded back. “I agree.” 

        “The murderer…” I shook my head. “I have some ideas, but we’re here on our honeymoon, and I don’t want to tempt the gods…” 

        I trailed off. It was as though the word had some hidden power of evocation. In the sky, over broken stone wall and the trees in the north, a great plume of green light shot up into the sky, flickered and spread out like a fan. Dehan saw my face and said, “What?” 

        I took her hand and pulled her to her feet, then turned her around. A violet arch swelled like a great dome from the horizon, then shimmered and seemed to break up and spread like mist. Next thing the sky had turned green, and long, vertical columns of light, like immensely tall ghosts, sprang up and wavered this way and that. From the center, a plume of red expanded and within it, light flashed and seemed to move around in some crazy kind of dance. Dehan had gone rigid, gripping my hand as though she were trying to crush the bones. The red plume swelled, rising above the green light until half the sky was awash with eerie, alien light, twisting and flickering like a gossamer curtain over a parallel world of Norse gods and daemons. Then, as quickly as it had appeared, it began to fade. 

        She turned to face me. Her eyes were huge and bright. She tried to speak, but words cannot express the way you feel the first time you see the Northern Lights. So she expressed it to me a different way. 

        A footfall behind me made me turn. Dr. Ian Cameron stood framed in the doorway. He studied me a moment and said, “I’m sorry to interrupt. We’re going in to dinner, if you’d like to join us.”  

        Like the honeymoon suite, the dining room was exactly what you would have expected from a Hollywood production of Murder at Castle Gordon. The ceiling was high, the table was long, dark, highly polished and mahogany, and set with placemats because tablecloths are considered vulgar. Three large silver candelabras were set down the center, and a vast crystal chandelier made tiny rainbows of the candlelight above the table.  

        Charles Gordon Sr., naturally, sat at the head. Bee—Lady Jane—sat on his right and Sally Cameron on his left. I was next to Bee, with the major opposite me and Pamela on my right, with her son, Gordon Jr., on her right. Dehan was between the Major and Ian. 

        A door opened at the far end of the room and Brown, very dignified in tails, entered carrying a very large tray with a silver soup tureen. Behind him were two girls in uniform with white aprons. They each carried a silver ice bucket with a bottle of white wine in it. I caught Dehan’s eye and winked at her. While the butler was serving the soup, and the maids were pouring the wine, Gordon Sr. boomed down the table, “I am an American, Carmen.” 

        She glanced at him. “Boston born and bred, I’d say.” 

        He laughed like a caricature of Orson Wells at his most hammy. “See! She is a detective!” 

        “I just know my accents, Mr. Gordon. Here I’m not a detective. I am a newly wed bride.” 

        His face went sour. “How charming,” he said. “I am an American, but this island belonged to my ancestors, along with much of the coast, for at least a thousand years. It was my father who reclaimed it, back in 1980. He was obsessed with his Scottish roots. He used to wear a kilt, you know? I haven’t the legs for it.” 

        He sipped his wine and smiled at Sally. She looked away and Bee simpered. “Nonsense, Charles. You have a well turned leg!” 

        “How would you know, Bee?” It was Pamela.  

        Bee affected to think, with her finger on her cheek. “Well, I’m blessed if I know, darling! But am I wrong?” 

        Everybody laughed except Pamela.  

        I said, “Have you been here since the ’80s, Mr. Gordon?” 

        “Yes. Since my father, Richard Gordon, died.” He stared at me, as though challenging me to ask. I didn’t, so he went on, “He committed suicide in his study, almost forty years ago.” 

        “I’m sorry to hear that.” 

        Pamela replied, breaking a hot bread roll. “Not everybody thought it was suicide.” 

        He snapped, “That’s quite enough of that, Pamela!” 

        She ignored him and went on, “Some people thought it was murder.” 
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        By the end of the soup, Gordon Sr., Bee and Sally had fallen into conversation with each other. I couldn’t help feeling grateful. Ian and Pam maintained their characteristic sullen silence throughout, and Dehan, the major and I fell into conversation about the history of the island.  

        “It was,” the major said, “for a long time merely a glorified pig farm! Hence the name Swona. It derives from ‘swine’. Keeping them on an island was safer than a farm, easier to protect and impossible for the animals to stray.” 

        Dehan asked, “How old is the castle?” 

        “There has been a small fortress here since the Vikings, first intended to fend them off, and then used by them to protect their settlements. The swine were a highly prized asset, as you can imagine.” 

        We had been served lamb cutlets with new potatoes, Vichy carrots and fresh garden peas, all from the castle’s own orchards. Dehan was engrossed in her food, but looked up to ask, “So when did it come into the possession of the Gordons?” 

        “Oh.” He sipped his claret and smacked his lips. “The earliest record of a Gordon owning the island dates back to the 13th century. In the parish record it is stated that it was a dispute settled by contest of arms, which was won by one Charles Gordon, who fatally wounded his opponent with a blow to the head, thus rendering the estate his in lieu of moneys due.” 

        “They didn’t mess around in those days, huh, Major?” 

        “Quite so. It remained then in the Gordon family for almost seven hundred years, until the 18th century, when they were overtaken by several misfortunes, not least an attack of swine fever which wiped out the pigs on the island and ruined the family. Charles Sr.’s great grandfather, six times over, if you follow me, sold what little possessions he had left and sailed for Boston in 1780 or thereabouts, but it wasn’t until the great drive east, after the Civil War, that Charles, Richard Gordon, began to amass his fortune. He never left Boston, but he invested in cattle farms, mining, gun trafficking… you name it! And by the turn of the century, he was one of the richest men in Boston.” 

        We had finished our main course, except for Dehan, who was picking up the bones and nibbling at them. She caught a glance from Pam and said, “It’s finger-food, right?” 

        Pam looked away and Brown and the maids started clearing the table. Ian got to his feet and spoke loudly over Gordon Sr.’s conversation, forcing him and Sally and Bee to turn and look. His accent seemed to have grown stronger with the wine. 

        “Ut’s late. We need ta be gone. C’mon, Sally, git yer thungs.” 

        Sally turned to him with narrowed eyes. 

        Gordon Sr. boomed, “You have not even finished your meal, man! Can’t you at least wait for coffee?” 

        Ian’s face hardened. “No. We’re gone now. But thanks for a wonderful evening, Charles!” 

        Just for a moment I saw savagery and hatred in his face. Sally sighed, stood and flounced out of the room. Ian looked at us all as though he knew some shocking truth about us and said, “I’ll wish yiz all a good evening!” Then he left, trailing his self-conscious dignity. 

        After he had gone, Pam stood too. “Actually, I’m quite tired myself. I think I’ll turn in.” She did something with her mouth that could not be bothered to be a smile and added, “Night all,” and followed Ian out of the room. 

        Gordon Sr. heaved a big sigh and threw his napkin on the table. “Fine!” he said gracelessly. “If there is to be no entertainment, and my wife is not to attend me, then I too shall bid you all a good night and retire.” He stood and stared at Dehan. “I breakfast and lunch in my chambers, but I shall no doubt see you at dinner tomorrow. Unless of course you care to pay me a visit.” He paused deliberately for a long second, then turned to me, as though pretending to include me in the invitation.  

        I held his eye. “Goodnight, Mr. Gordon.” 

        Unlike Ian, he gathered his dignity about him like robes of office and left the room. 

        Charles Gordon Jr. expostulated breathlessly, “Well!” Then he stammered, “We, we, um, we’re left with our cozy little group then! And, and, and… that’s nice! Who’s for sticky toffee pudding?” 

        We had sticky toffee pudding, which was astonishingly good, and then withdrew to the withdrawing room to have coffee and whiskey, though Bee had cognac. We settled ourselves by the fire, the major, Dehan and myself, armed with generous measures of single malt, while Charles and Bee took their drinks to a small card table near the French windows and played canasta together. 

        The major smiled happily, sipped, smacked his lips and sighed. I looked at Dehan. She was examining her drink and I was wondering how long it would take her to ask. It didn’t take long. She raised her eyes to the major and said, “What did Mrs. Gordon mean when she said some people thought Richard Gordon had been murdered?” 

        He gave a small, comfortable chuckle. “Couldn’t resist it, hey? Well, it was all rather peculiar, to tell the truth. Long time ago now, 1981, I suppose. Old Man Gordon, that’s Charles Jr.’s grandfather, hadn’t long bought the castle. His family were very rich, of course, having made their fortune in the previous century. But his passion, as I told you before, was to return to his roots and reclaim the land that he felt belonged to him and his family by right. When his wife died…” He paused, frowning at the fire, and mumbled half to himself, “Never really sure actually if she died or they divorced, but that’s neither here nor there, really…” He looked back at Dehan and raised his eyebrows. “That’s exactly what he did.” 

        I sipped. “So he bought it in 1980.” 

        “That’s right. Of course, Charles Sr. was only in his early twenties at the time, finishing at university in Boston. He read law, or as you would say, he majored in law, and came out to join his father when he graduated, which must have been ’81 or ’82, I suppose. And what he found was a rather peculiar set up.” 

        Dehan arched her eyebrows. “Peculiar in what way?” 

        “Well, for a start, it seemed that Old Man Gordon was going a bit… odd! He had started researching all the families that lived on the island, looking into their family backgrounds, finding out how long they had lived here and, above all, if any of them were related to him. It became something of an obsession.” 

        I frowned. “Aren’t most people in communities like this related to each other?” 

        He spread his hands. “Well, exactly! But he found one family, the Armstrongs, who were in fact quite closely related, via the mother, who was in fact a Gordon. And he sort of adopted this family.” 

        “Adopted them?” 

        He nodded down at his glass. “To the extent that he was considering putting young Robert Armstrong into his will. As you can imagine, Charles Sr., when he arrived at his new home from university in Boston, was quite alarmed at the situation. His father was talking about ‘raising up’ the Gordons once more and ‘re-empowering’ them. He wanted to reunite the clan…” He shook his head. “All sorts of mad stuff. He had clearly lost the plot, as they say these days, and Charles was understandably worried, as he could see his family’s considerable fortune being squandered on some bizarre project and, frankly, pilfered by unscrupulous people claiming to be related to him.” 

        Dehan shifted in her seat. “So, what happened?” 

        The major sighed. “Well, at first not very much.. Charles begged his father to reconsider his relationship with the Armstrongs, and to put some kind of financial cap on his so-called project, but his father wouldn’t hear of it. He continued to restore the castle…” He waved his hand around. “Forty years ago this was largely a ruin. He restored it and refurnished it with genuine antiques. That, at least, was an investment. But his increasing closeness with young Robert Armstrong, and the vast amounts of money he was spending on him and his mother, that was cause for genuine concern.” He paused, tipping his glass this way and that. “Then things got much more complicated.” 

        I raised an eyebrow and smiled. “More?” 

        “Yes, because Charles Gordon Sr. fell in love.” 

        “Let me guess,” I said. “He fell in love with a girl who was of the wrong social class.” 

        The major looked a little startled. 

        I smiled. “I may be an American, major, but I lived here long enough to learn to distinguish the accents. I know a non-U accent when I hear one. Even if it’s been disguised.” 

        “Oh!” He stammered a moment. “Well, yes, that was precisely it. She was the daughter of the local publican. Very attractive young woman with a very lively personality. Had a sort of saucy wit, if you follow me. And young Charles was quite captivated by her. Absolutely head over heals.” 

        Dehan was watching him with narrowed eyes. “This is…” She pointed vaguely in the direction of the dining room. 

        He nodded, “Pam, yes.” He nodded again. “Well, as you can imagine, Old Man Gordon disapproved violently of the match. He might be sponsoring Robert Armstrong, whom many would consider inappropriate, but at least he was related to the Gordons. But this girl, however delightful she might be, was neither a Gordon nor an appropriate spouse for a Gordon!” 

        Dehan both frowned and smiled at the same time. “I think I know where this is going.” 

        The major chuckled. “Don’t be too quick, Detective. It isn’t as simple as it seems. Nobody knows exactly what happened because Charles Sr. won’t discuss it, but one version of the story goes something like this: 

        “Things came to a head when Old Man Gordon told Charles that if he persisted in his plans to marry Pamela, he would disinherit him and leave his entire fortune to Robert Armstrong. Charles agonized for a full week. He told Pamela he could not see her and he spent seven days either walking the grounds or locked in his room, brooding. Finally, on the seventh day he went and spoke to his father. They spent over an hour discussing the issue, and when Charles came out he was a different man. He was elated. He ran to the kitchen and embraced the cook and the butler and the maids—remember he was an American—and then he dashed off to tell Pam his father had had a change of heart! It was as though a cloud had been lifted from his mind and he had come down to Earth to realize the error of his ways. He gave Charles his blessing to marry whomever he pleased, and he told Charles he would kill the project and contact his brokers immediately to start reinvesting in solid stocks and shares, as he had done for most of his adult life.” 

        “That’s quite a turn around.” 

        The major nodded. “It is. It’s not unheard of, but it was dramatic. And I need hardly say, a huge relief for the entire household.” 

        I nodded. “I can imagine. So, what happened?” 

        “Well.” He sat forward. “That’s where it began to get very strange indeed. Refill?” 

        He went away and came back with the decanter. He refilled our glasses and settled back in his chair. 

        “As I said, Charles had gone straight away to see Pam and tell her the good news. When he’d returned a couple of hours later, he went to see his father, planning to tell him that he and Pam had set a date. He knocked on the door…” 

        Dehan interrupted. “What door?” 

        “Of his study, across the hall, in the tower. He knocked, but there was no reply. When he tried to open the door, he found it locked. This in itself was not unusual, he tended to lock himself in his study when he was working. But he failed to answer when Charles knocked and called to him, despite the fact that, through the window, as he had arrived back home, he had seen his father sitting at his desk.  

        “Concerned that he might be ill, he kicked at the lock several times until he broke it…” He paused and shook his head, gazing at the flames in the fire. “It defied belief. Old Man Gordon was sitting at his desk with a bullet wound in his right temple, and his .38 service revolver lying on the floor beside him. All the windows were locked on the inside, as had been the door.” 

        I frowned. “He committed suicide.” 

        The major nodded several times. “That would be the logical conclusion, and it was what the coroner concluded in the end. But the detective who conducted the initial inquiry was never satisfied. Chap from Scotland Yard, came up because of the high profile of the deceased, and because Charles was convinced from the beginning that something was wrong, and frankly, we haven’t got the forensic know how up here to deal with a complex case.” 

        Dehan asked, “What was it that didn’t satisfy them?” 

        “Well, you must remember that in the 1980s, forensic science was still in its infancy, but this chap, Inspector Henry Green, he thought that the angle of the shot was all wrong. If you shoot yourself in the head, the entry wound should be horizontal, and there should be a great deal of scorching because the muzzle is actually touching the head. But in this case, though his prints were all over the gun, the entry wound was at a slight, forty-five degree angle, and there was no scorching, as though he had held the gun at a distance, and at the height of his hip, which would clearly be impossible. There was also the issue of gunshot residue.” 

        “What about it?” 

        “There was none on his hand.” 

        I frowned and studied my whiskey for a moment. “So the inference was that he had been shot from a sitting or squatting position, at a distance.” 

        “That’s right, but it was clearly impossible because, as I say, the windows were all locked from the inside, as was the door. Charles, as I said, had had to smash the lock when he went in.” 

        Dehan looked at me, frowning and smiling at the same time. “Son of a gun!” She looked back at the major. “And the cops confirmed that the door had been locked…” 

        “Oh yes, you could see very clearly where the latch had burst through the wood.” 

        I said, “You were there?” 

        He nodded. “I was a friend of the family at the time, part-time PA to Old Man Gordon. There was no question but that the door had been locked from the inside.” 

        I smiled. “Secret passages? Secret doors…?” 

        “Not uncommon in these old castles, at all. But the police searched high and low and there was nothing. Two walls give onto the outside, a third onto the entrance hall and the fourth gives onto the ball room.” 

        Dehan gave a little laugh. “A true locked room mystery, whaddya know?” Then she laughed out loud. “This isn’t something you lay on especially for American detective guests?” 

        He chuckled. “A police variation on the Canterville Ghost! No, no! I’m afraid not. That is exactly how it happened. You can read it in the John O’Groats local papers. It also made the national press, briefly. You can probably find the papers in the library.” He pointed behind him at a door in the paneled wall. “Through that door.” 

        Dehan grinned. “I might have a look tomorrow.” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her, then smiled at the major. “We run a cold cases unit in New York. We specialize in unsolved homicides.” I looked back at Dehan, who was still grinning. “But we’re supposed to be on honeymoon, remember?” 

        The major laughed. “Oh dear! I should have kept quiet, shouldn’t I?” Then he shrugged. “But of course, strictly, this is not a cold case. It was closed, as a suicide.” 

        Dehan made a face. “And that’s probably what it was. The absence of GSR and burns may have a perfectly simple explanation. Easier to explain that than how the killer got out of a locked room.” 

        “And an explanation,” I said, setting down my glass, “that we are not going to provide.” I stood. “Come along, Mrs. Stone. I am dead beat.” 

        And we went up, arm in arm, to our ancient, Scottish bedchamber. 
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        We rose early. It’s hard not to when the sky starts lighting up at 2 AM. Dehan luxuriated in her free-standing bath with clawed feet while I showered, shaved and dressed. She wasn’t done by the time I’d finished, so I went down while she soaked. 

        I found Brown in the hall and he told me breakfast was served in the dining room and when I went in, the sideboard was set with coffee and tea, and hotplates loaded with everything you’d expect of a British breakfast: bacon, eggs—scrambled, fried and poached—kidneys, mushrooms, fried tomatoes and pork sausages, plus bread and an electric toaster.  

        I helped myself to some bacon and eggs and some coffee and was sitting down to eat when Charles bustled in. 

        “Ah! Excellent! Good morning!” He gestured at the sideboard with both hands. “I see you found your way to the grub! An Englishman is never served at breakfast! That is true,” he added as he piled food on his plate, “of all Britons, not just Englishmen. Not true, on the other hand, when we go abroad. When in Rome, what!” He sat and didn’t so much start eating as tackle his breakfast. “What are your plans for today?” 

        I sipped my coffee. “Not a lot. Take a walk, explore the island, maybe have lunch at the inn in the village.” 

        “Excellent plan. The grouse is good, as is the duck, though technically not in season.” He laughed. “They claim to have it frozen, but it tastes awfully fresh.”  

        We ate in silence for a moment. Then he dabbed his mouth with his napkin, took his cup of tea and sat back. “I couldn’t help overhearing the major last night, filling you in on our little mystery.” 

        I nodded. “I hope you don’t mind. Dehan—Carmen, my wife—was curious. We work cold cases back in New York, so it tickled her curiosity.” 

        “Not at all. My father always swore Grandfather had been murdered, and the chap from Scotland yard… um…” 

        “Inspector Henry Green.” 

        He glanced at me. “Yes, how clever of you to remember.” 

        “I knew him.” 

        “Good lord! What a coincidence!” 

        I shrugged. “Not really. I was there for a year and a half. We did a kind of exchange program. While you guys were trying to make your policing methods more American, Giuliani was trying to make New York policing more British.” I smiled. “Our crime stats went down and yours went up. I spent some time at Scotland Yard. They moved me around a couple of times and I got to know a few people. Henry was one of them. He was a good detective. Very intuitive, but he always followed up with sound methodology.” 

        He was staring at me with wide eyes. “How fascinating,” he said, then blinked. “Well, he was inclined to agree with father, that there had been foul play. But realistically…” He shook his head. “It was simply impossible that there was anybody else in the room with him.” 

        I smiled. “Eliminate the impossible, my dear Watson, and whatever is left is the truth.” 

        “Ah, quite so, Holmes! Yes indeed!” 

        Dehan appeared in jeans and a white T-shirt with her hair tied in a ponytail. She grabbed a slice of toast and a black coffee standing up and spoke with her mouth full. “You weady, big gumph?” 

        I smiled at Charles. “Big Gumph, that’s me. You see why I married her.” 

        He laughed politely. “There is, if you’re in the mood for exploring, a rather splendid stone circle over to the west, near the edge of the cliffs—do please be careful!—and magnificent views of Hoy and Flota, the islands, you know.” 

        Dehan drained her cup. “Sounds just about perfect.” 

        We stepped out through the French windows in the drawing room onto the ancient stone terrace. All traces of the threatened storm seemed to have disappeared, except the close, humid warmth. The sky was an intense, rich blue. There were no clouds, and swallows circled and swooped around the house like World War Two Spitfires in the Battle of Britain.  

        Dehan pointed and we moved down the broad steps, touched with green here and there where lichen and moss grew in the cracks between the stones, and started across the lawn toward a gap in the hedgerow that grew where the wall had crumbled, at some distant point in time. 

        We squeezed through the gap and found ourselves on a broad expanse of grassland that waved and swayed gently in the northerly breeze. In the distance we could see the dark blue of the ocean, hazy with morning mist, and just visible through that haze was the low, dark form of the Isle of Hoy, as Charles had said. I nodded in that direction. 

        “That’s west. Let’s go see those stones.” 

        The grass was deep, up to our knees, and beneath it the ground was uneven, with thick clumps of moss, small rocks and depressions. We picked our way slowly, and in the humid heat we were soon perspiring. Aside from the occasional lazy bumblebee, it was very quiet. Dehan looked down as she walked and thrust her hands in her back pockets. I had a hunch what was coming. 

        “Eliminate the impossible,” she said, “and whatever is left is the truth.” 

        “That’s what the man said.” 

        “So, in the case of Old Man Gordon, what’s impossible is that he was murdered.” She glanced at me and raised an eyebrow. “Right?” 

        “The trick, my dear Dehan, is to know what is impossible. You might equally argue that it is impossible for him to have committed suicide. In this case, Holmes’ adage helps us naught.” 

        She grunted. We had reached a small rise and I stopped to look at the view. It was vast. Now I could see small, dense mountains of dark cloud above the mist on the northern rim of the world. The storm had not gone away, it had merely backed up for a good charge. I inhaled a deep breath, savoring the rich smell of sweet grasses, lavender and ozone. 

        Dehan turned to watch me, squinting in the bright sunlight. “So we can say, he must have been murdered because it is impossible that he shot himself at that angle, and also that he didn’t get powder burns or GSR; or, it is impossible that he was murdered because there is no way that anybody could have been inside the room and left, leaving everything locked from the inside. So, it is impossible to eliminate the impossible, because everything is impossible.” 

        “Precisely.”  

 I stepped down from the small mound and we kept walking. 

        “So, given that we have two incompatible impossibilities, which one do we eliminate?” 

        “Well, as I said, Little Grasshopper, in this case Holmes’ adage doesn’t help us. We need to do it the other way around. Here we are faced with two apparent impossibilities. So what we need to do is not eliminate the impossible, but include the possible.” 

        That silenced her for about five minutes, during which I spotted, about three hundred yards away, the circle of standing stones. It was weird enough to send a small army of frozen ants crawling up my arms and up my back. 

        They stood maybe three hundred yards from the edge of the cliff. There were twelve of them, tall, maybe fourteen feet high, slender and irregular in shape, slightly pointed and smoky gray, patched here and there with dark green and black lichen. I paused to stare at them. Dehan stopped too. 

        “They look like twelve druids turned to stone.” 

        “They are at least five thousand years old. Who the hell put them there, Dehan? And what for?” 

        “They are so remote, Stone…” She turned to smile at me, aware of the odd synchronicity, but unable to put it into words. “We’ll never know, and even if we found out, it probably wouldn’t make any sense to us. That’s a true mystery.” She turned back to the stones. “In a situation like that, how do you eliminate the impossible?” 

        I nodded. “Each one of those stones must weight twenty or thirty tons. I wonder where they brought them from, and how.” 

        She grinned. “You’re not going to go all Mulder and Scully on my ass again, are you, Stone? It was built by aliens who used magnetic stone power.” She came up to me laughing on unsteady feet and flung her arms around me. “You got some magnetic Stone power, big guy!” 

        We moved on and slowly the ground leveled off and became flatter, and we began to hear an eerie moan where the breeze played among the megaliths. We moved in among them and Dehan touched them with her hands, as though she might be able to absorb their secrets somehow through her open palms.  

        “These are your ancestors,” she said suddenly. 

        “I am not literally descended from stones, Dehan.” 

        “You know what I mean.” She turned to face me. “Your ancestors did this. You have an actual, physical connection with the men who made these circles. If not this particular one, another one in these islands. He knew how, he knew why and what for, and his genetic code is in your blood. That’s pretty deep, Stone.” 

        I nodded. “And Old Man Gordon felt that with a passion.” 

        She leaned her back against the rock and slid down until she was sitting on the mossy grass. She plucked a stem of grass and examined it. “It’s powerful stuff for some people: heritage, blood, land, identity. They are all tied together and some people will kill and die for it. It has some kind of, almost…” She raised her eyes to look at me. “An almost mystical power. It’s as strong as religion. Hell! Half the time it’s tied up with religion.” She pointed at the rocks around us. “This is some kind of temple, right?” 

        I sat next to her. The stone was warm against my back. “There is a school of thought that says that Ceres, the goddess of the harvest and fertility, possibly the oldest divinity of them all, circle, church and kirk, all have the same etymological root. It’s all the same word, and that the ancient Indo-European goddess of fertility, life, death and the harvest was worshipped in circles like these.” 

        We were quiet for a while, looking out at the misty blue sea. Then she asked, “So a man driven by such a deep, passionate love of his land, his island, his history and roots…” She picked another long stalk of grass and looked at it. “His son basically betrays him. Or at least he feels that his son has betrayed him, forced him somehow to abandon his dream of recapturing the ancient glory of the Gordons. He is wrenched, torn between his love for his son and his dream for his little island kingdom. His son leaves to tell the good news to his girl, and the old man takes his revolver and shoots himself.” 

        She went quiet. Then after a moment, she held out her right arm to her side, over my legs, with the hand curled awkwardly back, as though she were trying to aim a gun at herself.  

        “Usually,” she went on, “when people try to shoot themselves in the temple, the autonomic reflex makes them move their hand at the last second, so they end up blowing off the top of their heads but they don’t kill themselves at all. They just make a real bad mess. Also the recoil is hard to control, even when you have the gun pressed up close. I’m having real trouble trying to understand why a man who takes that step, who decides to shoot himself, would hold the gun in such an awkward position.” 

        I nodded, chewing my lip. “And in that position, the recoil would have been impossible to control, so how he hit the target is another mystery all on its own. But in any case, Dehan, the motive for suicide simply isn’t there.” I picked a long stalk of grass with a spear of corn at the top and beat her gently on the head with it. “This man who, according to your theory, was driven to suicide because his son insisted on marrying beneath his class, as a Gordon, was more than happy to disinherit his son and had almost adopted another boy from the village. His passion was not his son, it was this island, the castle, the village, the whole Gordon package. It is hard to imagine that man being driven to suicide because his son married the wrong side of the tracks.” 

        “So that is two strokes against suicide.” 

        “Dehan?” 

        “What?” 

        “What are you doing?” 

        She gave a girly giggle which should have been totally out of character but wasn’t, rested her head on my shoulder and said, “Ah, you know, just playing detective.” Then she added in a mock French accent, “Exersahzing zee little gray cells, ’Estings!” 

        I fingered her hair absently while I gazed at the horizon. “It’s a pretty little mystery, I’ll grant you that.” 

        “One thing would clinch it…” 

        She slid down so her head was on my lap and she was squinting up into my face. I smiled down at her and said, “The handkerchief.” 

        She frowned. “My god, you are a freak. You do read minds.” 

        I laughed. “It stands to reason.” 

        “The only way he could have avoided GSR on his hand is if he’d had a handkerchief or something similar over his hand and his sleeve. Is that what you were thinking?” 

        “Yup. It fell off after he shot himself and was lying on the floor. It was disregarded as evidence because nobody thought it was important.” 

        I made a face and shook my head. “I don’t believe, Dehan, there was any such handkerchief. If he wanted to avoid GSR on his hand, his only motive for that would be to frame somebody. If he was going to do that, he would have left a door or a window open and planted some kind of evidence. But what was done was exactly the contrary. There is no attempt to frame anybody here, unless the person being framed is Gordon. We can check the newspaper reports from the time and see if there are any crime scene photographs, but we’ll find there was no handkerchief or anything of the sort. This was a murder set up to look like a suicide, not the other way around.” 

        She sat up and got on her knees in one fluid movement. “So you do think it was a murder.” 

        I nodded. “I have never had any doubt.” 

        She spread her hands and shook her head in a silent question. 

        I echoed her gesture. “It was too impossible. It couldn’t be impossible that it was both murder
and suicide, could it?
That only happens if somebody is managing the scene. And the scene was managed in such a way that, after scratching your head, you have to conclude it was suicide…”  

 I shrugged. 

        She nodded. “So it had to be murder. Totally circumstantial, Stone, but I agree with you. The suicide is the impossible.” Then she frowned like she had a headache. “But…” 

        I laughed, got to my feet and pulled her up. “Come on, this was just a little gray cells exercise, remember? What do you say we head for the village and have a traditional pub lunch?” 

        “I say you are a wise man, Sensei. Lead on.” 
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FIVE


   

        We were approaching the hedge and wall that encircled the castle, on our way to the only road on the island, intending to follow it for the half mile down to the village and the pub, when we saw, about three or four hundred yards away, Bee, sitting on some of the wall’s fallen stones, looking out at the landscape. She was wearing a flimsy white summer dress and a large, white hat with a broad blue ribbon around it. She spotted us approaching and waved, and we made our way toward her. As we drew closer she waved again and called, “Halloo! Hallo, you two! What a glorious morning! Where have you been? I demand you tell me!” 

        She beamed at us and Dehan laughed. “We went to the stones. What are you doing out here?” 

        She rolled her eyes and raised her hands in mock despair. “Oh, I simply had to get out! I couldn’t take that woman for another moment!” 

        I didn’t ask because I didn’t really want to know. Dehan did because she did. “Which woman would that be, Bee?” 

        “Well, there is only one.” 

        “There were two last night.” 

        Bee raised a baleful eyebrow. “Oh, you mean that appalling Sally. No, she is not a guest at the castle, not, at least, in the conventional sense. I refer to Pamela.” 

        “You two not pals, huh?” 

        “My dear, you have a gift for understatement. I despise the woman and she has the cheek to despise me back.” 

        In spite of myself, I frowned and asked, “Isn’t that how it normally works?” 

        “Oh, my dear boy, how delightfully American of you. Give me a hand down, will you, I’ll walk you to the gate.” 

        I handed her down from the rock she was sitting on and she took my arm. We began to walk and Bee smiled at Dehan. “You chose well. My mother used to tell us, ‘Only marry a man if you feel safe on his arm, otherwise he’ll turn out to be queer or a sissy.’ That’s what they call ‘gay’ these days, and of course it’s all the rage. But when I was young, we wanted men to be men.”  

        I smiled and changed the subject. “You have a sister.” 

        She smiled up at me. “Had. She died.” 

        “I’m sorry.” 

        “It was many years ago. Oh…” She paused and looked up at the sky, calculating. A warm breeze moved her dress and her hair in a sudden gust, and suddenly I could feel the storm in the air. “Oh, it must be nearly forty years ago.” We started walking again. “She was engaged to Charles.” 

        Dehan came around and took Bee’s other arm. “Bee, do you mean that your sister was engaged to Charles Gordon Sr.?” 

        “Oh yes. Old Man Gordon was all for it, even though we weren’t clan, because they’d be marrying into the aristocracy, albeit minor aristocracy. Would have been the cherry on the cake for him. The title is hereditary, you see. We’ve held it since we backed the Tudors against Richard. It would have given him a legitimacy he could not have dreamt of otherwise.” 

        “So what happened?” 

        “Maggie, that was my sister, Lady Margaret Butterworth, went out to Boston during his last year at university. Then she came back and he followed after he’d graduated. She was terribly in love with him. He is, after all, a rather fascinating man, isn’t he?” 

        Dehan smiled noncommittally. “She was older than you.” 

        “I was a mere slip of a girl back then. Barely twelve years old when they met. But even then I was aware of his intensity, the sheer power of the man. He was like his father, but more so. His father could never control him, you know.” She sighed. “To Charles it was only ever a marriage of convenience. But to poor Maggie, he was the love of her life. She was besotted.” 

        We were approaching the end of the wall. Around the corner were the gate and the driveway. Dehan was frowning and there was almost a sense of urgency to her questions. 

        “So when did he meet Pamela?” 

        “Well!” She said it as though it were self explanatory. “Imagine! Accustomed to Boston and New York, moving to live on Gordon’s Soma, he was out of his mind with boredom. He spent some time in London, but his father wanted him by his side. He wanted to infuse him with the same insane passion that he felt for this godforsaken lump of rock.” She sighed again. “But Charles never felt it, and besides, he was a rebel at heart. I believe he would have done anything at all to defy his father. So he began to frequent the pub, where you are about to have lunch, and there he met Pam. She was the publican’s daughter. She was very different back then, I can tell you!” 

        We had reached the corner and Bee drew to a halt. 

        Dehan asked, “Different in what way?” 

        Bee burst out laughing. “Well, for a start she was amusing! She was a very, very naughty girl! She and Charles used to get up to all sorts of outrageous things. She was a hoot! I was really quite fond of her back then. She was just that bit older than me but quite anarchic and, honestly, my recollection of her was that she was always laughing. Always had this mischievous, outrageous twinkle in her eye. And then…” She spread her hands. “Then Charles, foolish, foolish Charles went and ruined everything by falling in love with her.” 

        I was intrigued in spite of my better judgment. “How did that ruin everything if he was in love with her, and she was in love with him?” 

        She looked at me with big, round blue eyes. “Dear boy, she was not in love with him. She was just having fun. She never for a moment believed that it would lead anywhere. She was the publican’s daughter, for heaven’s sake! He, even though he was an American, was to all intents and purposes the Laird—the Lord of the Manor. She fully expected that they’d have their summer of shagging and then he’d be on his merry way. Instead of that, he proposed to her!” 

        I raised an eyebrow. “A fairy tale…” 

        “Precisely! And it only works in fairy tales. Suddenly this happy-go-lucky live wire was presented with the chance of becoming the lady of the manor. Her life was turned upside down. Of course she went for it, but all her priorities changed overnight. Suddenly she was concerned with appearances, form, manners, behavior!” She grunted. “By the time they were married, she had become the stuck up old prig she is now.” 

        I made a face and nodded. “A cautionary tale.” 

        “Indeed.” 

        Dehan asked, “So, if you don’t mind me asking, what happened to your sister?” 

        She took a deep breath. “She was a frail little thing. Delicate constitution, you know. She became very depressed and died within a few months. They said she died of a broken heart. I think that’s all tosh and nonsense. I believe she topped herself and Daddy hushed it up.” 

        Dehan narrowed her eyes. “Topped herself?” 

        I said, “Committed suicide.” 

        “Wow…” 

        Before she could say any more, Bee flapped her hand. “Never had much sympathy, really. It’s a harsh world, Carmen. If you’re not strong you go down. That’s the way it is.” She grinned. “I knew he’d grow tired of Pam before very long, so I hung around in the wings and waited for him to notice me. It didn’t take long.” Dehan’s jaw dropped and Bee started to laugh. “That is why Pam can’t stand me. Stupid woman should be grateful I’ve taken him off her hands.” 

        She patted my arm. “I shan’t keep you any longer. You take your lovely wife to lunch. But take my advice, Mr. Stone, don’t let that rake near her. He is insatiable!” 

        She turned and made her way up the drive toward the house, with a saucy swing to her hips. We watched her a moment, then Dehan took my arm and we started down the road toward the village. 

        “Can you believe that woman?” 

        “I think she’s a gas. The world needs more people like that.” 

        “You could be right. But what a set up, Stone…” 

        “I know what you were doing, Dehan.” 

        “What?” Her face was a picture of innocence.  

        “You were fishing for motives.” 

        She looked away, frowning. “No, I wasn’t. Not as such.” 

        “And you didn’t find one. Bee’s resentment for her sister’s death, if she felt any, would have been directed entirely toward Charles, not his father. If anything, she would have felt some sympathy with his father.” 

        “You’re getting into this as much as I am, you fraud. OK, so she has no apparent motive to kill the dad. But if the son is a rake, who’s to say that was not learned behavior, or hereditary? And if the dad was as much a rake as the son, then maybe he upset somebody on the island.” 

        I made a face that was skeptical. “You’re speculating.” 

        “Yeah, but we’re not on a case, Detective Stone, and we are not going to arrest anybody, so I can speculate if I want to.” 

        “In that case, it is possible.” 

        We had entered among the trees, mostly tall, whispering pines that seemed to arch over the road like the nave of a cathedral. There was a soft, green light in the air and our voices acquired a muted echo. I took hold of Dehan’s arm and stopped her gently. She smiled at me. 

        I said, “Don’t make any sudden movements. Very gently turn around and look.” 

        Through the pines I could see a glade, dense with ferns maybe three or four feet high. A shaft of sunlight was leaning in through the canopy above and, caught in its beam, there was a stag with great, spreading antlers, motionless, watching us. It was a scene of perfect beauty and it made Dehan gasp. The quick intake of breath alarmed the stag and it turned and bolted, leaping through the ferns until it had vanished among the trees. 

        She didn’t say anything. We walked on in silence, going ever down, deeper into the woods without speaking until after twenty minutes or so we came upon the first house, an old stone cottage with flowerpots suspended beside the door, set back a little from the road. After that, the houses became more numerous and the woods fell back until we came to a large clearing with a green, a post office, a grocery store, and an inn.  

        The inn was half timbered with a red slate roof and a tall, red brick chimney. A sign swinging outside proclaimed that it was the Gordon Arms. We pushed open the door, a bell clanged, and the warm sound of conversation greeted us, along with the good smell of roasting meat and baking pies. 

        There were a few men at the bar drinking dark brown beer with no froth. I leaned on the counter and the publican, a cheerful, round-faced man in his forties grinned at me and said, “What’ll it be, sir?” 

        “Two pints of best, and we’d like to have lunch.” 

        “Nay problem. Thus the dining room though thar. I’ll bring yer pints to yiz.” 

        I followed the direction he’d pointed in through an open door into a long room with a large, open fireplace and a dozen tables set with cutlery. Only one of them was occupied. It was occupied by a woman who sat staring at us. She attempted to smile, but failed. 

        Dehan came up beside me. “Hello, Mrs. Gordon,” she said. “Are you having lunch here? Would you like to join us?” 

        Pamela opened her mouth, then closed it again. 

        “No… I mean, I am not having lunch. I just stepped in for a quick drink and wanted to get away from the…” She waved her hand at the public bar next door. Then she tried to smile again. “I’ll join you for a drink, then I’ll leave you to your lunch. I had better get back. Charles will be wondering…” She trailed off, then gestured at the chairs opposite her. “Won’t you join me?” 

        As we sat, Dehan went straight in. With a bright smile she said, “We bumped into Bee on the way down here.” 

        Pam sighed and looked away. “That woman!” 

        I said, “Have you known her long?” 

        “Forever!” She said it with feeling. “It feels that way, anyway.” 

        Dehan nodded, with big innocent eyes. “Were you at school together?” 

        Pam laughed without humor. “Gosh, no. I went to the local comprehensive. Lady Bee went to Benenden.” 

        Dehan frowned and shook her head. “What is that? Local comprehensive and Benenden?” 

        I let Pam explain. She sighed and there was a whiff of condescension about her. “Comprehensive school. What you would call state school. And Benenden is the private girls school that little aristocrats go to, to learn to be proper ladies.” 

        There was no mistaking the vitriol in her voice. 

        “Oh.” Dehan glanced at me. “I hope my question wasn’t intrusive…” 

        Pam shook her head and sighed. “No, sorry, you weren’t to know…” The barkeep came in with our pints, handed us the menu he had under his arm, and Pam said, “Bring me another G&T, would you, Len?” 

        “Comin’ right up, Pam!” 

        He went away and she flopped back in her seat. “It just gets so wearing sometimes. Keeping up the pretense. I tell you, sometimes I think, if I could turn the clock back and do it all again…” 

        Dehan nodded, smiling ruefully. “I hear you. I tell you.” She pointed at Pam across the table. “Sister, you can get it right a million times, but you only need to fuck up once to regret it all your life.” 

        Pam seemed to thaw. Her smile became more human. “You got that right. But you know? The biggest mistakes? The ones you will definitely regret all your life? They’re the ones where you are not true to yourself. It sounds cynical, but it’s true: you let somebody else down and that’s bad. You’ll regret that. But let yourself down and you will pay for it your whole life long!” 

        I made a face and nodded a lot. “That sounds like wisdom. I’ll drink to that.” 

        I raised my glass to her and pulled off a long draught while she watched me curiously.  

        Dehan took a long pull, then wiped her mouth on the back of her arm and looked at me wide-eyed. “Man! That is something else! This is beer?” She held up the glass in front of her face and said with feeling, “Where have you been all my life?” 

        Pam burst out laughing. I did too, but as my laughter subsided, Pam laughed more. It was as though Dehan had opened a valve with her sudden expostulation, and Pam covered her mouth with her hand and squealed a strange, half strangled outburst. Dehan joined in and I sat and watched them both, smiling to myself and shaking my head.  

        Then Dehan was leaning across the small table, gripping Pam’s arms, repeating, “This is beer? They’ve been lying to me all my life! Man! I just died and went to Scotland!” 

        She leaned back with a foolish grin on her face, chuckling and watching Pam through hooded eyes, while Pam wiped hers and said, “Oh! I’m sorry! I don’t know what came over me. I haven’t laughed like that… I can’t remember since when.” 

        Dehan’s expression changed. There was just a hint of compassion in her eyes. “Too long,” she said, and then, “Say, what’s so important? Join us for lunch.” 

        After a moment, she smiled and turned to me. “Do you mind? You’re on your honeymoon with this lovely lady. I don’t want to intrude…” 

        “You’re not intruding,” I said.  

        Dehan added, “Please, stay, and tell us all about yourself, your castle, your life…” 
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        We didn’t have duck or pheasant because they were not in season and it just didn’t feel right, so we had steak and kidney pie instead. It was home made and superb. So while Dehan continued with her Oscar winning performance as a vivacious, lovable bad girl from the Bronx, soul sister to her Orkney Isles counterpart, I concentrated on my luncheon and listened. It started with an innocent question. Dehan speared a roast potato, paused and shook her head. 

        “I love this place, Pam. When you work cold cases, homicides in the Bronx, this is like paradise. But I have to ask you, don’t you get bored? I mean, too much paradise is like too much of anything. There are only so many times you can go and marvel at the standing stones.” 

        Pam heaved a huge sigh. “You have no idea.” She turned and gazed out the window, ignoring the food in front of her. When she next spoke, her accent had slipped slightly and there was more than a hint of her brogue trying to get through. 

        “Can I be really honest with you? I know this is kind of crazy, and maybe it’s because I’ve had a couple of G&Ts already, but I feel you’ll understand.” 

        Dehan reached across the table again and covered her hand. “Hey, Pam, a couple of weeks and we’ll be gone. What you tell us, stays right here, with us.” 

        It didn’t make a lot of sense, but it sounded good and it was what Pam wanted to hear. She squeezed Dehan’s hand and let the gin do the talking.  

        “When I met Charles—I mean, I wouldn’t say a word against him, he’s my husband—but when I met him it was totally different. We were just having a laugh, you know? He’d come over from America for a holiday, and straight away he’d come to the pub, sometimes he’d even have his luggage with him, you know? Like, it was on his way to the house, he had to pass by, so he’d stop. And before you knew it, we was gassing and hooting and he was a right laugh, so he was.”  

        She paused, looking at Dehan, studying her face. When she spoke again, her expression was almost apologetic. 

        “I didn’t talk like this back then. I had the local accent. He didn’t care. He liked it. He said it was sexy. It was funny.” She glanced at me, then back at Dehan. “Happy days. But be careful what you wish for, right?”  

        She paused again. I ate and waited. 

        Dehan said, “What did you wish for?” 

        She sighed. “The stupid thing is, I wasn’t in love with him. He was a gas. He was real good fun. But I would not have dreamt in a million years of marrying him.” She sat up, wide-eyed, and spread her hands. “But then the daft git went and proposed! He was a fucking millionaire, for fuck’s sake! A multi-multi-multi millionaire! And I didn’t even own the house I was living in! What was I supposed to do?”  

        She slumped back in her chair. “At first I was going to tell him no. It was crazy. It was too much. I was actually scared of what would happen, of how much things would change. But my dad got really angry with me, and some of my friends. They were all thinking, you know, how it would benefit them. And in the end I was weak and I kidded myself it was a dream come true. When really what it was, was the beginning of a fucking nightmare.” 

        Dehan took a long pull on her beer and smacked her lips. “How come? I mean, I get he’s a bit eccentric.” She grinned. “Maybe a bit of a drama queen. But a nightmare? You’re rich, you can do whatever you like, can’t you?” 

        She shook her head. “The first thing he had me do, as soon as we were married, was change everything about myself: the way I dressed, the way I talked, the way I behaved, all my friends, I had to stop seeing my family so often. In exchange, they were shipped off to the mainland and put up in a big house with a monthly allowance, but I got to see them only once a year, in the week before Christmas. He completely isolated me and he completely erased the woman he said he had fallen in love with, to replace her with…” She gestured at herself. “This!” She shrugged. “Now, how does that make any sense? Why? Why did he marry me in the first place, if he wanted a different woman?” 

        Dehan shook her head. “People can be weird like that. Was it a power thing? Was he proving that he owned you?” 

        I couldn’t stop myself. I said, “Was he punishing his father?” 

        She sighed and shrugged. “Probably all of the above. I wasn’t a Gordon. We were originally from the mainland. My mum and dad came over when I was a wee baby, to run the pub. So as far as Old Man Gordon was concerned, I didn’t even exist. Well, he may as well have been right, because his son set about systematically erasing me.” 

        Dehan grunted. “That sucks, Pam. I can see why you’re mad at him.” 

        Pam snorted. “That was just the start of it. We got married just a week after his father died. It was like he couldn’t wait. He went kind of crazy. And where before he was wild, after his father was killed he became kind of eccentric, you know? He became arrogant and all kind of superior, where he had never been like that before. It was as though, now that his dad was dead, he had to take over from him. He insisted I had to be the ‘Laird’s wife’ and behave and speak appropriately. He even kind of anglicized his own accent.” She paused, staring at the tabletop, ignoring her untouched food in front of her. “But the worst thing of all, after I had done all that, after all the sacrifices I had made for him, the worst thing was when he started having his affairs.” 

        Dehan froze, like she hadn’t known all along. “Oh,” she said, and then, “Bee?” 

        Pam nodded. “Among many others. But Bee was special. It’s complicated.” She sighed, rubbed her eyes and suddenly the not-quite-perfect cut glass accent was back. “I’m sorry. You don’t want to hear all this. I am intruding on your honeymoon and it’s unforgivable of me.” 

        “Hey, come on. You think I didn’t notice?” Dehan leaned her elbows on the table and looked her in the eye. “Us girls have to look out for each other.” She glanced at me and grinned. “No offence, Stone, man. But you understand, right?” 

        I raised an eyebrow at her that said she was overdoing the act. “Hey, I’m just sittin’ here groovin’ with my pie, sista.”  

        She told me with a wink that she didn’t give a damn, she was having fun. I kept on eating and she turned back to Pam. “It was pretty damn clear last night that CG Sr. was being a pain in the ass, and you’d had enough.” 

        Pam nodded. There was something tragic about the way she did it. “Sally is his latest. Women seem to find him fascinating for some reason. It must be the combination of his wealth, his power and his total lack of inhibitions.” She sighed, picked up her fork and prodded her food. “He was engaged to Bee’s sister, you know. She died a few months after he broke it off with her. Most of her friends and family suspected suicide, but nothing was ever proved. You’d think Bee would hate him, wouldn’t you? But instead she stepped right into her sister’s shoes and became his long-term lover.” 

        Her eyes drifted toward the window and for a moment she looked as though she was going to make a move to leave again. Dehan preempted her. 

        “So what was the old man like? You must have known him quite well. Did you get on?” 

        She kept looking at the window, but she smiled. “Oddly enough, we did got on. He was all right.” She blinked and turned to look at Dehan. “He was what he was. D’you know what I mean? He didn’t pretend to be anything but the arrogant, ruthless, obsessed bastard that he was.” 

        “So you did know him well?” 

        “Oh, aye.” Her accent was slipping again. “He used to come to the inn, often on a Sunday for a Sunday roast. Part of his act as the Laird, you know, mixing with the riff-raff, staying connected with ‘his subjects’. I used to tease him. I was a shameless flirt back then. I’d make him laugh and more than once he bought me a drink. Aye, we got on OK. 

        “When his son proposed to me, he came out straight and told me. You’re not right for him, and he’ll not make you happy. And he was right, God bless him. I wish I’d listened.” 

        I said, “Did you resent him for saying that?” 

        She shook her head. Then she hesitated and made a face. “Not at first. I agreed. But then, as everybody started pressuring me, and forcing me to change my mind, then I did, a bit.” 

        Dehan pointed to her glass. “One for the road?” 

        “Ah, go on then. It’s good to get all this crap off my chest, I can tell you. I’ve never spoken to anyone about it. You should be a fucking psychologist. I tell you, you have a gift.” She smiled at me. “Hasn’t she?” 

        “She has that, Pam. No question.” 

        Dehan smiled. “So, come on, level with me. Your husband is convinced that his father was murdered. You hinted at that last night. So what do you really think?” 

        She shook her head. “Nah, that’s nonsense. I was just winding him up. It is so typical of him, shifting the blame. He killed his father, with his arrogance, with his ruthlessness. The old man had a dream, let him have his dream! We could have been lovers. He was not in love with me, and I was not in love with him. We could have just had the occasional shag and let it run its course. He could have married Bee’s sister, or some rich Gordon from Scotland or America, who would have suited him better. But he had to stick it to his dad, hurt him, humiliate him. And also, he wanted a woman he could control and shape and possess!” She shook her head. “No, he killed his dad the same way he killed Margaret. He broke their hearts, but rather than admit it and take responsibility for what he’s done, he says it was murder. Who? Who would murder the old man? And what for?” 

        I had finished the pie. I laid down my knife and fork and drained my pint of bitter, then suggested, “A jilted lover?” 

        She looked surprised. Len appeared smiling at Dehan’s side. 

        “Everything OK? Are we happy?” 

        I made a face of contentment. “I’m happy, Len, but you know what would make me delirious? Some Stilton cheese and the best local single malt you have.” 

        He made a face that was conspiratorial. “Ooh,” he said. “We have some fine whuskeys in the Orkneys. No doot aboot that. I’ve a ten year old Highland Park there that’ll have yiz singin’ your heart oot afore the afternoon’s done. Ut’s the northernmost distillery in the world, so it is, and one of the oldest and the finest. Started as an illegal still in Orkney by one Magnus Eunson in 1790. A priest by day and a smuggler by night, God bless his heart.” 

        I raised an eyebrow at him. “Who do I have to kill to get some?” 

        He laughed. “Nerry a soul. I’ll bring yiz a dram right away.” 

        Dehan raised a hand. “Make it two.” She pointed at Pam, who shook her head and Len went away with our plates. I was wondering how I could subtly reintroduce the question without sounding as though I was prying, but Pam didn’t need reminding.  

        “He wasn’t like his son in that way. He had a lover, but he didn’t cheat, he was in love with his castle, his family, his fantasy.” 

        Len returned with a slab of Stilton, a bottle of Highland Park single malt and two shot glasses. He winked at me. “I’ll leave yiz the bottle, save mah legs havin’ ta keep runnin’ back an’ forth!” 

        He left again and Dehan poured while I helped myself to some cheese. While I cut, I asked Pam, “Who was his lover? Was she a Gordon too?” 

        She shook her head. “No, I don’ think so...” 

        “What happened to her?” 

        “I don’t know...” 

        “And you? Are you from one of the clans?” 

        She didn’t answer. Instead she said, “I mean, you’d think he’d have been concerned about interbreeding. I mean, I know clan is not the same as family. It’s not exactly genetic, but even so, it’s got to be healthy to mix, at least with other clans, don’t you think?” 

        She had been sipping steadily at her G&T on an empty stomach, and suddenly she looked as though gin might be mixing with all the emotions Dehan was stirring up, and going to her head. But something in what she’d said made me curious. 

        I frowned. “Did he have plans to marry again?” 

        She stood suddenly. “I don’t know. Look, I had better go. I think I need to lie down.” She smiled at Dehan and gripped her arm. “Thank you. See you at dinner.” And she walked out on unsteady legs. Dehan got up and moved around to sit facing me in the chair Pam had just vacated. She was quiet for a moment, looking out the window. I saw her narrow her eyes, I heard a car start up and move away up the hill, and then Dehan looked at me and made a face. 

        “You touched a nerve, partner.” 

        I nodded. “This is damn fine whiskey and damn fine cheese.” 

        She nodded. “Agreed.” She cut a slice and sat eating it. Then she drained her glass. “Man, that is good.” She refilled us both and pointed at me. “You have a theory, don’t you?” 

        I nodded. “I have a theory that we are on our honeymoon and outside our jurisdiction.” 

        She started a little singsong, like a school kid, with a silly grin on her face, holding her glass. “You have a theory, you have a theory.” 

        “Shut up, Dehan.” 

        “Not till you tell me your theory.” 

        I drained my shot and cut more cheese while she refilled it. Finally I smiled. 

        “Fine, but it is only preliminary, OK?” 

        “Cool…” 

        I took a deep breath. 
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SEVEN


   

        An hour later I asked Len to get us a cab to take us up to the castle and he told us Bobby had a car he sometimes used as an unofficial taxi service, there being no actual taxis on the island. We paid up, he went to make a call and we went to wait outside. There was a wooden bench beside a couple of troughs brimming over with flowers and we sat there, feeling sleepy in the afternoon sun. It was probably only in the high sixties or low seventies, but the humidity was high and it made the afternoon sultry and sleepy. Dehan rested her head on my shoulder and as I yawned, I noticed two people outside the post office. 

        It was Dr. Cameron and his wife, Sally, standing beside a new Volvo having what was turning from a heated conversation in harsh whispers to an out and out row. Suddenly she turned away from him, moved to the back of her car and opened the trunk, obscuring him from my view. Then she marched into the grocery store beside the post office and I heard him shout, “Don’t you walk away from me when I’m talking to you!” 

        He came into view moving toward the door just as Sally emerged again, carrying two boxes, one on top of another, loaded with groceries. He spoke to her savagely, but too quiet to hear what he was saying. She ignored him and put the stuff in the trunk, then turned and went back into the shop. He went after her and I wondered whether I should go over and make sure she was OK. But a few seconds later, she reemerged carrying four plastic bags filled with more groceries, and him still trailing behind her, still speaking savagely, but now stabbing the air with his finger for emphasis, even though she couldn’t see him. 

        She dumped the stuff in the trunk and closed it, then turned to face him. She cut him dead and spoke loud enough for me to hear. 

        “Leave me alone, Ian! Maybe ten, maybe eleven, maybe tomorrow. The answer is, I don’t know! Do you understand that? Can you understand that? I-don’t-know! Now leave me alone!” 

        She walked around the car to the driver’s side and opened the door. He went after her at a run, pulling at her shoulder, speaking louder now, “Ye can’t do this! It’s wrong, fer God’s sake! Sally!” 

        She spun and her face was flushed. She half yelled at him, “Leave me alone, Ian! Or so help me God, I’ll…” 

        She didn’t finish telling him what she’d do. She climbed in the car and drove away at speed, toward the castle. He shouted after her, but she couldn’t have heard him. After that, he turned and stormed into the post office, slamming the door behind him. 

        A moment later an old Ford Mondeo rolled up and a man in his fifties with a face like a granite cliff and eyes like a couple of icebergs climbed out and looked at me. “Yous the Americans gone up’t Castle?” 

        I said, “Yup,” and gave Dehan a shake. 

        She sat up yawning and we climbed in the back, where she crawled under my arm and said, “Wake me when we get there.” 

        I saw him glance in the mirror as he slammed the door.  

        “I’ll no take ye past the gate.” 

        I frowned. “Why not?” 

        He pulled away and we moved at a sedate twenty miles an hour up through the woods. I saw his eyes in the rearview mirror. “Tha’ there castle, friend? By rights tha’ should be mine. But tha’ bastard—excuse mah language in front o’ yer missus—tha’ bastard Gordon stole it from uz.” 

        I was surprised. “Charles Gordon stole that castle from you?” 

        “Ay, tha’ he dud.” 

        “I thought his father bought it.” 

        He nodded, still watching me in the glass as we moved slowly through the tunnel of whispering pines. “Aye, he dud. But while his son were away in America, I…” He tapped his chest with his finger. “I was here, helpin’ the old man fix the place. An’ he says ta’ me, ‘Bobby, yer moore like a bairn to me than my own boy,’ so he did. I were wi’ him every day, workin’ talkin’ plannin’, dreaming! He were an American, but his blood was Scottish, more’n many I ken. An’ he promised me tha’ castle. He said, ‘Bobby, when I die, thus castle is fer thee. Fer thee’s more mah bairn than mah own kith and blood.’ God is mah witness. So I’ll no go into those grounds until ut’s to claim it as mah own, see?” 

        I made a face and nodded. “I understand, the gate will be fine.” I thought for a moment and then said, “So you must be Robert Armstrong.” 

        “Aye.” 

        “I believe the old man had a great deal of affection for you and your family. You are related to the Gordon clan, is that right?” 

        “Aye, tha’s correct. On mah mother’s side. Mah father, God rest his soul, was an Armstrong, James Armstrong. A good man till he died. An’ after he died, we had a fierce struggle t’ survive…” He nodded toward the castle that had just come into view across the flat expanse of grassland. “Until Old Man Gordon come along, an’ promised to take care of uz. Then we had hope, so we did, fer a while. Till his bastard son come back from America.” 

        I scratched my chin. “Did you ever consider contesting the will?” 

        “Nah. ‘S’what my gerl-friend says to uz. ‘Bobby, why din’ya contest the will? Yiz would’a got something!’ But how would I know aboot contesting a will? I ask you! Ah know aboot building, an’ gardening, workin’ the land, honest labor! Ah don’t know about lawyers and their feckin’ lies.” 

        “I can see why you’re mad.” 

        He glanced in the mirror again and an expression you could only describe as evil cunning seemed to crawl over his face. “But mah gerl-friend, Lizzie, see? Now, she’s workin’ as a secatery fer a firm o’ lawyers over on the mainland, and she knows aboot wills. So maybe the old bastard might get a surprise yet, so he might!” 

        He came to a halt outside the gates. I woke Dehan and we climbed out. I paid Bobby Armstrong his money while she yawned and stretched, and he turned around and drove away, toward the woodlands. The sky behind the castle had turned dark with cloud, and I found I was perspiring under my jacket. I grabbed Dehan and we started to walk down the long drive toward the great pile of stone and the storm which was brewing behind it. I said, “I need a shower and an hour’s sleep. How about you?” 

        “Nope. I need an hour’s sleep and a shower.” 

        “That dovetails nicely, then.” 

        As we approached, to the right of the great tower and a little bit beyond it I spotted Sally Cameron’s Volvo parked beside the kitchen orchard, outside what I now realized were the steps that led down to the kitchen. When we reached the main entrance, I had a thought and said to Dehan, “You go on up. There’s something I have to do. I’ll join you in a minute.” 

        She gave me a sleepy frown. “What are you up to, Stone?” 

        I shrugged. “Maybe nothing. I’ll be up in five minutes.” 

        She climbed the steps and pushed through the door while I went around the side of the tower, where Sally Cameron’s Volvo was parked. Just beyond the steps that led down to the kitchen, there was a door that seemed to be a storeroom of some sort. I descended the stairs, tapped on the door and opened it. 

        I found myself in a large, old-fashioned kitchen, with a heavy oak table in the middle, an ancient iron range and cupboards that might have looked new in the 1920s. There were also a number of people there, and they were all staring at me with startled faces. 

        There was Brown, the butler, dressed as though he belonged with the cupboards, there were two pretty young girls in maids’ uniforms, one a red-head and the other with very black hair and very blue eyes, and there was a woman in her fifties dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt that claimed to be from UCLA. She had been rolling pastry on the table and had stopped in mid-roll to scowl at me. 

        It was the butler who spoke. “Good afternoon, sir. Would you be lost at all?” 

        I smiled. “No. I thought I recognized Mrs. Cameron’s car.” 

        He nodded. “Aye, she’s only after delivering the groceries.” 

        The cute maids grinned at each other and started giggling. The red-head looked at me with a dangerous smile and said, “Och, aye, and noo she’s delivering som’at else!” 

        Cook scowled at her and snapped, “Peggy! Mind yer tongue!” 

        Peggy had no intention of minding either her tongue or her business. Her white cheeks flushed red, she stared at Cook with bright, insolent green eyes and said, “Am I lying? Is it a lie? Is she no upstairs delivering som’at else?” 

        I decided I liked Peggy, but Cook clearly didn’t agree. She stared at the butler with furious ‘do-something-about-this-child’ eyes and said, “Mr. Brown!” 

        Mr. Brown made a face of reproof at the girls and snapped, “You two! Off with yous. Go and polish the silver fer tonight, and keep your mouths shut!” 

        They flounced off prettily and within seconds started giggling again. I said, “I’m sorry, I seem to have…” 

        “Och, not at all, sir. Mrs. Cameron is upstairs, sir, um… delivering… uh… attending to…” 

        I raised my eyebrows and smiled. “Perhaps the verb is unimportant,” I said. “I’ll settle for the location.” 

        He smiled a little sickly and muttered, “Mr. Gordon, Sr., sir. A private matter…” 

        “Of course, well, it wasn’t anything vital. Perhaps I’ll catch her later.” 

        “Indeed, sir.” 

        I left the way I had come and made my way up to our room deep in thought. When I went in, Dehan had thrown the covers off and was lying under a single sheet, fast asleep. The window was open, but it was still close and warm. I went into the bathroom, stripped and had a long shower, hot, cold, hot, and then cold again. By the time I had dried myself off, the food and whiskey-induced fogginess had cleared. I pulled on a pair of jeans and sat by the window for a while, looking out at the gardens and thinking.  

        It was almost forty years ago, but to this small group of people it was like it had happened yesterday. All the passions, the relationships, the motives… They were all as alive and real today as they had been back then. And Dehan had sensed it, that was why she hadn’t been able to leave it alone. And it was why I felt the same. 

        Eventually I pulled on some socks and boots and a shirt and made my way down again to the drawing room. There was nobody there, so I crossed the room and tried the library door. It was open.  

        The room was large. Maybe forty or fifty feet square with dark bookshelves rising fourteen or fifteen feet to the ceiling. The windows were leaded and the light that came through them was dappled by leaves. There were a couple of writing desks and a nest of chesterfields around a cold fireplace. A long, dark map table occupied the middle of the floor.  

        It took me about ten minutes to locate the big leather-bound books that held the old newspapers. Ten minutes after that, I began to find the articles reporting Old Man Gordon’s death. There were a number of photographs. He had been a very handsome man, with intense, penetrating eyes. It’s hard to tell from a photograph, but I thought he had the eyes of a fanatic. Some of the articles gave potted biographies and I noted with a mixture of irony and interest that the old man’s wife, Gordon Sr.’s mother, had not been Scottish. 

        There were a couple of grainy pictures of the crime scene, too. I wasn’t surprised to find that there was no handkerchief on the floor. You don’t lock yourself in a room to blow your own brains out, and then cover your hand to avoid GSR. 

        Henry Green had been right. The old man had been murdered. By whom was not so hard to answer. The pool of suspects was pretty small, though the obvious candidates were not necessarily the right ones. How was the real challenge. 

        How do you get into a locked room, shoot somebody in the head, plant their prints on the weapon and then leave, without unlocking the door or the windows, and with no secret passages? 

        I read carefully through all the reports but they didn’t add anything new to what I already had. In fact, I had a bit more than the reports had. I had at least one motive nobody seemed to know about. 

        I got up and made my way back to the drawing room. Charles Jr. was there having coffee with the major. They looked surprised when I came in. Charles smiled.  

        “Ah, you’ve been exploring the library. Splendid! It really doesn’t get enough use. Did you find anything you liked? Have some coffee.” 

        I told him I would and sat in a chair by the fireplace. Outside, the light had dimmed and the breeze was turning into a blustery wind. He rang the bell for Brown and I said, “I was looking at the newspapers, the articles on your grandfather’s death. I hope you don’t mind.” 

        He laughed. “Our pet mystery. No, not at all. I doubt it will ever be resolved. If it is even a mystery at all. I suspect he’d just gone completely batty and shot himself.” 

        I shrugged. “You may be right, but if it had been my case, I wouldn’t have closed it. I think Henry was right to be uncomfortable. The absence of gunshot residue on his hand is very troubling. It is not possible to discharge a weapon, especially in a closed room like that, and not get GSR on your hand. The angle of the shot, also, is really, to be honest, not possible.” 

        They were both staring at me fixedly. Finally, Charles said, “Good lord, you’re quite serious.” 

        The major muttered, “My word…” 

        I laughed. “By all means, tell me to butt out. I’m supposed to be on honeymoon, and this isn’t even my continent, let alone my jurisdiction, but I guess it’s just professional habit. If I were back home, I’d be telling my inspector that this was a homicide that should be reopened.” 

        Charles Jr. stammered for a moment, then said, “Well what do you suggest I should do? The case was closed and the coroner ruled it a suicide. I’m not sure one can just…” 

        The door opened and Brown came in with more coffee on a tray. He poured me a cup and handed it to me, then withdrew. 

        I sipped. “That’s your call, Charles. Maybe it’s something you should discuss with your family. There’s probably nothing you can do without fresh evidence anyway. I’ll tell you what, though: would you object to my having a look at the room where it happened? I have to admit, this is like a red cloak to a bull for me. I can see as clear as day that it could not have been suicide, but I’ll be damned if I can see how it was done.” He stared at me and I raised a hand. “Forgive me if I am insensitive.” 

        “No! No, no! Not at all! I wasn’t even born at the time. Um, I’m not sure how Daddy would feel, or Mummy for that matter, but I suppose they needn’t know, need they?”  

        He grinned at the major who beamed and said, “Top hole!” 
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EIGHT


   

        At just before four o’clock, Dehan had woken up to find I was not there.  

        She rose, went to the bathroom and showered, then pulled on some jeans and a sweatshirt and went downstairs. She found the entrance hall empty and silent and went to the drawing room expecting to find everybody having afternoon tea. But the drawing room was empty too, though the French windows were open and a breeze that was turning into a blustery wind carried snatches of loud conversation across the lawn to her. She stepped over and looked out. 

        She saw Bee sitting at a white, wrought iron table on the terrace some thirty or forty feet away. Her dress was flapping in the rising wind and she held her hat down on her head with her left hand. She was looking up at Pamela, who was standing, leaning forward slightly, with her back to Dehan, her fists clenched by her side. Dehan had been about to step out, but something about their demeanor made her pause and withdraw a little back into the drawing room. 

        Bee was saying, “My dear Pamela, if he upsets you so much, why don’t you simply divorce him?” 

        Pam’s voice was shrill and Dehan wondered if she had continued drinking after she’d left them at the pub. She spat her words at Bee like venom. “And leave him all for you? You’d like that, wouldn’t you!” 

        Bee’s laugh was a shrill hoot. “Oh, Pam! You must be drunk! What utter nonsense! After all these years? Don’t be so absurd!” 

        “Don’t patronize me!” 

        “Then don’t be such a child! You’ve been married almost forty years! And you still get upset! It’s too foolish of you.” 

        Pam took a step toward her, pointing back toward the French windows. Her voice was savage. “I have given the best years of my life… no… all my life! to that… that parasite! And he treats me like…” 

        “Pam, darling, he treats you like what you are: a foolish child who after a lifetime of marriage has still not grown up!” 

        “How dare you!” 

        Bee looked away and sighed. “Oh, do stop dramatizing everything. What did you expect?” 

        “I expected my husband to love me! I expected at the very least to be respected! I did not expect to be humiliated and insulted every day for the rest of my life!” 

        Bee turned back to face her and there was something sad, almost compassionate in her expression. She sighed and said simply, “Oh, Pam…” 

        Pam pointed a trembling finger at her. “Don’t you dare patronize me!” 

        “Oh, do stop, darling…” 

        “How you can…!” 

        Bee’s voice was suddenly animated. “How I can? My dear girl! How you can, after all these years married to the man! Why, you must surely have realized what he was like by now! How can you still be shocked by his behavior?” 

        Pam’s hands went to her face, her shoulders hunched, and she started to sob. Her voice came twisted and damp with tears. “But that… that awful woman! Why? How can you stand it, Bee?” 

        Bee sighed again, but this time with weariness. “What choice have I got, Pam?” 

        “You could leave him! We should both leave him!” 

        Bee gave a small laugh. “No, I couldn’t. He knows we won’t.” She paused, watching Pam sob. After a moment she said, “The difference between us, Pam, is that you never loved him. I have always loved him, not in spite of what he’s like, but because of what he is like. He is a beast, an arrogant, bad man, and I adore that in him. But you, you simply grew to need him. And the more he ill-treats and humiliates you, the more you need him. You should leave him. Really you should. You should teach him a lesson.” 

        Suddenly Pam’s voice was shrill. “Oh, I will! Believe me, I will!” 

        She turned and rushed toward the French windows. Dehan stepped out and Pam almost collided with her. As she pushed past, she stopped and stared at Dehan, her face streaked with mascara and tears. 

        “No doubt it will be your turn next!” 

        And next thing, she was rushing across the drawing room toward the door. Dehan looked at Bee, who still sat at the table, holding down her hat against the wind. Dehan fingered her hair from her face and approached. Bee looked away. 

        “This wind!” she said. “I should go inside, but I rather like it. It blows the cobwebs from one’s mind.” 

        Dehan sat. “Pam looked pretty upset.” 

        For a moment it was as though Bee hadn’t heard her, then she said, “You’d best ignore her. Enjoy your honeymoon. Don’t get involved.” 

        Dehan narrowed her eyes and chewed her lip a moment. “It’s hard to ignore something like that.” After a moment she added, “My father told me once that if people invested as much effort in not ignoring things as they do in ignoring them, the world would be a nice place to live in.” 

        Bee smiled. “You Americans are forever telling stories about what your fathers ‘always used to say’ to you. I wonder if any of them are true.” 

        “That one is. He was a great one for not ignoring things. I’m the same.” 

        Bee raised an eyebrow at her. “Is this the same relentless persistence you use when interrogating your suspects?” 

        Dehan shook her head and smiled. “No. Usually I take them down a back alley and beat seven bales of shit out of them.” 

        Bee threw back her head and hooted with laughter. “Oh you are so naughty! I love it!” She laughed again and Dehan watched her. Finally she went quiet and sighed. “I love him dearly, Carmen, but he is a pig, an absolute swine, and he does make poor Pam’s life a misery. And young Charles’. He bullies them mercilessly and takes every opportunity to humiliate them. Frankly…” She shook her head, gazing at the heavy black clouds that were building in the north. “I don’t know how she’s stuck it out all these years.” 

        “Almost forty years.” 

        Bee nodded. “An eternity.” 

        Dehan sat back and raised an eyebrow. “But, Bee, isn’t that exactly what you have done?” 

        “Oh, it’s quite different. I am hopelessly in love with him, you see. I have always known what he was like. Ever since he was engaged to my sister…” 

        She left the words hanging, held Dehan’s eye. Realization dawned. “You were with him before…” 

        “As soon as I turned sixteen. He knew how I felt. I couldn’t resist him. I would have done absolutely anything for him. I still would, even today.” She heaved another big sigh. “I am a one-man woman, Carmen, much like you, I suspect. But where you hit the jackpot, I got the booby prize.” 

        “So he was with you when he married Pam…” 

        “I came shortly after.” 

        “Why did he marry her? If he wasn’t in love with her…” She shrugged and shook her head. 

        “I’ve often wondered. He wanted somehow to cock a snook at his father, I suppose.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “No. That doesn’t make sense. His father was already dead when he married her.” 

        Bee stared at Dehan a moment and then tapped her head. “Not up here, he wasn’t. Charles Sr. and Pam have more in common than you might imagine. Neither of them is capable of letting go. Charles was a rebel, an anarchist, and he wanted more than anything else in the world to be rid and free of his father. He detested his father with a passion. And yet, he never walked away, never sold the castle or the island. Instead he stayed here. Why?” 

        Dehan spread her hands and shrugged. Bee smiled and went on. 

        “Here you have a handsome, intelligent, talented, Harvard educated lawyer. And what does he do when he graduates? He comes to Gordon’s Swona and marries the publican’s daughter. 

        “Now, you have the publican’s daughter: she is lively, bright, capable, she hates Gordon’s Swona and her great dream is to get away. She marries a man who is a multimillionaire several times over and within a year he has already given her ample cause for divorce. She could leave him and walk away with her independence and a small fortune. Does she?” She shook her head. “No, she stays with him for nearly forty years, on Gordon’s Swona. I am no psychologist, Carmen, but I think they both have a character flaw. They are weak, what they might call today addictive personalities. But more than that…” She gazed away again, toward the French windows. A cloud passed in front of the sun and for a moment it grew dark. “I don’t think Charles knows who he is without his hatred for his father.” She looked back at Dehan. “Once he was free of him, he didn’t know what to do. It was as though his fight against his father had defined him somehow, and without it he didn’t know what to do, or who to be. So he continued that fight, even after he had won, and he married Pam simply to dishonor his father’s memory. He certainly didn’t love her.” 

        Dehan frowned. “And you think she got some kind of Stockholm syndrome.” 

        “Something like that. Young Charles was born nine months after they were married. He was a lovely, bright, happy baby. She stayed at first because she hoped that the baby would bring them together. It had the opposite effect. He ignored them both and started having affairs, and flaunting those affairs in front of Pam. She became depressed, obviously, threatened to leave him, but somehow lacked the strength. He had alienated all her family and she had nobody to turn to. One month became six, became a year, became ten… Now she can’t imagine herself without him.” 

        “And you?” 

        Bee laughed. “Oh, I certainly can’t imagine myself without the old goat. I don’t even want to. His affairs don’t bother me. He was never a very good lover anyway, far too self absorbed. I just need to be near him, bask in his badness. He is such a naughty man.” 

        Dehan was quiet for a long while, watching Bee. Bee avoided her eye, squinting out at the trees in the hedgerow that were now beginning to toss and bow. Overhead the swallows swooped and skimmed, snatching their tiny prey from the air. Finally Bee said, “I know what you are thinking, Carmen.” 

        “What am I thinking?” 

        “You’re wondering if I slept with the old man.” 

        “And did you?” 

        She didn’t answer for a long moment, then she said, “Well, of course I did. Old Man Gordon was a monster, but he was twice the man his son is.” She gave Dehan a mischievous smile. “And a much better lover.” 

        Dehan smiled. “And I’m naughty…” 

        “Darling, you should have known him. He was so intense!” 

        “So who else did he sleep with?” 

        “Believe me,” she laughed. “There was no sleeping involved.” She took a deep breath and shook her head. “I think he made a point of shagging every girl his son was with…” 

        “Even his fiancée.” 

        “Especially his fiancée. Both of them.” 

        Dehan sighed. “What a family.” 

        “Dysfunctional, toxic… all those words pseudo psychologists and social workers love to trot out these days. He was a very bad man, driven by intense passions, appetites and desires. But he was alive, and when you were with him, dear me! He made you feel alive!” 

        Dehan chewed her lip for a moment, looking up at the sky. “Well, you certainly had all the ingredients necessary for a murder.” 

        Bee studied her for a moment. “Yes, yes, there was that.” 

        “I’m just surprised there hasn’t been another one in the last thirty years.” 

        “So far,” said Bee, holding her hat with both hands as the wind gusted and the air turned suddenly dark. “We’ve all wanted him alive, until now.” She stood and staggered as another gust caught her. “Darling, the storm is here, let’s go inside and have some tea!” 

        They went inside, closed and secured the French windows, and the mounting gale became a muted bluster. Brown was there setting out the plates, cups and saucers. He was alone but for the red-haired maid, who was lighting the fire in the huge fireplace. Bee flopped onto the sofa, removed her hat and started arranging her hair. “Brown, will Mr. Gordon Sr. be joining us?” 

        “I believe he will, m’lady.” 

        “And where are all the men?” She gave Dehan a smile.  

        “I’m afraid I don’t know, m’lady. A little while ago I served coffee to young Mr. Gordon, the major and Mr. Stone in here. But I am not sure where they have gone. Shall I go and look for them, m’lady?” 

        “No, thank you Brown, no doubt they’ll show up before long.” 

        “Very good, m’lady.”  

        He made to leave with the maid in tow when the door opened and the massive form of Charles Gordon Sr. filled the doorway. He ignored Brown and the maid, eyed Bee and then stared for a moment at Dehan with a look that was nothing short of a leer. 

        “Good afternoon,” he said and moved into the room. Brown and the maid left and closed the door behind them. “Your husband has left you alone and unguarded.” 

        “I don’t need guarding, Mr. Gordon.” 

        “Call me Charles, then I can call you Carmen.” 

        Bee sighed and gazed at the flames that were beginning to enfold the logs in the fireplace. 

        Dehan smiled at Gordon. “That’s OK, Mr. Gordon. I still get a kick out of people calling me Mrs. Stone.” She smiled down at Bee. “It reminds me I just hit the jackpot.” 

        Gordon gave a humorless grunt. “Good lord!” He moved across the room toward the salver with the decanters on it. “Oh for the naivety of youth, though I do declare that even when I was at your tender age I was not naïve about love. Were you, Bee?” 

        “No, Charles, you know I wasn’t. You robbed me of all my innocence when I was just sixteen.” 

        He poured himself a whiskey and turned to her with a wolfish grin. “And didn’t we both enjoy that!” 

        They both laughed, but Dehan thought Gordon laughed with more pleasure, and Bee more trying to please. He turned to Dehan. “Believe me, Carmen, naivety is nothing but an inhibitor to pleasure. One lusts after dreams and illusions that can never be realized. How much more satisfying to lust after what is carnal and real!” 

        She rested her ass on the arm of a chair and raised an eyebrow at him. “Mr. Gordon, I think you are trying to convince me that you are bad. But I don’t believe you are bad…” 

        “Oh really?” He leered at her again. “I wouldn’t be too sure…” 

        Dehan shook her head. “No. Bad? Bad was Mick Harragan, who raped and murdered my mother while I was forced to watch. Bad was Maria Garcia, in the first case I ever worked with Stone[1]. She drugged Nelson Hernandez and his three cousins so they were conscious but they couldn’t move. She then shot each one of them with a pump action shotgun before cutting off Nelson’s head and balls and placing them in the middle of the table where they were playing poker.” She chuckled and shook her head. “No, you’re not bad, Mr. Gordon. You’re not even naughty. You’re a pussycat.” She grinned. “But, I’m sorry, my attention drifted, right about the time where the Ivy League heir to daddy’s fortune was going to explain to the Bronx born-and-bred Jewish-Latina detective all about naivety, reality and carnality. Please, go ahead and educate me, Mr. Gordon.” 

        Bee squealed with laughter and reached out and grabbed Dehan’s hand. “Oh, Charles, I do believe you have been put firmly in your place.” 

        Gordon stared at Dehan with baleful eyes. “I am not amused, Mrs. Stone.” 

        Dehan stood. “Get back in the sandpit, Charlie. I eat men for breakfast who make you look like a sissy’s bitch. I’m going to find my husband. You may have seen him around. He’s a man.” She grinned and held out her hands like she was holding two watermelons. “And he has balls.” 

        With that she stepped out of the drawing room, left Bee wiping the tears of laughter from her eyes, and took her attitude across the hall to the study, where she had an accurate hunch she would find me. 

        What can I say, I guess I’d hit the jackpot too. 
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        Charles, the major and I had left our coffee to get cold in the drawing room and crossed the hall to the study. The door, like the drawing room door, was solid walnut with a brass lever handle and a chub lock underneath. Charles pushed it open and stood back for me and the Major to go in. 

        “This is where it happened,” he said. 

        I stepped inside and stopped to have a look around. The room was large and roughly square, though perhaps a little wider than it was deep. I estimated it was almost thirty feet across, and twenty-something from the bay window on the right, at the front of the house, to the wall at the back, on my left. The window, flanked on the right by a credenza, overlooked the drive, and opposite, in the center of the wall, there was a large, granite fireplace, about six feet high and five feet across, with a large iron grate backed with red firebricks, blackened by centuries of burning wood. It was laid with large pine logs on a bed of kindling. On either side of it there was an old, burgundy chesterfield. The floor was carpeted in deep, red Wilton. 

        The far wall, opposite the door, was taken up with a dark mahogany bookcase. In front of that, almost dead center of the room, was a huge, oak desk with a black leather chair behind it.  

        Charles came in and closed the door behind him. I asked, “Is this how it was when he died?” 

        “Precisely. My father didn’t change a thing. And when I took over and started using the study as my own, I didn’t see any need to change it. I think this is the best use of the space.” 

        I turned and looked at the door. “A chub lock. They are easy to pick.” 

        “Oh, yes, without a doubt.” 

        The major coughed and took a step forward. “Thing is, Detective, if I may, and do remember I was there at the time, the key was still in the lock, which makes it impossible to pick unless you remove the key first. Also, and this was what convinced the police, the latch was in the locked position, and had torn out the wood from the doorframe. Two hundred year-old door frame, I may say. Damn shame.” He pointed at a slight discoloration in the wood around the latch. “You can still just see where it was repaired.” 

        I nodded. If Henry had been satisfied that the door was locked, I was satisfied too. I turned back to the desk, then glanced at the two chesterfields by the fire. The desk was not quite dead center, and the fireplace and the chairs were at a slight, diagonal angle. I looked at the major and pointed at the black leather chair behind the desk. “That’s where he was sitting?” 

        He nodded vigorously. “Exactly. Shall I demonstrate?” 

        He didn’t wait for an answer, in two long, thin strides he was behind the desk, arranging the chair and placing himself in it. 

        “He was seated, like so, up against the desk as though he had been writing or reading. And in fact, he had on the desk in front of him an open tome on the history of the Scottish clans. He was slumped forward slightly, like so…” He leaned forward and allowed his jaw to sag onto his chest. “His left hand was upon the book and his right hand was hanging down by his side. And the revolver was just there…” He pointed a couple of feet from the chair. “:ying on the carpet. I shall never forget it. Such an eerie sensation. The oddest things seem to become so important, tiny details stand out, don’t they?” 

        I was staring at the two chesterfields and asked, absently, “Like what?” 

        He didn’t get up. He stayed in the chair, staring at the ceiling. “Oh, I don’t know, foolish things. I remember worrying that Charles would tread dirt and grass into the Wilton, which had just been laid new. Not this one, obviously, a previous one… And how red the blood looked on the old man’s shirt cuff.” 

        I turned to look at him. “It’s true, in those moment our senses are heightened. Which cuff?” 

        “Eh?” 

        “Which cuff did you notice the blood on?” 

        “Oh, yes, his right arm, hanging down. He had two or three large, round drops on his cuff.” 

        “Round?” 

        “Yes.” He nodded. “Quite big and round.” 

        I smiled, moved to the desk and picked up the stapler. I handed it to him and said, “Pretend this is a gun and hold it to your head as though you are about to shoot yourself in the head.” 

        He looked a bit surprised, glanced at Charles, shrugged and held the stapler to his head. “Like this?” 

        “Yup.” The door opened. Dehan stepped in and closed it softly behind her. I smiled at her and carried on. “Charles, come here, a bit closer. Now I want you to run a movie in your head, slow motion, OK? Imagine he pulls the trigger. The revolver bucks, a cloud of GSR is instantly ejected by the weapon and covers his hand, his sleeve, his head and his shoulder. A nanosecond later, the slug impacts his temple, on the horizontal plane, kicks his head to the left and draws all the blood and gore into the wound with it, while the burning gases from the muzzle sear the edges of the hole and the skin around it. The slug then erupts from the left side of his head, creating a large exit wound and spraying blood and gore out over his left shoulder, the carpet, et cetera. The next instant, his head kicks back to the right, propelled by the force of the exit would, and simultaneously his hand drops to his side, releasing the gun, and then, after the heart has stopped beating, a small amount of blood will ooze from the wound, down the side of his face.” 

        Charles was looking at me with some distaste. “I see.” 

        “Now here’s the problem. With his right hand held up and to the right side of his head, how did he get large blood droplets on his right cuff?” 

        Charles’ eyebrows shot up and he looked down at the major, who still had the stapler held to his head. I carried on. 

        “Here’s another small problem. Let’s say that by some freak of physics, some drops of blood were kicked back onto the cuff. Within half a second, his arms had dropped down by his side, these large droplets are fresh, liquid. By the time, Major, you got to see them, they would not have been circular, they would have been tear-shaped, because the arms was hanging down. So how did they come to be circular?” 

        “My word…!” 

        I took the stapler from him and set it back on the desk. “But what we have is not a bullet wound on the horizontal plane. We have the bullet entering at an almost forty-five degree angle. So, Major, can I position you like this, reading a book…” 

        Dehan stepped over to the bookcase, pulled out a large tome, opened it and set it before the major. I took his hands and placed them with his left forearm resting on the desk and his right wrist as though he were ready to turn the page in a moment or two. Then I took the stapler and went and sat in the chesterfield on the left of the fireplace and pointed it at his head, as though it were a gun. 

        “If I were to shoot you from here, we would have just about the correct angle for the entry wound, you would have no GSR on your hand and cuff, the entry wound would not be scorched and, as you sagged forward, a few droplets of blood might well fall on your cuff. What do you say, Dehan?” 

        She was nodding as I spoke. “I’d say, given the characteristics of the wound, and the absence of GSR, that is pretty much how it went down. But if that’s correct, you have one hell of a problem. Unless he was shot by someone from the Enterprise who was then beamed up, I don’t know what happened to your shooter.” 

        I nodded back. “That is, indeed, the problem.” I looked at Charles. “But I have to say, Charles, in my opinion there can be no doubt that your grandfather was shot while he was reading, from over here.” 

        The major was frowning. “Well that makes perfect sense, but, as um… um…” He squinted at Dehan. “Dianne says, what happened to the blighter who shot him?” 

        I stood and looked around the room slowly while Dehan spoke. “Right down to basics, Stone, if you kill somebody in a locked room, you have to stay in the locked room with them. That is the whole basis of the locked room problem, right?” 

        “Right.” 

        “So, either: one, there is a concealed exit, two, he was killed from outside, or three, the room was locked from outside after the killing. There is no fourth alternative.” 

        Charles gestured toward the chair where I had been sitting. “Well, we have already seen that the shot came from over there. The only way the shot could have come from outside would have been through the window, in which case the window would have been either open or broken, and the shot would have entered the other side of his head, which it didn’t. So that leaves either a secret exit, or the door being locked from the outside, after the murder.” 

        The major nodded doubtfully. “Houses of this period did have secret passages, often…” 

        I pointed at the bay window. “That goes straight out onto the drive.” I pointed to the door. “That leads into the hall, so that would make no sense. That wall there,” I pointed at the huge bookcase, “leads out to the steps down to the kitchen, which leaves only that wall there, where the fireplace is…”  

        I looked at Charles. He shook his head. “That leads onto the ballroom and a brook cupboard, I’m afraid. The police did a very thorough search for secret doors and passages. Your friend, Green, he was convinced, like you, that it was murder. But they never found anything. I’m afraid the secret passage theory is a non-starter. There is simply nowhere to put one.” 

        Dehan sighed. “Which leaves the theory that the room was locked from the outside after the murder.” 

        I returned to the chesterfield, sat, and gazed at the major a moment. “What time did Charles Sr. go in to see his father?” 

        “Mid morning, around eleven o’clock.” 

        “They talked for over an hour. Then…” I looked at Charles. “your father came out, went running to the kitchen, hugged cook and spread the good news, before leaving to tell Pam about his father’s change of heart. He was gone two hours, which brings us to about two o’clock, when he returns, and as he approaches, through the window he sees Old Man Gordon sitting at his desk…” 

        Dehan said, “Which gives us a window from 12 o’clock, when Charles Sr. last saw his father, to 2 o’clock, when he returned and saw him through the window.” 

        I looked at her, thought a moment and then carried on. “He entered the hall and presumably came straight to his father’s study. Did anybody see him?” 

        The major shook his head. “Not at that stage. I was out on the lawn chatting with Bee. We saw Charles Sr. arrive down the drive and go into the house, and as far as I know the staff were all in the kitchen. First anyone knew about Charles trying to get into the study was when the butler heard him kicking down the door.” 

        I nodded. “So Charles kicked open the door, rushed in and found his father as you have described him, with his arm hanging down and the revolver on the floor.” 

        “That’s correct.” 

        “Was it normal for Charles Sr. to lock the door?” 

        The major nodded. “Oh yes, he used to have… um…” 

        He glanced at Charles Jr., who smiled. “It’s all right, Major. My grandfather used to have affairs, and he would often have private conversations with them on the telephone, so it was quite normal for him to have the door locked. Also, when he worked, he didn’t like to be disturbed. However, apparently my father knocked several times and got no reply, and that was when he became alarmed.” 

        Dehan said, “So he rushed in, found his father, and how long transpired then before you and the staff arrived, Major?” 

        “Oh, not more than a minute, probably less. When I got here, the butler had already arrived and Charles was just standing there, by the desk, staring down at his father. Terrible thing for a young lad to see. Shocking.” 

        “And the lock was busted.” 

        He glanced over at the door, as though to confirm it had been busted, and nodded. “Yes.” 

        Dehan scratched her head. “So in that scenario, while your father was away talking to Pam, somebody came into the study, took your father’s gun, shot him, arranged it to look like suicide, slipped out and used some thin pliers or a similar tool to turn the key from the outside.” 

        Charles raised his eyebrows and nodded. “If you’re right, and it was murder, that would seem to be the only way it could be done. I can’t see any other.” He frowned, shook his head and gave an incredulous laugh. “But who on Earth…? It would have to be one of the staff, the major here or Bee!” 

        The Major goggled in alarm at Charles. I smiled and shook my head. “Not necessarily. There are actually a number of potential candidates for prime suspect. But we can discuss that later if you’re inclined. It’s actually another question that’s playing on my mind.” 

        Charles looked worried. “What’s that?” 

        “Did your grandfather keep his revolver in his study?” 

        He made a face and shook his head, then turned to the major. The major had gone very serious and was staring at the window. “Reggie?” 

        He shook his head. “No. Kept it in his room.” 

        I nodded, then looked at Dehan. “It’s not like the States here, Dehan. People don’t keep weapons for self defense or home protection. Especially in a place like this, am I right?” 

        Charles nodded. “Absolutely. Unheard of.” 

        I went on. “If you held on to a weapon like that, you’d have it as a souvenir, and you’d keep it unloaded. You wouldn’t have it lying around in a drawer in your study.” 

        “But the old man wasn’t British. He was from Boston.” 

        I nodded and smiled. “Not Texas. In any case, the weapon was in his bedroom. So whoever brought it down and shot him with it knew where to look for it.” 

        Suddenly the major stood. He was scowling and his face had gone scarlet. “Look here!” he said. “This has got a bit out of hand, hasn’t it? Next thing we’ll be accusing…” He stammered a moment, then changed tack. “The case was closed and the coroner found it was suicide. They must have known what they were talking about!” Now he met my eye. “No disrespect or anything, but we don’t need you Americans coming over and telling us how to investigate a… a… suicide!” 

        And with that, he marched across the room, wrenched open the door and stormed out. 

        Charles’ cheeks were flushed. “I am so sorry. You must think us awfully rude. I can’t apologize enough…” 

        I shook my head. “No need, I assure you.” 

        “I can’t think what came over him. He’s normally such a…” 

        I interrupted him. “I met Robert Armstrong. He drove us back from the pub, as far as the gate.” 

        He looked confused. “As far as the gate…?” 

        “He said he wouldn’t set foot in here, and he might have a surprise for you. How serious do you think he might be?” 

        He laughed. “Old Bobby? That’s ridiculous! He’s been our gardener for donkey’s years!” 

        “How long, exactly?” 

        “Oh, exactly? Um, over thirty years. Since before my grandfather died. My grandfather adored him, cared for him and his mother like family. Well, he thought they were family. Got a temper mind, like most Scotsmen, but I wouldn’t pay too much attention to him. Probably just in a huff.” He hesitated. “Well, I have a few things to attend to before dinner, so… Thank you so much, it has been most, um…instructive…” 
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        We left him in his study and stood a moment in the darkened hallway. Outside, the sky had grown dark and a wild wind was making the house groan and the doors and windows creak and bang. Brown, the butler, emerged from the drawing room and made his way silently toward the kitchen with a tray of dirty cups and plates. We had missed tea. I looked at Dehan. She was staring across the hall at the glass panes in the door. Through them you could see the tall pines bowing and tossing under the gunmetal clouds. 

        I turned away and looked behind me. Under the arch where the staircase divided to climb toward the east wing of the house were the broad, double doors that led into the ballroom, and just before them there was a smaller, single door in the wall. I moved over to it and opened it. It was six or seven feet across and a good twelve feet deep. It held buckets and mops, brooms, a couple of vacuum cleaners and a floor polisher, and along the back wall and all along the right-hand wall there were shelves holding refuse sacks, cloth dusters, cans of polish, feather dusters and myriad other things you need to keep an old castle looking neat. Behind me I heard Brown’s voice. 

        “Can I help you, sir?” 

        I nodded, then turned to look at him. “These shelves, the ones along the side here, how long have they been up?” 

        He looked startled. “For as long as I can remember, sir!” 

        I smiled. “And how long would that be?” 

        His eyes seemed to glaze, “I am sixty-two, sir, and my mother worked at the Castle before the first Mr. Gordon bought it. The shelves were there when I was a small boy, so well over fifty years.” 

        “Do you mind if I have a closer look at them?” 

        He frowned but said, “Not in the least, sir. The light switch is there, on the left. Can I help in any way?” 

        “I don’t think so.” I snapped on the light and made a careful examination of the fell length of the bottom shelf, and then the middle shelf. When I’d finished, I emerged, closed the cupboard and gave him another smile. “You’ve already been very helpful. Thank you. I think we’d like to see the ballroom, if that’s OK.” 

        “By all means, sir. It’s through there.” 

        He indicated the door. I opened it and followed Dehan in, closing the door behind me. It wasn’t palatial, but it was big and largely empty. The floor, like the entrance hall, was black and white checkerboard. It was roughly thirty feet across and a good forty or forty-five deep. The ceiling was high and domed, with a spectacular crystal chandelier suspended from the center, A small dais against the right wall allowed for an orchestra or a band, and the far wall was taken up by two sets of broad French windows that gave access to a rear stone terrace with steps down to the gardens. Gardens which a couple of hours earlier had been bathed in warm sunshine, but were now engulfed in shadow while a dark, North Atlantic gale moaned among the chimneystacks and gables. Dehan sighed loudly. 

        “You have all this, and you still find reasons to kill people.” 

        I smiled and turned my back to the French windows. As I spoke my voice came back at me with a hollow echo. “Enough of this weather might drive me to murder.” I started pacing slowly across the room, studying the wall. “Sidartha, Gotama Buddha, said that everything in this world is always unsatisfactory.” 

        Dehan crossed the floor to look out the windows. Her voice reverberated down at me out of the dome. “I bet he was invited to all the parties. Didn’t they cast him as Eeyore in Winnie the Pooh?” 

        I kept smiling to myself and nodded. “Yup!” 

        We both turned. She looked at me with one eyebrow raised. The silver, pre-storm light lay silvery blue across the planes of her face, making her look oddly like a Norse daemon. “They did?” 

        “No.” There was a small couch beside a potted palm up against the wall. I sat on it and considered her where she stood, half in shadow, half ghostly silver-blue. “He said that we are driven by craving and aversion. We perpetually either need something we haven’t got: a wife, a husband, a castle, a fortune, freedom… Or we want to be free of something we have but don’t want: a wife, a husband, a father, a mother, a prison, poverty… You know. All those things people kill for. He called it ‘dukkha’ and said it was the source of all pain and suffering in the world. It was one of his four basic truths.” 

        She made a face, then shoved her hands in her pockets, turned her back to the windows and fell into darkness. 

        “So if you want to be happy, all you have to do is stop wanting good stuff and stop caring about the bad shit that happens in life. Good luck with that.” 

        “There is something wrong here, Dehan.” 

        Her disembodied voice said, “What do you mean?” 

        I chewed my lip and shook my head. “I don’t know.” 

        “Cool.” 

        “Walk through it with me.” 

        “Weren’t you the one saying we were on honeymoon?” 

        “Mm-hm…” I nodded absently, not really listening. “Who gained from his death?” 

        She paced away from the window, deeper into shadow, looking down at her feet. “The obvious prime suspect is Charles Gordon Sr. He had the most to gain. Freedom to marry the girl he loved and inheritance of a major fortune.” 

        “But?” 

        She stopped, still staring at her feet, and nodded slowly, then shrugged. “But he didn’t really love her, though he married her anyway, and by all accounts he had resolved his conflict with his father. He was still the heir.” 

        “Who else?” 

        She turned and paced back toward the silver-blue glow from the French windows. She said simply, “Pam.” 

        I nodded. “She stood to gain a lot from marrying Charles Sr.” 

        She glanced at me, then back at her feet. “But I think it’s a bit more complex than that.” 

        I smiled. “You picked up on that, huh?” 

        “She was playing them both. While Charles Sr. was away at college in Boston, she was playing Laird and Lady with the old man. I figure she was thinking that if the son was only along for the ride, if you’ll excuse the pun, daddy, with his love of all things Scottish, might just jump at the chance of a young, beautiful wife. But then Charles graduates, comes back to the castle and his daddy tells him she is the wrong class and not from one of the great clans. Bombshell. So she decides to eliminate the old man.” 

        “Hmm…” 

        “And there’s another thing.” She pointed at me. “If she was a frequent visitor to the master bedroom, she might well have known where he kept the revolver.” 

        “It’s a nice theory, but there is one flaw in it.” 

        “What?” 

        “Charles had just told her that the old man had given him the green light to marry her.” 

        She nodded. “That is not such a big flaw, Stone. In the first place, by now she knows what a temperamental son of a bitch the old man can be. There is no telling when he’ll change his mind again. Add to that the fact that she must have known, as everybody did, about the old man’s love affair with the Armstrong family, and you have two powerful motives for murder: one, that he might at any time disinherit Charles and her with him, and two, jealous anger. Two gets you twenty that the old man was involved with Mama Armstrong, and as you have said more than once, Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.” 

        “That is a very compelling theory, Dehan. Who else?” 

        “Bee has to be up there.” 

        “You think so?” 

        She frowned at me and nodded, then began pacing into the shadows again, toward the dais. 

        “I had a chat with Bee before I joined you in the study. She’s been in love with Charles Sr. since she was a kid. But, get this, she also had an affair with his dad. In fact, according to her, his dad warmed the sheets with just about every woman Charles Sr. was involved with.” 

        I sighed. “I can’t say I’m all that surprised. If Oedipus had lived in this house, he would have needed a shrink. But explain to me how that would give Bee motive to kill him?” 

        She sat next to me on the small divan and put her elbows on her knees. “Revenge. For giving the man she loved permission to marry…” She shrugged with one shoulder, “Not just marry, but marry a publican’s daughter. It was the ultimate rejection and humiliation, the ultimate insult to her and her sister. Her sister was the right woman for Charles. With her dead, Bee should have stepped into her shoes. But instead…” 

        I nodded. “But instead he allows him to marry this slapper.” 

        She frowned. “Slapper?” 

        “A London term for a loose woman. You have a point. And revenge gives us one more suspect, perhaps two.” 

        “Mother Armstrong and her son. But that is a lot of speculation, Stone. We don’t know how close they really were.” 

        I made a face that was skeptical. “How old would you say Armstrong was? Fifty-six? Fifty-eight? That makes him about sixteen or seventeen at the time of Old Man Gordon’s murder. If he heard about the old man’s change of heart, which he might well have done if he was working here as the gardener, that gives him a powerful motive…” 

        She nodded. “True.” She nodded again, raising her eyebrows. “Especially if he thought the old man had already changed the will.” 

        I pointed at her. “That will. That will is at the heart of all this, Dehan, and I’ll tell you something else. It is still a powder keg. I have a bad feeling. I don’t think we’ve heard the last of this.” 

        She frowned. “What do you mean?” 

        “I can’t put my finger on it, but I have a prickling at the back of my neck that says…”  

 I hesitated. 

        Her frown deepened. “What?” 

        “Dehan, I have a bad feeling. I think there is going to be another murder.” 

        “What? C’mon! You’re suffering from a combination of work deprivation and Scottish brooding.” 

        I laughed. “Maybe you’re right.” 

        “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. We’re going to change for dinner, I’m going to slip into my ravishing red with the split up to my hip, we are going to have martinis before dinner and we are going to forget all about Old Man Gordon and these crazy people. And tomorrow…” She leaned across and stabbed my chest with her finger. “As soon as this storm has blown itself out, we are going to take that ferry and spend a day visiting distilleries and remote towns and thinking about something that is not a cold case.” She spread her hands. “Honeymoon, right? And these guys have Scotland Yard. It was called that for a reason, you know!” 

        I laughed out loud. 

        She laughed too. “To deal with crazy Scots murderers!” 

        “You’re right. Hey, you want to dance?” 

        “Now? Without music?” 

        “I have a respectable baritone and I can hum a Strauss waltz with the best of them. But you have to put your feet on mine so I can guide you and not tread on your toes.” 

        We did a couple of circuits of the ballroom, with Dehan standing on my feet and laughing helplessly while I twirled and pranced and hummed the Blue Danube, and the gale did its best to drown out my respectable baritone. After the second circuit, the door opened and a large figure stood silhouetted, watching us. I came to a halt, Dehan stepped off my shoes and turned to look, still giggling quietly. 

        I couldn’t make out his features, but I could see it was Charles Gordon Sr. After a moment he spoke. 

        “My son tells me you’ve been inquiring about my father’s death.” 

        “As a matter of fact, we were. We run the cold cases unit at our precinct and we were curious. We didn’t mean to intrude.” 

        He remained immobile. It was unsettling not to be able to see his face or his expression. After a moment, he said, “It’s not a cold case. It was ruled suicide.” 

        “So I understand. As I say, it was just a passing interest.” 

        He took a step into the room. “You think it was not suicide?” 

        The hairs on the back of my neck bristled. I took a step toward him, partially blocking Dehan. I kept my voice level. “There are details that are hard to explain: the absence of powder burns, the absence of gunshot residue, the angle of the shot…” 

        “You don’t need to convince me, Stone.” He took another step closer and now the gray light from the French windows touched half his face. One eye peered at me, hard, calculating. “I said it was murder from the start. The inspector agreed with me. But he was overruled. They closed it as a suicide.” He shook his head. “My father would not have committed suicide, not in a million years.” 

        I nodded, then shrugged. “Well, as I say, Mr. Gordon, we just had a passing interest because of our work back home…” 

        Dehan stepped forward. “Did you ever suspect anybody?” 

        “Mrs. Stone…” For a moment it sounded like an answer to his question and I frowned, confused. Then he said, “Yes, I had my ideas, but I was never able to confirm them. You know what they say…” He shifted slightly in the shadows, and I knew he was looking at me again. “Keep your lovers close, but keep your enemies closer.” 

        He turned and moved back to the open door. There he paused and spoke, out into the hallway. “We’ll be dressing for dinner.” Then a poisonous smile leeched into his voice. “The Camerons will be joining us again. Such a charming couple.” 

        He disappeared toward the stairs and we heard his heavy tread climbing toward the upper floor.  

        I scratched my head. “You think we could cross to the mainland this evening? I’ll take my chances with the storm.” 

        She leaned her forehead on my chest, laughing softly. “Stone! Where have I brought us? What are they like?” 

        “Come on, let’s go get changed. I need a drink. And tomorrow we go spend a day back in the real world. Maybe when we get back, this lot will seem a bit more normal.” 

        She looked up at me and nodded. “I guess it was our fault for asking questions in the first place.” 

        “I guess.” 

        I gave her a kiss and we made our way into the hall. The storm had graduated from moaning and groaning to the occasional scream and wail. We had just reached the landing, where the stairs divided and climbed to the east and west wings, when behind us the door burst open and the howl of the wind filled the hall, and throughout the house we head doors bang and slam. We turned to look. I was surprised to see it was Robert Armstrong. He wrestled the door closed, then stood watching us a moment. Finally he said, “Ah’ve buznezz wuth Gordon.” 

        I asked, “Father or son?” 

        He shook his head. “Na’ye mind. Ah ken the way.” 

        He stood watching us, waiting. We turned and continued up to our room. 
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ELEVEN


   

        Somebody had lit the fire in our room. As we let ourselves in, the first flash of lightning lit up the gardens outside and showed a low, oppressive ceiling of dense, dark gray cloud. Less than a second later, the heavens split and exploded, the lights went out and a second flash illuminated the world with strange jerky, violet light. The flames in the fire wavered and the lights flickered and came back on.  

        Dehan muttered something foul in Spanish, closed the door and made her way to the bathroom, stripping off her blouse. 

        We showered and dressed with the storm tearing up the sky outside and claps of thunder threatening to smash down the roof, but there was no rain, only the prickling static of the humid, sultry air, and the trees bending and swaying through the window in the wild wind, caught occasionally in that eerie, stuttering light. 

        I went from the bathroom back into the bedroom, pulled on my dress pants and my wing-collared shirt and poured myself a whisky. While I was trying to tie my bowtie in the mirror above the fire, I heard Dehan behind me. “If I’m Miss Scarlet, does that make you Colonel Mustard or Reverend Green?” 

        I turned and told myself silently I must be the luckiest man on Earth. She did a slow turn for me. It was scarlet silk, low cut at the front and insanely low cut at the back. And then there was the slit, all the way up to her hip. She had her hair in a bun and a single pearl at her throat. I raised an eyebrow at her. 

        “What kind of demon are you?” I said. “I forbid you to wear that outside this bedroom. In fact,” I added, stepping closer, “I forbid you to wear it in this bedroom. Take it off. Immediately…” 

        She took hold of my bowtie and started to tie it. “Behave,” she said. 

        “I intend to, very badly…” 

        The sky ripped open again, diabolical dancing trees springing at us through the leaded panes against the electric blue and inky turmoil of the sky. And then there was the first patter of rain on the glass. 

        Dehan glanced at the window, then frowned at me. “Listen. Is it the wind…?” 

        Through the rattles, the moans and the groans, I heard another sound. At first it was like a bark, but then Dehan said, “Shouting,” and walked quickly to the door. She opened it and stepped out. I followed her down the dark corridor to the galleried landing. There, in the hall, was Cameron. He was standing, legs akimbo, pointing savagely in the direction of the study. The study, and whoever was in the doorway, were both out of sight, but the light from the open door was playing on Cameron’s face, and the expression was unmistakable rage. His voice was raised, but he was controlling it, and there didn’t seem to be anybody with him. 

        “I’ve had enough!” he said. “I’ve had enough of being humiliated by your damned family! I’ll no take it anymore, d’you understand? I’ll no take it anymore! Yiz can all go to Hell! And take the bitch wuth you!” He took a step forward and his face twisted into a snarl. “But don’t think you’ll get away wuth ut! Believe me, you’ll no get away wuth thus! I’ll make you pay, so help me God! I will make you pay!” 

        He turned and stormed across the hall, wrenched the door open and turned again, pointing savagely at whoever stood, silent and out of sight. “I will destroy you! So help me God, I will fucking destroy you!” 

        And with that, he stepped out into the storm and slammed the door behind him. 

        We returned to our room and, in silence, Dehan finished tying my bow and I pulled on my jacket. Then we went down the stairs in the uncertain, flickering light of the lamps. The study was closed when we got to the bottom, but from the drawing room we could hear voices. I opened the door and followed Dehan in. 

        It was like a slightly edited version of the night before. Bee was seated on the sofa in turquoise Chinese silk, holding a gin and tonic, gazing at the fire with miniature flames dancing inside her glass. She glanced at us and gave a smile that was on the weary side of tired.  

        Pam was seated in a chair facing us, wearing unremarkable black velvet and holding a glass of beer. When she saw Dehan, she avoided her eye and looked away at the burning logs. I was surprised to see Sally Cameron there after the scene we’d just witnessed in the hall. She was standing with her wild red hair gathered in a bow where she had been the night before, at the French windows, but now she was looking out at the storm through the rain-spattered panes.  

        And tonight it was the major who was at the drinks salver, looking over his shoulder at us, holding a decanter and a balloon glass. 

        But the main difference was that Charles Gordon Jr. was not there. His father was standing where Ian had been the night before, beside Sally. I watched his eyes travel over Dehan, then shift to me. They were not hard to read. They were hostile and hard. 

        The major was the first to speak, with no trace left of his earlier outburst. “Ah! The honeymoon couple! What can I get you to drink? Mrs. Stone, what is your fancy?” 

        He poured a generous measure of cognac and hurried across the floor to hand it to Gordon Sr. Then he stood grinning expectantly at Dehan. 

        She winked at him. “You know what, Reggie? Why don’t I come over there and show you how I mix a martini?” 

        He stammered something and she took his arm and led him away. I glanced at Gordon, who was still watching me. “Jr. not joining us tonight, Mr. Gordon?” 

        “I neither know nor care, Mr. Stone. He is a huge disappointment to me, so I try to avoid him.” 

        Bee sighed. “He had some business to attend to with the gardener chap, Armstrong. He said he’d join us a little later.” 

        I frowned at her. “Bobby Armstrong?” 

        She looked curious. “Yes, why?” 

        “I saw Armstrong arrive, but that was almost an hour ago. I thought I heard him talking to Ian just ten minutes ago.” 

        She shrugged. “Perhaps he’s finished then. No doubt he’ll join us presently.” 

        I glanced at Sally. She hadn’t turned around. Gordon was still watching me. Now he smiled. It wasn’t a pretty sight. “That detective’s mind never stops whirring, does it, Mr. Stone?” 

        “Never.” 

        He leered. “You should be careful. They say that can be a terrible strain on a marriage. It can drive a partner into a lover’s arms.” 

        I smiled at him. Dehan approached with two martinis and handed me one. I took it and said, “There are lots of things that can do that, Gordon.” I sipped, winked at Dehan. “That’s perfect.” Then I turned back to Charles Sr., still smiling. “One of them is being an asshole.” 

        Bee spluttered and sprayed gin and tonic over her blue dress, and Pam’s shoulders began to shake as she tried to suppress her laughter. Before he could answer, I went on. 

        “I have been a homicide detective, in the Bronx, for over twenty-five years. You can imagine that during that time I have met and interrogated some very bad people, cruel and psychotic people. I have lost track of how many, but it must run into many hundreds. They all lied to me, and they all insulted me at one time or another. So I have grown over time to be insensitive to insults, however subtle, and damned good at knowing when people are lying to me.” 

        The major stammered for a moment, standing behind Pam’s chair, then blurted out, “It must be fascinating work!” 

        I made a ‘not so much’ face. “It’s not like the movies or the TV. Even the ones that aim to be realistic have to elaborate and glamorize things, because the vast majority of homicides are…” I thought about it for a moment and shook my head. “Tragically banal. Time of death is almost impossible to tell in the real world, DNA and fingerprints can take up to three months to get back from the lab, and,” I paused for effect, “ninety percent of murders are committed by a member of the family or a close friend. The motive is almost always sexual jealousy, anger or greed.” I gave a small, dry laugh. “Millions of people every year spend thousands of dollars protecting their homes and their children against outsiders who might break in through the window or the back door, when statistically the real threat already lives in the house.” 

        Right on cue, a gust of wind rattled the glass in the windows, a flash of lightning lit up the night and a clap of thunder smashed open the sky, then rolled away across the black ocean. When it had past, there was some nervous laughter and Bee said, “My goodness! With timing like that, you should be on the stage.” 

        Sally turned away from the window to stare at me, and Gordon said, “Are you telling me that my father was probably killed by somebody in his own household?” 

        Dehan went and stood beside the major, behind Pam’s chair. She answered for me.  

        “You’d be in a better position to know that, Mr. Gordon. We’ve only been here twenty-four hours and his death was almost forty years ago. You and the inspector were convinced it wasn’t suicide, so you must have had somebody in mind.” 

        The major swallowed hard, staring at his feet. Bee uncrossed her legs, then sighed and crossed them again, like she was losing patience with their limited range of positions. Pam was staring hard at her husband, and Sally went to the drinks salver and started mixing herself another drink. 

        Gordon said, “Is it really only twenty-four hours? It seems so much longer.” 

        Sally spoke suddenly in a loud voice: “Jealousy and greed?” 

        Rain rattled on the windows. She dropped ice in her glass, then spilled in the gin. The tonic fizzed loudly. The whole room waited. She turned to face Gordon. “Who in this household could possibly have felt jealousy, or greed?” Then she turned and raised an eyebrow at me. “I think this murder, if it was murder, Mr. Stone, must fall in the ten percent of ‘other motives’. But most likely, you know, it was just suicide, like the police said. Is there not something to be said for leaving well enough alone?” 

        I gave her my sweetest smile. “We’re just here on our honeymoon, Mrs. Cameron.” 

        The dining room door opened and Brown stepped in. He surveyed the room and finally his eyes rested on Gordon Sr. “Should I serve dinner now, sir? Mr. Gordon Jr. is still in his study, it seems.” 

        Pam turned in her chair to look at him. “Have you called him?” 

        Brown came further into the room so she didn’t have to crane to see him. “Yes, madam. There is no answer.” 

        Pam looked at Gordon. Gordon shrugged and sipped his drink. “I’m starving. Serve it now as far as I’m concerned.” 

        There was a howl and a shriek and the wind seemed to grow louder. The drawing room door and the windows rattled. I frowned at Dehan. 

        She said, “Was that the front door?” 

        Bee stared at her. “Who on Earth would come in at this time of night, in this weather? Has Charles been out?” The howl subsided. Lightning lit up the gardens outside, momentarily silhouetting the trees. Thunder rolled, then split the sky. When it passed, we heard the savage hammering: once, twice, a third time. The major exclaimed, “What the devil…?” 

        And then there was a shout, half hysterical from the hall. 

        “Help! Help! Fer God’s sake! Somebody! Help!” 

        Pam was on her feet and running, gasping, “Charles!” I was ahead of her, wrenching open the door, running across the checkerboard hall toward the study. The door was open, light streaming out. In it I saw, as I ran, where the latch had been smashed, ripped from the wood. 

        I stopped dead in the portal, blocking the doorway, taking in the scene. Pam was clawing at my back, screaming at me to move, to let her through. I turned and enfolded her in my arms, pushing her back. “Major! Major! Take her to the drawing room. Lock her in if you have to. Gordon! Get out of here! Take your wife away from here! Now!” 

        But Gordon just stood staring at me. The major was gaping. Pam was hysterical, thrashing, struggling to get to the room. I looked at Dehan. She slipped past in her scarlet dress and entered the study. I heard her snap, “Back up. Move away from the desk. Don’t touch anything.” 

        Across the hall, I saw Bee and Sally come out of the drawing room door and stand staring at us. I grabbed Pam’s shoulders in my hands and shook her, staring into her face. She was still screaming, “What has happened? Let me get in there! It’s my son! For God’s sake! What’s happened? Let go of me!” 

        I shook her again. “Pam! Pam, listen to me! You cannot go in there! Charles has been shot. He needs my help. The longer you keep screaming, the longer it is before I can help him. Do you want me to help him or do you want him to die?” 

        Gordon Sr. went white and stepped toward me. I looked him in the eye and said, “Don’t even think about it, pal.” 

        He stopped dead. Pam was goggling at me. I looked her in the eye again and said, “Do you want your son to die, Pam?” 

        She shook her head. “Of course not!” 

        “Then go with the major and your husband and wait in the drawing room while Detective Dehan and I do what we can to help him. Go! Now! Every second is vital!” 

        I propelled her gently toward the major. He put his arm around her and I pointed at the drawing room door. “Go!” 

        They withdrew reluctantly across the hall and into the drawing room. I turned and went into the study. 

        It was an eerie sight, like a strange, physical manifestation of the scene I had visualized just a few hours before. Only there were some significant differences between the scene I had imagined and the scene I was looking at. For a start, it wasn’t Old Man Gordon who was sitting behind the desk in the large leather chair with his brains blown out. It was Charles Gordon Jr., his grandson.  

        The left side of his head wasn’t missing, it was just spread out all over the Wilton carpet, part of his desk and most of his left shoulder—that part was the same—and like his grandfather, he was slumped forward slightly, gaping at a ledger on his desk, with his right arm hanging limp down by his side. On the floor, a couple of feet from his chair, was a revolver. It looked like an old Smith & Wesson .38, Military and Police model. 

        Dehan was hunkered down looking at it, and behind her, staring wide-eyed and pale, was Bobby Armstrong. 
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TWELVE


   

        The door had a big, muddy boot print just below the handle. I could see the mud was wet. Dehan was on her hands and knees, sniffing the muzzle of the revolver. Then she touched it gently with the back of her fingers. She stood and said to me, “You got your cell?” 

        I nodded and pulled it from my pocket. There was no signal. I looked at Armstrong. “You got any signal?” 

        He shook his head like I was crazy. “Och, there’s no signal here in a storm! An’ who’re you going t’call, anyhoo?” 

        “There are no cops on the island?” 

        “Ut’s a private island. What for, anyway? Nothin’ ever happens here!” 

        “Just a murder every forty years.” 

        “Ah didna kill him!” 

        “I didn’t say you did.” 

        Dehan said, “What’s 911 here?” 

        “999.” I picked up the phone on the desk, listened and shook my head. “The line is dead.” 

        Armstrong curled his lip. “What did yiz uxpect, in a storm like thus?” 

        “What are you doing here, Armstrong? You said today you wouldn’t come past the gate. Yet this is the second time I’ve seen you in the house since then.” 

        He snarled at me. “Ah don’t have to answer your feckin’ questions! Yer nay a cop here, see?” 

        I jerked my head toward the door. “Get out. Go wait in the drawing room with the others.” 

        He took a step toward me. “Ah don’t have to do what you feckin’ tell me, pal!” 

        “This is a crime scene, pal! You’re disturbing the evidence. Right now my testimony and Detective Dehan’s is likely to clear you of suspicion. Disturb the scene or leave the house, and you go right to the top. Am I getting through to you, Armstrong?” 

        He muttered something about “Feckin’ Yanks!” and marched across the hall to push through the door into the drawing room. I watched it close behind me and turned back to Dehan. I jerked my head at the gun. 

        She said, “It smells like it was fired recently, but the muzzle is cold, so it wasn’t that recent.” 

        I nodded. “That figures.” 

        She frowned. “It does?” 

        “Mm-hm…” I pulled my cell from my pocket again and photographed the door and the muddy prints that led from it across the Wilton carpet to the side of the desk. “Their nice carpet is getting a lot of punishment. I wonder if they deliberately chose red.” 

        She narrowed her eyes at me and pointed her finger at my chest like a gun. “How did you know?” 

        I made a face like brain-ache and shook my head. “I didn’t. I told you. It was a feeling.” I shrugged. “They killed the old man, but none of the issues they had were resolved. It felt like they were all bubbling to the surface again.” 

        She spread her hands. “But why now, almost forty years later?” 

        I thought about it, chewing my lip. “Maybe for that very reason.” 

        “What is that supposed to mean, Stone? You’re being cryptic. You know that makes me mad. And besides, this poor sap wasn’t even born when his grandfather was killed.” 

        I smiled at her. “Miss Scarlet in the study with the dinosaur. This is not our case, Miss Scarlet. We have done the Scottish police the courtesy of preserving their crime scene, and now we must graciously withdraw.” 

        She grunted and walked past me to the bay window, examining it carefully.  

        “You know we are both ignoring the elephant in the room. We should call the doctor.” 

        “You mean the one who was here a little earlier threatening to destroy people? The one whose wife is sleeping with the victim’s father? That doctor?” 

        “Yeah, that one.” 

        I stared at the burning logs in the fire, thinking of Bobby standing in the hall, staring up at us on the stairs. He’d said he had business with Gordon. I’d asked him, “Father or son?” 

        He’d stood, staring at me, and shaken his head: “Na’ye mind. Ah ken the way.” 

        The flames burned a good three feet high, wavering against the blackened bricks. The wood crackled and sparks showered onto the hearth. Ian Cameron, standing on the black and white checkered floor beneath us, the light from the study door lying slantwise, casting his shadow long behind him. “I will destroy you!” he had said, “So help me God, I will fucking destroy you!” 

        I had assumed he was talking to Gordon Sr. It was hard to imagine anybody feeling that strongly toward Gordon Jr. I sighed and turned to Dehan. “Come along, Miss Scarlet. Let’s stop messing up the crime scene. It’s not ours to mess up.” 

        With a face that was on the mad side of reluctant she moved toward the door and stopped. Brown was there, staring at Gordon Jr. with tears in his eyes. He looked up at Dehan, “Mr. Gordon, madam…” 

        Dehan seemed nonplussed for a moment. I stepped toward him and said, “He’s been shot, Brown.” 

        He frowned at me, struggling to understand. “Who…?” 

        “We don’t know. We have to wait until the police arrive.” 

        He looked around the room. “It’s the same…” 

        I nodded. “Almost exactly the same.” 

        “They’ll put it down to suicide again. But Mr. Gordon wouldn’t, sir. I know he wouldn’t.” 

        Dehan stepped closer to him. “What makes you say that?” 

        His bottom lip curled and the tears spilled from his eyes. “He was happy go lucky… He wasn’t…” He pulled the handkerchief from his breast pocket, mopped his eyes and blew his nose. “Forgive me, sir, but…” He spoke quietly, looking at his handkerchief. “He wasn’t like the others, if you know what I mean.” He looked me in the eye. “He had no…” He hesitated, then his face twisted with anger. “He had no agenda! He wasn’t trying to get anything from anyone, he was happy to take life as it came, day to day.” 

        I nodded. “I understand.” I sighed. “Look, we have a very delicate situation here. My wife and I are very experienced police officers, but we have no jurisdiction. This scene must be preserved until the police arrive. The door needs to be sealed. Can you see to that?” 

        He studied my face for a long moment, then stared at Dehan. “Are we just going to leave him like that?” 

        I nodded. “I’m afraid we have to, until they arrive.” 

        He took a deep breath. “I understand. I’ll find a chain and a padlock, sir, and leave the keys with you.” 

        “That will do fine. Thank you.” 

        He moved to the cupboard by the ballroom, switched on the light, disappeared inside and reappeared a moment later with a tool kit, a length of chain and a strong padlock. While he set about securing the door, Dehan and I crossed the hall and pushed into the drawing room.  

        What we found there was not an attractive sight. Gordon was in a large armchair by the wall, apart from the rest. He looked pasty and sick. Sally was sitting on the arm of that chair, stroking his head and muttering things to him. They both looked up as we came in. He looked anxious. She looked like she was trying to read us. 

        Pam had returned to her chair by the fire. She had curled up on herself and had her face in her hands, rocking back and forth in silence. Bee had also returned to her place on the sofa. She looked startled, as though somebody had just shouted at her and she couldn’t get over it. She was silent, but she had a small, floral handkerchief and kept dabbing her eyes with it. The major was sitting beside her, frowning resentfully at the fire. I looked for Bob Armstrong. He was in a chair by the library, scowling at the window. 

        I closed the door and looked at the parents of the dead man. The mother alone, trying to convince herself she had not just slipped into hell, the father across the room being consoled by one of his mistresses. I glanced at Dehan. 

        “There’s a picture of dukkha in action if ever I saw one.” I looked over at Pam and raised my voice, “Mrs. Gordon, Mr. Gordon…” I waited till they were both looking at me. “I am afraid your son is dead. He was murdered at some point during the afternoon or the evening. We are both very sorry.” 

        Pam screamed. It was a scream of pain, deep and visceral. She fell on her knees, clutching her chest with her hands, staring up at the ceiling, her mouth open wide and her wet face flushed almost purple. Bee gasped, not at the news but at the state of Pamela. She rose and went to her but Pamela turned on her like a savage animal, spitting, “Get away from me! Get away from me! You murdering, thieving bitch!” 

        Then she was on her feet, rushing across the room, screaming at her husband and at Sally, “Are you satisfied? Are you fucking satisfied? All you ever wanted was to destroy your family! Well now you’ve done it, you piece of fucking shit!” 

        Sally stood. “Pam, for God’s sake! He’s just lost his son!” 

        Pamela’s neck swelled, her tendons stretched, and her face turned crimson as she screamed in Sally’s face, “My son! My son! My fucking son! Not his! And not yours, you filthy, thieving whore!” 

        She gave a small gasp. Her eyes went very wide and her legs seemed to turn to jell-O. Dehan stepped over to her and caught her as she keeled over. Between us, we moved her to a couch by the wall and settled her on it. I studied the major’s face a moment, then Bee’s, and decided she had more of a grip on things. 

        “Bee, she’s in shock. She’ll soon start to get very cold. Can you arrange for Brown or one of the maids to bring her a blanket?” 

        She frowned. “Yes, absolutely. And some tea, I think. A good cup of tea. Pull ourselves together…” 

        She hurried to the bell by the wall and pressed it. Meanwhile, I went to where Gordon was sitting motionless, staring at nothing. I rested my ass on the back of the sofa and watched him a moment. 

        “Mr. Gordon, are you able to listen to me and take in what I am saying?” 

        He blinked a few times, then scowled at me. “Yes. Of course I am.” 

        “Our cell phones have no signal, and the landline is dead. There is no way of contacting the police until the storm subsides.” 

        He nodded. “Yes.”  

        “I’ve had Brown seal the room. It’s a crime scene and nothing must be touched until the police get here.” 

        He stared at me like I’d said something outrageous. Then he frowned across the room at where Armstrong was sitting, then back at me. “That could be days,” he said. “It could be two or three days before we get a signal, or the ferry can land.” 

        “Well, is there a radio on the island? Surely you have a police station with a radio.” 

        He shook his head. “This is a private island. There is no police station here. And no radio.” 

        I looked at Bob, then at Sally. “What do you do when there is an emergency? What does your husband do if there is an accident, or somebody gets ill? You must have some way of contacting the mainland when there’s a storm.” 

        Bob ignored me, Sally shrugged and Gordon said, “We cope. The way people have always coped out here.” 

        I sighed. “Mr. Gordon, this is not a game. Your son has been murdered and…” I hesitated. 

        He looked up at me, frowning, narrowing his eyes. “What? What aren’t you telling me?” 

        I sighed again and spread my hands. “It is a restaging of your father’s murder.” 

        There was no mistaking the horror on his face. His skin looked like a corpse’s skin. His eyes bulged and his pupils went to pinpricks. His voice when he spoke was thick. He said, “No…” 

        “I’m afraid so.” 

        He shook his head. “No, this is, this is madness. It can’t be. How…?” 

        Armstrong’s voice bellowed across the room. “How?” We all looked. He stood and took two steps toward us. “How? I’ll tell ye fuckin’ how! Because he done it! He murdered his own feckin’ son! Tha’s how!” 

        Sally got to her feet. “Robert Armstrong! What are you talking about?” 

        “He’s a thieving, murdering bastard! Tha’s what I’m talking aboot!” 

        “For your information, Charles has been with me all afternoon and all evening!” 

        He sneered. “Well, there’s a big, feckin’ surprise! An’ where was his wife? Screwin’ your feckin husband? Yiz make me sick to my stomach, the whole, disgusting, thieving, filthy lot of yiz!” 

        Gordon got to his feet. He was trembling violently. “I did not kill my own son…” 

        Armstrong advanced another step. “Do you expect anyone here to believe tha’? Do you? Let me tell you something, there is nothing! Nothing! That you are no’ capable of! You are a sick, sick man, Charles Gordon!” 

        Gordon turned to me. He was sweating profusely. “Find who did this. Find who murdered my son. I will pay you any amount you want. Just name it. But find the man who killed my son. I am the Laird. I am a local magistrate. This island belongs to me. I give you the jurisdiction. If there are problems when the police arrive, I will assume full responsibility. As of now, I am employing you as private investigators. Find my son’s killer and bring him to justice!” 

        I looked over at Dehan. 

        She shrugged. “It’s not like we’re going to be doing much honeymooning.” 

        I grunted. She had a point, and the fact was I was pretty sure I had it cracked already. I just needed to confirm a couple of points before I reeled the killer in. I turned back to Gordon. “Alright, Mr. Gordon. You have a deal. But the minute we get a signal, or the landline is fixed, we contact the cops and they take over.” 

        I took a moment to look at everyone in the room. After a moment, I said, “Is there anybody here who objects? Is there anyone who does not want me and Detective Dehan to find Charles Gordon’ Jr.’s killer?” 

        It’s not the kind of question you want to answer in the affirmative. There was no reply at all and after a moment I turned to Sally. “Where is your husband right now, Mrs. Cameron?” 

        Her cheeks colored and her eyes were bright. I saw her breathing quicken and she fought hard not to glance at Gordon. “I assume he’s at home.” 

        “You had a fight?” 

        “Why would you say that?” 

        I raised my eyebrows and waited. 

        Dehan stepped up beside me and repeated, “Did you have a fight?” 

        She shrugged. “It was nothing serious. A disagreement.” 

        Gordon groaned and lowered himself into his chair again, covering his eyes with his hand. I kept my eyes on Sally. “What about?” 

        “He didn’t want to come here tonight. I did.” 

        “And did he?” 

        “What?” 

        Dehan said, “Did he come here?” 

        She hesitated. 

        Gordon said, “Yes. He did. He was here earlier.” 

        “You spoke to him?” 

        He nodded, then amended, “It was more a case of him speaking to me.” 

        I nodded a few times, chewing my lip. Finally, I said, “I need him brought here, now. Major…” 

        He stood. 

        “Will you go with Brown? Bring him here. Do not under any circumstances tell him what has happened. Tell him that Mrs. Gordon is not well, that she needs immediate help. She is distraught and needs sedating. Tell him it is a matter of the utmost importance and it is very urgent that he comes to the castle straight away. Can you do that?” 

        “Yes, yes, of course!” 

        “Good, go, quickly.” He hurried away, calling for Brown, and I turned to face the room. “OK, now listen up, let me tell you how this is going to work.” 

        I stood and walked to the fireplace, where I could see all of them staring back at me.  

        “We’re going to need to talk to each one of you in turn, to get statements from you. It’s going to be slow and tedious, and laborious, but make no mistake, every single one of you in this room is a suspect. And when your own police arrive here, you’ll be even more of a suspect, because they won’t have had the advantage I have of having spoken to you all already, and got something of your stories. 

        “So we are going to take each one of you, by turns, into the dining room, get your statement, ask you some questions, and then you’ll be free to do whatever you like, except leave this house.” I smiled. “Not that there are many places you could go, if you did. Any questions?” 

        There was no reply, only the howl and scream of the wind and the stuttering flash of light outside the window. While I’d been talking to Gordon, the red-haired maid had brought some tea and a blanket, and Pam had come around and was now sitting huddled on the sofa staring at her husband with no particular expression on her face. I glanced at Dehan and she nodded. 

        I said, “Mrs. Gordon, do you feel up to answering a few questions?” 

        She nodded without looking at me. “Let’s get it over a done with.” 

        “I don’t know if you heard, Brown and the major have gone to get Dr. Cameron. When he gets here, I suggest he gives you a sedative and you try to sleep.” 

        She didn’t react. She spoke almost mechanically. “My son is dead. No amount of sedatives can change that. Let’s just find that bastard who did it.” 

        She threw off the blanket, got unsteadily to her feet, and we followed her into the dining room.  
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        She sat at the foot of the long table and Dehan and I sat on either side of her. I studied her a moment. She was staring at the tabletop. I was aware that for her in that moment everything seemed unreal, because reality was too painful to face. 

        I said, “Mrs. Gordon, I think you were still unconscious when I explained this to your husband. It’s something very important that you need to understand.” She raised her eyes and frowned at me, like she couldn’t get how anything but her son’s death would ever be important again. I held her eye and said, “Your son’s murder was an almost exact reenactment of his grandfather’s murder.” 

        Her frown deepened as she struggled to understand what it meant. “But, that can’t be…” 

        Dehan leaned forward. “What is it,” she asked, “that makes it impossible?” 

        Pam looked at her quickly, her eyes flicking over her face, like she was trying to fathom why she was asking the question. “Because the old man committed suicide.” 

        I shook my head. “You must realize by now, Pam, that he did not, that he was murdered.” 

        And Dehan added quietly, “And for forty years nobody has been able to work out how. So that means one thing…” 

        Pam stared at her in horror. 

        I supplied the words that Dehan had left out. “Whoever killed Old Man Gordon may also have killed your son. So I am going to ask you straight out, Mrs. Gordon. Do you know who killed the old man?” 

        Her eyes shifted to my face, then drifted to stare at nothing but the nightmare images inside her own head. After a moment she said quietly, “No…” but it didn’t sound like an answer to my question. 

        “What does that mean, Mrs. Gordon?” 

        “I never believed…” She looked at Dehan, as though she thought she might understand what she was saying. “I never believed Charles was capable of killing his own father. I knew he resented him. I knew there was a lot of anger, but I always had it in my mind that all that resentment and anger covered up a need to be loved. He didn’t want to kill him. He wanted to hurt him, to make him pay attention! That’s why I never believed that the old man was murdered.” 

        She looked from me to Dehan and back again, searching for confirmation that what she was saying made sense. I was still wondering what it was exactly that she was saying. She must have seen that because she went on, looking into my eyes. 

        “I mean, why would he?” Suddenly her face twisted with anger and bitterness. “All he ever wanted was to hurt people. That is the joy of life for him! Causing pain and humiliation. Believe me, he would have got far more out of seeing his father’s face at our wedding than out of killing the poor old bastard!”  

        She raised a trembling hand and pointed toward the drawing room. “And if he looks upset now, it’s not for the loss of his son! Oh, God no! It’s because he won’t have him there to torture, torment and humiliate anymore!” 

        Dehan leaned forward. “Mrs. Gordon, Pam, I’m a little confused. I’m not sure what you are telling us here. Because on the one hand it sounds as though you’re saying Charles Gordon Sr. would not have killed his own father and his son, because he would prefer to torment them, but on the other it sounds as though you’re suggesting he did. Can you clarify this for me?” 

        She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and gave a long, shuddering sigh. 

        “I don’t know what I’m saying.” She opened her eyes again, then looked back at Dehan. “I’m telling you I never believed that the old man was murdered. He was always going on about how it was murder, and the fellow who came up from London. But I never believed it. It didn’t make any sense to me. Who would want him dead? But now, you’re saying this to me, and the only person who’d had any kind of motive was Charles… But I can’t believe it. His own father, his own son!” 

        I sighed and flopped back in my chair. “Where were you this afternoon and this evening, Mrs. Gordon?” 

        She gaped at me. Her jaw dropped and her eyes went wide. “You think I killed my own son?” 

        I shook my head. “I think that is very unlikely, but I still want to know where you were, because then maybe you can confirm where other people were. If we can nail down everybody’s whereabouts up to cocktails, then it won’t be hard to spot the person with no alibi. That’s the theory, anyway.” 

        She closed her eyes.  

        “I left you at the inn. That must have been one or one thirty. I’m not sure. I walked back because I wanted to clear my head. I went up to my room and had a wee lie down. But then, about three or so, he came in and said he needed me to leave the bedroom because he was entertaining!” 

        Her face flushed red. I nodded that I understood. “Did he tell you who he was entertaining?” 

        “He didn’t need to.” Her face and her voice were savage. “His latest fancy is Sally Cameron. It’s not the first time he’s had her here, but he’s never been quite so blatant about it before.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow. “What would make him become blatant like that, do you think?” 

        The room went very quiet. It was the same question I was about to ask. Pam stared hard at her hands and her jaw worked, but she didn’t say anything for a good while. Eventually she shrugged and shook her head. “Old age? Complacency? The knowledge that he can get away with blue bloody murder and nobody will raise a fucking finger to stop him?” 

        I drummed my fingers softly on the table. “It was hard to miss, Mrs. Gordon, that you and he did not draw together when you discovered your son was dead. It was Sally who was consoling him.” 

        “That would be no great surprise to anybody.” 

        “Is it possible that theirs is more than just a passing affair?” 

        “I’ve no doubt she believes it is.” 

        “And if she is right, could that be why he has become more blatant?” 

        She gazed at me with hostile eyes. “What has this to do with my son’s murder?” 

        I nodded several times. It was a good question, and I wasn’t sure what the answer was. “So, he asked you to leave the room. What happened next?” 

        “I dressed and went downstairs. My son and the major were in the drawing room, but I couldn’t face seeing people so I went out onto the terrace. Bee came out after me and sat with me. The woman is insufferable. She is forever trying to be kind to me, in spite of my low class! I could….” She stopped herself and took a deep breath. “She knew that Sally was there. She had arrived with the groceries for the kitchen. Charles has a taste for working class wenches. No doubt the whole fucking house was gossiping and giggling about Sally making her ‘delivery’!” 

        Dehan asked, “What happened next?” 

        “We talked for a while. I asked her how she could still love him after the way he had treated her for all these years. She gave me some crap about how she loved him because of the way he was. I told her she must be a fuckin’ masochist, and she said maybe she was, but she didn’t care. She was happy just to be near him.” 

        She gave an ugly smile and snorted. Dehan narrowed her eyes. “What’s funny?” 

        Pam pointed at the drawing room door. Her accent seemed to be getting stronger the madder she got. “That bastard humiliated and broke me, and because of that I’ve tolerated all the shit that he’s thrown at me for nearly forty years. I watched him break my son’s spirit, I watched him parade one tart after another through our bedroom, I let him rape me more times than I can remember. I watched him—the one girl my son fell in love with, they even got engaged, and that bastard seduced her, bought her, just so he could humiliate his own son. And I sat by and watched it happen, year after year, because he had broken me, too.” She shook her head. “But Sally Cameron? She’s an even bigger bastard than he is. And she’s thirty years younger than him, and she knows he needs her more than she needs him. And she will not tolerate the likes of Lady Bee and all the other tarts parading around the house…” 

        I said, “You think he is planning to divorce you and marry Sally?” 

        She looked sourly at her hands. “Of course he is. And then he’ll get a taste of his own bloody medicine, because she will take him for everything he’s got, and then dump him for a younger man.” 

        Dehan shifter uncomfortably in her dress and kicked off her red satin shoes. “So, you talked to Bee, then what?” 

        She shrugged. “She made me angry. She couldn’t see that we were both as screwed as each other. They were going to kick us both out. It made me so mad that all she could do was defend him…” She studied Dehan’s face a moment. “Then you came out onto the terrace. I’m sorry about what I said.” She smiled ruefully. “You’re probably the first woman in years he’s met and hasn’t screwed.” 

        Dehan shook her head. “So where did you go from there?” 

        “I went to one of the spare rooms. Frankly, I just wanted a good cry and a sleep. As I came out into the hall…” She glanced at me. “You and the major and my son were just going into the study.” 

        “How long did you stay in the guest room?” 

        “Until…” She rubbed her face with her hands and took a deep breath. “Until about half past six. Then I showered, changed and came down.” 

        “Did you see anybody?” 

        She shook her head. “No, the study door was closed.” 

        “Who was in the drawing room?” 

        She shrugged. “Exactly as you saw it. You came in just after me.” 

        “You didn’t witness the row with Dr. Cameron?” 

        “No. He had just left when I came down. Charles was talking about it. He thought it was funny. So did Sally.” 

        “We are almost done, Mrs. Gordon…” 

        “Please stop calling me that. I’m no his wife anymore. I’ve got to stop pretending to be somebody I’m not. I’m Pamela May, no Pamela Gordon. The only thing that tied me to that bastard was the son we had together. Now he’s gone and I am free.” She raised her eyes to mine. “I’m Pamela, or Pam.” 

        I nodded. “Pam. Did Robert Armstrong have any quarrel with your son that you know of?” 

        She looked surprised. “Bobby?” She shrugged. “Bobby’s always been a miserable bastard. Nobody likes him, except that stuck up tart he’s with, Elizabeth, Lizzie. He has always hated my…” She sighed. “He has always hated Charles Sr., because he says he cheated him out of his inheritance. Which is patently absurd. All he did was persuade his father not to give away their estate to complete strangers on the strength of some dubious connection based on clan history.” 

        I shrugged. “Still, the resentment was there.” 

        “Against Charles Sr., never against my son, as far as I am aware.” She looked suddenly drawn. “Detectives, the fact is that nobody on Earth could have had any conceivable motive to kill Charles. You knew him. That was him through and though. He was a kind, sweet, gentle soul. If anybody deserved to die it was his father, and God knows enough people had motive for that, me the first among them. It is a cruel, twisted irony that it was his son who got murdered.” 

        There was a tap at the door and Brown stepped in. “Detectives, Dr. Cameron is here.” 

        I looked at Dehan, we stared at each other a moment in a kind of silent telepathy, then I sighed and sat forward. “Thank you, Brown, will you send him in, please?” 

        He stepped out and a moment later opened the door again to admit Dr. Ian Cameron and his black bag. His face said he was both very confused and very annoyed. He took three strides, saying, “Would somebody mind telling me…” Then he stopped dead in his tracks, staring at Pam. After a moment, the anger drained from his face. “Pam? What in the name of God…?” 

        I watched him approach the table, grab a chair and drag it over beside Pamela. He held her hand, touched her face and examined her eyes, all in a matter of a few seconds. “What happened to you, lass?” He scowled at me and Dehan. “What the hell is going on?” 

        Pam drew breath but I put my hand on her arm. “Mrs. Gordon has had a very powerful, traumatic shock. You may consider she needs a sedative to be able to sleep. After that, we will tell you exactly what has happened, and in fact you may be able to help us sort it out. It’s a bit of a mess.” 

        He studied us a moment, then turned back to Pamela. “Pam?” 

        She nodded. “Please, Ian, just give me something to knock me out for few hours. I’m shattered.” 

        He opened his bag and took a small plastic bottle of tablets. Then he looked at me. “I should accompany her…” 

        Dehan rose and went to the door. She called Brown and the major. Meanwhile, I shook my head at Cameron. “Just this once, Doc, we’ll let the major and the butler do it.” 

        “What the hell is going on here?” 

        “We’re about to tell you.” 

        The major appeared at the door. Pam took the tablets from Cameron’s fingers. He said, “Take two, no more.” She rose and crossed the room to the major. They departed with Cameron staring after them as Dehan closed the door. Dehan sat. Cameron looked from me to her and back again. He was worried. He repeated, “What the hell is going on? Somebody had better start explaining or else…” 

        I sat forward and interrupted him. “You had a row with Charles Gordon Sr. this evening. What was that about?” 

        “Mind your own fuckin’ business is what it was about!” 

        “Was it his fucking business you were mad about?” 

        He stood. I don’t know if he was going to leave or hit me. I looked up into his face and said, “Charles Gordon has been murdered, Doctor.” 

        The blood drained from his face. “What? No, I…” He turned and pointed to the door. Then realization set in. “You mean…” 

        Dehan nodded. “The son. Charles Gordon Jr. Now, Doc, suppose we start again? What was the row about?” 
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        He sat slowly at the table, staring at Dehan, then at me. 

        “Young Charles…? Murdered? He can’t be… It’s absurd! I should see the body! Thus is insane! Why, he may not even be dead! Have you all lost your minds?” 

        I said, “Nobody has lost their mind, Doctor, and believe me, he is not alive. We’ll take you to see him in a while, so you can write a death certificate. But before that, we need to ask you some questions.” 

        His face flushed with anger. I got the feeling that was something that happened often and easily. 

        “Who the bloody hell d’you think y’are? You cannot interrogate me! I’m a Scotsman in my own fuckin’ country! You can’t come in here demanding to ask me fuckin’ questions! You bloody Americans think you can…” 

        I cut him short. “Take it easy, Doc, nobody is marching in anywhere or demanding anything. It looks like we might be cut off for the next couple of days or three. Gordon Sr. asked us to look into his son’s murder. Nobody can force you to answer questions, to us or to your own cops for that matter. But he’s been murdered, there is no question about that, and it makes sense to start investigating before the trail goes cold.” I shrugged and spread my hands. “I can’t see that it makes much difference what nationality we are. The fact is we are experienced homicide detectives.” I shrugged. “But if you want to refuse to talk to us because we’re Americans, that’s fine, we can notify the cops when they get here that you were unwilling to cooperate.” 

        He closed his eyes and sighed. “Don’t be absurd. It’s just a shock. I’m still reeling. How did it happen?” 

        We both stared at him for a long moment, waiting. Finally, Dehan said, “This is the third time we’re having to ask you this, Doctor. We’re not here for a chat and a gossip. We’re here on Mr. Gordon’s invitation to investigate a homicide, until such time as the Scottish PD can be notified. Now, for the third time, what did you argue about?” 

        He sank back in his chair. “As though you don’t already know! OK! We’ll play along wuth the wee farce! Sally was—is—having an affair wuth that old bastard. Until recently they were at least discreet, an’ I thought it would blow over. The man is notorious fer the number of women he has had affairs wuth. He seduces them, plays around with them for a week or two, then sends them packing. But that didn’t happen with Sal. It went on, and on. And it just seemed to get more serious every week. Till suddenly we were being invited fer dinner at the fuckin’ castle.” 

        He shifted in his chair, looking around at the walls like they were making him mad. He pointed toward the drawing room again and his face flushed red. “So that he… So that he could gloat and humiliate his wife and me! Together! I ask you, what kind of sick bastard does that, eh?” 

        He half stood and sat, shifted. He couldn’t keep still in his chair. “But there’s more. There’s more. You don’t know thus. Sal’s shop, that belongs to him. Mah practice, mah surgery, is above the post office, an’ that belong to him an’all. I’m thirty-seven years old. My whole practice is on his wee island. Now, what do yous think is going to happen to me if he decides he’s had enough of Pamela fuckin’ May because she’s too old and fuckin’ wrinkly? If he decides he wants my wife instead of his own? I’ll tell yous what’ll fuckin’ happen. Either he’ll kick me out an’ force me into unemployment on the fuckin mainland, or he’ll keep me here so’s him and his new fuckin’ trophy bride can laugh at me and humiliate me.” He stared at me for a long moment. His breathing was heavy and fast and his face was flushed. He shifted in his seat again and said savagely, “So that’s what the fuckin’ row was about!” 

        I scratched my chin. The wind was still moaning outside, but I was aware the thunder had grown more distant. 

        “What time was that?” 

        He shook his head. “Sal came up one thirty or two. You were there. You saw.” 

        Dehan said, “And you?” 

        “I wasn’t going to come. Then I thought, I can’t see my patients in thus state of mind. I had to get it off my chest an’ have it out with the bastard. So I come up and he were out there, in the hall, just standin’ there, leering at me with his stupid face.” 

        Dehan hid a smile behind a frown and said, “What time? It’s important.” 

        He sighed, rubbed his face, then ran his fingers through his hair. “Six, six thirty maybe.” 

        I sat forward with my elbows on the table. “Think carefully, Doctor, where was he coming from, or going?” 

        He frowned at me like I was crazy. “How should I know? He was just standing there, lookin’ kind o’ creepy. I let’im have it an’ I left.” 

        I raised an eyebrow. “There were no doors open to suggest where he had been or where he might be going?” 

        He thought about it, frowned, then shook his head. “No. Well, the cupboard, under the stairs, that was open an’ the light was on. But other than that, no.” 

        “So the study door was closed?” 

        He nodded. “Aye, I just told you it was. Why?” 

        I stared at Dehan a moment. She stared back, then turned to Cameron with a frown. “How was your relationship with Charles Jr.?” 

        He shrugged, then shook his head. “You’re no going ta pin his murder on me. There was no ‘relationship’ to speak of. We nodded to each other in the street. I never treated him as a patient. The few times we exchanged words he struck me as nice enough. To be honest I thought he was a stuck-up English prick, but he hid it under a veneer of polite deference. But then I don’t like the English very much.” He paused, with an aggressive challenge in his eyes. “Come to think of it, he was no English, he was American, but I don’t like Americans very much either.” 

        Dehan sighed. “I’m sure there will be a lot of weeping in the streets of England and the U.S.A. when that bombshell gets out on Twitter, Doctor Cameron, but personally I don’t give a rat’s ass because I think the stuck-up prick is not the dead man you’re about to see in the study, but you. But here’s the thing I’m curious about, Doc, how did you get hold of the gun?” 

        He squinted at her like she was insane. “What?” 

        Dehan laughed and I smiled and sat back. She spread her hands. “Come on! How stupid do you think we are? More to the point, how smart do you need to be to work it out?” 

        “What’re you talking about?” 

        “How did it happen? He showed Sally his revolver one day and she told you about it? She told you he kept it in a drawer in his bedroom?” 

        “You’re insane.” 

        “Then, when the affair got out of hand and you saw your marriage, your livelihood and your future going down the can, you decided the old man had to go. After all, if Charles Jr. inherited, he was easy to handle, even if he was a stuck-up English prick. At least he wasn’t screwing half the women on the island, including your wife, right? He wasn’t a threat.” 

        “Fer the last time, I don’ know what you’re talking about! Yous said it was Charles Jr. who was killed, not Charles Sr.! So what are you on about?” 

        She nodded. “Sure. You came into the hall. You saw Gordon Sr. outside the study in the hall and you assumed that was where he was going. So you let him have it, then went down to the kitchen. The staff were upstairs preparing the dining room for dinner. You slipped through, up the service stairs and into his bedroom where you found the revolver. Then you went down and out again. Through the window you saw the man you thought was Gordon Sr. sitting at his desk and you shot him. But you made a mistake. It was his son.” 

        He gaped at us. “You must be absolutely fuckin’ stupid, even by American standards. That is the biggest load of bollocks I have ever had the misfortune to listen to. It is laughable.” 

        I agreed, and I was pretty sure Dehan did too, but it was interesting to see which way he jumped when he was accused. 

        I sat forward. “It is not so laughable, Doctor. Leave aside the details for now, you have a powerful motive to want Gordon Sr. dead, and father and son are similar enough to be mistaken through a leaded window or in poor light. You were here, outside the study at about the time of death and you were in an altered, enraged state of mind. Add to that the fact that the storm kept knocking out the lights, I’d put you right at the top of my list of suspects, and however stupid you think Americans may be, I’m pretty sure your Scottish police will think the same way.” 

        He flopped back in his chair and covered his face with his hands. “Jesus fuckin’ Christ!” 

        I stood. “I want you to have a look at the body.” 

        “Why? Is this some kind of fuckin’ trap again?” 

        I shook my head. “No. You’re a doctor. You’re the only damn doctor we have, so you need to make out the death certificate.” 

        “So am I a bloody suspect or no’?” 

        “Of course you are, along with just about everybody else in this house.” 

        “Uxcept yous.” 

        “Yeah, except us. Let’s go.” 

        We made our way through the silent, watching faces in the drawing room and into the hallway. He stood staring, incredulous, at the broken door as I undid the padlock, and we stepped inside the room.  

        I watched his face carefully as he took in the scene, the wound to the head, the fallen arm, the weapon on the floor. He turned suddenly and looked at the windows, seeing they were locked. 

        “Thus,” he said, “thus is the same…” 

        I nodded. 

        He shook his head. “How could I—how could anybody? That was suicide…” 

        I shook my head. “No, Doctor, it’s not. Because when they examine the gun, even though they will find his prints on it, they will find no gunshot residue on his hand or his sleeve, just as in the first case.” I pointed at Charles Gordon Jr.’s head. “The entry wound shows no sign of singeing from a contact shot. The trajectory of the bullet, even from a cursory examination, is clearly at a forty-five degree angle and must have been fired from over by the fireplace. All of these facts are identical to the old man’s case. So, even if you accept, which I do not, that the original case was a freak occurrence, the odds against it happening twice, in the same family, in the same house in the same room, are so astronomical as to be impossible. All of which adds up to one thing. This was a murder, staged to look the same as his grandfather’s, and that means whoever did this knows how the old man was killed.” 

        He stared at me wide-eyed. “Dear God…” Then his face creased into disbelief again. “But why? I mean, he was a twat, but he was a nice guy. There was no harm in ’im. You wouldn’t want to kill him!” 

        A sudden thought made him point at me and then at Dehan. “An’ your notion that I shot him through the window, by mistake, is just plain stupid! He was clearly shot from one o’ them chairs, an’ at that distance there is no mistaking the son fer the father!” 

        “I know.” 

        “What?” 

        “We just wanted to know which way you jumped.” 

        “You bastards!” 

        “You’d better believe it.” 

        “I’m a doctor! Ah don’t fuckin’ kill people.” 

        Dehan snorted. “I don’t believe that’s a defense at law, even in Scotland.” 

        He sighed and seemed to sag. Then he hunkered down and opened his black bag. From it he took a form and, after a brief examination of the body, made out the death certificate. After a moment he looked up at me. “Time of death?” 

        I shrugged and looked at Dehan. She said, “Some time between… You, me and the major were the last people to see him alive, and that was, what, shortly before six?” 

        I nodded, “And Armstrong found him at shortly before eight. So that’s your time of death. Where were you at that time?” 

        He scribbled on the form. “You know where I was. I was on my way here, I was shouting at Gordon Sr. and I was on my way home, while my wife stayed behind to play house with the Laird.” 

        “It’s not a great alibi.” 

        “Yeah, well, if I’d known ah was goin’ to need one, I’d of prepared a better one.” He stood. “I’m no stupid. If I was goin’ to kill him, I wouldn’a stood shoutin’ at him in the bloody hall. Besides…” He shook his head. “Whoever killed him intended to kill the son, no the father. There was no mistaken identity here. Whoever killed him was sitting in one of them chairs, lookin’ at him. How they got out, tha’s the mystery.” 

        “Do you mind sticking around for a while?” 

        “What for?” 

        “Pamela might need you. Also, I’d like to have you around until I’ve finished asking all my questions.” 

        He sighed, then nodded. “Fine, but I’m warnin’ you. If that bastard starts on at me…” 

        I interrupted him. “Don’t say or do anything you’re likely to regret, Doctor. There has already been one tragedy tonight. Let’s try and avoid another.” 

        He left the room and crossed into the drawing room, closing the door behind him. I stood staring at the two chairs while Dehan stared at the body. She said suddenly, “He has no motive.” Then she shrugged. “Fact is, nobody has a motive. He said it himself, why would anybody want to kill him? He was just a sweet, bumbling, inoffensive guy.” She looked at me for confirmation that I agreed and I nodded absently. “Plus,” she went on, “How old is this killer? Let’s say he or she was twenty back when they killed Old Man Gordon. That makes him or her sixty now, which narrows the field right down—to his mother, his father and Bee. Or the major! None of them is credible, Stone.” 

        “Mhm.” 

        “And then there’s opportunity. How the hell do we establish opportunity when we have no idea how the crime was committed?” She gestured at the two chesterfields with both hands. “He is sitting in one of those two chairs. If he is right-handed, logic dictates it is the chair on our left, over there, which gives the correct angle and trajectory for the shot. But apparently this shooter is invisible, because Old Man Gordon was peacefully reading his book and didn’t notice the guy sitting in his chesterfield aiming a gun at his head; and Charles Jr. was, what, doing his accounts? He didn’t see the guy holding his father’s Smith & Wesson either. And after the invisible man or woman with the gun had shot them both, he just beamed up to the Enterprise, like he had never been here. How the hell do we establish opportunity when it is impossible to show how the killer was even here?” 

        I blinked at her, then smiled. “That’s the clever bit about this whole crime, Dehan. The killer never was here.” 
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        We switched off the light, locked the study, and made our way back to the drawing room. As we entered, Bee stood and came toward us with her left hand over her heart and her right hand reaching out for me. 

        “Carmen, Stone, Detectives, forgive me, but I am not as young as I once was, this has all been a frightful strain on me, you have seen Pamela and Dr. Cameron, could you not take my statement now, and let me get some rest? Perhaps the doctor could give me something…” 

        “Of course, Bee.” I smiled and gestured toward the dining room door. 

        Behind me I heard Sally’s voice, harsh and a little shrill. “How long is this farce going to take?” 

        I turned. Gordon was frowning up at her. Everybody had turned and was watching her. Her pale skin flushed and she looked suddenly embarrassed. I said, “Farce, Mrs. Cameron?” 

        She glanced around. “We’re all exhausted. It’s been a terrible shock…” 

        “Not least for Charles Jr. and his parents. What part of this, exactly, do you see as a farce, Mrs. Cameron?” 

        She bridled and straightened her back where she was sitting on the arm of Gordon’s chair. He muttered something to her. 

        She drew breath to speak but I interrupted her. “We’ll be talking to you in good time, but given where you’re sitting right now, I’d be cautious about using words like farce, if I were you.” 

        She went bright red, which didn’t suit the color of her hair, and I turned and followed Bee and Dehan into the dining room. I closed the door and Bee dropped into a chair, removed her hat and placed both hands over her heart. 

        “Look here,” she said, then looked at me and Dehan in turn. “I know you Americans are frightfully puritanical and you still believe in the flat Earth and that there were no dinosaurs and all that, but, well, you know, it isn’t really like that!” 

        I burst out laughing. 

        Dehan’s eyebrows shot up. “You are kidding me, right, Bee?” 

        I sat, smiling, and said, “Why don’t you tell us what it is like, Lady Jane?” 

        She reached over and put her hand on my arm. “You have the benefit of Hollywood over there, and your huge television networks, that tell you all how life should be, ideally, and I think that is just super. But over here, you know, it’s all a bit more primal.” 

        Dehan shook her head and sighed. “Things get pretty primal in the Bronx, Bee. Believe me.” 

        I gave her a gentle kick under the table and she sighed again. 

        Bee sat back. “I am quite sure they do, my dear. But that is a different kind of primal. That’s all about fighting and killing and being badass and frightfully macho. This here…” She gave her head a little shake. “It’s all about sex.” She studied Dehan’s face a moment, then repeated, “Sex, sex, sex, morning, noon and night, nothing but sex. It is quite exhausting.” 

        I nodded. “It would be.” 

        “And it’s no good moralizing about it. I am quite certain that if there were a god, He, She or It would not have the faintest interest in who was tupping whom, where, how or why. But as He, She or It is merely a figment of our imagination, the issue really doesn’t arise, does it?” 

        I shook my head. “No. But perhaps you could put a little flesh on the bones for us. In what way, precisely, is Charles Jr.’s death about sex?” 

        “Well…” She folded her hands carefully on the table in front of her. “Have you ever heard of the Pitcairn Islands?” 

        “That is where the crew of the Bounty wound up, if I am not mistaken.” 

        “Precisely. And because they were all living on a small island, they had no religion and they all lived in somewhat primal conditions, they all became obsessed with sex. And precisely the same thing has happened here, on Gordon’s Swona.” 

        I tried not to sigh. “That is a very interesting perspective, Bee, but again, socio-economic dynamics aside. How, precisely, does this relate to Junior?” 

        “Well, I mean to say, I should have thought it was obvious!” She leaned across the table toward Dehan. “Do you think that if Charles Senior were not so rich he would be half so attractive? Of course his arrogance and his stature have a certain appeal, on a very basic, animal level, but it’s his stature, his wealth, the fact that he owns an island and a castle. It all adds up to sex appeal. Without the trappings he would just be obnoxious, and I speak as a woman who has adored him for decades.” 

        Dehan had adopted a rictus that involved thin lips and narrowed eyes. I examined the walls a moment and finally said, “I am still not seeing it, Bee. Charles Jr.? Connection?” 

        She heaved a big sigh. 

        “Well, for goodness sake…! Young Charles was not unattractive? And aside from his father, he was the richest man on the island and destined to inherit everything. He was far too much of a gentleman to kiss and tell, of course, but anyone who thinks that he wasn’t getting his end away is sadly misguided. I mean, a rich, personable bachelor…” 

        Dehan frowned and grunted. I was about to ask her to be more precise but she went right ahead and did just that. 

        “Now, I should imagine that you have been struggling, amongst other things, with the question, who on Earth would want to hurt such a charming, agreeable, harmless chap as Charles. Well, the answer is quite simple. Sex. Sex, to paraphrase the Bard, doth make monsters of us all. So the question becomes not who would want to harm Charles but who was jealous of Charles and hence, who was Charles getting his end away with?” 

        I waited, watching her. She waited, watching me back. Finally I said, “So who was he getting his end away with?” 

        “You mean aside from the maids?” 

        “Yes, Bee, aside from the maids.” 

        “I’m sure I don’t know. But if I were ten years younger, I can assure you I’d have had him by now. And I’m sure I’m not alone in feeling that way.” 

        I scratched my head. “This is just speculation, Bee. Do you know, for a fact, that he was in a relationship with somebody?” 

        She shook her head. “But believe me, he was. And if you’ll forgive the crudeness, the screw pool is not exactly vast on this island, is it?” 

        Dehan sighed and there was a hint of disappointment in her voice. “Bee, where were you between six and seven this evening?” 

        Bee beamed. “Darling! Am I a suspect? How exciting! Let me see. You and I spoke on the terrace. Then you went off with Stone, such a strong name, and poor Charles and the major. I stayed in the drawing room and read a magazine, and after that the major came and joined me, we chatted. Then Charles Sr. came in with Sally, and that’s about it, really.” 

        Dehan frowned. “He came in with Sally?” 

        “Yes, dear.” 

        “You heard the doctor shouting at him?” 

        “Oh yes, one could hardly fail to, but that was a little earlier. I’m afraid I’m not awfully good when it comes to time. One moment flows, as it were, into another.” 

        I nodded a few times, considering the fact that there are few things in this world as slippery as a member of the British upper classes. 

        “In your opinion, Bee—and please understand I am only asking for your opinion—who stands to gain from Charles Jr.’s death?” 

        Her eyebrows arched. “Well, Pamela, naturally, and me. But only if daddy Charles doesn’t marry again, and only when he dies. Pamela will get everything. She is now, to all intents and purposes, his sole heir. I get a percentage of his estate, I don’t know how much, but I believe it is generous. However…” She shook her head. “All of that could change over night if he gives Pamela the old heave-ho and marries Sally. Then we are all well and truly screwed. Metaphorically. The only one who’s getting screwed literally is Sally, lucky bitch.” 

        Dehan smiled. “Bee?” 

        “Yes, darling?” 

        “Screwed is a metaphor. Sally is not literally getting screwed.” 

        Bee smiled vacantly. “Oh, yes.” 

        I took a deep breath. “Is there anything else, Bee, that you feel you need to tell us, or that we ought to know?” 

        “Not really. I am sure you are doing a simply marvelous job. I should now like to go to bed. It has been an awfully trying day. And perhaps you could ask that appalling Doctor Cameron to give me something.” She stood and added absently, “They do let almost anyone into the professions these days. It is too bad, really.” 

        Dehan went to the door with her, smiling and muttering, “No standards…” 

        “None, darling. None at all.” 

        Bee left, Dehan closed the door and leaned against it, looking at me. She smiled unhappily. “Some honeymoon.”  

        I nodded, then shook my head. “Next time, I choose the destination.” 

        “Next time?” 

        “You better believe it.” 

        She gave a small laugh. “I’d like to talk to Gordon. I’d like to know about his will. He’s the key to all this. Him and his dead father.” 

        “I agree. But before we do, I’d like to have a chat with the major.” 

        She frowned. “The major? You like him for this?” 

        “No, but he is the country manor equivalent of the village gossip. Whatever Bee is hinting at, he has the dope. When we talk to Gordon, I’d like to have the major’s intel behind me.” 

        She nodded. “See? That’s why you’re the oldest.” 

        She turned, opened the door and leaned out. “Major, could we have a chat?” 

        There was the sound of anxious bumbling closely followed by the major smiling apologetically as he hurried in. I gestured him to a chair at the head of the table and he sat. We sat on either side of him and he said, “I suppose you’ll want to know what I was up to between six and eight.” 

        I nodded. “Amongst other things.” 

        “Of course, we were all in the study together, and he was alive at that time.” 

        Dehan smiled. “We would have noticed if he wasn’t.” 

        He nodded, frowning. “Oh, most assuredly. No, he was definitely alive then. And after that, well, you chaps went upstairs, Charles stayed in the study, and I went over to the drawing room, hoping for a snifter.” 

        “Was there anybody there when you went in?” 

        “Yes. Bee was there, reading one of those awful magazines. Offered her a drink and she said, ‘Not half, govenor!’” He laughed out loud, then flushed bright red. “Like a Cockney, you know. She’s a great laugh, old Bee. Aristocracy, you know. Never guess, not toffee-nosed at all. Just an average gal.” 

        Dehan nodded. “Yup. Just one of the guys. So, did either of you leave the room after that?” 

        “Well, um, ah… I may have um… ahh… you know… um…” 

        I drummed my fingers on the table a few times. “Gone to the bathroom, Major?” 

        “Quite so, exactly, um, yes.” 

        “And Bee?” 

        “Yuh, also, perhaps. But other than that, we were there until everyone started coming in for cocktails. Including your, uh, good selves.” 

        “Did you see or hear anybody else during that time?” 

        “No, only Cameron, making a bit of a spectacle of himself, shouting at Charles. Can’t blame the man, I suppose, bit of a rough deal, when you… When you think about it…”  

 He looked embarrassed and turned away. 

        I leaned forward. “What is a rough deal, Major?” 

        He seemed to bark, like a Scottish terrier. “Well! One doesn’t like to gossip… Man’s private life… but, you know…” 

        “I agree, but given that this is a murder inquiry, and that our personal interest in the doctor’s private life is somewhat less than zero, I think you are justified in telling us what the rough deal is.” 

        He looked momentarily startled, then nodded. “Yes, I see, quite so, quite so. Um, well, the odd thing is that Bee and I had, just before the shouting started, you understand, had been, as it were, discussing, not gossiping but discussing, more widely, the doctor’s position on the island.” 

        I raised my eyebrows. “Really? And what did you judge his position to be?” 

        “Well… um…” He nodded several times. “Precarious, to say the least.” 

        Dehan sighed noisily, like a person putting together a five thousand piece jigsaw puzzle, blindfolded. “Would you please explain why you thought that, Major?” 

        “Of course. The thing is, he was only aware of half of his problems, which is ironic, considering how things turned out. You see…” He leaned forward, glancing at us in turn with only his eyes. “She wasn’t only seeing Charles Sr. She was also seeing Charles Jr. on the side.” 

        “When you say seeing…” 

        “Oh, I mean that they were having a… you know… carnal affair, not to put too fine a point on it. Bit of the old one two, if you follow.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow. “And you are sure of this?” 

        “Oh, absolutely. No shadow of a doubt.” 

        “How can you be so sure?” 

        “Well, he told me.” 

        Dehan looked skeptical. “Kiss and tell? That doesn’t sound like Jr.” 

        “No! Quite so. You are absolutely right, but you see, I was a bit of a confidant for the poor boy. Bee and I have sort of been around all his life, and he could never really confide in his father, or poor Pam for that matter, so Bee and I sort of stepped into the breach, if you follow. The poor boy wasn’t bragging about a conquest, far from it, he was worried sick about what would happen if his father found out.” 

        I said, “Let me see if I have this straight, Major. You are telling us that Sally Cameron was not only having an affair with Charles Gordon Sr., but also with his son, at the same time.” 

        “Devil of a thing, hey? Well I didn’t know what to tell the poor chap. I mean, I am a man of the world in that I have traveled just about everywhere on the globe, but tended to keep my nose clean where women were concerned, if you follow.” 

        My mind reeled for a moment at the choice of metaphor, but I tried to ignore it and thought about this new angle. The major kept talking. 

        “Of course, he didn’t go looking for it. He never did. But from what he told me, she sought him out.” 

        Dehan was observing him through arrowed eyes. “How?” 

        The major suppressed a schoolboy laugh. “Went to his room while the old man was snoring! Spirited girl, but a bit naughty.”  

        “So he came to you to discuss this because he was worried.” 

        “Yes. Well, he would be, wouldn’t he?” 

        “What was it, exactly, that he was worried about?” Before he could answer, she preempted him. “I mean, Major, I can see that there are several aspects to that situation that would be worrying, but what I am asking you is, precisely, what was the thing that was worrying him the most?” 

        He stared at her for a moment, like he was replaying her question in his head. Then he blinked and said, “Well, what his father would do if he found out. I mean, Charles Sr. is, um…” 

        He hesitated, so I said, “A cruel, vindictive man?” 

        He held my eye for a long moment, then said, “Yes. Yes, precisely that. A cruel, vindictive man.” 
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        Dehan pushed the door closed after the major. We were alone in the silent dining room. She stood facing the closed door a moment and then turned and started pacing slowly around the room in her red scarlet dress and bare feet, with her fingers laced behind her neck.  

        “The more information we get,” she said, “The further we are from an answer. We need some kind of fixed point: something we can say, ‘This is a cert!’ So I am going to say for now that Pam did not kill her son. With this crowd of crazies you can’t be sure, Stone…” She stopped walking and turned to face me, with her fingers still laced behind her head. She seemed to be very far away, at the other end of the long table. “But for now I am going to take that as a fixed point. OK?” 

        I nodded. “OK.” 

        She turned and carried on walking. “So, who had motive? Bee seems to have no apparent motive, and on the face of it, neither does the major. Agreed?” 

        “Agreed.” 

        She reached the end of the room and started pacing back. “Armstrong has reason to hate Gordon Sr., but other than hating the whole Gordon family, seems to have no special grudge against Jr.” She stopped, eyed me a moment. “Dr. Cameron, on the other hand, has a very powerful motive.” 

        “He has?” 

        She started walking again. “Sure. Relations between Sally and the Doc are strained to breaking point. She is ready to give him his marching orders. They are bad enough that they are having rows in public, and where before she was just having an affair on the side, now she is seriously thinking of giving Ian the boot. They row and out of sheer spite she tells him, not only is she screwing the old man, she’s getting her leg over with Junior too.” 

        “I am horrified at your language, Dehan. I should never have brought you to this primal place.” 

        “More than that, how about this? Her plan is not to force a divorce between Gordon Sr. and Pam, it is to marry Gordon Jr. and become part of the family.” 

        I shook my head. “Mmmnyahh…” 

        “Mnyah why?” 

        “If she is hitting the hay with Dad, she cannot possibly expect to be welcomed into the family with open arms by him if she then declares she intends to marry his son.” 

        She extended her left arm and pointed her finger at me like a gun. “Wrong, Stone, if she intended to continue sleeping with Dad after the marriage. That level of humiliation would have been right up Gordon Sr.’s street. But either way, if she was planning to marry Junior and told Cameron about it, that gives him a motive, which he did not have before.” 

        “Granted.” 

        “And we know he was in the area at the time, and he has no alibi.” 

        “Also granted.” 

        She stopped walking and put both hands on the back of the chair opposite me. “Now, let’s get a little darker: Gordon Sr. likes to dish it out, but he doesn’t look to me like the kind of man who likes to take it. So, while he thinks it’s a gas to humiliate his son by seducing his fiancée, when his son hits the sack with the woman he is planning to marry, I figure that could make him real mad. Mad enough to kill.” 

        I nodded. “It’s possible.” 

        “It’s more than possible. And note where he was when Cameron came in and started shouting at him. Right outside the study, where his son was locked in, doing his accounts, within the window for the time of death.”  

        I did a lot of nodding, then said, “All good, solid reasoning.” 

        “But?” 

        “No buts, just two questions: one, how did he do it? And two: what is the connection between this murder and the murder of his grandfather forty years ago?” 

        “Same answer to both.” She spread her hands. “I don’t know.” 

        I stood. “Let’s get him in here and ask him.” 

        I went to the door, opened it and leaned out.  

        “Mr. Gordon, could we talk to you for a moment? 

        He stared at me, like an ancient, giant Nordic king. Beside him, still sitting on the arm of his chair, was Sally, watching me with hard, calculating eyes. I wondered for a moment at the woman who had been sleeping with the man who sat dead across the hall with half his head blown away, yet showing no emotion on her face but caution. She held my eye a moment, then Gordon stood, sighed and strode unsteadily across the room to join me. 

        Dehan closed the door as he grunted and lowered himself into the chair at the head of the table. “Couldn’t some of this have waited till the morning? Sally is exhausted, and frankly, so am I.” 

        “No.” 

        I sat. Dehan remained standing, leaning against the wall. He looked at her sourly, then turned away. 

        “I need to know everything about your relationship with Sally Cameron.” 

        He didn’t look at me. He just stared sullenly at the table. “Go to hell.” 

        “I can’t hold a gun to your head, Mr. Gordon. I can’t even point one at you from the fireplace. It’s your choice. But what I can and will do is inform the cops when they get here that after asking me to investigate, as soon as we touched on the subject of your affair with Sally Cameron, you clammed up and told me to go to hell. If you want to draw attention to your affair, that is certainly the way to do it.” 

        He grunted again and was then silent for a while. Finally, he said, “It’s not relevant.” 

        I shook my head. “No. I decide that. Or you can go to hell and get somebody else to investigate.” 

        He fiddled with his thumbs for a bit, then said, “Fine. So I’m screwing Sally. So what?” 

        I turned to Dehan. “Let’s go pack and get some sleep. We’ll catch the first ferry once the storm stops and make a statement at the police station at John O’Groats.” 

        “OK!” He snarled it at the table top. 

        I leaned down and put my face close to his. “Listen to me, Gordon. You are not doing me a favor. I’m doing you one, you understand? All I want is to have my honeymoon with my wife. Now, if you want me to get your sorry ass out of this mess, you had better come clean and tell me what the hell is going on, because I do not intend to get prosecuted by the British cops for concealing or suppressing evidence. So if you want my help, start talking. I want to know everything about your relationship with Sally Cameron.” 

        He watched me carefully. 

        I sat. “And just remember, I have been talking to other people who have been watching and observing you both. I’ll know if you hold back.” I pointed at the door. “And one more attempt to bullshit me and me and my wife go through that door.” 

        He heaved another big sigh.  

        “Things have not been good between me and Pamela for some time.” 

        Dehan snapped, “Try forty years.” 

        He glanced at her, but other than that, showed no sign of having heard. “After my father died I discovered… Somebody told me… that Pamela had been my father’s lover. It embittered me. She was already pregnant with my son…” 

        He faltered. 

        I stared at him. “Son of a gun,” I said. “You don’t know, do you? You were never sure, and you couldn’t bring yourself to do the paternity test. It probably wouldn’t have been conclusive anyway. So instead you spent his whole life abusing and humiliating him for his mother and your father’s sins.” 

        He didn’t answer. He stared at the wall across the room for a long moment, then blinked and looked back at his thumbs. “When the boy was born, I raised him as my own, though he may well have been my half-brother, as well as my stepson. It was nauseating. I began to have affairs. Whether Pamela did or not, I neither know nor care. And yes.” He looked at me with hard, resentful eyes. “On the rare occasions when Charles entered into a sentimental relationship with some insipid female, I would make a point of seducing her. It was my small act of vengeance against my father and my wife.” 

        He stood, crossed the room to the sideboard and poured himself a large whiskey. He sipped it and spoke without turning. 

        “But all that changed when I met Sally. I can honestly say that every relationship I have had since Pamela has been an act of cruelty and revenge.” Now he turned, glanced at Dehan and then looked at me, as though he expected me to understand. “Sally was different. With Sally—it may sound adolescent and naïve—but with Sally I began to heal. I began to believe that it is possible to love and trust. She is not like other women.” 

        “You fell in love with her.” 

        He looked sullen and his face darkened. “You can mock if you want.” 

        “I’m not mocking, Gordon. The only bitter cynic in this room is you. So you fell in love, good for you. What else?” 

        He frowned at me. “Nothing else. We had discussed it and agreed that she would tell Ian and I would tell Pam, then we would both divorce our spouses and marry.” 

        I scanned his face and he scanned mine back. He looked like he was trying to understand what I was getting at. If it was an act, it was a good one. I said, “Where did that leave Pam and Ian?” 

        He shrugged. “Pam would get alimony and some kind of settlement, and Ian would continue as doctor in the village. I think the man is an insufferable prig, but I harbor no ill will toward him. I have no desire to see him bankrupt or broken.” 

        I waited a moment, watching him carefully. Then I asked, “Was Sally seeing anybody else?” 

        He looked startled, then laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. I just told you we were going to get married.” 

        “Like your son and his fiancée?” 

        He scowled at me. “What’s your point?” 

        “That just because people are engaged to be married, it doesn’t mean they don’t screw around.” 

        “Sally is not like that.” 

        “So she wasn’t screwing your son?” 

        He threw back his head and roared with laughter. “That’s your theory?” He laughed again. “You’re clutching at straws.” He gestured at me, then at Dehan. “This? This is New York’s finest? Give me a break!” 

        I glanced at Dehan. She shrugged with her eyebrows. I sat back in my chair. “Just a couple more questions.” 

        “I hope they’re a bit more intelligent than the last one, Detective Stone.” 

        “What were you doing in the broom cupboard?” 

        He went very still. “What?” 

        “When Cameron turned up to tell you what he thought of you, you had been doing something in the broom cupboard. What?” 

        He didn’t answer for a very long moment. Then he looked up at me and narrowed his eyes. “If you must know, Brown told me you had asked to look inside. I was curious to see what you had been looking for.” 

        “Isn’t it obvious?” 

        “Yes, of course, some kind of secret door. I wondered if you had found one, but on inspecting all those shelves, as you must have done, it was clear there was no secret door there.” He sighed again. “Anything else, Stone?” 

        I nodded. “Yeah.” 

        “What? I am beginning to think I would have been better off allowing chaos and mayhem to reign. At least I might have got some sleep.” 

        “Tell me about your will.” 

        “My will?” 

        The answer surprised me, as did the expression on his face. It was hard to fathom. “Yes, Mr. Gordon, your will. Who else’s will would I be asking you about?” 

        He made a face, shrugged, shook his head. “It might make sense to ask about Charles’ will. After all, he is the one who has been murdered. I would have thought the pertinent question would be who benefits from his death, not mine.” 

        “I was under the impression,” I said, “that he had no wealth of his own. That your wealth would one day be his wealth.” 

        He shrugged again. “I have no idea what he had. I really wasn’t interested. I let him use the castle as an hotel. He made something from that. It entertained me to have guests.” 

        “Was he your heir?” 

        “For the moment, yes. Him and Pam. But obviously, in view of my upcoming marriage to Sally, it was in my mind to change my will. I hadn’t decided on the details yet.” 

        “Is Bee a beneficiary?” 

        “She receives something. Why? Why these questions about my will?” 

        I stood, stretched my back and heard the vertebrae crack. I took a few paces away, staring unseeing at the room around me. I was aware of something nagging at my mind, but each time I tried to grasp it, it dispersed like mist. Then I heard myself ask, as though the question had come from somewhere else, “What, exactly, is your fortune, Mr. Gordon?” 

         “What is this impertinence?” 

        I turned to face him. He was scowling at me. 

        “It’s a very simple question. What is your fortune? What do you own? This castle? The island? Is there more in Boston? Mainland Britain? What about stocks and shares? What is your income? How rich are you, and what is the nature of your wealth?” 

        He stood. “You’re going too damned far, Stone! I said I’d pay you anything you ask to clear up Charles’ murder, not to go prying into my private, personal affairs! It’s none of your damned business what my fortune is or what I’m worth!” 

        I shrugged. “Suit yourself. Either way, I know who killed your son, and your father. And I know how.” 

        Dehan stared at me wide-eyed, mirroring Gordon’s face across the table. His eyes bulged and so did his cheeks, erupting in a sudden expostulation, “You’re bluffing!” 

        I shook my head. “Makes no difference to me. Sounds like the storm is easing off. Tomorrow or the day after, we’ll be on our way to enjoy the rest of our honeymoon somewhere a little less remote and stressful. And you can sit there and tell the Scottish police to go to hell. But I guarantee, they will be asking the very same questions as me. You know why? Because I will have put them into their heads before I leave.” 

        He sneered at me, but without much conviction. “Forty years people have been trying to solve that murder, and now you’re going to come along and…” 

        I smiled. “It’s what we do.” I turned to Dehan. “Come on, Dehan, let’s go get some sleep.” 

        “Wait!” He became serious. “You really know who killed my son, and my father?” 

        I nodded. “Yes. I know who and I know how.” 

        “And you can prove it?” 

        I sighed. “If you help me, yes.” 

        “Tell me who, and how!”  

        I shook my head. “We do it my way. First you tell me about your money…” 

        He sighed, rubbed his face and said, “Fine, I’ll have to contact my solicitor when the storm blows over, to bring… everything. He’ll have to come over…” 

        “How long will that take?” 

        “Not long, he’s just over the water. You’ll have to know… the details… I suppose.” He stared at me hard. “But I am counting on you to keep this strictly confidential! That’s the deal!” 
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        Sally stood, but the others remained seated. They all stared. Then Sally half rushed across the room, staring at Gordon with anxious eyes, saying, “Oh, Charles! Come and sit down. What you must be going through!” 

        She led him back across the room to a chair and sat him down. I glanced at Ian. There was real hatred in his eyes as he watched them. I took a deep breath and spoke. 

        “We’re pretty much done here.” 

        Armstrong looked offended. “Ye haven’t spoke t’me! Ye haven’t got mah point of view!” 

        I nodded at him. “That’s because I don’t need it, Armstrong.” I looked back at the others. “We now have statements from everybody who was at the house at the time of Charles’ murder. We hope to be able to contact the police on the mainland tomorrow, and they can take over from there.” I smiled at Dehan. “And we can get back to our honeymoon.” I looked back at the assembled faces. “I should tell you, however, that we have been able to establish who murdered Charles tonight, who murdered his grandfather almost forty years ago, and how it was done.” 

        There was a collective gasp from those assembled except Cameron, to my right and slightly behind me, who looked at me with contempt and sneered, “You have got to be kidding!” 

        I ignored him and watched the major get unsteadily to his feet. He was frowning hard. He spoke above a rising murmur of voices. “Are you serious? But…” He shook his head. “That’s fantastic. I hope you’re not… How could you possibly…?” 

        Armstrong, sitting beside Cameron, raised his voice rose above the others. “He couldn’t, tha’s how! Ut’s no possible. He’s bluffing!” 

        Sally was speaking urgently to Gordon. Gordon was shaking his head, answering under his breath. Cameron was on his feet, approaching me. “If you know who done it, tell us! I say ye’re full o’ bullshit!” 

        Armstrong stayed seated, half-shouting. “Yis don’t know shit!” 

        If you shout back, they just shout louder. So I spoke quietly. “I will communicate my findings to the police tomorrow, and they will act on them and it will be up to them to find the evidence to prove, or disprove, what Detective Dehan and I have found.” The room fell silent. I added, “You all had the opportunity to speak before. If you have anything to say, that was the time to have said it. If you didn’t say it then, I suggest you wait till morning and tell the cops when they arrive.” 

        Armstrong spoke up again. “Ah didneh get a chance to speak. You don’t want ta hear what ah have to say, do ye? Wha’s the matter? The old man paying yous to keep a few things quiet?” 

        Suddenly Sally was on her feet and Gordon was pulling at her arm, telling her to sit and be quiet. But she wasn’t in the mood to sit or be quiet. Her red hair flying and her blue eyes flashing, she let rip. 

        “Why don’t you shut yer fuckin’ mouth, Bobby Armstrong? All you and yer bloody whooring mother ever did was cause trouble! Why don’t you fuckin’ sit doon an’ shut yer fuckin’ trap fer once in your fuckin’ life!” 

        You have never really seen anger until you have seen an angry Scotsman. Armstrong’s face went crimson and the veins in his forehead stood out and pulsed. His eyes were wide and staring. He stood and his voice was a rasp in his throat. 

        “Who are you callin’ a fuckin’ whoore? Fuckin’ thus thievin’ bastard and fuckin’ his son at the same fuckin’ time! An’ you call my mother a whoore?” 

        I saw Gordon flash a look at Sally and then at me. He was putting two and two together. But Armstrong hadn’t finished yet. He was stabbing the air with a finger that would have pierced concrete.  

        “At least mah mother was faithful te Old Gordon. At least she loved the old man! But you? You are just a gold digging fuckin’ user!” He turned and pointed at Cameron. “Ye’re married to a good man! An honest man! And you humiliate him every fuckin’ day with yer filthy, disgusting behavior! Ye should be ashamed o’yerself!” 

        Sally was not about to be silenced. “Och! Spare me yer bloody moralizing sermon, you hypocritical piece o’shite! You think we don’t know what you do when you get the ferry across to John O’Groats? You think the whole island doesn’t know you been seeing whoores? Cause no fuckin’ island woman will touch you!” 

        Armstrong went dangerously quiet. “What I been doin’ in John O’Groats is my own buznezz, Sally Cameron. But I’ll tell you thus. The only person on this island who doesn’t know about you and tha’ dead man in there, is his thievin’ fuckin’ father.”  

        The room was deathly silent. The major was staring hard at the floor. Sally had gone very pale. Armstrong sneered at Gordon, then turned to me. “Did yous include that titbit in your brilliant piece o’detection? Ah bet ye didn’t.” 

        He turned and sat down again. Cameron was still standing by my side, staring at Sally. 

        I looked around the room. “Are we all done? Good. I suggest you all go to your rooms and get some rest. Brown will arrange a couple of rooms for Mr. Armstrong and Dr. Cameron. I would ask you all to please stay tomorrow morning to speak to the police when they arrive. I am sure they will want to talk to you.” 

        Gordon got to his feet and looked suddenly like an old, broken man. Perhaps in that moment, he understood for the first time the nature of the weapon he had been wielding most of his adult life against his family. Sally reached out for him but he waved her away and crossed the room to the door. 

        Somebody rang the bell for Brown and shortly afterward, he led Cameron and Armstrong out into the hall and up the stairs to the spare rooms. That left Sally and the major. He made to leave, then stopped by the door and looked back at me. “Is it a bluff? Do you really know?” 

        I nodded. 

        He said, “Who and how…?” 

        “Who and how, major.” 

        He turned and hurried away, across the checkerboard floor and up the stairs, muttering something about talking to Bee. Sally stood watching us. After a moment, she said, “I guess I’ve blown it.” 

        Dehan nodded a few times. “Nothing like screwing a man’s son to undermine trust in a relationship.” 

        I frowned and shook my head. “What made you do it, Sally?” 

        She sighed, seemed to sag and lowered herself onto the arm of the chair where Gordon had been sitting. “You live in New York, fer God’s sake! How could you ever begin to understand what it’s like to live on an island like thus? It’s no purgatory. Purgatory is where we go fer a day out. I’m thirty years old. If I don’t get out now, I never will. I’ll spend the rest of my existence here, on this island.” 

        I went over to the tray of decanters and poured three drinks. I gave one to Dehan and another to Sally. “That doesn’t really answer my question. I get that you wanted to get out. I get that you and Gordon could have a marriage of convenience. I even get that if you knew he and Pamela were not happy, you’d be prepared to break them up. I don’t approve, but I get it. What I don’t get is why his son. Why Junior?” 

        She looked down into her glass for a while. “I’m no’ proud of it. It was Bee. She looks dappy, but she’s a smart cookie, I can tell ye. An’ she’s known Charles fer years. She saw what was goin’ on between us right at the start, and even then she advised me no’ to fall for him. She said he played with people, used them against each other, an’ she told me about all the things he’d done to Pam over the years. To be honest, I felt sorry for her.” She shrugged. “I mean, there was nothing I could do fer her. Their marriage was over, you know what I mean? It was over a long time before he met me. An’ I was determined to get off o’ the island one way or another. Cameron was fuckin’ useless. He thinks you have to be faithful to your fuckin’ roots an’ all that shite. If I stayed wuth him, I’d be here for the rest o’my days. An’ that’ was no goin’ to happen.” 

        “You’re losing me.” 

        “Sorry. I… Bee scared me. I could see myself jumping from the bloody frying pan into the fire. Land up married to the old goat and stuck on this bloody island with the old bastard playin’ with me and humiliating me the way he humiliates the rest of his bloody family. Or did, when he had one. So I thought…” She shrugged. 

        “You thought Charles Jr. was a better bet long term, so you’d hedge your bets and play them both. Junior was bound to come into some money at some time, and when he did, you’d jump ship.” 

        “Something like that, aye.” 

        “Were you aware of the terms of the old man’s will?” 

        She avoided my eye. “I asked him a couple of times, but he refused to tell me.” 

        I gave it a beat, then asked, “Was Charles going to tell his father?” 

        She looked startled. “No! He was terrified of his father. We both agreed. For now, until things…” 

        She faltered and Dehan asked, “Things what?” 

        She shook her head. “I don’t know. Until things had settled. We were just putting off a crisis.” 

        I smiled. “Until you were firmly married into the family money.” 

        Her eyes were hostile. “I can’t stop you from judging me, but that doesn’t mean you have the right.” 

        I never got to answer. There was a scream. It was shrill and touched with hysteria. It echoed over the banisters along the galleried landing and filled the hallway. I ran out of the drawing room and saw Bee in a pink negligee, waving her hands in the air and shouting, “Pam! Pamela! She’s done something! Oh God! Come quick! Please! Come quick!” 

        I swore under my breath and sprinted up the stairs three at a time. Bee ran, her pink robe flapping behind her, leading the way to the room where Pam had been taken by Cameron. I could hear Dehan right behind me, struggling in her tight red evening dress. 

        By the time we got to the room, just about everybody else was there, crowding around the door. I shoved my way through and found Cameron kneeling beside Pam’s bed. There was an empty pill bottle on her bedside table and an empty glass of water. I snapped, “Has anyone touched that glass or the bottle?” 

        Cameron snarled, “I’m losing her, I’m fuckin’ losing her! Somebody get me my case!” 

        Sally ran from the room. I repeated, “Has anybody touched these things?” 

        Cameron flushed and shouted, “No! Now get the fuck out of here!” 

        I ignored him and turned to the door. Brown’s bewildered, sleepy face had added itself to the throng along with the two girls. I said, “Brown, get me two freezer bags. Quick as you can.” 

        He shook his head, “What…?” 

        “Now!” 

        He hurried away. The major was helping Cameron get Pam to her feet. Sally came back with Cameron’s case, squeezed into the room and handed it to him. She said, “What can I do?” 

        He snarled, “You can get out’a my fuckin’ sight, is what you can do!” 

        She went pale and backed away. Cameron and the major took Pam to the en suite. I heard feet running up the stairs and a moment later one of the maids appeared, breathless and wide-eyed, and handed me a roll of freezer bags. I bagged the bottle and the glass and handed them to Dehan. She grabbed them and turned to the crowd. 

        “OK, guys, let’s let the Doc do his job.” 

        They backed away a step or two, jostling against each other. Bee had her hands over her mouth and was blinking back tears. She kept repeating, “I just came to see if she was all right…” Armstrong was peering over her head with a sullen twist to his mouth. 

        “How do we know he didn’t do ut hi’sen?” 

        Dehan said, “Just get out, Armstrong, and try not to talk for a while.” 

        “Fuck yous!” 

        I stepped over to him. “Hey, wiseass. You know what? We’re not in New York. You know what that means? It means if I smack you in that big mouth of yours, I don’t lose my job. Talk to my wife like that again and I’ll throw you over the damn banisters.” 

        He was going to tell me to try but decided against it and went away muttering. I looked around. I couldn’t see Gordon. I went back into the room. In the bathroom I could hear the sound of dry retching. My mind was racing. I looked at the decanter on the bedside table. In the bathroom I could hear Cameron saying, “We got to make her vomit… I don’t know why she won’t…”  

        There were more ugly, spasmodic noises. I kept staring at the decanter. It was almost full. I swore violently and went into the bathroom. They had Pam kneeling over the pan, trying to make her throw up the tablets. I stared at the soles of her feet. 

        I said, “She was injected.” 

        Cameron turned and stared at me. “What?” 

        I pointed. “There. On the sole of her foot. The decanter is full. The tablets were to make it look like suicide.” 

        Something close to panic twisted his face. “But, what the hell did he give her? How am I supposed…?” 

        “Whatever is missing from your bag! Where the hell is Gordon?” 

        I turned and ran. Dehan was ahead of me with Bee by her side, shouting, “At the end! On the left! At the end!”  

        She left Bee behind. She had her red dress hiked up around her hips and was speeding down the passage on her long legs and bare feet. She angled around the corner, collided with the wall and kept going toward the door at the end. 

        Behind me I could hear Sally running and screaming, “Oh, God, no! No!” and Bee panting close behind her. There were other voices, maybe Brown. Dehan grabbed the handle and shoved. It was not locked. She burst through and I came in just behind her. We stopped dead. 

        Behind me I heard a small gasp, then a short scream, followed by more short, hysterical screams. 

        Gordon looked shocked. He looked shocked because his eyes were bulging out of the sockets in his head. His tongue was huge and protruding and his face was bloated and had turned dark purple, like a giant, grotesquely deformed eggplant. There was blood on his dressing gown and on his pajamas, but not much, and only around the collar, where he had clawed at the dressing gown cord that was tied around his neck. The other end was tied to the frame of his four poster bed. His toes, barely touching the mattress, were still twitching. 
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        We cut him down and between me, Dehan and Brown we laid him out on the bed. He was dead and well beyond resuscitation. I told Brown, “Go and tell Dr. Cameron that Charles Gordon Sr. is dead, will you? Tell him to come here as soon as he can.” 

        Brown nodded, said, “Yes, sir,” and left the room. Outside, Sally was sobbing violently. She had her back against the wall and her face covered with her hands. Bee had come in and sat on a padded stool by the door, where she was just staring at the deformed monstrosity that had been the man she loved.  

        Dehan backed away from the bed and stood staring around at the room. She looked tired. She spread her hands. “It could be either…” 

        I shook my head. “It’s not suicide.” 

        “How can you be sure?” 

        I made a gesture to her to hang on a minute and turned to Bee. “Bee…?” She seemed not to hear me. I approached her and hunkered down in front of her, obscuring her view of the bed. “Bee, you can’t be here. It’s a crime scene.” I smiled. “You might be sitting on evidence. And in any case, it’s not a good place for you. This isn’t how you want to remember him.” 

        She gave a small smile and nodded, then she reached for my hand and held it, staring at it. “I only held his hand once or twice, you know. So many years ago. He had strong hands, like yours. I remember it as though it were yesterday. Or this morning.” She raised her eyes to mine again. “You can’t do it, you know?” 

        “What’s that, Bee?” 

        “Play around with love and sex. It’s not a game. Sooner or later, all that passion just turns…” Her eyes looked past me at the obscenity on the bed, and she said simply, “Ugly.” 

        I nodded. “If only more people understood that, Bee. Come on.” I stood, pulled her gently to her feet and guided her to the door. There she stood a moment, looking at Sally. Next thing, Sally was crossing the corridor with an ugly, twisted, crying face and her arms held out, and the two women were holding each other and sobbing into each other’s shoulders. 

        Dehan put a hand on my shoulder. “We need to get a grip on this situation, Sensei. Where is everybody?” 

        I nodded. “More to the point, where was everybody?” I moved to the door up one and across the passage from Gordon’s bedroom and tried it. It was locked. I called, “Brown!” 

        I heard the scuffle of feet and the butler came hurrying around the corner. “Dr. Cameron will be with you in a moment, sir!” 

        I pointed at the door. “Can you unlock this, please? And let’s get everybody assembled in there.” 

        Dehan grabbed Bee and Sally and gently propelled them toward the spare bedroom while Brown fished out his keys, opened the door and switched on the light. I went around the dogleg and found Armstrong and the two maids leaning on the doorjamb and Cameron pushing his way between them. He caught sight of me and said, “What the hell is it now?” 

        I pointed at Armstrong. “You, in that room with Bee and Sally, now.” He drew breath. “Give me any more of your attitude and I’ll throw you in there myself.” 

        He sighed noisily and pushed past me muttering something about fuckin’ Yankees. He went in the room with Bee and Sally and I called Brown over. 

        “Lock Mrs. Gordon in her room and give Dr. Cameron the key. Put one of your girls on the door, the other on the spare bedroom, tell them to raise merry hell if anybody tries to get in or out. Nobody, and I do mean nobody, goes in there but him or me and my wife. Understood?” 

        He nodded vigorously. “Of course, sir.” 

        He went away to lock the door. I turned to the doctor. “Come with me. You need to write out another death certificate.” 

        He didn’t say anything until we got to the room. Then he stood on the threshold, staring at the body. 

        “Dear God, what happened here?” 

        “He was hanged. He has his own dressing gown cord tied around his neck in some kind of a slip knot.” I pointed at the frame of the bed. “You can see where it was tied. We cut him down, but he was already dead.”  

        He turned and looked at me bitterly. “I have to say, Detective Stone, you’re doin’ a great job of solving this crime. You know who it is and how they did it, but you’re going to leave them to run around killing the rest of us till mornin’? Tha’s a great plan!” 

        I fought down the irritation I felt and said, “I need two things from you, Doctor, and one of them is not any more of your attitude. I need a death certificate and I need to know if there is any bruising premortem or perimortem.” 

        He muttered something obscene in some ancient, primal Celtic language and opened his bag. Dehan came in and stood staring at me. With her hair disheveled, the strained expression on her face, the scarlet dress and her long, tanned leg showing through the slash, the only word to describe her was ravishing. She shook her head and said, “When I bought this dress, this isn’t exactly what I had in mind.” 

        I smiled at her, but it wasn’t a happy smile. “You want to go and change? I got this.” 

        She shook her head. “Let’s try and work out what happened here. Time of death…” She took a deep breath and blew noisily. “Anytime after he left the drawing room and came upstairs…” 

        I turned to Cameron. “You didn’t sedate Bee…” 

        He was carefully removing the rope from Gordon’s neck and spoke without looking at me. “I gave her a mild sedative, but it apparently had no effect.” Then he added, “I hope you’re no seriously suggesting that she is capable of…” 

        “Can it!” I turned back to Dehan. “Who else was not in the room?” 

        She shook her head. “Only Brown and the maids.” 

        “So, at this stage, once everybody got upstairs and went into their rooms, it could have been anyone except Pam. So we’ll need to see who can alibi whom.” 

        She nodded. “But it does mean that whoever it was was not waiting for him in the room. They came afterwards. He was already changed, but he had his dressing gown on, so either he hadn’t gone to bed or, most likely, whoever it was knocked, he put on his gown and came to the door.” 

        I nodded. “Then one of two things happened: either his killer overpowered him and strung him up, which seems very unlikely given Gordon’s weight and strength, and…” I looked around. “The absence of any sign of a struggle; or they had a weapon and threatened him with it. They forced him to tie the rope, put it around his neck and gave him a shove.” 

        Cameron stood. “There’s a third possibility yer no considering, Stone, an’ that’s that his conscience got too much for him. He saw what he had done to the people around him, an’ how all the fuckin’ wickedness of his way of life had come back on him, an’ he took his own life. Bear in mind, in one single night, he lost his son and the woman he thought loved him. No many men could get over that.” 

        I heard him out, then said, “It’s an obvious and logical possibility, Doctor, but when we cut him down, his toes could barely reach the mattress. Which means that he was standing on something that the killer rather foolishly removed after killing him.” 

        Cameron frowned. “Why would they do that?” 

        Dehan shrugged with one shoulder. “They were in a rush, in a panic. Maybe Bee had just started shouting for everyone to come. Hard to think clearly in a moment like that, especially if you are improvising. Perhaps he was afraid whatever it was would be fingerprinted, and he had no time to wipe off his prints.” 

        I nodded. “It’s possible. We’re dealing with a very tight timeframe.” I glanced around the room. “He came up the stairs. When everybody had retired to their rooms he went in, dosed Pamela, emptied the pill bottle down the toilet, slipped out and came ’round to Gordon’s room. He knocked…” I trailed off and pointed at a wooden box on top of a tallboy against the wall.  

        I went and had a closer look. There were slight impressions of dust on the surface, but it was hard to be sure. I shrugged. “It will be interesting to see what forensics gets off this box.” 

        I turned. Dehan was frowning. “So there’s a second weapon?” 

        I nodded. 

        She shook her head. “I don’t like that, Stone. It’s messy. Where from? If he had a weapon, why’d he need to steal the old Smith & Wesson? Where’d he get it from? All that time when everyone was in the drawing room…” She shook her head again. “What? He stepped out of the drawing room and found a pistol somewhere? I don’t like it.” 

        Cameron was watching us. “Yous keep talking about a man. It could just as easily have been a woman.” He pointed at Gordon. “He has no premortem or perimortem bruising. He was not physically forced to hang hi’self. Either somebody held a gun to his head or he committed suicide. An’ frankly, my money is on that. Frankly, I think you’re both full o’crap. It is plainly obvious what happened.” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow at him. “It is? Care to enlighten us?” 

        He pointed at Gordon. “Nobody stole his gun. He took it down hi’self. This bastard killed his son because he found out that he was shaggin’ my wife, his mistress. After you told everyone you had solved the murder, he believed you, came upstairs, and in a final act of malice and rage he killed his wife and then went and hanged hi’self.” 

        I sighed. “I just told you he couldn’t reach.” 

        “How fuckin’ hard would it be tu pull hi’self up, hold on to the frame with one arm an’ slip the noose around his fuckin’ neck, then let go?” 

        “Pretty hard. Will you do me a favor?” 

        “What?” 

        “Have you got surgical gloves?” 

        “Of course.” 

        “Do you buy them on the island?” 

        He squinted at me like he was trying to fathom the depth of my stupidity. What?” 

        I gave him a moment, trying to hold on to my patience. “I’m not going to repeat the question, Cameron. It was very clear.” 

        “No! I don’t buy them on the fuckin’ island. What kind of a fuckin’ stupid question is that?” 

        “Have you got a pair with you?” 

        “In mah bag. Why?” 

        I held out my hand. He stared at it a moment, then sighed laboriously, reached in his bag and pulled out a sealed pack with a pair of surgical gloves in it. I tore the wrapper and pulled on the gloves, then I hunkered down, pulled over his bag and started going through it slowly and meticulously. After a moment, I said to Dehan, “You still got those freezer bags?” 

        “Yeah.” 

        She stepped over. I heard a rip and she squatted down next to me holding an open bag. I held up a syringe and looked up at Cameron. “You always keep your syringes lying around in your bag out of their packaging?” 

        He went pale. “Never. I have no idea how that got in there…” 

        I dropped it into the improvised evidence bag and smiled at Dehan. “There’s your weapon. The needle is down the can on its way to the bottom of the North Atlantic.” I looked back at Cameron. “I’m prepared to bet that if the ME looks hard enough among all the bruising caused by the rope, he’ll find a needle mark on the right side of Gordon’s neck.” 

        Dehan stood. “That’s why there was no syringe in Pam’s bedroom. He brought it with him, knocked on the door. Threatened Gordon with it, made him climb on the bed, probably on the box, then pushed him off, and replaced the box when Bee started screaming…” 

        “He flushed the needle, made his way to Pam’s room, and when the Doc arrived, he dropped the syringe back in his bag. If we’re lucky, we may get prints from it.” I stood and looked at Cameron, who was staring at me with his mouth open. “You want to get off my case now, Doctor?” 

        Dehan said. “Our pool of suspects is very small, and the Doc is right. It could just as easily be a woman.”  

        I nodded. “Doc, will you leave your bag there and join the others in the spare bedroom, please?” 

        He was shaking his head. “Och, no, you cannot believe that I did thus…” 

        “You want to tell me why?” 

        He fumbled and stammered, “I might have had reason to want the old man dead, but why would I kill young Charles? An’ Pam?” 

        Dehan shrugged. “To frame somebody else? The whole damn household heard you threaten Gordon. Your exact words were, if I remember rightly, that you would make him pay and you would destroy him. Killing his son and his wife, and then him, and make it look like he did it himself seems to me to be a pretty comprehensive way of destroying him, Doc.” She nodded at his bag. “And you own the weapon.” 

        His face cleared. “I was with Brown! He’ll tell yous. I was with him!” 

        “When?” 

        “When…” He faltered. 

        I shook my head. “It’s a very small window, Doc, but we don’t know exactly when he was killed. Hold on to that thought. And my advice, for now, keep your mouth shut. You’ll do everyone a favor. Now, please, leave the bag there and get into the spare bedroom with the others.” 

        He left the room and I stood in the doorway, biting my lip and watching him make his way down the passage. I turned and faced Dehan and we stared at each other for a long moment. It was a strange habit we had fallen into shortly after we met. It made other people uncomfortable, but it helped us to think. After a moment, she blinked and ran her fingers through her hair. 

        “Well, at least we know it wasn’t Gordon or Pamela.” 

        I frowned at her. “I wasn’t kidding, Dehan. I know who did it. I should have seen this coming. Our killer is crazy and almost unbelievably daring. This…” I gestured at Gordon. “This, while people were just feet away in the corridor—it is reckless to the point of insanity. But there is also a coldness to it, a clarity of thinking that, if we are not very careful, will lead to the killer being acquitted. There will be no evidence to convict them. The problem is not who did it, or even how. Both of those are obvious. The question, Dehan, is how do we prove it?” 
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NINETEEN


   

        Sally was lying down with her forearm across her eyes. Bee was sitting next to her, holding her knees up to her chest and staring vacantly at the air six inches in front of her nose. The major was in an armchair by the window, watching her quietly. Cameron was on the floor, echoing Bee’s position, but with his arms laid across the top of his knees and his forehead on his arms. In the corner, Armstrong lay curled in the fetal position, snoring softly. Outside the door, the red-haired maid sat asleep in a chair. Beside her, Brown sat in another, drawn and anxious, watching me and Dehan. 

        I leaned on the doorjamb, and after a moment Bee turned to look at me. “Do you really, seriously think that one of us did these terrible things, Mr. Stone? Don’t you think that your theories have perhaps gone a little astray?” 

        Dehan came up beside me, leaned on me and rested her head on my shoulder. After a moment, I nodded. “No to the first and yes to the second, Bee.” I jerked my head at the window, where the sky was already turning pale. “The storm has pretty much blown over. Phones should be working again soon.” I shrugged. “I thought I’d cracked it, but the fact is I hadn’t. And you know what? My wife and I came here on honeymoon, not to conduct a pro bono investigation, and frankly, if I’m honest, we are both pretty tired of getting insulted, sneered at and put down for no other reason than we are Americans and work for the NYPD. We tried to help, I’m sorry it didn’t work out.” 

        Cameron looked up at us. His eyes were resentful. “I told you from the start you were on the wrong track. It was Gordon. It had to be.” 

        Dehan snapped, “How! How’d he do it?” 

        “I don’t know, but…” 

        “When you do know, talk. In the meantime, why don’t you keep your mouth shut!” 

        Bee sighed. “It would be a relief if you did, Doctor.” 

        I said, “The fact is, everybody has an alibi for the time of Gordon Sr.’s death. So either it was somebody who was not a member of the party in the house, or it was suicide, as the doctor says. Either way, Dehan and I are washing our hands of the case. We will call the cops as soon as we have a signal, we will preserve the crime scenes and we will pass on our findings, such as they are, when they get here. But other than that we are done. I do recommend, though, that you all lock your doors when you go to bed. There is at least a chance that there is a killer at large on the island, if not in this house.” 

        With that I turned and made my way downstairs, with Dehan by my side. Above, I could hear them all leaving the room. We crossed the hall, I undid the padlock on the study door, stepped inside and I pushed the door to behind us. I checked my cell. “Still no signal.” 

        She picked up the landline and shook her head. She waited a moment, then started to dial and after a moment started to speak in a loud voice, as though she was talking to the cops. I moved quickly to the bay window, opened the left panel and climbed out. Then I sprinted around the side of the house, past the steps down to the kitchen and in among the rosemary bushes in the orchard garden. There I lay flat, watching the side of the house, and waited.  

        I didn’t have to wait long, maybe only fifteen minutes, but it felt a lot longer in the sodden, muddy soil after the storm. There was a dull grayness in the east, showing through wet, broken clouds that looked like they had been shredded by the wind and abandoned, scattered across the heavens. The light through the leaded windows in the tower looked warm and inviting in the paling pre-dawn. I checked my watch. It was almost three. 

        Then I heard the soft clunk of the front door. A shadow stepped out and moved swiftly down the steps and into the driveway, then seemed to disappear. For a moment I wondered if I had somehow got it wrong, but after a moment, the same figure moved quickly and silently past the kitchen steps and stopped in front of me. There was a soft rustle, then the clink of a key, then the shadow shifted, moved away and approached the side of the house. I heard the rattle of a lock, the soft squeak of a hinge and the pad of feet descending stone steps into an enclosed space. I smiled, got to my feet and crossed to the open door of the tool shed.  

        Just inside the door, I could make out the pale glow of worn, stone steps. I sat on the top step and pressed the flashlight mode on my phone. He spun in the glare and stared at me, squinting and shielding his eyes, but all he could see was the glare of light. He moved fast, seizing a pitchfork that was standing in the corner, and took two steps toward me before he heard the click of the Smith & Wesson as Dehan sat down beside me and cocked the hammer. 

        I said, “Robert Armstrong, I am making a citizen’s arrest. I arrest you for the murder of Charles Gordon Sr., and the attempted murder of Pamela Gordon. You do not have to say anything, and in fact we’d thank you if you didn’t. But if you don’t put that fork down in the next three seconds, I will give my pet rottweiler here permission to blow your balls off. Put it down, Armstrong. It’s over.” 

        He dropped the fork and raised his hands. I stood and made my way down the steps into the semi-subterranean room. It was like the broom cupboard inside the house, and in fact it ran on from it, but about four and a half or five feet lower in the ground. Behind me, Dehan flipped a switch and a bare bulb overhead came on, filling the long, narrow room with a sickly light. I switched my phone from flashlight to video and handed it to Dehan. 

        At the far end of the shed there was a collection of spades, shovels and other tools for gardening. On the floor, there were plastic and terracotta flowerpots, bags of compost, coils of hosepipe and a hundred other things a gardener might use. Running the length of the left wall, from the steps to the end, up to a height of about four feet, there were shelves, with everything from balls of string to spray bottles and tins of paint. Above that, the wall was bare brick, aside from a small, free standing bookcase affixed to the wall just above the shelves. It was about three feet square, almost reaching the ceiling. It was made of old, dark wood and held books on gardening. 

        I jerked my head at it. “Is that it?” 

        “Fuck yous.” 

        I reached over, unhooked the bookcase and set it on the floor. Behind it, there was just the bare, red brick wall. I studied it a minute, then began to see where the old cement had been chipped away and new cement applied in its place. It had not yet had time to dry completely. I looked along the shelf and saw the plastic tub where he had mixed it and the spatula he’d used to apply it. I bagged the spatula and pulled my Swiss Army knife from my pocket, then began to remove the wet cement from the bricks. It was a segment of four in total: one above, one below and two sandwiched between them. They were at head height, and as I eased them out of the wall, they revealed a hole, roughly the shape of a plus sign, in which the vertical line is short and fat. The hole, as I had expected, was in the back of the fireplace, directly behind the grate, and would, when the fire was burning, be concealed by the flames and the burning logs. 

        I turned to Dehan. “So you see, my dear Watson, the killer was never in the room. He took his shot from the tool shed.” 

        Armstrong was staring at me and at Dehan by turns. “How did you know? How could you possibly have known?” He jerked his head at Dehan. “You were on the phone when I came down. I heard you. How could you have known I was here?” 

        I smiled. “I didn’t, but I knew you would come here. I figured I’d worried you enough by saying I knew how it was done that you would come down and try to conceal the fresh cement and the tools you’d used to remove the bricks and cement them back in place. All I had to do was wait for you to show while you thought we were calling the cops.” I reached behind him and propelled him toward Dehan on the steps. “Let’s go, the game is over. You’re done killing people.” 

        We took him past the kitchen steps and back into the house. In the drawing room we put him on the sofa, tied his wrists and his ankles with his shoelaces and sat with him until four, trying the phone at regular intervals. Finally, as the molten edge of the sun began to creep over the rim of a wet and sparkling world, the landline began to buzz, telling us we could phone. Then I took the handset out onto the front steps and made two calls. One of them was to the local Scottish PD to request urgent assistance and to discuss a few details with them. 

        After that, I went back inside to wake up and assemble the household.  

        The first to appear were Brown and the two maids. They looked in astonishment at Armstrong and then hurried away to the kitchen to start making breakfast. I stopped Brown at the door. 

        “Perhaps,” I said, “You could give priority to a large pot of strong coffee and a couple of bacon sandwiches?” 

        “Oh, yes, naturally, sir.” 

        He nodded and left. I opened the door that connected the drawing room to the dining room and before long, the major appeared. He was neat and spotlessly groomed as ever, but he had bags under his eyes from lack of sleep and his face was drawn and pale. He poked his head around the door, holding a cup and saucer in his hand and frowned at us. 

        “Up early…” 

        I smiled. “We haven’t been to bed yet. We went on a little hunting expedition last night. The cops are on their way, with the ME.” 

        “Hunting, ay?” He kept narrowing his eyes at Armstrong. He took a few steps into the room and then his eyes widened. “Good Lord, are you bound, man?” 

        Dehan said, “With his own bootlaces.” 

        Bee came in next, looking about as lively as the major. She peered distastefully at Armstrong and muttered, “Oh dear…” Then she sat and sipped silently at her cup of tea. 

        Cameron came down a little later, looking disheveled and as though he had slept in his clothes. He was supporting Pamela who had, it seemed, been given a powerful tranquilizer but nothing more serious than that. Sometimes, I told myself, the victim just gets lucky. And then wondered if she would agree. 

        Finally, Sally came in, looking about as rough as her husband. They were all assembled, sitting around the room much as they had on that first night, only with two notable exceptions. When we had arrived, the major had told us about the murder of Grandfather Gordon. Now the father and the son were dead too. 

        They all sat and silently watched me and Dehan, and occasionally they glanced at Armstrong. Nobody asked, so when I had finished my coffee I got to my feet and went and stood over by the fireplace. 

        “It’s hard to know exactly where to begin. The story goes back more than forty years.” I smiled. “So we may as well start at the end. It’s as good a place as any. Let’s begin last night, when you, Major, and Charles Jr., had finished showing us the study. You went to join Bee, and Dehan and I went upstairs. We were surprised, when we reached the landing, to see Mr. Armstrong come in from the storm. We were surprised because when he had brought us back from the village a little earlier in his taxi, he had dropped us at the gate, claiming he would not set foot in this house on account of the fact that Charles Gordon Sr. was, in is words, a thieving bastard.” I paused. “Yet it turned out that Mr. Armstrong not only frequently set foot in the house, but had done so for many years as the gardener. So, logically, his decision not to set foot here was a recent one, even thought Mr. Gordon’s alleged thieving had occurred almost forty years ago.” 

        I paused. They were all frowning. 

        I said, “It’s a bit of a mess, but let me try and simplify. According to Mr. Armstrong, forty years ago Gordon Sr. stole his inheritance, but Mr. Armstrong did not complain about it for almost forty years. Then, quite suddenly, very recently, he decided he was so mad about it he would not set foot in the house. And no sooner had he decided that, than he went and set foot in the house, according to him, because he had business to settle with one of the Gordons.” 

        There was a lot of ass-shifting and a lot of glancing sidelong at Armstrong, who was staring sullenly at the floor.  

        “Dehan and I assumed that he had come to see Charles Jr. in his study. Charles had stayed there to do some work, as he apparently often did, and as Armstrong must have known, having spent many years working here. But in fact, Armstrong had a very different purpose. He knew, as probably the whole island does by now, that Gordon Sr. kept his Smith & Wesson service revolver in his bedroom. How often had you talked about it in your day, Pam? And you, Sally?” 

        Sally’s voice was a dry rasp. “More than once,” she said.  

        I nodded. “And the bush telegraph took care of the rest. It had been common knowledge for a long time. And, for reasons I’ll come to in a minute, Armstrong had special reasons for knowing.  

        “The point is, when we thought he was going in to see Charles in the study, what he actually did, when we had gone into our own room, was to go up to the master bedroom and get the revolver. He then went down to the tool shed, where he had carefully removed four of the bricks from precisely the right place behind the logs, and he shot young Charles Gordon Jr. in the head. 

        “He took his time replacing the bricks, and the cement, and then came back into the house. He then put on the show for us of shouting and kicking down the door, but of course, before anybody could get to him, he had entered the room, squeezed the gun into Charles’ hand and dropped it by his side. The perfect closed room murder, exactly like his grandfather’s forty years earlier. And like his grandfather, the only possible explanation would be suicide. 

        “Later, when we had finished taking your statements and I announced that I knew who had committed the homicide and how, it was Mr. Armstrong who deliberately started a row, by accusing you, Sally, of having an affair with both Gordon Sr. and Jr. While the room was in commotion, he took a syringe and what he mistakenly thought was a lethal dose of sedative from Dr. Cameron’s bag. It was daring in the extreme, but Mr. Armstrong is nothing if not daring, and extreme. 

        “When everybody went up, after Brown had shown him to his room, he slipped back to Pamela’s room and injected her in the sole of her foot, where the mark would be almost invisible. He assumed that the sedative, on top of the tablets she had already taken, would constitute a lethal dose. Fortunately, what he injected her with was Midazolam, a powerful tranquilizer that is non-lethal. He then flushed the tablets Cameron had left her down the can to make it look as though she had overdosed, and he slipped out of the room, taking the syringe with him. 

        “From there, he went straight to the master bedroom and tapped on the door. When Gordon opened up, he threatened him with the syringe to his neck. I’m guessing you told him it had bleach in it, or some ghastly concoction; or maybe you threatened him with an air-bubble. Either way, you scared him enough to make him climb on his own gun-box and put a noose around his neck rather than try and fight you. Maybe, like most bullies, at heart he was a coward.  

        “I’m guessing you made him tie his own noose, you made him stand on the box and then you kicked the box out from under him.” I shook my head. “It was outrageously daring, and it almost worked. But you made a few mistakes, and one of them was not to leave the box on the floor where it fell.” 

        He stared sullenly at me but made no response. 

        I turned back to the watching faces. “He flushed the needle down the toilet, rushed around to Pam’s room, where Bee was raising the alarm, and dropped the syringe into the bag.” I turned back to Armstrong. “I don’t know if you wiped your prints off. I do know you didn’t use surgical gloves for any of this. The chances are good they’ll get your prints on the syringe, and on Pam’s ankle, and two gets you twenty there are latents on the revolver.” 

        “But…” It was the major, staring at me with narrowed eyes. “What I don’t understand is, why?” 

        But outside I had already started to hear the throb of approaching choppers. 
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TWENTY


   

        It was an air ambulance and a police helicopter. Dehan and I stepped out to watch them land near the driveway in a vast cloud of mist kicked up from the sodden grass by the downdraft from the rotors.  

        As the whine of the turbines died and the throb slowly stilled, men and women began to spill from the two choppers. From the air ambulance, paramedics in cumbersome, high visibility gear came running with stretchers, followed by a man in a tweed jacket carrying a black leather satchel. I hailed them and as they approached, I pointed back at the house. “You have a possible overdose on sleeping tablets in the drawing room on the left.” 

        They began to move. 

        I said, “Listen to me. She was an intended murder victim and was injected with an unknown amount of Midazolam. She had already taken two sleeping tablets before that. Ask for Dr. Cameron. He’s in there with her.” 

        They took it in and moved toward the house at a steady trot. I turned to the guy in the tweed jacket. “Are you the ME?” 

        “I am. Who are you?” 

        “A guest at the hotel and a detective with the NYPD.” I handed him the keys to the study. “You have one body in the study on the right as you go in. Another upstairs in the master bedroom. Downstairs is a .38 gunshot wound to the head. Upstairs, he was hanged.” 

        I might as well have told him it had rained. He walked away saying, “Och, you’ve had a busy night, then.” 

        Two cops in uniform and three men in suits were approaching us from the other helicopter. One of the plainclothes looked worried, the other was smiling. He was in his fifties, well groomed and well-built, with intelligent, humorous eyes.  

        He spoke from fifteen feet away, holding out his hand and laughing. “John Stone, as I live and breathe! Am I in the Orkneys or in some kind of Bond movie?” 

        “Henry.” I gripped his hand and shook it with pleasure. “When you find out, will you tell me? This is Carmen, my wife and my partner in the PD.” 

        They shook. “I’m impressed with the NYPD’s latest line in detective uniforms, I must say. Very fetching. This is Inspector Harris, from Thurso, and Mr. Mackenzie of Mackenzie and Hennessy, solicitors, also of Thurso.” 

        Harris took my hand and shook it vigorously. “Uz et troo?” he asked. 

        “Which bit?” I asked back. 

        “That Gordon an’ his bairn are deed?” 

        I nodded. “Yes, the ME is looking at the bodies as we speak. It was pure luck that Mrs. Gordon was not killed too.” 

        Mackenzie reached over and shook my hand too. “And they were murdered, you say? In what order? And by whom?” 

        I smiled and nodded at him. “I thought you’d be asking those questions. We’ll come to all that in due course. Mr. Mackenzie, I want to ask you a favor. If you should happen to see anybody you recognize from your office, please don’t react. Just ignore them, would you? It’s important.” 

        Henry was watching me closely with narrowed eyes. “But you say that you have not only solved these murders, but also the original murder of forty years ago.” 

        I nodded. “Yes. I am just waiting for one last person to arrive… Ah, I think this is her now.” 

        A Ford Mondeo was speeding down the drive toward the house. I said, “Shall we go in?” 

        Henry turned to Dehan. “What on Earth made you marry him? How do you stand him? He’s so smug.” 

        She raised an eyebrow at him. “You think that’s a problem? This is supposed to be our honeymoon!” 

        Henry laughed and we made our way back to the stone steps that led up to the door, just as the Mondeo pulled up and a young woman in her late twenties clambered out. She saw us, looked at Mackenzie and stopped dead. Mackenzie frowned and looked away, mumbling something. She suddenly blurted out, “I’m looking fer Bobby Armstrong. I was told he was here! Is he OK?” 

        I smiled. “Yes, he’s as well as can be expected. It was me who called you. Please, come this way.” 

        And we all filed into the drawing room again. 

        Armstrong went pale and half stood as Lizzie came in. “Lizzie! What on Earth…!” Then he saw Mackenzie. Lizzie rushed to Armstrong and flung her arms around his neck, realizing too late that he was bound hand and foot. He fell back and she staggered, then turned to stare at me. 

        I turned to Harris. “Perhaps, Inspector, you could have one of your men replace those bootlaces with handcuffs. I left mine in New York.” 

        “It’s a trap!” she hissed. “You let yourself get bloody trapped!” 

        Mackenzie coughed. “I think, Mr. Stone, that it is probably high time you explained to us exactly what is going on, and why my secretary is here, with Mr. Armstrong, instead of at her desk, where she belongs!” 

        Harris nodded at one of his constables, who crossed the room and started untying Armstrong’s bonds. While he did it, I said, “I couldn’t agree more, Mr. Mackenzie. It is, as you say, high time. You’d better make yourselves comfortable, this is going to take some explaining.” 

        The constables were dispatched to help the Medical Examiner in the study, and Mackenzie and Henry took their seats. Dehan sat in a large armchair beside the cold fireplace, and I sat on the arm of her chair. I looked at Henry and smiled. 

        “Most of this is simple, logical deduction, some of it is surmise, most or all of it I hope you will be able to prove with what little forensic evidence we have been able to secure. 

        “This all starts about forty years ago, when Old Man Gordon, a wealthy Bostonian who had become obsessed with his Scottish roots and his family history, moved back to the north of Scotland and bought an island, and a castle, which according to his research had belonged to his ancestors. With time, his obsession grew and I guess he came to see himself as an ancient, Celtic Laird ruling over his island kingdom, owning his subjects and striving to keep the bloodlines pure. And that last point is important because, as I found out from the family library, Old Man Gordon’s late wife had not been a Gordon. She was not from any of the great clans. In fact, she was not even Scottish. Her family, to the old man’s enduring horror, was of English descent. Her name was Sarah Culpepper. I can only assume that his obsession with all things Scottish began to grow after he had married and sired his son, the late Charles Gordon Sr.” 

        Mackenzie shifted in his chair and gave a small cough. “Are we to understand, then, Mr. Stone, that Charles Gordon Sr. was in fact only half Scottish?” 

        I nodded. “And half English.” 

        Armstrong curled his lip. “Well, no’ne’s perfect, eh, Ian?” 

        Dehan raised an eyebrow at him. “Some less than others, pal.” 

        “The point is,” I went on, “that the old man became increasingly troubled by what he saw as his son’s imperfection. It was like an itch he couldn’t scratch. Meantime, while Charles was at university in Boston, two things happened. The old man, who liked, as it were, to move among his subjects, met a very young and very attractive Pamela May at the local inn. Presumably he had nothing particularly against commoners who did not belong to the great clans. Especially when they looked like Pam. He didn’t mind sleeping with them, he just didn’t want to marry them and breed with them. She was attractive and had an engaging personality, and he had money and power. They both had something the other wanted, and they started an affair. 

        “The other thing that happened was that he met Mrs. Armstrong and young Bobby, who at that time would have been just a young teenager. It is somewhat ironic that these two encounters, which were life-defining for him, would ultimately lead to his death and the destruction of what he saw as his dynasty.  

        “Pam saw Old Man Gordon as a potential way out of an island and a way of life that to her was a prison. But Mrs. Armstrong was, to Old Man Gordon, the answer to his prayers. Here was a woman of pure Scottish stock, descended from Gordons and with a son who carried the blood of two of the great clans. Pam didn’t stand a chance, and Charles, away at university in Boston, was on a very slippery slope.  

        “When he graduated and came home, it was to discover that he had all but been disinherited in favor of young Robert Armstrong. His father planned to marry Mrs. Armstrong, and when he did, he planned to amend his will.” I gestured at Mackenzie. “Correct me if I am wrong, but as I understand it, the old man had decided, through some strange sense of propriety, to go through two stages…” 

        Mackenzie nodded. “That is correct. He felt that until he was married, his estate should go to his own son, so what he had us do was to draw up a will in which his son was the beneficiary of the estate until he died, and after his death it would pass to Mr. Armstrong. Mr. Gordon would effectively hold the estate on trust for Mr. Armstrong. This was never intended to be a long-term solution. He was merely protecting himself until such time as they were married, when he intended to leave his entire estate to his new wife and her son, bar a small endowment to his son.” 

        I nodded. “Thank you, that was how I understood it. It must have been quite a shock to Charles when he got home to discover that he had gone from being the heir to a fortune to being just like the rest of us. He sought, and found, solace in Pamela May. I am pretty sure he never told her, or anybody else, the exact nature of what his father had done, or Pamela would have dropped him like a hot brick. And at that time, he was pretty sweet on Pamela. Equally, Pamela did not tell him that she had been engaged in an affair with his father.  

        “Charles decided to marry Pamela. He was in love with her and, after all, had nothing to lose. He had already lost everything. But then, out of resentment and anger, or perhaps because he had inherited some of his father’s craziness, he hatched a plan. We will never know for sure, but I am guessing that he had access to a copy of the will and he studied it in details. Again, correct me if I am wrong, Mr. Mackenzie, but the will said that if Old Man Gordon were to die before his marriage to Mrs. Armstrong, the estate would go to Charles until his death, when it would pass to the Armstrongs.” 

        “That is correct.” 

        “So the answer was simple. He had to kill his father and make it look like a suicide. The old man had a reputation for being eccentric, so nobody would be that surprised if he did something crazy like shoot himself. If, in addition, he staged it so that it seemed his father had had some kind of emotional crisis and seen the error of his ways, the suicide scenario would be even more credible. 

        “What he did next was very ingenious. It had struck me from the start that there was a curious feature to this case: Though the old man was supposed to have shot himself in the study with a Smith & Wesson .38, nobody in the house had heard the shot. A .38 revolver is not quiet! And this happened again when Charles Jr. was killed. The reason was simple.  

        “There is, where the tower ends and the ballroom begins, a gap between the two structures of about seven feet. I don’t know what its purpose was originally, but now it houses a broom cupboard on the inside, and on the outside a tool shed. The interesting thing is that the tool shed is sunk about four or five feet below ground level…” 

        Pam spoke for the first time in a voice that was weary and drained of life. She shook her head. “There is no great mystery there, Mr. Stone. Many old houses have something similar. You pick a harvest of potatoes or apples, and you store them below ground level in the dark, they will last the winter that way. There are several such nooks around the house.” 

        “Well, this one was unique in that the southern wall was in fact the north wall of the study, and one very particular spot gave onto the fireplace.” I smiled at Henry and saw him close his eyes and sigh. “We are least likely to see what is right before our eyes. Just about the center of the fireplace, inside the tool shed, was at a height of about five and a half feet. Charles took his time, identified the exact spot, and gradually carved away the cement from four of the bricks at just about head height. He left them attached to each other, so that he could slide them out as a single unit. The constant use of the fire meant that any irregularity in the bricks was quickly blackened and covered in soot. 

        “On the day of the murder, he made a point of telling everyone in the household that he planned to talk to his father about his intention to marry Pam. His father was in the habit of locking himself in the study when he worked. So, when his father was engrossed in his research on the history of his family, Charles went to the tool shed, removed the bricks and shot him in the head. With remarkable coolness, he then put back the bricks, went about the house giving everybody the good news that his father had agreed to the marriage, and went dashing off to tell Pamela.  

        “He then returned, with the revolver in his pocket, broke down the door, squeezed the revolver into his father’s hand and then dropped it on the floor to make it seem he had shot himself. By this time, a good hour or more since the murder, the fire and smoke had completely erased any sign of the bricks having been removed. 

        “When everybody arrived at the scene just moments later, it was to find a suicide. My good friend Henry spotted the inconsistencies, the lack of GSR on the old man’s hand, the trajectory of the bullet, the lack of scorching around the entry wound. But following the Holmesian dictum, eliminate the impossible…” I shrugged. “It seemed that the impossible was that it was murder, therefore, however unlikely, by some fluke the GSR had been blown away from the hand and the gun’s recoil had altered the trajectory of the slug, yadda yadda, in short, it was suicide.  

        “But in fact, the impossible was that it was suicide. And if it was impossible for the murderer to have been in the room, then the murderer had to be outside the room. That meant he shot through a hole which he later covered up. Once you accepted that, it was not hard to see where that hole had been, because, as you correctly deduced, Henry, the shot came from the fireplace.” 

        Henry did a lot of slow nodding, then smiled at Dehan. “I’ll ask you again, Carmen, how do you tolerate him?” 

        She offered him a lopsided smile. “He takes me on these amazing holidays.” 

        Inspector Harris was scratching his head. “But, hold on there a munit, are you sayin’ that Mr. Gordon Sr. mardard his own father and his own son? An’, if so, why is Mr. Armstrong in cuffs?” 

        I shook my head. “No. Mr. Gordon killed his father and inherited the estate on the terms of the will, as you have described them, holding it on trust for the Armstrongs. But Mr. Armstrong did not know the terms of the will, and Mr. Gordon was not about to tell him. 

        “Now, Mr. Armstrong was the gardener. He was familiar with the tool shed and he had no doubt about how his employer had pulled off the murder. The thing was, he would never be able to prove it, and so he he had no choice but to accept almost forty years of humiliation—and Charles Sr. did enjoy inflicting a bit of humiliation on those around him—working as a gardener in the house that he knew the old man had intended to be his.  

        “Then, almost forty years later, he hooks up with a young lady who works as a secretary at the very law firm where Gordon’s will is safely stashed away. Now, if Old Man Gordon was obsessed with his heritage, so was Robert Armstrong, but in a very different way. It is not long before he tells his girlfriend, Lizzie, all about it, and she says to him, ‘Why don’t I sneak a look at the will and see if there is anything in it that we can use to claim your inheritance?’ But what she finds is a bombshell. What she finds is that as soon as Charles Sr. dies, the estate passes to the Armstrongs.” 

        I looked at Armstrong and Lizzie. “They found exactly what Gordon had found all those years before, that the only thing standing between them and a fortune was another man’s life. And Armstrong already knew how Charles Sr. had done it. All he had to do was repeat the exercise. 

        “But, there was a hitch, that safety clause that the old man had put into the will—if Old Man Gordon were to die before marrying Mrs. Armstrong, and upon his death his son were still alive and in residence at the castle, then the estate would go to his son.” I paused and nodded, looking at Pam. “But, of course, it was rumored all over the island, and nobody knew for sure whether it was true or not—that both  Charles Sr. and Charles Jr. were Old Man Gordon’s sons. It was even odds that they were not father and son, but half-brothers. So they both had to be eliminated. Did you ever have his paternity checked, Pam?” 

        She shook her head. “They were both as bad as each other. Charles was my son, not theirs. He was good and kind and gentle, nothing like either of them.” She stared at me a moment. “If he did it, why did he always maintain it was murder?” 

        I shrugged. “What better cover?” 

        She sighed, then looked at Mackenzie. “So what happens to me now? Do I lose everything?” 

        He shook his head. “Not at all. Old Man Gordon was very concerned not to be taken advantage of. He was as canny as a Scotsman, even if he was an American. He had it written into the will that if he or his son were murdered, the trust would fail and the entire estate would go to his immediate next of kin. That would be you, Mrs. Gordon.” 

        Armstrong leaned forward on the sofa, his face crimson and the veins in his head swollen and pulsing. He screamed, “Ut’s mine, you filthy, whooring bitch! Ut’s mine! D’ya hear! Mine!” 

        She didn’t flinch. She watched him coolly and when he’d finished, she softly shook her head. “No, Bobby Armstrong. It’s mine.”  
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EPILOGUE


   

        “It’s the Gulf Stream,” I said. “It comes all the way from Mexico, bringing warm currents and warm air.” 

        The full moon was sitting about four inches above the horizon, laying a deceptive path of liquid light across an inky ocean to a soft, sandy shore, where small waves spilled onto the beach and then sighed as they withdrew back into the deep. 

        Dehan pulled the bottle of white wine from the ice bucket we had stuck in the sand between us and refilled my glass and hers. 

        “I don’t care,” she said. “England is supposed to be foggy and rainy, with cute red phone boxes and big green hedgerows. It is not supposed to have palm trees and white sandy beaches.” 

        I shrugged. “This is Cornwall. Cornwall is different.” 

        She sipped. “This is a weird island.” 

        “It’s a weird archipelago.” 

        “Good weird, but weird.” She was quiet for a moment, then said, “So Pam is paying for this?” 

        “She insisted. She wanted to honor her husband’s commitment.” 

        “So you thought you’d go for a two-week tour of five-star hotels in a self-drive classic car at two thousand bucks a week.” 

        “It’s an Aston-Martin DB6, like the one James Bond drove. I thought it was fair. I ruined my tuxedo to save her castle, it was the least she could do.” 

        She rested her head on my shoulder and we both sipped. “You’re about as weird as this archipelago, you know that.” 

        “It’s why you like me. You’re as weird as I am.” 

        “You never did tell me what your connection is with this place.” 

        “Nope, but I will.” 

        She sighed. “So where to tomorrow?” 

        “I thought we’d stay at the Old Parsonage in Oxford and then move on to the Ritz in London. There we can go to the opera at Covent Garden before flying back on Friday.” 

        She was quiet for a while, then said, “Back to the Bronx and the 43rd Precinct.” 

        I nodded. A cool breeze blew in off the sea and touched our skin. I kissed the top of her head. 

        “It’s the same moon, you know, here and there.” 
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        Our American Airlines flight was due to depart from London Heathrow at five in the afternoon. We had decided to be there two hours earlier so that we could have time for a martini in the bar before boarding. That meant we had booked our taxi to the airport for two. So at one forty-five, we were in the lobby of our hotel on Picadilly, settling our bill, while our luggage was taken out to await the cab, when my phone rang. The screen told me it was Inspector John Newman, the chief at our precinct in the Bronx. 

    I thumbed green and he spoke before I did. 

    “John, it’s John. I hope you’ve had a great honeymoon.” 

    “Thanks, we have. Not what we expected, but interesting[1]. We’re just…” 

    “I imagine you’re just about heading for the airport, are you…?” 

    “Yup. That’s what we’re doing. Planning to have a…” 

    “Here’s the thing, John. How would you feel about staying on a few days?” 

    I blinked at Dehan, who was watching me without expression, then I held up a hand to the concierge and said into the phone, “Um…” 

    “I realize it’s short notice…” 

    “I just settled the bill, sir.” 

    “I think you’ll find the reservation has been extended, as a courtesy…” 

    I stared a moment at Dehan, then at the concierge, who was frowning at his screen. “Our reservation has been extended…?” I said, not quite sure whom I was asking. 

    Dehan screwed up her face and mouthed, ‘what?’ and the concierge looked at me with raised eyebrows and nodded. 

    “What’s this about, sir?” 

    “Your friend, Detective Inspector Harry Green, he’s asked Scotland Yard to request you as a special consultant.” 

    “A consultant? On what, sir?” 

    “Well, I’d better let him explain that. I think you’ll find he’s sent a car for you. Keep me posted, John. Enjoy your extended, um, honeymoon…” 

    The line went dead. Dehan gave me a ‘what the hell’ shrug and the concierge said, “Shall I have your luggage taken back up, sir? It seems you are in the honeymoon suite for another week…” He raised an eyebrow. “Courtesy of Scotland Yard!” 

    “Yes, please. It seems we are.” 

    Dehan smiled and raised both her eyebrows dangerously high toward her hairline. “Do I get a say in this?” 

    “Apparently not. That was the Inspector. Harry has a car on the way. He will explain more fully when we see him, but it seems we are consulting for Scotland Yard, my dear Watson.” 

    “Super.” 

    We didn’t have to wait long. Ten minutes later, a guy in his mid-twenties with short, fair hair and dark glasses came in, scanning the foyer as he walked. His eyes fell on us where we were sitting and he approached, removing his glasses and smiling without his eyes. “Mr. and Mrs. Stone?” 

    We stood. “Are you the man from Scotland Yard?” 

    We shook. “Detective Inspector Green asked me to come over and fetch you. My car is outside.” He glanced around. “Nice. We don’t usually put people up at the Ritz.” 

    Dehan grunted, “Yeah, it’s a long story. Any idea what this is about?” 

    “I think DI Green had better explain that, ma’am.” 

    New York, like all American cities, was designed on purpose by men imbued with the ideals of the Age of Reason and empirical logic, who thought, for better or worse, that it made sense to lay out the roads in a grid. 

    London was not designed on purpose. It grew organically over more than two thousand years, and the roads, lanes and streets—or at least most of them—follow paths laid down first by nomadic hunter-gatherers, then by cattle herders and farmers bringing their goods to market, and after that, by the increasing ebb and flow of people, drawn to the docks that send out ships and adventurers to the world’s greatest empire, and received its bounty in return; and to the narrow, cobbled streets and dark taverns of Westminster, where men plotted on how to relieve the Spanish of their ill-gotten gold, and how to squash upstart French emperors. The streets of London reflect all of that to this day. 

    We wound and wove and wended our way among an extraordinary mismatch of buildings that comprised the ultra modern in glass and steel and the ultra ancient in crooked timber and plaster and all kinds of stuff in between, including ’30s functional and post-Blitz hideous. We eventually came out onto Whitechapel Road, which is long and dreary and ugly and seems to go on forever, until finally, we turned right at a large intersection into New Road. From there we made a left into Newark Street and right into Halcrow Street and stopped outside a dark blue door with a brass knob and a brass number 1 on it.  

    The street was just seven houses long, and most of it was taken up with the police presence: There were a couple of uniforms outside the door in reflective yellow jackets, white police tape had been deployed across the length of the house, and there were two patrol cars, an unmarked VW, a crime scene van and an ambulance, all blocking the road. 

    The driver smiled at us in the mirror, without making it look like a smile, and said, “DI Green will be inside. Have a good one.” 

    We thanked him and climbed out. A uniformed sergeant approached with curious eyes that didn’t quite conceal a mixture of hostility and amusement. “Help you, sir, madam?” 

    I didn’t hold it against him. I could imagine how the boys and girls at the 43rd would feel if a guy from Scotland Yard was shipped in to ‘consult’ for us on one of our cases. I smiled. “I don’t know. We were boarding a plane and DI Green sent for us. I have no idea what this is about.” I nodded at the door. “I believe he’s inside.” 

    He nodded. “Your names, sir, madam?” 

    “John Stone, this is my wife, Carmen Stone.” 

    “Detectives Stone and Dehan,” he said, “Of the NYPD.” It wasn’t a question. He raised the tape for us to pass through. 

    I said, “We’re supposed to be on holiday.” 

    He grinned. “Not anymore, you’re not. Right at the top. Heads up: it’s not pretty.” 

    We stepped through the door into a narrow hallway. The staircase ascended the left wall and on the right, a passage led past two doors to a small kitchen at the back. We climbed the stairs to a small landing on the top floor. There, a woman in a white, plastic suit frowned at us and said, “Who are you?” 

    “John and Carmen Stone. DI Green sent for us.” 

    “Oh,” she said. “The Americans. He’s in there. Try not to throw up, at least not in the room. It’s a crime scene.” 

    She squeezed past us and we stood back to let her by. Harry appeared at the door and stepped out to shake our hands. “John, Carmen, let me prepare you before you come in and have a look.” 

    I nodded. “I’d appreciate that. What’s going on, Harry? We were on our way to the airport.” 

    He nodded and sighed. “I know, and I do apologize, but it will all become clear. John, I think you could be a real help to us on this.” He glanced at Dehan. “No offense intended at all. But John has seen this before. He knows all about it. Go on in and have a look, John. Be prepared. It’s not pretty.” 

    The Brits have a genius for understatement. ‘Not pretty’ was a young woman in her mid twenties, naked, laid out with her hands nailed to the wooden floor. Her legs were spread, suggesting she had been raped, there was the handle of a kitchen knife protruding from her left, fifth intercostal where she had been stabbed through the heart and her belly had been cut open from her solar plexus to her pubic bone, post mortem. There was also a piece of paper over her face with the end of a meat skewer sticking out of it. 

    The crime scene guys—the Brits call them SOCO—were dusting, examining and photographing the room. I had a quick look around. There wasn’t much to see at first glance. A white IKEA sofa, a chair to match, a coffee table and a large, flat screen TV. She was lying between the sofa and the TV. A door beside the sofa appeared to lead to a bedroom. I approached her head and hunkered down to look at the paper. The meat skewer was stuck through it, apparently into her eye. Somebody said, “Don’t touch that, please.” 

    I looked up at Harry. He was leaning on the doorjamb. Dehan was standing next to him, frowning at the body. I said, “The eyes were perforated?” 

    He nodded. “Both eyes.” 

    “Post mortem?” 

    “Yup.” 

    There was writing, something printed on the paper. I knew there would be, and I had a pretty good idea of what it would say, but I had to inch around to read it. Harry said, “It says what you think it says.” 

    I read aloud, “And them good ole boys were drinking whisky and rye…”  

 I frowned, sighed and stood. “Who is she? Is she an American?” 

    “Don’t know. No idea who she is.” 

    Dehan jerked her head toward the bedroom door. “What about her ID?” 

    I smiled at her. “The Brits don’t carry ID.” 

    She raised her eyebrows and smiled. “No shit?” 

    Harry gave a small laugh. “Not since the ’50s. They keep trying to force us, but we love to be awkward. So far, we have no indication of who she is. We’re tracking down the landlord…” 

    “Who called it in?” 

    “Neighbor downstairs, noticed her mail and her milk hadn’t been collected.” 

    She nodded, then, after a moment, shrugged. “So what’s the deal?” She looked at me. “You’re asking if she’s American. She has part of the chorus to American Pie stuck to her eye… why are we here? More to the point, why is he here?” She pointed at me. 

    Harry went to answer and I said, “Let’s go downstairs.” 

    Harry nodded. “Yeah, come on, we’ll go to the Blind Beggar.” 

    Dehan winced at him. “Really?” 

    He glanced at the girl nailed to the floor. “Yeah, sorry. The beer’s better than the White Hart. Let’s go.” 

    We followed him down the narrow stairs and out into the late August afternoon. Overhead, heavy clouds were beginning to gather. He pointed to the unmarked VW and we climbed in, slammed the doors and headed at speed down Sidney Street, back toward Whitechapel Road.  

    “You probably don’t notice it,” he said as he drove. “You haven’t been here for what, fifteen years? The capital is changing. Everybody’s leaving.” I looked out the window. It seemed to me that London’s eight million inhabitants were all out at the same time. 

    Dehan spoke from the back seat. “Are you sure about that?” 

    He laughed as he pulled up at the lights. “There are far fewer Europeans, and fewer refugees too. They’re leaving in droves because of Brexit. And a lot of the Muslim population, they’re worried that a far right government, hostile to Muslims, might come to power. They are seeing France and Germany as more welcoming, and Spain.” 

    The lights changed and we crossed over and parked beside an old red brick Victorian pub with white stone embellishings, tall chimneystacks and elaborate scrolls around the date 1894 right at the top. 

    The door rattled and clanged as we pushed inside. The public bar was almost empty. The walls were paneled in dark wood, there was an open fireplace, a long, highly polished bar with rows of big, wooden beer pumps, and a ginger cat sitting beside them, licking its paws.  

    We found a table and Harry went to the bar to get three pints of bitter. Wile he was gone, Dehan gave me a once over and said, “If this were something normal, you would have told me about it by now. Why the big mystery?” 

    I took a deep breath and let it out slow through puffed cheeks. “It’s what you’ve been asking me about since we got here, and what I have been avoiding talking about. Not…” I looked her in the eye. “Not because I don’t want you to know about it, but because it is hard for me to talk about. But I guess now we are going to have to, whether I want to or not.” 

    She frowned. “OK…” 

    Right on cue, Harry returned with the pints and set them on the table. He glanced at us both as he did it and said, “I’m assuming, John, that you have already told Carmen about The Butcher of Whitechapel…” 

    I sucked my teeth and shook my head. 

    His jaw sagged a little. “Nothing at all…?” 

    I shook my head again. 

    He looked at me with meaning. “Nothing…?” 

    “Nothing, Harry. Nothing at all.” 

    Dehan sighed. “OK, guys, I think we have understood that I have been told nothing at all about the Butcher of Whitechapel. How about we set that right and somebody starts telling me?” 

    Harry picked up his glass, raised his eyebrows at me and said, “Over to you, me old mucker.” 

    I nodded. 

    “This was about fifteen, sixteen years ago, around the time I came over. There was a series of killings, all in Whitechapel. They were all young women in their early twenties, all blonde, pretty, between five foot five and five eight. There were four of them, Cindy Rogers, Amy Porter, Sally-Anne Sterling and Kathleen Dodge. Kathleen Dodge was Canadian, the other three were American. They all worked at the Royal London Hospital, in Whitechapel.” 

    I paused and took a pull from my pint. As I set the glass down, I went on. “Each one of them had been crucified on the floor in her own apartment. They had been stabbed in the heart with a large kitchen knife, they had each had their womb removed, without skill, and each one had had her eyes perforated post mortem. All the mutilations were post mortem. Each of the women showed signs of having been raped, but presumably he used a condom, because there was no trace of semen. And, each one had a note stabbed into her left eye with a meat skewer, with that same line from American Pie.” 

    Harry was staring at me. I avoided his eye. 

    Dehan said, “I’m guessing you didn’t catch him.” 

    I nodded again. “The guys who were in charge of this end of the exchange program figured we have a lot more serial killers in the States than they have over here, which is true, and so they thought I should be on the task force. So Harry and I worked it together. We had a suspect…” 

    I hesitated, staring at Harry. He shook his head. “John was never convinced. It was an American chap, Brad Johnson. He was one of those white supremacy militia types. We have them over here too, but we haven’t got any Rocky Mountains where we can lose them and let them play Rambo. God alone knows what he was doing over here, but we’d been keeping an eye on him because he was hooking up with a few radical far right groups, and we were worried about possible terrorist attacks.” 

    I took over. “It turned out he knew Sally-Anne Sterling. They had met on a dating site. Apparently, after the first date, she didn’t want to know, and he got mad. He sent her a few ugly messages. When we found the emails, we went and had a talk with him. He mouthed off a lot, he was an ugly customer, but I never liked him for the murders. Harry and the rest of the team disagreed. The evidence was inconclusive. In fact there was no forensic evidence—or very little…” 

    Harry said, “We found Johnson’s prints at the scene, and traces of his DNA on her bed sheets…” 

    I nodded. “The forensics connected him to her, but we already knew that they were connected. What it didn’t do was connect him to the crime, or to the other girls. He could conceivably have known them, he had no alibi for the nights of the other three killings, he was in London at the time and he lived in the area. But none of that was enough, it was just ifs and maybes. He lawyered up, got a solicitor and a barrister, and shortly after the last killing, he returned to the U.S. After that, the killings stopped, and I returned to New York.” 

    Harry was staring hard at me. After a moment, he grunted and said, “But he’s back now.” 

    I frowned at him. “Are you serious?” 

    “Deadly. We’ve been keeping an eye on him, but as of today I’m going to request a twenty-four hour a day watch. He’s been here for just over three months, promoting some business he’s in or something. You were deeply invested in that case, John. You had a real feel for it.” 

    I sighed and shook my head. “We are not going to agree, Harry. I still don’t believe he’s our man.” 

    “I don’t care, you are the man for this job, and I would really appreciate your help.” 

    I hesitated. “I need to think it over.” 

    He stared me in the eye, but pointed at Dehan. “And, John, you need to discuss it with your wife. And I mean, everything!” He drained his glass and stood. “I’m going to go and attend to a few things. I will see you back here in about three quarters of an hour. Meanwhile, you ’fess up, me old mate.” 

    He walked out into the leaden, gray light of the late afternoon. I could feel Dehan staring at me, but I couldn’t meet her eye. Finally, she said, “What the hell is going on, Stone?” 

    I looked her in the eye. “I think Brad Johnson killed my wife.” 
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TWO


    She stared at me for a long time while I stared at the large glass of dark beer on the table in front of me. Eventually, she said, “Your wife?” 

    I nodded, still without meeting her eye. “We were only married a very short time.” I finally looked up at her. “I’m sorry. I should have told you a long time ago.” She frowned and I kept talking, trying to preempt her anger and disappointment. “There always seemed to be something else to talk about, or it was inappropriate, or it would have spoiled the mood. It’s not exactly something you bring up on a honeymoon. There never seemed to be a right moment.” I sighed. “Like I said, Carmen, it’s not that I didn’t want to tell you. I guess I’ve just grown used to avoiding it, not thinking about it… I’m sorry.” 

    She was still frowning. “Hey.” 

    I looked into her eyes. They were serious. 

    “You’re my guy. Stop apologizing. I told you once, whatever it was you were not talking about, I’d hear it when you were ready. You don’t need to apologize to me for anything, Stone.” 

    She held out her fist. I smiled and punched it gently. “You’re one of a kind, kiddo. I should marry you.” 

    “So, do you still love her?” 

    I shrugged. “I love her memory. I always will. She was a very special person, and we were good. But it was fifteen years ago. I have laid her to rest.” I shook my head. “It’s not the same…” I gestured at her and then at me. “I’m a different person now. What we have is not like anything…” 

    She gave me a smug smile. When she spoke, her voice was quiet. “I know what we’ve got, Stone. You don’t need to explain.” Then she became serious. “But if we’re going to do this, investigate this murder, you’ll need to tell me what happened. You’ll also have to tell me, honestly, if you can do it. We don’t have to do this. We can go home.” 

    I thought about it. Eventually, I gave a single nod. “Yeah, knowing you’re there.” 

    “Always.” 

    “I met Hattie…” I stopped. 

    Dehan had given a little start. She smiled and shook her head. “It’s stupid, but, realizing she had a name…” 

    “Yeah, Henrietta: Hattie. We met soon after I moved out here. We took it slow. I guess we were cautious about my job, and the fact that I lived on another continent. Plus, I was only supposed to be here six months.” I paused and gave a small laugh. “We’re supposed to be checking in and ordering martinis at Heathrow Airport. Instead we’re here, doing this… You sure you’re OK? It’s the past. It’s fifteen years ago…” 

    “Stone. Look at me…” 

    I realized I had been talking to the ceiling and sat forward to face her. 

    “Sometimes, when we don’t confront something that we need to confront, life kicks us in the ass and makes us confront it.” 

    I smiled. “Is that in the Torah?” 

    She nodded. “Yeah, in those very words. Exactly like that. It also says, ‘Now cowboy up’.” 

    I sighed noisily. “After I got my first six months extended, I guess we both decided it was time to get a bit more serious, and look at options. I could move here. I like England, the guys at the Yard were getting used to me. We had a good working relationship. Harry was a friend…” I spread my hands. “Or, she could move back to the States with me. She wasn’t crazy about that option. She was a talented artist and illustrator. She was known here, her publisher was here in London…”  

 I stopped and took a long pull on my drink. 

    She waited a moment, then said, “So by your seventh month here, you were beginning to get serious.” 

    I nodded. 

    “You always were rash and impetuous, even back then…?” 

    I gave her a lopsided grin. “I guess I was. So we started talking about marriage. We got engaged and I asked for a second extension, got told yes, but that was the last: either I came home or I stayed in London. We decided, whatever we did, whether we stayed in London or moved to New York, we would have to be married. So, that was what we did. I don’t think her family were thrilled. A New York cop from the Bronx wasn’t exactly what they had in mind for their daughter, but they accepted me.” 

    “Was she from a nice family?” 

    I nodded. “What they call posh.” I smiled. “Port Out Starboard Home. That’s where the first class cabins were.” 

    She laughed. 

    I went on. “She was posh, yeah. Her parents had a house in the country and another in Chelsea. We used to visit them, and with time, they grew to like me, more or less. I don’t think they ever forgave me for not having a huge wedding, but Hattie told them she had better things to spend her money on, and bought me the Jag. She knew I would love it, and it was a subtle way of making it that much more difficult to go back to the States.” 

    I fell silent. Dehan stood and went to the bar. She came back a couple of minutes later with two more pints and set one of them in front of me. It struck me that she could not have been more different from Hattie. But then, I was no longer that John Stone. She took a pull, smacked her lips, sighed and smiled. 

    “So meantime, almost a year has gone by. What’s happening at work?” 

    “That was more than a year. That was about fifteen months, by the time we got married. Meantime, the killer they were now calling the Butcher of Whitechapel was turning into a real nightmare. He had killed his fourth victim, just about everybody on the taskforce was convinced Johnson was our man, but I didn’t buy it. I don’t know what it was. Maybe it was a cultural thing. They were locked into the idea that they were ‘American murders’. The victims were American, serial killers are pretty rare here but common in the States, the first victim had had a relationship with an American who just reeked of killer…” 

    “But you didn’t like him for it.” 

    I shook my head. “No, because I knew he was more than capable of revenge killing, or killing some guy in a brawl in a bar, or shooting some guy in a heist. But he wasn’t going stick around to perform rituals. Johnson is just a primitive, brutish bad man. The guy who killed these girls is a paranoid schizophrenic. Johnson, in his simple, animal way, is perfectly sane.” 

    “So what happened?” 

    “There was a lot of frustration. There was no forensic evidence to move the investigation forward. We had no way of tying Johnson to any of the actual crimes. We pulled him in a few times and each time, they either had me present at the interview, or, the last couple of times, they had me interrogate him. By then, he was claiming police harassment and that we were out to frame him.”  

    I took another pull and leaned back in my seat. “What made it more complicated was that Johnson was obviously involved in something. You could see that a mile away. I figured he was running small arms for radical, far right groups over here. So that made him look guilty.” I spread my hands. “Because he was. He was guilty, but he was guilty of something else.” 

    “Did you ever prove anything, find out what he was into?” 

    I stared over at the cold, empty fireplace and after a while gave my head a slow shake. “No. We’d been married just a few weeks. It was about a week after I had interviewed Johnson the last time. I got home to our apartment and…” I had to stop. I steadied my breathing and shrugged, then shook my head. When I spoke, it came out as almost a whisper. “She’d been murdered while I was at work. In our bedroom.” 

    We were silent for a long time. Dehan didn’t speak, she just watched me. I waited for the images to subside, tried to see them in my mind as old, black and white photographs in an old newspaper; something that had been reported a long time ago, in another life. 

    I breathed slowly and steadily, and eventually I was able to talk again. “Again, there was no forensic evidence, but somebody had written on the mirror, in her blood, the words, ‘back off’.”  

    She reached across and took my hand. “Stone, I am so sorry. I don’t know what to say, what I can do…” 

    I smiled. “There is nothing anybody can do. You did it already. You married me and gave me a new life.” I spread my hands, trying to stay cool and hold it together. “I went back to the States. I took the Burgundy Bruiser with me. After a couple of weeks, I went to pieces. I took three months, saw a therapist, who helped. Then I went back to work, with the determination that I would be the best cop I could be.” I paused and thought a moment. “And I always had this conviction that it’s not enough just to punish somebody. You have to punish them for what they have done, and they have to know that. Otherwise it is not justice, it’s just revenge.” 

    She made a face and nodded. “I get that.” Then she leaned back and studied me for a moment. “OK, so if you don’t want to do this, we tell Harry and the Inspector we are sorry, but it just ain’t going to happen, and we go home.” 

    “No. I do. It’s…” I gave a one-sided shrug. “In some weird way, it’s timely. It will be good to tie this up and resolve it.” I gave her a smile, and couldn’t keep from it fifteen years of weariness, of exhaustion from living with that nightmare ever present. “In obedience to the Torah, according to Carmen Dehan.” 

    She smiled with rare and genuine tenderness in her huge, brown eyes. “Asshole,” she said. 

    “You know it’s mutual.” 

    She leaned forward, with her elbows on her knees. “It’s a hell of a coincidence.” 

    “That the feeling is mutual? Not really. We are both assholes. The whole precinct knows it and agrees.” 

    “Shut up, Stone. The fact that the girl has been killed, in the same way, and that Johnson is back in the country.” 

    I screwed up my face and shrugged one shoulder. “It’s only a coincidence if it’s a coincidence, and then…” I nodded. “It would be one hell of a coincidence.” 

    She gestured at me with an open hand. “This is either a sign that you are, truly, brilliant, or that you have been drinking too much English beer.” 

    “I mean, if it were a coincidence, it would be one hell of a coincidence. But what if it’s not? Because, you know, it probably isn’t.” 

    “That is kind of my point, Stone.” 

    “No, I know, but think about it. Assume, for the sake of the argument, that it is not a coincidence, but also that I am right and Johnson is not our man. Where does that leave us…?” 

    She thought about it, frowning hard. “A frame up?” 

    “That’s one possibility. Dehan, did you look at the note that was pinned to her eye?” 

    She shook her head. “I didn’t know what was going on yet, and I didn’t think I was invited to the party.” 

    “Get Harry to show you. I want to know what you think. The other thing is, how tall would you say the victim was?” 

    She thought about it a minute. “Five two?” 

    “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” 

    “Shorter than the other four. Not a lot to go on.” 

    I nodded. “I agree. Brad Johnson lives in Arizona. In a place called Three Points, west of Tucson.” 

    “How do you know that?” 

    “Because I have kept a file on him for the last fifteen years, well… fourteen years, in fact. After I got back, I contacted Tucson PD and the Sheriff of Pima County, went to see him, the sheriff, and told him the story. I told him that Scotland Yard suspected Johnson of being a serial killer, but that I thought they were wrong. I did, however, suspect him of gun running, and of having killed my wife. He was sympathetic, and grateful for the heads up. He agreed to keep me in the loop if anything happened.” 

    “And?” 

    “Nothing happened. So either he’d just stopped killing or he was the wrong man, as I had always suspected.” 

    She picked up her beer and sat holding it, staring out the window at the heavy, gray light outside. Finally, she gave a small frown and said, “Or he was killing away from home.” 

    I made a doubtful face. “Not his MO here.” 

    She made a doubtful face to match mine, then asked, “What about the gun running?” 

    I gave a small laugh. “In Arizona, any person twenty-one years of age or older, who is not prohibited possessor, may carry a weapon, openly or concealed, without the need for a license. Arizona is one and a quarter times the size of the U.K., and has slightly less than the population of London. So, if he is buying guns in Arizona and shipping them to the U.K. on a fairly small scale, that would be hard to detect. When it comes to gunrunning, if your name is Ali, or Mustafa, and you have a big, black beard, you’re probably on the radar. If you’re white and blond and your name is Brad Johnson, you’re probably not a member of Al Qaeda, so nobody cares.” 

    “So you have no hard evidence that he is or was selling guns to the U.K. far right.” 

    “No. It was just a hunch. A strong hunch, but a hunch. He was doing something, that I am sure of. But that isn’t the point.” 

    She nodded. “I know. The point is that for fifteen years, there hasn’t been another killing like those four, not near where Johnson was or here.” 

    “Yeah, until now.” I hesitated. “And the killing is similar, but it’s not identical.” 

    “Because the victim was a couple of inches shorter than the previous victims? That’s pretty thin, Stone.” 

    I sighed. “It’s not just that. There are other things. Where has he been for the last fifteen years? Why has he suddenly come back, at the same time as Johnson? That is weird. Too weird. It’s what I said to you, if you accept that it is not a coincidence, but also that Johnson is not the guy, where does that leave you?” 

    “So, hang on, hang on there a moment. What are you saying? I’m getting two things from you. You’re saying you don’t think Johnson did it, you never did; but you’re going further. You’re also saying you don’t think the original killer, from fifteen years ago, did it either. You think this is a copycat.” 

    I nodded. “I don’t know if it’s exactly a copycat, but this was not done by the same killer.” 

    “How can you know? How can you be so sure? The height is not enough… That he was inactive for fifteen years doesn’t prove anything, Stone. There could be any number of reasons for that. He might have been ill, in China, in some kind of remission—hell, he might have been in jail!” 

    I shook my head. “Because the original killer was probably an American, or at least he was really into Don McLean. And the man who killed that girl in Halcrow Street was English, and definitely not into Don McLean.” 
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    Before she could ask me any more, Harry stepped through the door and approached us on heavy feet across the bare, wooden floor. His eyes flicked over my face and Dehan’s and he said, “I gather we have talked it all through.” 

    I gave a single nod and stood, “Any news on the girl’s ID?” 

    “Not much. The landlord said her name was Katie, that’s all he knows…” 

    Dehan got to her feet too, frowning. “What about the rental agreement? Her name must be on that.” 

    Harry grunted. “She paid cash, no questions asked.” 

    We followed him to the door. As we stepped out into the leaden, gray heat, I said, “What about her accent? Was she American or British?” 

    “I knew you’d ask that. He said she was very posh.” 

    Dehan asked, “That means she’s British? Americans can’t be posh?” 

    Harry laughed. I shook my head. “We can have class, but to be posh, you have to be British. It’s to do with how you speak. Don’t even try to understand. Just accept that it’s so. She was British. More specifically, English.” 

    “OK, so that is out of character with the previous victims, plus she was shorter.” 

    Harry looked at her curiously, then turned to me. “How do you feel about talking to Johnson?” 

    “Sure. You brought him in, or do I go get him?” 

    “We have nothing to bring him in on, but it might be interesting to rattle his cage. From neighbor’s testimony, we’ve narrowed down time of death to the last twenty-four hours. The students on the ground floor, that’s the first floor to you, right? They saw her standing outside yesterday morning, smoking a cigarette.” 

    Dehan said, “So where is this son of a bitch?” 

    Harry smiled at her. “He’s at the Olympia, at Earl’s Court. He has a stand at the Dragons, Daemons and Dungeons exhibition.” He handed her two tickets and a folded, glossy leaflet. “Enjoy.” He turned to me and narrowed his eyes. “You sure about this? You want me to come along?” 

    “Too late for that, Harry. I’m in. But I’ll be honest with you. I’m surprised they agreed to your request. I’d have serious questions about my objectivity.” 

    “Yeah, the fact that you remarried helped. And I stressed you were only a consultant. That and the fact that nobody knows the case like you do swung it.” He pulled out the keys to his car. “It’s not a Jag, but it’ll get you from A to B. Try to stay on the right side of the road.” 

    “You mean the left.” 

    “That’s what I said.” 

    We watched him run across the road, dodging the traffic, then made our way to the VW Passat he’d parked opposite the entrance to the pub. I leaned on the roof as she opened the passenger door to get in. “He’s right about one thing,” I said. 

    She jerked her head at me. “What?” 

    “It’s not a Jag.” 

    London has one immensely long road that runs right the way through it and all the way out to Oxford. It has various names all along its length, including High Holborn, Oxford Street, Bayswater Road and Notting Hill Gate. We followed this road most of the way, except for Oxford Street, which is only open to big red buses and black cabs, and at Notting Hill Gate, we turned down Kensington Church Street and joined Kensington High Street. The traffic was heavy and the humid heat was oppressive. We didn’t talk, except that at one point Dehan asked me, “How do you want to do this?” 

    I shook my head that I didn’t know. Turned to look at her and shook it again. Pretty soon, we crossed the bridge over the subway and turned right onto Olympia Way. We eventually found the multi-story car park, left the car on the fourth story, and made our way on foot to the main entrance of the exhibition center. On the way I had a look at the leaflet Harry had given Dehan. It said: 


SATAN’S CAVE



ONLINE STORE FOR KICK-ASS MERCHANDISE



AND MORE.


    They had everything from leather cigarette pouches and customized Zippo lighters to Viking drinking horns and confederate flags emblazoned with the skull and crossbones. There was a picture of him in one corner. He had aged, but not much. His long, sandy hair was a bit thinner on top, his beard, which had been copper, was now turning gray, but aside from that, he was pretty much the same hard-ass desperado he had been fifteen years earlier. His stall was number six six six. It kind of had to be. 

    We stepped through the main doors and into Geek Junction. The entire hall, which is vast, was draped in black cloth, with bits of broken castle dotted here and there. Many of the larger stalls were designed like dungeon entrances or ancient taverns from Cimmeria.  

    We strolled down the central aisle. I glanced at Dehan’s face and smiled. She didn’t look at me, she just said, “What?” and before I could answer, “Did you ever play?” 

    “Dragons and Dungeons? No. You did, though, didn’t you?” 

    “You kidding? I wasn’t even born when it came out.” 

    “Yeah? I wasn’t born when Clue and Monopoly came out. I still played them.” 

    “That’s different.” 

    “Confess.” 

    “Yeah, OK, I was addicted for, like, two years.” 

    “It’s written all over your face.” 

    “So you’re smart. Who knew.” 

    “I am struggling not to imagine you in a brass bikini.” 

    “Try harder. Look, there it is, over there.” 

    We were at an intersection of two aisles. Two corners down on the left, there was a large stall, part castle wall and part bearskins. Sticking up over the corner pole was a luminous cube with the number 666 on it. Dehan looked up into my face. 

    “You want me to go talk to him? Get him onto the subject of gun control. How hard it is to get a piece in this country…” 

    I smiled at her. “He’s a white supremacist militia man. You are half Mexican and half Jewish. How do you think that’s going to work out?” 

    She slid her eyes sideways. “I could use the Force. I trained as a Jedi too, you know?” 

    “I know. But this time, let’s just pay him a surprise visit.” 

    He was crouching behind a counter that was draped with black velvet and laid on top with trays of silver rings and torques, mostly bearing either skulls, dragons or wolves. Hanging on the back wall were samurai swords, Viking swords and battle axes. There were also drinking horns, flagons and various other bits of kit for anybody bent on remembering their previous incarnation as a heroic barbarian. 

    I leaned on the counter and spoke quietly. “I hope you’re not hiding back there, Brad.” 

    He looked up and his eyes shifted from my face to Dehan’s and back again. They said he recognized me, but he asked, “Do I know you?” 

    I felt a slow, hot rage begin to build in my gut, but I kept my voice quiet. “Well, that’s a little rude, Brad, to kill a man’s wife and not remember his face. That’s not polite.” 

    He frowned at me, then began to smile. “No, not coming to me. But you know, when you do as much whoring as I do, it’s hard to keep track of every bitch you fuck and kill, and who she was married to. It’s a lot to remember. Was there anything else?” 

    I nodded. “Yeah. Where were you between the hours of ten AM yesterday and ten AM this morning?” 

    He burst out laughing. “You have got to be kidding me, man! I do not believe this! I don’t have to answer your fuckin’ questions, man!” 

    I nodded, “That’s true. But you know what, if I talk to my buddies at the CID about all the war games you get up to out in the wilds of Arizona, and your far right white supremacist friends here in the U.K., they might feel like asking you a few questions themselves. Do you know how long they can hold you without charge here, Brad? Fourteen days, and upon application by a police superintendent, that can be extended indefinitely.” 

    He shook his head, narrowing his eyes at me. “You can’t do this. You ain’t a cop here. I heard you went back to New York.” 

    Dehan smiled. “You know what? I think he does remember you.” 

    “Oh, Brad remembers me. We’re old buddies. We go back a long way, don’t we, Brad? Brad’s the man who killed my first wife. You don’t get much closer than that, do you?” 

    Beads of sweat had started to appear on his temples. “What the hell’s going on, man? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He looked at Dehan. “This guy is always trying to frame me. But I never done nothin’ ’cept try and make an honest living. He hates me because I’m a redneck, but hell! There ain’t no shame in bein’ a redneck!” 

    I let him run down. When he’d finished, I shrugged and said, “You know what the tragic irony of this whole thing is, Brad? I always believed you were innocent. That whole task force was convinced you were guilty, but I kept telling them, serial killing was not your scene. You might kill for an honest reason, but not just for kicks.” 

    He looked confused. “Well, that’s right. I ain’t never been into that weird shit.” 

    “So where were you, Brad? Or would you rather the antiterrorist squad ask you?” 

    “Oh, man!” He heaved a big sigh. “Last night? I was at home. I got stoned with some chick and watched a movie.” 

    “How about in the afternoon?” 

    “I was here, setting up the stall.” 

    “All afternoon?” 

    “Yeah, all afternoon! Of course all afternoon! This is my fuckin’ business. It’s what I live on. What do you think I was doing the day before opening at the biggest fuckin’ exhibition in Europe?” 

    “How about in the morning?” 

    “At my apartment, loading up the van, where do you think? You know, you cops make me sick! You shit and the department is there to wipe you fuckin’ ass. You need a car, you need a holiday, you need a doctor, you need a fuckin’ shrink. The PD is there to take care of it. Me? A regular guy like me? I have to do the whole fuckin’ thing myself. And believe me, it ain’t easy when some fuckin’ cop has decided you killed his fuckin’ wife and one way or another you are going down for it!” 

    His voice had been steadily getting louder, until his face flushed red and he shouted the last words. People turned to stare, then went on their way. 

    The three of us were quiet for a moment, then I said, “So what you’re telling me is that you have no alibi.” 

    He nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I am telling you. And you have no evidence to put me at the scene, or instead of some crazy New York bozo and his girlfriend, they’d have English cops here putting me in cuffs. So get the hell out of my face.” 

    Dehan said, “What scene, Brad?” 

    He made a face that said she was stupid. “Seriously? What scene? What, you think you caught me out? Oh, wait, you’re asking me where I was yesterday just to pass the time? Or the crime was committed in a space-time vortex so there was no actual scene? Get real, sister!” He shook his head and said, “Now tell me not to leave town and walk out a here like you didn’t just make fuckin’ assholes of yourselves.” 

    I ignored him and asked, “Who was the girl you watched the movie with?” 

    “I’m going to count to three, then I’m calling security. Then I’m going to call my attorney and sue your ass!” 

    “Yeah, I remember you had an attorney back in the day. What was his name? You still got the same guy? Nigel? Nigel Hastings?” 

    “One, two…” 

    I sighed. “OK, Brad, we’re going. Just one question before we do.” 

    “What?” 

    “You know Don McLean’s song, Pride Parade?” 

    He screwed his face up at me like I was talking word salad at him. “What?” 

    “Don McLean. You know who Don McLean is?” 

    “Yeah, I know who fuckin’ Don McLean is. What I don’t know is what the fuck you are talking about. You want to get the hell out of here? I’m trying to promote my business.” 

    I raised a hand. “Bear with me, Brad. Don McLean recorded a song in 1972 called the Pride Parade.” 

    “So what?” 

    “What did you think of it?” 

    “Nothing. I didn’t think anything of it. I don’t know the fucking song. Pride Parade? What is he, gay? I know he married a Jewess and he has Jewish fuckin’ kids! Now stop wasting my fuckin’ time and get the hell out of here!” 

    I smiled at Dehan. “Thanks, Brad.” I winked at him. “Catch you later.” 

    We walked back down the aisle and stepped out of the exhibition hall into the heat of the late afternoon. We fell into step, walking slowly back toward the parking garage. I pulled my cell from my pocket and checked that I had recorded our last exchange. It was all there. 

    Dehan said, “You want to tell me what that was all about?” 

    I put my hands in my pockets. “Don McLean was married for thirty years to a Jewish woman, Patrisha. Both his kids were brought up Jewish.” 

    “OK…” 

    “Brad Johnson is an active white supremacist and, like most white supremacists, he is also deeply anti-Semitic and buys into the whole Rothschild, Zionist conspiracy for a one world government theory, all that crap.” 

    “So it makes sense that he wouldn’t be all that interested in… Oh, wait…” 

    “Exactly. The guy who killed Amy, Cindy, Sally-Anne and Kathleen clearly has an abiding interest in Don McLean.” 

    She frowned. “And Pride Parade?” 

    “He understandably mistook the meaning of the title, which has nothing to do with being gay. Gay used to mean happy, pride used to mean pride, now they are both associated with homosexuality, something which Brad abhors. So he asked if Don McLean was gay. Somehow, I think that our killer would not have made that mistake. Either way, the first thing that came to his mind was not American Pie. He may be many things, but he is not our serial killer.” 

    “What do you want to do now?” 

    I gave it some thought. “We go and have a talk with Harry. Let’s see what he’s found out about this girl, Katie. I also need to look at the file on Hattie. I’ve never…” I faltered. “I’ve never been able to bring myself to read the file. But I think it’s time, Dehan. Maybe I have a chance here to nail the bastard and lay her to rest at last.” 

    She nodded. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. We have three crimes here, Stone, six murders and three crimes. We need to keep them clear and separate in our minds.” 

    “I know. Three crimes and only one suspect. That’s no accident.” 

    “What do you mean?” She stopped on the corner of the parking garage. “No accident how?” 

    I shook my head. “I don’t know yet, but I can tell you it’s no accident.” 

    I thumbed my address book and called Harry. 

    “John, where are you?” 

    “We just came out of the Olympia.” 

    “Excellent. How did it go?” 

    I looked at Dehan a moment. “It was interesting. We need to talk.” 

    “Good, come over to the embankment. I’m in my office. I’ll tell them to expect you downstairs and show you up.” 

    “Harry? I’m going to need a couple of things.” 

    “Anything. Name it.” 

    “I need the file on Hattie’s death.” 

    He was quiet for a moment, then said, “OK, John, but let’s not get sidetracked.” 

    “Don’t worry about it. That’s not going to happen.” 

    He didn’t sound convinced. “Hang on, John, not so fast. Are you sure you’re up to reading that report?” 

    “Yes. Just please do it, Harry.” 

    He sighed, “OK, if you’re sure.” 

    “I am. Another thing. The note that was pinned to Katie’s eye. Have you got a copy of it?” 

    “Yes. Of course.”  

    “I’m going to need that, and copies of the other four from fifteen years ago. Can you do that for me?” 

    I could hear him making notes. “Yes, sure,” he said. “Anything else?” 

    “Yeah, a big bottle of Bushmills.” 

    He laughed out loud. “Same old John Stone. I’ll have it all waiting for you when you get here.” 

    “Give me twenty minutes or half an hour.” 

    Dehan was standing with her hands in her pockets, shaking her head at her feet. She looked up and her face was eloquent of a curious mixture of admiration and despair. “A bottle of Bushmills? Seriously? A detective inspector of Scotland Yard asks you what you need, and John Stone, with his two king-sized cojones, says, a bottle of Bushmills. You are singular and unique, Sensei. They made you and they broke the mold.”  

    I gave a small laugh and started to walk again toward the entrance of the parking garage. “It’s not as outrageous as you might think, Little Grasshopper. There is, as the old cliché would have it, a method to my madness.” 

    “You have a reason for asking Scotland Yard to provide you with a bottle of Bushmills.” 

    I nodded. “I prefer it to Scotch. It is distilled three times, so it’s smoother. And did you know that the ten-year-old single malt is matured in bourbon casks as well as oloroso sherry casks?” 

    She took my arm in both of hers and rested her head on my shoulder. “Nope, I didn’t know that, Sensei. You are my source of useless information in shining armor.” 

    “You are impertinent, Dehan.” 

    “Will you punish me?” 

    “See?” 

    “With handcuffs?” 

    “See? Impertinent.” 
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    We parked on Richmond Terrace, on the other side of iron gates that are only ever opened to a select few. I figured Harry hadn’t been wasting his time over the last fifteen years. We were met at one of the side doors by a cop in uniform and taken up to an office on the fourth floor. It was an office with an unobstructed view of the back wall of the building next door, so I guess Harry still had a way to go.  

    Aside from the lack of a view, it was comfortable in an old world sort of way, with a small fireplace that now stood cold and a large, oak desk with scars and ink stains that said it had been used over the decades, and possibly a century or two. The rest of his furniture was comfortable but nondescript. 

    He stood and smiled as we came in and the door closed behind us. “John, Carmen, thank you so much for your help. Do sit, please. Tea? Coffee?” 

    We told him no and sat at his desk in comfortable, nondescript chairs. I was still trying to figure things out. I looked around. “We have a desk which we share, in a room full of a bunch of other detectives, so we can all hear each other think. Hearing yourself think is more of a challenge. We call it the Detectives Room.” 

    He gave a single laugh that was more of a bark. “Cubicles and partitions! That is the new way, I’m afraid. It’s the same here. I am privileged to have this little cubbyhole.” 

    That was Harry and the Brits all over. They don’t tell you it’s none of your goddamn business. They agree with you, have a laugh, and by the time they’ve finished talking, you realize they’ve changed the subject without answering you. One thing was clear, anyhow. Whatever job he did, it entitled him to more than a cubicle and a partition. He lowered himself into his black leather swivel chair and jerked his thumb at the window. “View’s not up to much, but at least I won’t get shot by a sniper.” Before I could ask him if that was likely to happen, he pulled over a file and a couple of A4 manila envelopes and handed them to me. Then he pulled open a drawer and took out a bottle of Bushmills and three glasses. The file was Hattie’s. While he poured, I opened the envelopes. They were the scans of the notes that had been left pinned to each victim.  

    I borrowed a pen from the pot on his desk and wrote the date of each note in the top right margin of each scan. Then I left all five scans on my right and took the glass of Bushmills that he was handing me.  

    “Cheers!” 

    We toasted and sipped. Before he could speak, I said, “Have you any more information on Katie?” 

    “Not much. No match for her fingerprints or her DNA in the system. Our ME says the cause of death was the stab wound to the heart. All the mutilation was post mortem, just as in the other cases.” He frowned. “Curious thing, the clothes she had in her wardrobe were all expensive, but also very good quality…” 

    Dehan gave a laugh that sounded like a gurgle. “So it wasn’t expensive trash?” 

    He nodded. “Exactly. You’ll find that people who come into money suddenly will buy indiscriminately, shopping for labels. People who have grown up with money all their lives are less impressed by labels and are more interested in quality.” 

    I said, “Savile Row versus Armani.” 

    “Precisely. Now the clothes we did find there, as I say, were very good and very expensive, some of them from bespoke tailors, but there was very little of it. That made me examine her hair and her nails…” 

    Dehan was nodding. “Expensive manicure and haircut.” 

    “Yup.” 

    “But she’s shacked up in a dive in Whitechapel.” 

    “Odd, isn’t it? Now, we have a possible lead. We started looking into missing persons reports and there is a girl reported missing from her home in Chelsea, name of Katie Ellison. General description seems to fit. So I thought I’d wait for you and we could go and see her flatmate together.” 

    Dehan looked at me. “Flatmate? Is that like a roommate?” 

    “Yup.” 

    “So if her real home is this place in Chelsea, that would explain why she had so few clothes at the dive, but it begs the question, what was she doing there?” 

    Harry was nodding. “Precisely so. So shall we go and see if her flatmate can tell us?” 

    I said, “Was she English?” 

    “Yes.” 

    I nodded and raised a finger, indicating he should wait. I reached across the table and took hold of the bottle of Bushmills. Harry smiled, but there was the faintest hint of irritation in his eyes. I said, “Don’t worry. I haven’t become an alcoholic.” I put the bottle in front of Dehan and pointed to the label where it said, ‘Single Malt’ and beneath it, ‘Irish Whiskey’. 

    She nodded, then shook her head. “What?” 

    I turned the bottle and showed it to Harry, who was frowning. Then I took the scans of the messages pinned to Cindy Rogers, Sally-Anne Sterling, Kathleen Dodge and Amy Porter and laid them out. I said, “Are they all the same?” 

    They both leaned forward and stared at them: 


And them good ole boys were drinking whiskey and rye…


    Dehan shrugged. “Yeah, why?” 

    Harry got to his feet, bending over them with his fists on the desk. He looked up at me. “What are you getting at, John?” 

    I dropped the note that was pinned to Katie on top of the others. “How about this one?” 


And them good ole boys were drinking whisky and rye…


    They stared at it in silence. Dehan muttered, “Holy cow…” Harry closed his eyes and sat slowly down. 

    I scratched my chin. “It was the first thing I noticed. The Scots, the Canadians and the English spell whisky like that, without the ‘e’. We spell it the Irish way. And in Don McLean’s song, American Pie, it’s spelled the way it’s spelled in those four notes, with an ‘e’. Harry, I hate to be a pain in the ass, but the guy who killed Katie Ellison, if that’s who she is, is English. They guy who killed the other four isn’t.” 

    He sighed, nodded slowly, then gave his head a shake. “God, you’re an awkward bugger.” 

    I put my cell on the desk. “That song is central to those murders. He pinned it to their eyes. You don’t get much more central than that. He was telling us, back then, ‘This phrase is what it’s all about’. This phrase is why I am killing these women. So it’s a fair bet that Don McLean means something to the killer. Do we agree on that?” 

    He spread his hands. “It is, as you suggest, self-evident.” 

    “This is Brad Johnson, on the subject of Don McLean. Please remember, over the last fifteen years I have studied Brad Johnson in some depth. He is a white supremacist who believes that gays and Jews have a special place in hell.” 

    I pressed ‘play’. 

    “OK, Brad, we’re going. Just one question before we do.”


    “What?”


    “You know Don McLean’s song, Pride Parade?”


     “What?”


    “Don McLean. You know who Don McLean is?”


    “Yeah, I know who fuckin’ Don McLean is. What I don’t know is what the fuck you are talking about. You want to get the hell out of here? I’m trying to promote my business.”


    “Bear with me, Brad. Don McLean recorded a song in 1972 called the Pride Parade.”


    “So what?”


    “What did you think of it?”


    “Nothing. I didn’t think anything of it. I don’t know the fucking song. Pride Parade? What is he, gay? I know he married a fuckin’ Jewess and he has Jewish fuckin’ kids! Now stop wasting my fuckin’ time and get the hell out of here!”


    “Thanks Brad, Catch you later.”


    I switched it off and held up the phone. “This man is not obsessed with Don McLean or his song.” I pointed at the scans. “He did not write those notes.” I sat back in my chair. “He killed Hattie, but he did not kill those girls.” 

    He took a deep breath and let it out slowly and noisily. “Let’s follow the evidence and see where it leads us.” 

    “You got my vote.” 

    We stood. He stared at me a moment, then said, “If you’re right, and I am not saying that you are, but if you are, it means we have three killers. Brad Johnson, who killed Hattie, an unknown killer who killed those four American girls, and Katie’s killer, also unknown, who is trying to frame the original killer.” 

    I nodded. “That is the way I see it, Harry.” 

    “It’s a nightmare. I doesn’t bear thinking about.” 

    I smiled. “But thinking about it is exactly what we are going to have to do. It has many implications. It gets complex, Harry, very complex. Listen, can you email me the original Butcher file?” 

    He nodded and picked up his internal phone. “Have a copy of the Butcher of Whitechapel case sent to Detective Stone’s email address. Thanks.” He hung up. “Right, let’s go.” 

    We stepped out of his office and in among the cubicles and partitions where the ordinary detectives worked. We crossed the large room and took the elevator down to the parking garage. As we descended, we stood in silence, each in our own thoughts. Then, as the elevator stopped and the doors opened, Dehan said, “We need to know what details of the original crimes were given out to the press. Did you hold anything back?” 

    We crossed through the semi-dark toward Harry’s car. The lights flashed and the beep echoed through the underground caverns. He pulled open the driver’s door and stood biting his lip. 

    Dehan said, “Right now, we have a pool of suspects of at least eight million people, maybe more. But if there was something repeated in Katie’s murder that was not public knowledge, then that narrows it right down to anyone involved in the investigation.” 

    I leaned on the roof. “Or intimately acquainted with the killer.” 

    She nodded, looked at me, and nodded again. As we pulled out onto the Victoria Embankment, Harry wedged his phone into a cradle on the dash and said, “Patel!” 

    We heard it ring over the sound system, then a voice said, “Hi, boss, ’sup?” 

    “I want you to look up every article that was published on the Butcher of Whitechapel. I want to know exactly what was released to the press.” 

    “Am I looking for anything in particular?” 

    “Yeah…”  He looked at Dehan in the mirror. “Consistencies between Katie and the original four that were not reported. Do you understand?” 

    There was a moment’s silence. Then Patel said, “So we are saying that this is a different killer?” 

    “Bright boy. But, Pat? Keep this under your hat. If I find anyone has got wind of this, I’ll skin you alive and feed you to my children, understood?” 

    “Gotcha, boss. I’m on it.” 

    Dehan was quiet for a moment, then asked, “So, you have nice kids, huh?” 

    With no trace of humor, Harry replied, “Keep’em hungry, keep’em keen.” 

    We made a big loop, then drove down Whitehall to Milbank, past Parliament Square and the Palace of Westminster, and followed the river Thames for twenty minutes in a steady flow of heavy traffic. Gradually, the trees and gardens became more abundant and the buildings became smaller, and soon we turned right, in among residential streets of elegant, Georgian houses with stoops and sash windows that were vaguely reminiscent of parts of New York. 

    Eventually, we pulled up outside a large, red brick house, with the first floor painted in brilliant white and a large, rubber plant tree shading a short path to the front door. We followed Harry down that path and he rang the bell. It was opened after a moment by a blonde, young woman in pink shorts and bare feet, who was wearing a blue sweatshirt and a worried expression. 

    “Are you the police?” 

    He showed her his badge. “Detective Inspector Harry Green, miss, and these are Detectives Stone and Dehan from New York. They are accompanying me in this investigation. May we come in?” 

    “Of course.” She stepped back and pointed to an invisible door. “Through there. Would you like some tea?” 

    She showed us through to a big, airy living room with calico sofas and armchairs and plates, mugs and pizza boxes on the floor. She hastily started gathering them up while fingering un-brushed hair from her face. “Grab a seat, I’ll put the kettle on, sorry…!” 

    She left the room. I saw Dehan glance at her watch. It was six PM, but still bright outside. We heard water gushing into a kettle, and a moment later, the blonde girl came back and sat next to Dehan on the sofa. “I didn’t get much sleep last night. It’s a bit worrying, isn’t it?” 

    Harry smiled like a kind uncle. “Are you Sarah Hamilton?” 

    “Oh, yes, sorry! Should have said. Not really myself…” 

    Dehan observed her through slightly narrowed eyes. “You are Katie’s roommate?” 

    “No! Heavens no! We share the whole house. I’m more of a housemate. I mean, it’s her house. He father bought it for her. But I help to cover the bills, and the council tax is just awful!” She looked at Harry and muttered, “We’ve been friends forever.” 

    Dehan smiled. “That’s nice. Have you got a photograph of her?” 

    “Gosh, yes!” 

    I had already seen them. There were four of them on the bookcases that had been built into the alcoves on either side of the fireplace. Two were with Sarah and some guys, one was with an older man who looked like her dad, and another with an older woman I figured was her mother. It was Katie, who was now lying at the morgue. 

    She got up and grabbed the largest of the framed photographs and handed it to Harry. He looked at it without expression and handed it to Dehan. Sarah was watching her face with anxious eyes. I should have left it to Harry, but I knew that however bad the truth is, not knowing is worse. So I said, “Sarah, I’m afraid we have bad news for you. You might want to sit down.” 

    She went very pale and sat carefully on the sofa. Her eyes were already welling up. 

    “I’m afraid Katie has been killed.” 

    Her lower lip curled in and the tears spilled from her eyes. Dehan, in that weird, paradoxical way she has, edged closer and put her arms around her. Sarah sobbed, shaking silently, with her face buried in Dehan’s neck. After a moment, we heard the click of the kettle in the kitchen. Harry stood and said quietly, “I’ll make some tea,” and walked out on quiet feet. 

    I sat a moment in the large armchair, where Katie must have sat a hundred times, looking out at the quiet, leafy street, thinking about Freud’s words, ‘…we are never so defenseless against suffering as when we love, never so helplessly unhappy as when we have lost our loved object, or its love.’ And I wondered about those people who go through life believing they have the right to destroy other people’s lives, and rob them of their loved ones. 

    Harry returned, carrying a tray with a teapot and four colorful mugs. I made room on the littered coffee table and he set it down. There followed a bizarre ritual in which he poured out the tea and asked each of us in turn if we wanted milk and sugar, and we told him which and how much of which. It had a strangely calming and sobering effect on Sarah. By the time he got to her, she had stopped convulsing and was able to wipe her eyes on her sleeve. Harry handed her a handkerchief and she blew her nose, then told him a cloud of milk and one sugar. 

    Tea and the British is a thing that not even they understand, but it’s real. After a moment, Harry returned to his chair and sat.  

    “Sarah, I know this has been a terrible shock. Do you feel up to answering a few questions?” 

    She nodded. “I’ll do my best. What happened? Was she mugged or what?” 

    He sighed. “That’s what we’re trying to understand. Did she, to the best of your knowledge, Sarah, did she have another flat somewhere?” 

    Her face, slightly puffy and red, registered surprise and confusion. “Only Chiddie’s place. I mean her daddy’s house, in Sussex.” 

    “Can you think what she would have been doing in a flat in Whitechapel?” 

    “Whitechapel?” She actually laughed. You might as well have asked the debutante daughter of a Boston Brahmin if she had an apartment in Hunt’s Point in the Bronx. “Good Heavens, no! Katie? Never!” She shook her head, confused. “Are you sure this isn’t some ghastly mistake? Katie wasn’t even in London. She’s been away on holiday.” 
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    I set my mug down carefully on the hearth beside me and leaned forward with my elbows on my knees. “Where did she say she was going on holiday, Sarah?” 

    “Well, that’s the thing.” She blew her nose and mopped her eyes. “She didn’t. She was very excited about it, but couldn’t tell me where she was going. It was all very hush-hush and I supposed it was to do with her work.” 

    Dehan sipped her tea. “She had a job?” 

    “Sort of. She was a reporter on the local paper. You know the sort of thing: Mrs. Henshaw had to call the local fire brigade to rescue her kitten, Mittens, from the sycamore at the end of her garden. Protest over awning at landmark corner shop. Sometimes she did the horoscope too, under the name Madam Stardust. She was awfully good. And of course the social pages: who was in town, who was away. She knew everyone, so that was easy for her. But what she really wanted to do was to be a proper reporter…” 

    Dehan cut her short. “So, in what way, Sarah, do you think that her holiday was connected to her job? You said it’s a local paper, so why would they send her away to report on somebody else’s kittens?” 

    She smiled and Sarah laughed. It sounded a bit like a braying donkey and was kind of infectious. Dehan started laughing too and Sarah leaned back and put her fingertips on Dehan’s arm. “No! Silly! Sorry! Silly me! I should have explained. Katie’s daddy is frightfully important and he has all sorts of connections, and Katie was tapping him for information she could use in a feature which she was going to offer, as a scoop, to the Telegraph. She was frightfully clever like that.” 

    Dehan had stopped laughing. She looked over at me and her face said we had been here before[2]. 

    I asked, “Who’s her father?” 

    “Lord Chiddester.” 

    Harry’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh, Katie Ellison! Charles Ellison, Lord Chiddester’s daughter.” 

    Sarah gazed at him with glazed eyes. “Yes… Sorry. I thought you realized that.” 

    Dehan was frowning like she was getting a headache. “So is it Ellison or Chiddester?” 

    I said, “It’s a complicated system.” I looked at Sarah. “What is he, a marquis?” 

    “Yes, the Marquis of Chiddester.” 

    I turned back to Dehan. “Chiddester is a place in West Sussex. Charles Ellison is the Marquess of Chiddester, so he is known as Lord Chiddester.” I smiled. “His close friends probably call him Chiddester or Chiddie, though his given name is Charles and his surname is Ellison. His daughter didn’t have a title yet, so she was plain Katie Ellison. If she had inherited her father’s title, she would have become the Marchioness, Lady Chiddester.” 

    She nodded for a while and Sarah started to cry quietly again. Dehan reached out and took her hand. “So Katie’s dad is a marquis, and she was pumping him for information for an article—a scoop—that she was planning to sell to a major paper?” 

    Sarah nodded. 

    I asked her, “Have you any idea what the article was about? Did she tell you anything at all about it?” 

    She shook her head. “No. She was very tight-lipped about it. It was a huge adventure for her. Everything was. And she loved being secretive and mysterious. It’s going to be so strange without her around.” 

    “Have you got a telephone number where we can contact Lord Chiddester?” 

    She reached in the pocket of her pink shorts and pulled out an iPhone. She looked through her address book and found his private cell phone. Harry made a note and so did Dehan. 

    While they typed, I asked her, “What about her romantic life, Sarah? Did she have a boyfriend?” 

    “I don’t know.” 

    I was surprised and my face told her so. She gave a small laugh. “She had been going out with Mark, but that was nothing serious and they just stopped seeing each other a couple of months ago. She was getting more involved in what she called ‘her work’ and I think they just got bored of each other…” 

    I could sense there was more, so I asked her, “But…?” 

    “Well she had gone out on a few evenings recently, a bit more togged up than usual.” 

    Dehan looked at me. “Togged up?” 

    “Dressed up, looking smart.” 

    She nodded, then turned back to Sarah. “So you think she was meeting a guy?” 

    “Why else would you tog yourself up?” 

    Dehan shrugged and made a face. “To meet an editor?” 

    “It’s possible, but it was rather late at night and she was definitely going for sexy rather than motivated journalist. She’d also had a few phone calls that involved a lot of muttering and giggling, and she wouldn’t tell me afterwards who they were from, and when I tried to check her mobile, she was frightfully cross.” 

    “When was the last time you heard from Katie, Sarah?” 

    “Day before yesterday. She telephoned to say she was coming home. I was thrilled. I was beginning to miss her. She’d been away almost two weeks.” 

    “Did she say exactly when she was coming home?” 

    Sarah thought for a moment. “Well, she said, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ but she didn’t say what time or anything like that.” 

    Dehan nodded like she understood and asked, “Do you mind if we have a look around in her room?” 

    She told us she didn’t and we climbed the stairs to the bedrooms. It was clean but in the kind of mess you would expect from a young, single girl sharing a house. We found pretty much what I had expected to find, nothing. Anything of any interest would have been in the apartment. While Harry and Dehan snooped around, I stepped onto the landing, where Sarah was leaning with her back against the wall, crying silently. 

    I put my hand on her shoulder and she blinked tears at me. “Sorry.” 

    “Where did she work, Sarah?” 

    She pointed to the end of the landin,g where there was a small box room with a desk and a computer. I stepped in and had a look around. There was a tall, narrow bookcase against the wall beside the desk. I scanned the titles. There were a few on journalism, mostly relating to libel and how to avoid it, but the bulk of the titles were on political philosophy, the European Union, economic liberalism, Communism, the rise of the Far Right and Islam. 

    I turned and called, “Harry!” He poked his head out the bedroom door. I gestured with my head at the bookcase. “Have a look. I think we have some idea what the article was about.” He came in and while he was gazing at the titles, I said, “Maybe you should get your forensic IT team to have a look at the computer. Two gets you twenty there’s at least one rough draft on there.” 

    He nodded and pulled out his cell. Dehan came out of the bedroom, holding a sheet balled up in her hands. She smiled at Sarah. “Have you got a plastic bag I can put this in?” 

    Sarah looked a little uncertain, but went downstairs to get a bag anyway. Dehan held up the sheet.” Maybe I’m wrong, but I have a feeling this is going to tell us who replaced Mark.” 

    Harry spoke into his cell. “Yeah, DI Green here, I need a SOCO team at Oakley Gardens, in Chelsea, number seven. Correct, I also need an IT team. I’ll meet them outside.” He hung up and spoke to Sarah. “Do you need us to call anybody? Have you got somebody who can stay with you?” 

    She gave a wet smile. “It’s OK, I…” She hesitated and looked embarrassed. “I’ve called Mark. He’s devastated. He’s coming over now.” 

    We stepped out into the early evening. Summer evenings are long and light in England, and dusk was still a couple of hours away. Dehan trotted down the stairs two at a time and rested her ass on the hood of Harry’s car as she watched us come down the stairs. Harry was shaking his head. “We’ll have to muzzle the media. I don’t like where this is going.” 

    I offered him my right-handed lopsided grin and said, “It’s going where the evidence takes it, remember?” 

    “Nothing is ever simple with you, is it, John?” He turned to Dehan. “Any other copper picks up a murder and it’s jealousy, or rape or burglary got out of hand.” He jerked his thumb at me. “Get this git involved and before you know it, you have political conspiracies involved.” 

    Dehan made a guttural noise like, “Mhmhmhm…” which I figured was some kind of laughter. I shrugged.  

    “It was never going to be jealousy or burglary. Right from the start, you had the murderer trying to frame a fifteen year-old serial killer. That tells you straight off it was not only premeditated but very carefully planned. And smart. If that killer had four unsolved murders under his belt, the chances were good a fifth would get shelved right along with the other four.” 

    He nodded and I went on. “You don’t plan something this elaborate out of jealousy. You know that as well as I do. Most planning in that kind of killing comes after the event: how to cover it up? This kind of forward planning…” 

    He sighed and stared down at his feet. “It usually comes with a non-sexual motive, usually money: inheritance, avoiding a divorce settlement, getting rid of an awkward business partner…” 

    Dehan crossed her arms and added, “Or somebody who is trying to blackmail you. So what do you know about Lord Chiddester?” 

    He eased himself up onto his toes, then slowly lowered himself again while chewing his lip. “Conservative Member of Parliament for Chiddester.” He glanced at Dehan. “The equivalent in the States would be a Republican congressman, but without the flat Earth religious fundamentalism.” 

    She raised an eyebrow at him. 

    He hurried on. “He is somewhat to the right of the Conservatives, notorious for his anti-Islamic stance, very vocal against immigration, campaigned for Brexit, very liberal free-marketeer. Very supportive of Israel. Gave up his seat in the Lords so that he could take a seat in the commons. In the running as a future Prime Minister.” He puffed out his cheeks and blew. “Speaking of which, I need to give him a call. Excuse me.” 

    We watched him walk away down the sidewalk, holding the phone to his ear. After a moment, he stopped and began to talk quietly. 

    I looked at Dehan. “What do you make of it?” 

    She hugged herself with her arms and narrowed her eyes. “I want to make a big graph and draw in all the bits and try to connect them.” 

    I nodded. 

    She went on, “We have a serial killer who killed four women over a period of…?” 

    “Fourteen months.” 

    “Fourteen months, fifteen years ago. He stops, suddenly, for no apparent reason. Fifteen years later, another murder is committed, identical to those four in every detail except one: the spelling of whiskey is anglicized. So the new killer is very familiar with the old crimes, but not familiar with the song, American Pie, and not familiar with how Americans spell whiskey. He is an Englishman who is very familiar with the case.” 

    “We need to make an initial list of who those men might be.” 

    She ignored me and carried on. “OK, so that’s one corner of our graph, up here.” She indicated a large, imaginary graph in the air and pointed to it in the top left corner. “Meanwhile, down here…” she indicated the middle, “We have the victim, romantically, or at least sexually, involved with a new and mysterious man.” 

    “Or woman.” 

    “Or woman, and highly motivated to pursue her career, or adventure, as an investigative journalist. And it looks very much as though she had identified a subject to investigate…” She paused and pointed at me with her finger, like a gun. “Oh, Lord! I am beginning to talk like you.” 

    “Stay with it, Grasshopper, you’re doing well.” 

    “Her father is a right-wing politician who is very outspoken and is tipped by some as a future Prime Minister. We don’t know what his relationship with his daughter is like, but it seems she turned to him for help in her research. Whether she got any help, and what that help was, could be important.” She looked at me. “What else?” 

    “Just over two weeks ago, she told Sarah she was going on holiday. Did she go? We don’t know, but it would seem she went instead to Whitechapel and shacked up in that small apartment. Question: was she there the whole two weeks?” I sighed. “We need the bedding from the apartment tested and the results compared with the sheet you took from here.” 

    Down the road, Harry hung up and started walking back toward us. He looked drawn and tired. He spoke as he walked. “He’s on his way to the morgue now to identify the body. I asked if he’d mind answering a few questions, but he said it was out of the question. He had to go and inform his wife down in West Sussex, and be with her.” 

    Dehan frowned and exploded, “Doesn’t he want his daughter’s killer caught?” 

    Harry stared at her a moment, then said, “Well, you’ll have to ask him that, Carmen. He said we could go and talk to him tomorrow morning at his offices in Little College Street, opposite the Houses of Parliament, at half past ten.” He frowned a moment. “Don’t be too harsh on him. People deal with grief in different ways. For some people, the only way they can deal with it is to act as though it had never happened and bury their feelings. We’re a bit like that over here.” 

    Her cheeks flushed and she glanced at me. I smiled at the sight. You didn’t often see Dehan embarrassed.  

    In that moment, an unmarked car and a police van turned into the street. Harry raised his hand to them and the driver of the car saw us and pulled up outside Sarah’s house with the van just behind him. They started climbing out and assembling their equipment, and Harry made to move toward them. I held out my hand and smiled. “Keys, Harry. You owe me a car. You want me to drive you anywhere?” 

    He shook his head. “I’ll get a ride with the IT lads. I’ll see you tomorrow morning. Ten o’clock sharp at the Yard.” 

    He tossed me the keys and I handed them to Dehan. “You drive, I read.” I showed her the file on Hattie. “See you tomorrow, Harry.” 

    He sighed and as I climbed in the passenger seat, I heard him say. “I have a bad feeling about this…” 

    I always said he was intuitive. 

    As we pulled away, I opened the file. I knew exactly what I was looking for and I ignored the photographs, and the description of the crime scene. I didn’t want to know about any of that. Not yet. I’d been there. I’d seen it. I wanted to know if she had fought. I knew her temperament. I knew her character. I knew that she could well have fought. That she would surely have fought.  

    She had. 

    They had recovered organic material from under her nails. They had gotten a DNA profile, but there had been no match on the database. I nodded and tossed the file in the back of the car. That was all I had wanted to know. 
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SIX


    I didn’t sleep that night. I lay staring at the ceiling till two. Then I pulled a chair over by the window overlooking Green Park and, by the filtered light of the street lamps on Picadilly, I read the file that had been haunting me for fifteen years. My worst fears about how she had died were realized. Everything I had dreaded was true. It had all happened a decade and a half in the past, but in my mind, in my emotions, it was still happening, it was still real, and it was like a fever. 

    At seven, Dehan awoke and swung her legs out of the bed. She sat staring at me with sleepy eyes. “Have you been there all night?” 

    I nodded. 

    She came over on long, unsteady legs and gave my head a hug. Then she went to have a shower. While she was gone, I called Harry’s office, knowing he wouldn’t be there. A girl’s voice answered after the third ring and said, “Detective Inspector Harry Green’s office.” 

    “Good morning, this is Detective John Stone, I am consulting on the Katie Ellis case…” 

    “Oh yes, good morning, Detective Stone. Up bright and early! How can I help you?” 

    “I’m preparing for a meeting with Harry and Lord Ellis this morning. I meant to get a copy of the case file yesterday but everything was so rushed, I was wondering if you could e-mail it to me.” 

    “No problem. Just give me your email and I’ll send it right over.” 

    I told her, thanked her and hung up. A minute later, the email arrived on my phone. I opened up the attachment and filed through it until I found Brad Johnson’s address. 11, Raddington Road, just off the Portobello Road.  

    I took a sheet of the hotel notepaper and scrawled a note on it.  

   


Just popped out. Back in half an hour.



S


   

    Then I called down and had them bring the car out front. It was seven twenty and the traffic was not heavy yet. I took Park Lane, Bayswater Road and Ladbroke Grove, and a drive that should have taken me twenty minutes took fifteen. I turned into Portobello Road, accelerated, made the tires complain as I turned into Raddington, and skidded to a halt outside his block. It was a small apartment building with four stories, and his was the top floor. 

    When you’ve spent almost thirty years working as a cop in the Bronx, you learn something about picking locks. A Swiss Army knife and a tough heel to your hand is one of the most efficient methods I know, and I know a few. Thirty seconds and I was climbing the stairs to his apartment. 

    I gave his front door the same treatment: rammed the small screwdriver in the lock, hammered it hard with the heel of my hand and turned. As I pushed open the door and walked into the narrow, dark hallway, he was stepping out of his kitchen in his shorts, holding a mug of coffee and frowning. “What the…?” 

    I said, “Don’t worry, I have a warrant.” 

    He made a face like brain-ache and said, “Huh? Where?” 

    It was a stupid question. I smiled and said, “Here,” and smashed the heel of my hand into his face. His mug went flying and he staggered back against the doorjamb. Before he could recover, I grabbed the back of his head with my left hand and slammed the heel of my right into his nose. Then I hit him again in the mouth, and then I couldn’t stop and kept hammering at him till his face was a bloody mess. After that, I let him drop to the floor, knelt on his chest and spoke softly to him. 

    “You raped, tortured and murdered an innocent woman, the woman I loved. We were married just a few weeks and you tortured and killed her. I am not going to allow you to ruin the rest of my life, or my wife’s. I am done chasing you—almost.” 

    I’m not proud of what I did next, but I like to tell myself it was out of necessity, not revenge. Maybe I’ll never know. I stood and rammed my heel hard on his right knee, breaking it. His scream is something I will never forget. There was a human part of me that felt compassion, and that is the part of me I want to say is the real me. But there was another part, a diabolical side, that was in indescribable pain, and hungry for revenge. That part found satisfaction in his scream. 

    I went and thoroughly washed my hands and the sink. Then I called Harry. 

    “Morning, John. How are you this bright day?” 

    “Harry, listen, I came to talk to Johnson at his apartment. I found the door open and he’s been badly beaten. I think he has a broken leg. He’s going to need hospitalization, can you arrange an ambulance?” 

    He was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was real serious. “John, tell me you haven’t…” 

    I interrupted him. “I haven’t. This guy needs help, fast. We can talk about what happened afterwards.” 

    “All right. It’s on its way.” 

    I hung up. Johnson had passed out. I went to the bathroom and found some cotton wool. From the kitchen I got a couple of freezer bags. Then I mopped up the gore from his face, making sure I saturated each bud as thoroughly as I could with blood and mucus, and filled the two bags.  

    After five minutes, I heard the sirens approaching outside. I stood and left the apartment, ran down the stairs, climbed in the car and drove away. I didn’t go back to the hotel. I drove fast down Ladbroke Grove and turned left at the end into Notting Hill Gate. I parked outside the UPS store, then pushed into the WH Smith stationers a few doors down. I bought a padded manila envelope and a notepad. Then I went back to the car, put one of the bags of cotton wool into the envelope and wrote a note: 

   

    To Inspector John Newman



Sir, I will be able to confirm later today that this blood and mucus was recovered from the man who raped, tortured and murdered my first wife. He is an American national, resident in Arizona. I want him extradited and tried there. They have jurisdiction.


    By the time you receive this I will have emailed you the results of the DNA comparison.


    John


   

    I sealed the envelope and addressed it as private and highly confidential. Then I went in and sent it to be delivered the next morning. I knew I was playing a high risk game, but in that moment I didn’t give a damn. 

    I drove back to the hotel and was told by the concierge that Mrs. Stone was having breakfast in the dining room. I looked at my watch. It was a quarter to nine.  

    She watched me cross the large, elegant dining room with narrowed eyes. As I sat, she raised an eyebrow at me. I was rescued by a waiter who asked if I would be having breakfast. I told him I’d have black coffee and a couple croissants. 

    When he’d gone, Dehan said, “I can tolerate anything, put up with anything and will forgive anything, except infidelity, which carries the death penalty, and being cut out, which carries a penalty worse than death.” She paused and gave me a horrible smile. “Make me happy again while I am still joking.” 

    I nodded a few times. “You’re right. I want you to understand that what I am going to tell you, I never told you. I have never done anything like this before, and I hope I will never do anything like it again. But I don’t regret it. The law is fine, Dehan, for generalities, but occasionally there is a particular, some unique situation, that the law cannot cover.” I shook my head. “I am not justifying anything, Carmen. I don’t care if the world approves or not. I did what I did and I would do it again, though I pray I never have to.” 

    She waited a moment. “What did you do, Stone?” 

    The waiter brought my coffee and a couple of hot croissants in a basket. I took one and broke it open.  

    “Dehan, there is an important difference between the British legal system and our own. It’s one, I think most cops would agree, where the Brits got it right. Back home, illegally obtained evidence is ruled inadmissible…” 

    She frowned at me and spoke through a mouthful of croissant. “Hereishnomph?” 

    “Here it is not. Here it is assessed on its probative value. If the judge deems it probative of either the prosecution or the defense’s case, it is admitted.” 

    She started to nod approval, then the meaning of my words dawned on her. She swallowed and said, “Oh my God, Stone, what have you done?” 

    “I read in Hattie’s file that she fought her attacker. She clawed at him while he raped and tortured her. They recovered his DNA from under her fingernails and ran a profile, but there was no match in the system. So I went to his apartment this morning. His address is in the Katie Ellison file. I broke in, I beat him to a pulp and saturated several cotton buds with his blood. I sent half of them to the Inspector, back home. I want him to pull strings, do whatever he has to do. Johnson has to stand trial in Arizona.” 

    She shook her head. “You’re crazy. Even if you pull it off, he won’t wait to be extradited. He’ll bolt. Anyway, Arizona hasn’t got jurisdiction over a murder committed in the U.K.” 

    “Wrong on both counts. U.S. courts have jurisdiction over any American who commits a crime anywhere in the world. And as for him bolting…” I shook my head. “He’s going to be in hospital for at least a month.” 

    Her expression was one of horror. “What the hell did you do to him, Stone?” 

    “I broke his leg. He won’t be running anywhere.” 

    “Stone! You could go to prison.” 

    I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I got there, I wanted to ask him some questions about his non-alibi, and found the door open. I saw him lying in the kitchen doorway, bleeding badly. I immediately called Harry, cleaned him up a bit and left as soon as I heard the ambulance arriving. It had slipped my mind we had a meeting with Lord Chiddester, and I didn’t want to be late.” 

    “You really think Harry is going to believe that?” 

    “No, but he doesn’t need to believe it. He needs to prove it’s a lie, and he can’t. And he won’t want to.” 

    She sighed. 

    I said, “You said you could forgive anything except infidelity and cutting you out. Can you forgive this?” 

    She sagged back in her chair and put something that was related to a smile on her face. She gestured at me with both hands. “What? What am I supposed to do? Or say? You know as well as I do that if I had found Mick Harragan alive, back when we first met, I would have blown his brains out without a second thought.” She stared at her cup. “And I could never have brought Maria in. It’s like you say, Stone. Sometimes the law doesn’t cover the details.[3]” 

    I gave a small laugh and stuffed half a croissant in my mouth. “The crazy thing is, I don’t believe in that. It shouldn’t be that way.” 

    “I know. But it is. Sometimes you have to believe something, even when you don’t believe in it. Because…” she wagged her finger at me across the table. “Morality, Stone, is a human construct. Let’s go.” 

    I drained my coffee, stood, and we headed for the lobby. 

    Outside, it was already getting warm. The U.K. was caught in a heat wave that the oil industry had given up pretending had nothing to do with climate change. If the planet wasn’t getting hotter, England sure was.  

    We made it to New Scotland Yard through heavy, grinding traffic and got there by nine thirty. Harry was waiting for us on the sidewalk. He didn’t look happy. I pulled up beside him and lowered the window. He didn’t smile. 

    “Get out. I’ll drive. Carmen, you get in the back. I need to talk to this character.” 

    We played musical chairs for a bit. Dehan climbed in the back and I got in the passenger seat. He got behind the wheel and we took off slow down the Victoria Embankment, following the same route we had followed the day before. 

    “I am not going to mince words with you, John. And believe me, if it weren’t for the years of friendship we have, and because of what happened to Hattie, you would be on the next flight out of here back to New York. But you are going to hear what I bloody well have to say to you and you are going take it, or you can fuck off back home.” 

    He turned to look at me. I gave him the dead eye and he carried on. 

    “We do not have gun law in this country. We do not allow coppers to go around beating up civilians. We like it that way and if we catch a copper trying to take the law into his own hands we come down on him, or her, like a ton of fucking bricks! Whether he is a friend or not. In this country the law is the law, for Brad Johnson, Hattie Stone, you, me and Lord Chiddester. No exceptions! Step over the line once more, John, and I will have you! Is that understood?” 

    I nodded. “Perfectly, Harry, and I appreciate that you had to lay it on the line like that. And, believe it or not, in ninety percent of the U.S.A., it’s the same.” I spread my hands. “However, I want you to be able to look your bosses in the eye and tell them, with a clear conscience, that it went down the way I said. I had questions for him about his alibi. I felt if we spoke in his apartment rather than in the middle of an exhibition hall, he might be more willing to speak. The door was open, and he was lying on the floor, semi conscious. I called you, cleaned him up a bit, and left when I heard the sirens because I was aware my presence could be an embarrassment to your department.” 

    He scowled at me a moment, then sighed. “Fair enough. Sorry about chewing you out. But, it can’t happen, you know?” 

    “Hey, I would have done the same if you’d come over to the Bronx and started beating up some of my hard cases.” I reached in my pocket and pulled out the freezer bag with the cotton wool in it. I showed it to him and, without cracking a smile, I said, “I asked him if he would mind providing a sample and he said that was fine. I am willing to testify to that, if necessary.” 

    He shook his head. “You son of a bitch,” he said, then burst out laughing. “You dirty son of a bitch!” 

    Dehan spoke up from the back. “I’ve been checking on Google. You have a private clinic in South London that will do same day private DNA profiles. Then it’s just a matter of comparing the profile that was done fifteen years ago, from the skin under Hattie’s fingernails, and the profile we get from this clinic.” 

    He was quiet for a good two or three minutes. Finally, he said, “This is damn close to vigilante behavior. I don’t like it. I don’t condone it. But I’ll have a bike come over and collect the stuff and deliver it to the clinic. And you promise me, you give me your word, that this is the end of it.” 

    I nodded. “You have my word, Harry, but you need to know something. Johnson is not your man for Katie Ellison’s killing. You know that as well as I do. And he isn’t your man for the other four either.” 

    “What’s your point?” 

    He pulled in to Little College Street and parked opposite a tall, elegant, Georgian house. He killed the engine and turned to face me.  

    “I have asked my Inspector to pull strings back home and have Johnson extradited. I want him tried in Arizona. U.S. law says it has jurisdiction over any U.S. citizen who commits a crime, anywhere in the world.” 

    He was frowning and looked mad. “This isn’t some Third World banana republic, you know. Our legal system is second to none…” 

    I sighed. “Come on, Harry! You know that’s not the reason. In fact, it’s almost the opposite of the reason…” 

    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

    Dehan spoke up again. “He means your courts are too lenient. If he is tried in his home state of Arizona, the death penalty will be available. It has been applied thirty-seven times in the last sixty years. And even if he doesn’t get the injection, life, for a murder involving rape and torture, will mean life.” 

    He looked embarrassed. 

    I shrugged. “You know as well as I do, Harry, here he could be out in seven years. You were there. You know what he did to her. You saw the ME’s report. He has to pay for that. Then I… we… me and Dehan, can put this behind us and get on with our lives.” 

    He was quiet for a while, then finally said, “I can understand that. It’s not up to me. It’s up to the Home Office and the courts. I just hope you’re right, and this does give you closure.” He managed half a smile. “Come on, let’s go and talk to this knob.” 
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    We were shown into Lord Chiddester’s office by his secretary. The room was more like a Georgian drawing room than an office. There was a lot of oak, none of it less than three hundred years old, and a lot of well-preserved stucco of about the same age. It was wall to wall carpeted, which most British aristocrats frown upon, but it was Wilton and very dark blue with a touch of gold, so I guess that was OK. One wall was taken up by an imposing bookcase with leaded glass panes, and the other walls had prints of horses.  

    For a moment, as we stepped into the room, I had the surreal sensation that Lord Chiddester was part of the furniture. He was seated behind a magnificent, dark oak desk in a magnificent dark burgundy leather chair, staring at us, immobile from under his brows. He didn’t say anything, he just watched us approach his desk and scowled.  

    Harry cleared his throat. “My Lord, thank you for agreeing to see us. I wonder if you would be prepared to answer a few questions…” 

    “Well, I didn’t invite you here to discuss the weather, Inspector. What do you want to know?” 

    Harry loosened his collar. “I understand, sir, that your daughter was writing an article…” 

    “Probably. What of it?” 

    “I understand it may have been quite a controversial article and that she may have approached you for some, er…” 

    “Some what, Inspector? Good lord, man! Spit it out! Is this the best Scotland Yard can come up with? No wonder the bloody country is overrun with damned Islamic terrorists!” 

    I saw Harry flush and start speaking again. “I understand she may have approached you for some guidance and information, sir?” 

    Chiddester frowned at him. “Where’d you get that idea? Who told you that?” 

    “Um, Miss Ellison’s housemate, sir, Sarah.” 

    “What else did she tell you?” 

    Dehan turned and looked at me. She had that expression on her face, where she narrowed her eyes and you knew she was getting mad and wouldn’t be able to keep her mouth shut. She spoke in a loud voice as she tied her hair in a knot at the base of her neck.  

    “You know what, Stone? My dad always brought me up to believe there was nothing so fine and elegant as an English gentleman. ‘They are never,’ he used to say to me, ‘boorish, ill mannered or crude. Especially the aristocracy.’ That’s what he used to say to me. ‘They would never, for example, stay sitting down while there was a woman standing.’ What do you think of that, Stone?” 

    I pulled a face and shook my head. “I think he was living in the past, Dehan. Those were the good old days, when England was England, before the European Union, and all the Muslim immigrants. What do you say, Lord Chiddester? Is the English gentleman a dying breed?” 

    He ignored me and kept his eyes on Dehan. Harry had closed his. Chiddester stood. “Madam, forgive me. That was unforgivable. Will you please sit?” He turned a baleful glare on Green and on me and gestured to two more chairs. Dehan sat and we followed suit. Chiddester scowled at Harry. “Are you going to introduce these people, Inspector?” 

    “Detectives John Stone and…” 

    Dehan cut in, “Detective Carmen Dehan, we are from the NYPD consulting on your daughter’s case.” 

    He sat back. “Dehan?” 

    “Yes, sir.” 

    “You are of Jewish ancestry?” 

    “Is that a problem?” 

    He gave a small laugh. “You are obviously not familiar with U.K. politics at present, Detective Dehan. You will find plenty of anti-Semitism among the Marxists in the Labour Party, but none in my office. I sometimes wonder if those cretins realize that Marx was Jewish.” He turned back to Harry, who was looking very confused. “Why is the NYPD being consulted on my daughter’s murder, Inspector?” 

    I sighed noisily while Harry hesitated. Then I got bored and spoke. “Katie’s murder, sir, fit the MO of four murders that were committed in Whitechapel fifteen years ago. I was involved in that investigation because I was on an exchange program between the NYPD and Scotland Yard. I think it’s fair to say, Lord Chiddester, that nobody knows more about those murders than I do.” 

    “I see.” 

    “And I can tell you that your daughter was not murdered by the same man who killed those four girls.” 

    “You know this how?” 

    “The man who killed those girls all those years ago was probably an American, and he was most certainly obsessed with Don McLean, a singer from the ’70s.” 

    “I know who Don McLean is, Detective.” 

    “The man who killed your daughter was English, and not familiar with Don McLean. It seems like a trivial detail, but put in context, it is irrefutable.” 

    He stared at me for a long moment. Then Dehan spoke up again. “Sir, with the greatest respect in the world, we are not going to solve your daughter’s murder by answering your questions. We already know the answers to the questions you’re asking us. We are going to solve this murder by asking you questions, and by you getting on board and answering them.” 

    I smiled and watched Harry turn white. Chiddester turned to face her and raised an eyebrow. “Quite so,” he said. 

    “So, did Katie ask you for help relating to an article she was writing?” 

    He sucked his teeth and drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “She called me about three weeks ago. I don’t remember exactly. She was very enthusiastic about a project she had. She was mad about the idea of becoming a journalist. She was staunchly right wing, and keen to do something about the sad state of affairs in this country. We talked, I can’t remember exactly what about, this and that, the Brexit fiasco, the problem of Islam… the usual stuff.” 

    “Did she ask you, can you remember, did she ask you for help or advice?” 

    He kept his eyes on the desk. “Not that I can recall, no.” 

    I said, “She had been dating a young man called Mark…” 

    He sighed. “On and off, yes. Bit of a drip, long hair, always apologizing. Good family, but no guts. You know the sort.” 

    I nodded like I knew the sort. “But recently she had stopped seeing him. Were you aware of any other romantic involvement in her life?” 

    His cheeks colored and there was no mistaking the building rage in his eyes. “Yes!” he said. “And I suppose there is no way around this. She had got herself a Muslim boyfriend. I told her she was insane, for any number of reasons, but she told me she was certain he had ties to God knows what, and she was going to use him to get information for her project, as she called it. I told her again and again that she was playing with fire. And here we are.” He glanced at me. I realized I was making a face of skepticism. He said, “You disagree?” 

    “I don’t know. It just seems odd that a Jihadist would go to the trouble of disguising the murder of a British Lord’s daughter to make it look like a fifteen year-old serial killing. It’s not only unlikely that he would know the details of those killings, but you’d think the propaganda value would have him and his associates falling over themselves to claim responsibility.” I gestured at him. “Especially as you are known in this country for your anti-Islamic stance.” 

    He thought for a moment. “I take your point. It is a good point.” 

    “What’s this guy’s name?” 

    “Sadiq Hassan.” He flipped open a diary on his desk, scrawled something on a piece of paper and slid it across to me. It was an address. I handed it to Harry, who took it without speaking. 

    Chiddester went on. “She assured me she wasn’t sleeping with the grubby little fellow, but just wanted to get information out of him. She had the idea he was some kind of terrorist. A refugee, not born here. She wanted me to have MI5 look into him. Perhaps I should have. She was still a child at heart. Poor Katie…” 

    There was a spasm of pain across his face, but it vanished as soon as it appeared. Then he frowned at Dehan. “You married?” 

    She pointed at me. “To that man over there.” 

    I smiled blandly. “This is our honeymoon.” 

    He grunted. “Pity,” he said ambiguously. “Where are you staying?” 

    “The Ritz.” 

    His eyes went wide. “The Yard is putting you up at the Ritz?” He turned to stare at Harry. “No wonder the country is going to the dogs!” He turned back to me. “But if I need to contact you, I can find you at the Ritz, can I?” 

    I muttered something about it being a long story and handed him my card. “You have my cell phone there, and my email.” 

    “If I think of anything, I’ll let you know. Meantime, you should talk to that Hassan chap. He’s your man.” 

    We were being invited to leave. We stood and he stood with us. “My secretary will see you out.” 

    We didn’t speak on the way out, but Harry pulled his cell from his pocket and made a call. As we stepped into the humid heat of the gray midmorning, he started to talk. 

    “Yeah, DI Harry Green here. I need a dispatch rider, Little College Street. Going to Union Road, SW8. Very urgent.” 

    Dehan sat on the hood of his car, looking at him. A brief gust of cool wind came in off the river and far off a barge moaned. He gave us a humorless smile and said, “Well, that went well, didn’t it?” 

    Dehan shrugged. “I’m sorry, Harry. I knew he was sympathetic to the Israelis. He was being a pain in the ass and we were getting nowhere. I thought it was worth a shot. Guys like that, sometimes you have to bust their balls a bit.” 

    “No, you’re quite right. I let him walk all over me. I invited you to consult on this case because you’re good. I can’t really complain when you, um… do your thing, can I?” 

    I looked up at the seagulls wheeling overhead under the gray sky and asked, “What do you want to do next? You want to see this Sadiq guy alone?” 

    He gave a small sigh. “No, I think I’d rather like to let Carmen loose on him.” 

    We all managed a smile and a short while later, the police dispatch rider pulled into the street. Harry went to talk to him and give him the bag of cotton wool buds, and I gave Dehan a smile that was rueful. 

    She said, “I’m sorry, Stone. He’s your friend.” 

    “After today, I’m not so sure. I think I have strained that friendship pretty much to breaking point. I think we may soon get thanked politely and invited to return to New York.” 

    She grimaced. “Is that my fault?” 

    I shook my head. “No, what I did this morning was beyond the pale. I knew it would be, but I had to do it. This was just the cherry on the cake. I was surprised. Fifteen years ago, he would have taken Chiddester apart.” 

    She squinted at him down the road, where he was talking to the dispatch rider. The breeze caught her hair and for a moment I thought how lucky I was to have this second chance. “I guess it’s easy to be brave when you’re young, and you haven’t much to lose. Maybe he’s married.” She looked up at me. “Maybe he has kids, school fees, a mortgage, all those things that sap your heroism and make your boss so powerful.” 

    I nodded. Maybe she was right. I had no idea. 

    He turned and started walking back toward us. I didn’t know if he had married, if he had kids or a mortgage, and it struck me as ironic that I knew so much about the man whom I hated, who had killed my wife and almost destroyed me, and yet I knew so little about the man I had once considered my closest friend. 

    “Right, chaps,” he said. “That’s on its way. We’ll have the results this evening. They’ll email me. Good enough?” 

    “Superb.” 

    “Shall we go an’ see this ‘grubby little fellow’ then?” 

    We climbed in the car and slammed the doors. He fired up the engine, and as he pulled away, I said, “We’ve been here over two weeks, and the only times we’ve seen you have been when somebody got murdered. We should get together before we leave and have a meal.” 

    He nodded and smiled. He knew what I was doing, and it was OK. “That’d be nice.” 

    “You married? We lost touch. I don’t know what you’ve been doing these past years.” 

    He was silent for a moment, then burst out laughing. He pointed a finger at me. “You are forbidden from speaking for the rest of the day. Do not open your mouth again! Every time you open your mouth, you put your sodding foot in it!” 

    “What did I do?” 

    He shook his head. “She’s talking about divorce. I’m telling her not to. The kids are at a critical age, twelve and thirteen. We married just after you left. It’s a time when a lot of couples go through a difficult patch. I want us to see it through. We still like each other, you know. We have a lot to fight for…” He paused. We pulled out onto Milbank and headed west. “But she complains about the job, the hours, she has no support… She’s right. She has a point. But what can I do? I can’t be in two places at the same time, and I can’t just magically go into another job that pays double and is half as demanding, can I?” 

    He looked at me as though he thought I might have an answer. Dehan’s voice came from the back. “Boy, you are on fire today, Stone.” 

    I made a face. “That’s why I married a cop.” 

    He didn’t answer. I knew what he was thinking: ‘Not the first time, you didn’t.’ And I wondered, what would have happened to my ideal love affair, to my perfect marriage, if she had lived? If she hadn’t been murdered? Would we have made it? Or would the stresses and tensions of time and work have started to show, and tell? Would children and long hours have come between us? Would that romantic passion of being in love have faded over time and become mere love, and then friendship, and then not even that, but simply the bonds of familiarity—even contempt? Would she have met someone else? Would I have met Dehan? And if I had… 

    I blinked. None of that happened, because she was killed. And then I met Dehan—and her attitude. I said, “If you feel it’s worth fighting for, Harry, fight for it. Woo her, romance her, rekindle the fire, sacrifice the job if you have to, get transferred to a nine till five desk. Nothing is more important than your family.” 

    I saw him glance in the mirror at Dehan. I heard her say, “He’s right, Harry. Family is where it’s at.” 

    And we moved on along the river, toward Whitechapel, and Sadiq Hassan. 
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    We arrived shortly before lunch time. He had a small, two story house on the corner of Duckett Street and Bale Road, opposite a large building site that sported a billboard written entirely in Arabic. In the window, there was a large red poster showing a fist clenching a sickle. In black letters it said ‘Whitechapel Marxist Party.’ Harry rang the bell and I saw a figure peer through the window. A moment later, the door opened halfway and a young man in his mid twenties peered out. He looked Mediterranean, with thick black hair, dark eyes and olive skin. He was unshaven and barefoot, in black jeans and a black T-shirt with the same logo as his poster, only in white. 

    Harry said, “Sadiq Hassan?” 

    “Who are you?” 

    He had an accent, but it wasn’t strong. Harry showed him his badge. “Detective Inspector Henry Green, these are Detectives Stone and Dehan, who are accompanying me. Are you Sadiq Hassan?” 

    “What if I am?” 

    “If you are, then we’d like to ask you some questions, sir.” 

    “What about?” 

    “Well, sir, if you’re not Sadiq Hassan, that’s none of your business, is it? So once again, are you Sadiq Hassan?” 

    Five seconds of silence in a conversation is a long time. He took at least that long to stare at each one of us. He took a couple of seconds longer with Dehan before he answered, and echoed Chiddester’s question, but with a different tone to his voice. 

    “Dehan?” 

    She raised an eyebrow at him. “Yeah, it’s Irish.” 

    He opened the door the full way and leaned on the jamb. “I am Sadiq Hassan. So, what?” His eyes strayed to Dehan again and he gave her the once over. 

    Harry ignored his manner and asked him, “Do you know a young lady, name of Katie Ellison?” 

    He didn’t answer. He looked at Harry’s shoes, then his pants. His face said they were the most disgusting shoes and pants he’d ever seen. Then he looked at his shirt in the same way, and finally at his face.  

    “Why you askin’ me about this fuckin’ bitch?” I felt Dehan stiffen and put my hand on her arm. “You come to my house, askin’ about this whore? Why you come to my house askin’ about this whoring bitch?” 

    “Why don’t we do something, Mr. Hassan? Why don’t I ask the questions, and you provide the answers? Now, once again. Do you know Katie Ellison?” 

    He curled his lip and nodded. “Yeah, I know Katie Ellison. She is a fuckin’ whoring bitch. What else you want to know?” 

    Harry pulled out a notebook and a pencil. “When was the last time you saw her?” 

    “Week ago.” 

    “Where did you see her?” 

    “At a meeting of the WMP. The lying bitch said she wanted to be a member and get involved. She was fuckin’ lying, innit?” 

    I scratched my chin. “How do you know she was lying?” 

    “I looked in her bag. She had a digital recorder, with interviews on it. She’d been recording our fuckin’ meetin’s. She was writin’ some kind of fuckin’ article, innit? Some kind of fuckin’ exposé.” He turned his head and looked Dehan in the face. “Plus she was fuckin’ some Jew. Dirty bitch. How any woman can fuck a Jew, she must be a filthy whore, I tell you.” 

    I kept my voice real quiet. “You better keep a civil tongue in your head, Sadiq.” 

    He smiled. “Oh yeah? The big American, coming here threatening the Arabs again. What you gonna do? Bomb my house? Fuck you!” 

    Harry spoke loudly. “Where was this meeting, Mr. Hassan?” 

    “In my house.” 

    “Was there an altercation?” 

    Sadiq was quiet and still for a long moment. 

    “Do you understand the question, Mr. Hassan? Did you have a…” 

    “Yeah! I understand the fuckin’ question! I told her to get out! I tried to take her recorder, because I reckon the stuff on it was mine and belonged to me, innit? But she fought me and Bernard, some English piece of shit secretary of the party held me back and she left. That was the last time I seen her. You should go and get the fuckin’ recorder from her, if you was proper police!” 

    “Have you got an address for her?” 

    “Yeah, Halcrow Street.” 

    Harry nodded. “That’s just up the road, right?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “Did you go and visit her afterwards, to try again to get the recordings back?” 

    Sadiq frowned. “No. Why?” 

    “We are almost done, Mr. Hassan. Just one more question. Are you familiar with the Butcher of Whitechapel?” 

    Sadiq’s eyes narrowed. He spoke cautiously. “Somethin’, why?” 

    Harry put the notebook and the pencil back in his pocket. “Why?” he said. “Why? Because Katie Ellison was found raped and murdered yesterday, Mr. Hassan, in her flat on Halcrow Street. And I’m wondering if you would be willing to give us samples of your DNA and fingerprints, so we can compare them with samples found at the scene. What do you say, Mr. Hassan?” 

    His face had turned a pasty gray. He was shaking his head. “No, no… No way. This is harassment because I’m a Muslim…” 

    Harry sighed. “We will be back with a warrant, Mr. Hassan. If we are going to find your DNA and prints at the scene, you’re better off telling us now and explaining why. Lies won’t help you.” 

    His eyes were swiveling from me to Dehan and back to Harry again. “OK, come in, but just the living room. You cannot go anywhere else. That is my family in there. You stay away from them.” 

    He led us into a small, dingy living room with a TV, two cheap sofas and a shelf with two books: Islamic Marxism and the Koran. Sadiq sat on the sofa opposite the TV. Harry and I sat on the other and Dehan remained standing with her arms crossed. 

    “We was seein’ each other for a couple of weeks, right? So I went to her place a couple of times and we had sex. So you’re going to find my prints and my DNA there, most likely. But I didn’t kill her.” His face kind of twisted and he said, “It would be no crime if I had, in Sharia. And you will incorporate Sharia into British law, you’ll see. She said she converted, but it was a lie, and she was havin’ sex with a Jew while she was saying she was my woman. She deserved to die for that, in the eyes of Allah! But I didn’t kill her.” 

    I saw Harry’s face flush. “Unfortunately for you, Mr. Hassan, this country doesn’t operate Sharia law. And under the laws of the United Kingdom, you can convert as often as you like to whatever religion you like, and you can have sex with whomever you please. We’ll leave it to the jury to decide whether you killed Miss Ellison or not.” He stood and I stood with him. “I’ll be back with a warrant for your DNA.” 

    He stared at us with wide eyes as we moved toward the door. As we were stepping out, Dehan looked at him like he was crazy. “Do you know anything about Karl Marx?” He just stared. He didn’t answer. “You know he was a Jew, right? You know he created Marxism in the first place to protect Jews against German and Austrian anti-Semitism, right?” She shook her head and stepped out the door, muttering, “Dumb asshole.” 

    As we reached the car and climbed in, he shouted from the door, pointing at Dehan. “You’re a racist! You called me an asshole because I am a Muslim!” 

    She paused, halfway in the car. “No, I called you an asshole because you’re an asshole, asshole.” 

    We climbed in and closed the doors. Harry was on the radio. “I need a twenty-four hour watch on Sadiq Hassan as of now. I want to know where he goes, who he sees, who he talks to, what he eats, drinks, where he shits! Everything!”  

    The radio crackled and a girl’s voice said “Literally, boss?” 

    “No, not literally, Karen…” 

    “Didn’t think so, sir. Everything apart from where he shits, then?” 

    “Yes, Karen, everything apart from that.” 

    “Right you are, boss.” 

    I said, “He didn’t do it.” 

    “I know. I wish he had, though, nasty piece of work. But he reacted all wrong to my question about the Butcher…” 

    Dehan spoke up from the back. “And if he had killed her, he would have made sure the whole world knew why. The Butcher of Whitechapel has no meaning for him.” 

    I sucked my teeth and asked nobody in particular, “So who’s this Jewish guy she was seeing?” 

    A dark blue Ford Mondeo rolled past and Harry suddenly fired up the engine and pulled away. “They’re here,” he said. “I need to talk to CID. This whole thing is getting way out of hand. One thing is clear…”  

    I glanced at him. “What?” 

    “You were right from the start. This has nothing to do with the Butcher of Whitechapel.” 

    I made a face and a long, “Hmmmmm…” noise. 

    He looked at me sharply. “Don’t tell me you now think it has!” 

    I could hear Dehan sniggering in the back. “You are such a pain in the ass, Stone…” 

    “The killing was not committed by the same guy. But that is not the same as saying they are not connected. There is a connection.” 

    Harry was shaking his head. “No. This is political.” We drove in silence for a while. He chewed his lip, leaning forward slightly over the steering wheel. “That was a purely psycho-sexual motivation: some dark, Freudian need to punish his mother or something equally unedifying. This is political. The motivation is totally different. I’ll drop you back at the hotel.” 

    We didn’t talk again until we had arrived at Piccadilly and he’d pulled up outside the hotel. As we were about to climb out, he said, “I’ll be in touch after I’ve spoken to the chaps at CID. Enjoy London for the afternoon. Let’s have dinner soon.” 

    We thanked him and he drove away. 

    Dehan said, “He’s giving us the shove.” 

    I watched his car disappear into the traffic. “Yup.” 

    “Do you care?” 

    I looked at her and nodded. “Yup.” 

    “Why?” 

    “Because he’s got it wrong.” 

    She shrugged and sighed. “Well, it’s not our case, Stone. So what do you want to do this afternoon?” 

    I smiled at her. “In this order, have a pre-lunch martini in the bar, a light lunch in the dining room, and then we’ll go and see Lord Chiddester, probably at his country house in West Sussex.” 

    She thumped me on the chest. “Come on, Stone! Give it up!” We started toward the door and the doorman opened it for us. “The first two sound great. The third is dumb. You’ve been told to leave it alone. They’ve got this.” 

    We stepped into the cool, elegant lobby and moved toward the cocktail bar. “I am not going to do anything, Dehan, except accept His Lordship’s invitation.” 

    “Really?” 

    “You shall regret your sarcastic tone. You see if you don’t.” 

    We had negotiated to potted palms and were now in the dark cool of the cocktail bar. I signaled the waiter. “Two martinis, very dry…” I smiled. “Shaken, not stirred.” 

    Dehan turned her back on the bar and leaned her elbow on it. “OK, Stone, John Stone, what makes you so sure Lord Chiddester is going to invite us to West Sussex?” 

    “Because he asked how he could contact us, and he is on his way to Chiddester even as we speak, to be with his wife. He’s a hard man who doesn’t show his feelings, but he is also a passionate man of strict morals who wants his daughter’s killer caught. He believes Muslims are involved, he doesn’t trust Harry to do the job, but he is impressed by you, and our
attitude to the case. He also reasons that we are not bound by the police code of conduct. He will have his secretary contact us in the next hour, and probably send a car. Perhaps a Rolls or a Bentley.” 

    “In your dreams, pal. Even if you were right, how can you know that he’ll do that in the next hour? You’re showing off.” 

    I shook my head. The barman poured the two martinis and I handed one to Dehan and sipped. “He’s no fool. He’s a smart man. He saw how we, and in particular you, made Harry look bad. He knows that before long, Harry is going to thank us politely and send us on our merry ways, so he will be keen to talk to us and see if we can help him before that happens.” 

    She made a face and nodded once. “Huh.” Then she shrugged. “We’ll see. You think Harry is right and this is politically motivated?” 

    I spent a while bobbing the olive up and down in my glass. Eventually, I said, “The killing is political, but probably with a small ‘P’. I mean that she was not killed because she was right wing, but because she was becoming a threat to somebody’s position. But the killing is also connected to the original murders somehow. I figure our original, genuine, serial killer is either dead or in prison somewhere. I am pretty sure of that. But there is a missing link that somehow connects him to Katie Ellison. That link, between the original killer and Katie, will show us who her real killer is, and why he chose to emulate the Butcher.” 

    “What kind of link?” 

    I shook my head. “That is where I keep drawing a blank. It’s something obvious, simple…” 

    “Hidden in plain sight.” 

    “Hidden in plain sight. Exactly.” 

    She sipped her martini, then smacked her lips. “Sadiq had plenty of motive. All that hatred and vitriol. It wouldn’t be hard to whip him up into a homicidal rage.” 

    I held the thought in my mind for a moment. “His motive was there, but he wasn’t. Given time, he might have done it, but he didn’t.” 

    “I bet he can’t spell whiskey.” 

    I smiled. My phone rang. I winked at Dehan and she rolled her eyes.  

    “Yeah, Stone.” 

    “Stone, it’s Lord Chiddester here. Look, sorry I wasn’t more forthcoming this morning. That man Green is a hopeless incompetent. No spine, no guts and no balls…” 

    “That’s a lot of anatomy he’s missing, Lord Chiddester.” I smiled at Dehan. 

    “Quite so. Now, I’d like to talk to you and your partner, Dehan, privately. I am fully prepared to remunerate you adequately. I am sending a car for you at the Ritz. I thought we could have drinks and a chat, with my wife, and then you could dine here with us and I’ll have my driver take you back to London in the morning. Would that be acceptable?” 

    I raised an eyebrow and held Dehan’s eye. “That would be fine. What time will your driver be here, sir?” 

    “Well, I thought after luncheon, in about an hour and a half?” 

    “After lunch would be perfect. I look forward to it, sir.” 

    “Splendid, I’ll see you later then.” 

    “Yup. See you later.” 

    I hung up. “Do I look smug?” 

    She nodded. “Uh-huh.” 

    “That’s because I feel smug.” I turned to the barman and made the victory sign at him. “Let’s have another before lunch.” 
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    We were picked up after lunch by a chauffeur in a uniform, driving a classic, dark blue Bentley S3, from 1965, when Bentleys and Rolls Royces really looked like Bentleys and Rolls Royces. We didn’t so much climb in the back as walk in and take our seats in a small drawing room. As we cruised over the river, Dehan looked around at the walnut panels and the leather upholstery and asked, “Is this what life is going to be like with you, Stone?” 

    There was a hint of irony in her smile. I didn’t answer, vaguely aware that it was mainly because of her that we were in that car, going where we were going.  

    The drive took about an hour and a half, through green fields, woodlands and hedgerows that would have been nauseating on a chocolate box, but in the real world elevated prettiness to something beyond words. We drove past Arundel Castle, silhouetted against the afternoon sky on the South Downs, skirted by the River Aun and flanked by dense woodlands.  

    Finally, as we began to glimpse the misty haze of the English Channel in the south, we turned in through a set of large, crested iron gates and wound through lush parkland down a gravel drive that seemed to be in no particular hurry to reach the magnificent Tudor manor house at the end. It was large, half timbered in parts and red brick in others, with tall chimneypots and cantilevered windows with small, diamond-shaped leaded panes. It was the kind of place, I told myself, I’d go to after I died, if I had been very, very good. I glanced at Dehan. 

    She had her narrow eyes on. “I thought this was just in the movies,” she said. “I didn’t think anybody lived like this anymore.” 

    The great beast eased to a stop outside a door that was older than my country, and a butler of about the same age stepped out to receive us. He gave a small bow and said, “My Lord Chiddester is in his study, if you would care to follow me...” 

    He led us across heavy oak floors through an oak paneled drawing room with a fireplace as big as my house, and tapped on another ancient oak door. A muted voice called, “Come!” and he stepped in. 

    “Detectives Stone and Dehan, M’Lord.” 

    Chiddester’s disembodied voice said, “Good. Show them in, Trout!”  

    Trout stepped aside and held the door for us. I followed Dehan in. The study wasn’t huge. It was no more than twenty feet square, with a leaded window at either end and a large fireplace in the middle, to the right of his desk. The window frames were heavy, solid beams of wood. The floors were bare boards, darkened and smoothed by the passage of centuries, and the ceiling was supported by massive wooden rafters. A low dresser held the obligatory decanters, and two bookcases held the necessary books. The room smelled of pipe tobacco and the chairs he indicated as we came in were ancient, cracked, extremely comfortable chesterfields. His face was drawn and colorless, but he attempted to smile. 

    “Dehan, Stone, please come in and sit. Can I offer you a drink? Perhaps a whiskey…?” 

    We told him that would do fine. He splashed a couple of inches into a couple of cut crystal tumblers that weighed about half a pound each and returned to his chair, behind the desk. 

    I began to speak, “Lord Chiddester…” 

    “Just Chiddester, please, I think we can dispense with the formalities.” 

    I nodded and smiled, and tried to get my mouth around it like it was a name. “Chiddester, I think we are going to be given our marching orders by DI Green before very long. I am not sure how helpful we can be to you.” 

    He waved my comment aside. “You don’t need his permission to stay in the country. And if you’re acting for me, you can stay as long as you like.” 

    “I appreciate the offer. But we do need to get back to work. Unfortunately, we answer to our chief…” 

    He smiled and there was a wicked edge to it that said he was used to getting what he wanted, and he liked it that way.  

    “Inspector John Newman, of the 43rd Precinct, isn’t it?” He laughed at my expression. “Don’t worry, Stone, all I ask is that you hear me out, and Fi, my wife.” The laughter drained from his face. “I’m very much afraid Green is galloping off on the wrong track on this thing.” He turned his eyes on Dehan and I noticed for the first time how blue they were, and how intense his stare was. “I want my daughter avenged, Dehan. You understand that, don’t you? She was everything to us. We’re a close family. Not given to public exhibitions, wailing and thrashing. But we were close. Are close. And this killer, whoever he is, has taken my daughter from me. I want him caught. And I don’t trust Green to do the job.” 

    “OK.” I sighed. “So what didn’t you tell us at your office this morning?” 

    He turned his eyes on me and for a moment, his face reminded me of a hawk, or an eagle. “I am conservative, right wing. I don’t give a damn what your politics are. That’s your business. But I am right wing. I believe, passionately, in democracy, small government and our ancient liberties. They are the same as your ancient liberties. You inherited them from us.” He paused, staring into his glass. “I despise Fascism, Socialism, Communism and Islam: any doctrine that robs an individual of his freedom. I may seem to be going ’round the houses.” He raised his eyes to look at me under his brows. “But these are facts you need to know and understand.” 

    He sipped his whiskey and seemed to organize his next thoughts while he savored it. 

    “I don’t hate these ideologies in an arbitrary fashion. I hate them because I have studied them in depth and I believe them to be evil and inhuman. I am nominally an Anglican, a Protestant, but I am probably an atheist and don’t actually give a damn about religion. I am not pro-Jewish.” He turned to gaze at Dehan. “I am pro-Israel, because I believe that in a world that is going steadily insane, Israel is a small bastion of sanity and civilization. I am not a racist. I despise German Nazism as much as I despise Arab Islam. There’s bugger all to tell between them, frankly. Is all that clear?” 

    “Abundantly.” 

    He looked at Dehan. She had her eyebrows raised, but she nodded. 

    He asked, “Can you live with it?” 

    She said, “It depends what you mean by ‘live’. What do you want us to do with it, beside understand it?” 

    “Nothing. Just understand it. Understand that and you start to understand Katie. Katie was the same. She and I had very much the same views. She was sound, immensely patriotic, not nationalistic in the European sense. Damned Europeans never could get anything right. It has nothing to do with being racially superior or any of that bloody nonsense. She just believed in England, and loved it.  

    “Like me, she deplored what the Communists and the Socialists have done to it, she deplored what the European Union has done to it, and she deplored the way one damned government after another has sold our country to Islam in exchange for oil. She was very outspoken, courageous, and I was very proud of her for that.” 

    I was listening hard, trying to sift through his barely controlled passions to find what he was actually driving at. I said, “Are you saying that you think she was killed because of her views?" 

    He shook his head. “Not directly.” 

    “You’ll have to explain that.” 

    He stood and walked to the ancient, leaded window and stood looking out at the lawns and rosebushes outside. “There are people, on both sides of the House, socialists and conservatives, who will go to any lengths to bow to pressure from Islamic countries, who accommodate any number of immigrants and refugees, build any number of mosques and justify any number of atrocities, simply because they control most of the world’s oil reserves.” He paused and sipped his drink. “You’ve had scandals in your own country, as we have here, where political figures have been caught making arms deals in which British or American weapons have ended up in the hands of ISIS or the Taliban or Al Qaeda.”  

    He turned to face us. “But what Katie was worried about went a lot further. What had Katie terrified was that there are Al Qaeda cells in this country with close ties to Communist and Marxist parties that have, in turn, ties to the Labour Party, to the very establishment itself. Her project, as she called it, was to expose those ties, through a series of articles in a major, national paper, and wake the country up to what was happening in Parliament, in the Commons and the Lords.”  

    He paused, staring down at his feet. “Her theory was more radical than that. She claimed this sickness had spread all across Europe and the U.S.A. She may well be right, but her focus was England. And so is mine.” 

    Dehan winced. “That sounds pretty paranoid.” 

    He smiled at her without much humor. “If it were paranoia, Dehan, she would have committed suicide. But she didn’t. She was murdered.” 

    She stared at him, taking in what he’d said, then asked, “This was what she phoned you about the other night?” 

    “Yes. I didn’t want to discuss this in front of Green. He’d’ve thought I’d taken leave of my senses. I have no love of Islam, as you know, but at first, even I thought Katie was indulging in conspiracy theory nonsense. However, when she started showing me the evidence…” 

    I frowned. “What evidence?” 

    He paced over to the fireplace and stood with one hand resting on the massive beam that constituted the mantelpiece, the other holding his glass. He gazed down into the cold soot and said, “You’ve probably never heard of Justin Caulfield. He’s a shadow cabinet minister, dyed in the wool communist, all for disarmament, giving up our nuclear weapons, getting out of NATO, give the Falklands to the ruddy Argies. Unspeakable man. Managed to get into the shadow cabinet and could conceivably become Prime Minister. 

    “Well, Katie gathered evidence…” He turned his head to look at me, “And I mean photographs, films, recordings, emails… the works, showing that Caulfield has close ties not just with the International Communist Party, but with local Marxist parties in the U.K. and with active commanders in Al Qaeda, and with an organization known as the ICP…” 

    Dehan said, “The Islamic Communist Party.” 

    He nodded at her. “ Exactly. Was there ever a more absurd or dangerous notion?” 

    I grunted. “I’m a little confused. We spoke to Sadiq Hassan today, just before coming here. He said your daughter was having an affair with someone he simply referred to as ‘a Jew’.” I shrugged. “But according to Sarah, Katie wasn’t seeing anybody, she was too involved with her work. On the other hand, according to you, she was seeing Sadiq as part of her investigation.” I spread my hands. “Can you clarify that? Have you any idea who Sadiq might be referring to?” 

    He made a face that suggested he wasn’t very interested in the question. Then he returned to his chair.  

    “You know the tragedy of this whole thing? I have a reputation around this country for being ‘pro-Jewish’ and ‘anti-Arab’. The fact is I have no idea, and even less interest, in what religions, faiths and ideologies the people I know adhere to. I know my wife is an Anglican because her father insisted we marry in an Anglican church. But ask me about any of my closest friends or family, I don’t know and I don’t care. 

    “On the rare occasions my daughter brought a chap home, all I wanted to know was, was he kind to her? Would he make her happy, and could he afford her? In that order.” He took a deep breath, held it and then blew out noisily. “But that hardly answers your question, does it? As far as I was aware, she was not seeing anyone in any serious way. All her focus was on her project, and within that, her target was Justin Caulfield. If I had to hazard a guess, I would have to say she was seeing somebody in Caulfield’s employ. But it is very unlikely that anyone in the Labour Party shadow cabinet would employ a Jew. They are deeply and endemically anti-Semitic.” 

    Dehan was chewing her lip. She said unexpectedly, “The Third Reich was about as anti-Semitic as you can get, but Hitler was part Jewish. He just kept it off his résumé.” 

    I smiled. “Fair point.” 

    There was a tap at the door. It opened and Trout stepped in. 

    “M’Lord, M’Lady has risen and intends to come down to the drawing room for a cocktail before dinner. She asked me to inform you she will be down in approximately ten minutes.” 

    Chiddester nodded. “Thank you, Trout.” Trout withdrew and Chiddester almost managed a smile. “Shall we take our drinks to the drawing room, then? My wife might be able to give you a different perspective from my own. Sometimes she tells me I only knew one side of Katie.” He paused, and just for a moment, there was a glimpse of the intolerable pain he was living through. “If that is so,” he said, “It is something to be regretted. We should know everything about our children, and we should never outlive them.” 

    He stood abruptly, went and opened the door, and he and I followed Dehan out into the drawing room. The drapes were still open, as were the leaded windows, and a pleasant breeze was coming in, scented with roses and freshly mowed grass. Outside, you could hear the long, complicated song of a blackbird trailing out into the fading evening light.  

    Chiddester stood in front of the cold fireplace. It was huge, large enough for him to stand inside, and suddenly, despite his strong, vigorous frame, I had the odd feeling that he had somehow aged and shrunk, even since the morning. He gazed down at the large, cast iron grate and said, suddenly, “I should have stopped her. I should have told her it was too dangerous. I should have refused to help.” 

    I didn’t know what to say. I knew his feelings only too intimately, but I had nothing to offer him as a remedy. I had never found one. I had never found redemption for Hattie’s death. I found instead my attention riveted to the endless song of the blackbird, calling into the encroaching dark.  

    Dehan watched him a moment, then said, “Could you have stopped her?” 

    He looked around, sharply, frowning, then seemed to think about what she’d asked him. “Probably not, but I should have tried.” 

    She shrugged. “Speaking as a daughter, who lost her father when I was only small, what kept me going, what still keeps me going, is the knowledge that he and I were on the same page.” She hesitated for a fraction of a second. “Maybe I’m impertinent, Chiddester, but we all die. We all have to die sooner or later. But we don’t have to have somebody who connects with us, who knows who we are in this world, and what we are about, and doesn’t try to stop you. You two were lucky. You had that, and she took that with her.” 

    He frowned at her for a long moment. He looked almost shocked, affronted, but not by Dehan or what she’d said; by life, by a world that could do this to him. He nodded a couple of times, then turned and marched to the door, opened it and strode out.  

    Dehan wiped her eye with her fingers. When she spoke, her voice was almost a whisper. “I thought he didn’t care. He does, though.” 

    “That was nice, what you said.” 

    She came over and placed her fist gently on my chest. “No one gets out alive, Stone. We know that. So we have to make every moment count. You can’t save anybody, not really. But you can help make it worthwhile.” 

    “Are you going philosophical on me, Dehan?” 

    She didn’t smile. “That’s not philosophy, Stone. It’s just an attitude. It’s been a hell of a honeymoon. It makes you think. What is each moment worth? How do you measure its value? Katie, what was she? Twenty-two? Twenty-three? If she had finished her article and published it, and changed the face of British politics, would her life have been more valuable than it is now? Or would it have been more valuable if she had left her research, and lived to a ripe old age and made her parents, her husband and her children happy? How do you measure the value of a life, Stone?” 

    Outside, the blackbird went quiet, and inch by inch, the dark closed in. I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know.” 
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TEN


    The door opened and a woman stood framed in the ancient Tudor archway. She was in her early fifties, attractive, nicely curvaceous, dressed in a white satin evening gown with a single string of pearls at her throat. Her face was attractive too, but she was drawn and pale, and the makeup around her eyes could not quite conceal the redness or the swelling from where she had been crying. She stood with extraordinary dignity and smiled at us. Her voice, when she spoke, was husky, slightly nasal, as though she had a cold. 

    “Have you been left alone? That really is too bad of Chiddie. I shall scold him when he gets back.” 

    I stepped forward. “Lady Chiddester. How do you do? I am John Stone. May I present my wife, Carmen?” 

    She laughed and it was a surprisingly earthy sound, almost like a gurgle of pleasure. “Oh please, we are friends here, and at home. Call me Fiona, or better still, Fi. All that Downton Abbey stuff gets so tiresome, don’t you agree?” The question was directed at Carmen, who smiled and took her hand but didn’t seem to know what to do with it. 

    So she grinned and said, “Yes, very tiresome.” She turned her grin on me. “Isn’t that what I’m always telling Mo? ‘Enough with the Downton Abbey stuff, already!’” 

    Lady Chiddester, Fi, hooted and smacked Dehan’s arm. “I’m going to like you, you’re naughty! Now, do you think you can persuade your gorgeous husband to fix me a very strong martini, New York style?” 

    Dehan winked at me. “Make it happen, Stone. Two drinks for the naughty girls.” 

    I found the drinks tray and started mixing a dry martini with what I told myself was a Bronx kicker, but was simply an extra dash of vodka. I figured she needed it. Meanwhile, she linked her arm through Dehan’s and led her to the sofa.  

    “I suppose Chiddie has told you everything…” They sat and Fi made a noise that was wistful. “People of our generation don’t really show our feelings much, you know. It’s not considered the done thing. At least in our circle. God alone knows what everybody else does. I know you Americans positively encourage it. Perhaps you’re right to, I don’t know, but it does make it awfully hard to cope if you’re blubbering all over the place, doesn’t it?” 

    I handed them their drinks and sat in a comfortable old chair opposite. 

    She smiled her thanks. “Life doesn’t get any easier, does it, just because we feel entitled to be upset?” 

    “I guess it doesn’t. Lord Chiddester suggested that you might have a perspective on Katie that he lacked. If you feel up to…” 

    “Oh, goodness, with a couple of your martinis inside me, I’ll be up to anything. For heaven’s sake, don’t be kind.” She gazed at the open window for a moment. The last of the light had finally gone beyond the horizon, leaving only an inch of pale glow behind the inky silhouettes of the trees. “Perspective?” she said, vaguely. “I know she would have done anything on Earth to please her father. She adored him.” She gave a small, distant smile. “Poor love, she never realized that he felt exactly the same way about her.” She blinked and seemed to return from a distant place, then turned her watery eyes on me. “No man was ever good enough, naturally, for either of them. He is…” She sighed. “He is a hard act to follow. There is an awful lot of him, and you tend to get it all at once, without let up. Most men sort of wilt in his presence.” 

    I thought of Harry and couldn’t help smiling. “You were aware of her project?” 

    “Yes.” Her face said she had found it distasteful. “She could have done so many things. But they were both obsessed with this national thing, England had to be saved. Not Britain, you understand, Scotland and Wales could sod off. England had to be saved… And I suppose they were right, to some extent. But we have paid such a heavy price, and what have we achieved?” 

    I waited a moment, watching her, then said, “We won’t know that until we find who did this. But whatever she did achieve, it will never be enough.” She didn’t answer, and after a moment, I asked, “You were aware that she had let her relationship with Mark slide…” 

    “Oh!” She waved a hand at me. “That boy! He should have been Italian. The pink lips, permed hair and those appalling suits. He even wore slip-on shoes without socks! Can you imagine? I don’t think there was a drop of testosterone in his body. And men’s perfume! I ask you! Surely that is an oxymoron! Men do not use perfume! Men smell of men!” 

    Dehan screwed up her face and hugged Fi’s arm. I had never seen her do that before. I gave a small laugh and continued with my question. “I’m inclined to agree, Fi, but my question was: she was briefly involved with Sadiq Hassan, but that didn’t last and he claims that she was involved with a Jewish man. Have you any idea who that might have been?” 

    She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Honestly, those three religions. You know, Taoists, Buddhists, Shinto… unless they are monks and dressed in some peculiar get up, you just don’t know when you’ve met one, do you? But these Judeo-Christians, they are forever telling you about their version of God. It’s like the whole gay thing. They are forever telling you, and, I mean, I really don’t care whom you enjoy sex with or whom you pray to. I have no idea which of my friends are Christian or Jewish, or anything else for that matter. I suspect some of the more interesting ones may be into witchcraft.” 

    I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to laugh or not. I drew breath, but Dehan cut me short. “Let me rephrase the question, Fi. Were you aware that Katie was involved with anyone other than Sadiq or Mark?” 

    She thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “Yes. It’s possible. We never pried, you understand. But certain comments she made, I got the impression that she was involved with a man and that she was somewhat ambivalent about him.” 

    “I’m curious,” I said, “as to how she indicated she was ambivalent about this man, if she didn’t tell you she was involved.” 

    She raised a withering eyebrow at me. “Are you cross-examining me, Mr. Stone?” 

    I offered her my blandest smile. “Only a little, Fi.” 

    She turned to Dehan. “Isn’t he naughty? I see why you like him.” She took a sip. “She would speak in generalities and abstractions. ‘Do you think it’s possible, Mama, to love a man who has no principles?’ ‘Mama, if you were to fall in love with a man whom you knew to be no good for you, what would you do?’” 

    I nodded. “I get the idea. And are these actual questions she asked you?” 

    “I’m afraid so.” 

    “How long ago?” 

    “We last saw her just over two weeks ago.” 

    Dehan sucked her teeth and sat forward, with her elbows on her knees. “Those questions could easily have been about Sadiq.” 

    “Oh, good heavens no! She couldn’t stand him. Vile little man, that’s how she described him. Couldn’t bear him!” Dehan and I exchanged a glance and she caught it. “What? Why the secret glance?” 

    Dehan answered. “He told us they were intimate…” 

    “He was lying. She was unequivocal about it. She found everything about him repulsive. She described him as a nasty, revolting bully. He was forever trying to get intimate and she was forever putting him off.” 

    I stared at her. “Forgive me for being blunt, Fi, but this could be very important. Are you absolutely certain you are not…” I searched for a polite way of saying it. 

    She helped me. “Kidding myself? Absolutely not. Katie has been with inappropriate boys a few times in the past and I have just had to live with it. And she has never lied to me. She was adamant about Sadiq. She was stringing him along and, in her words, would not sleep with him if he were the last man on Earth. She actually shuddered when she said it.” 

    I held Dehan’s eye. 

    Fi said, “What are you not telling me?” 

    The door opened and Chiddester stepped in. “My sincerest apologies. I had some, um, ah, unavoidable business to attend to…” He trailed off. His eye flicked from Dehan’s face to his wife’s and then mine. “I am afraid I have interrupted something.” 

    Fi held out her hand to him. “Not at all Chiddie, darling. Come and sit down. We were just discussing Katie and that nasty little man Sadiq. I think Stone and Carmen may have something to tell us.” 

    There was something severe in his expression. He raised an eyebrow at me. “Really? Something that didn’t come up before?” 

    He crossed the room and sat, ignoring his wife’s hand. I nodded a couple of times. 

    “When you told us that Katie had not had intimate relations with Sadiq, I’m afraid we both dismissed it as a daughter not sharing intimate details with her parents, and a parent not wanting to see a disagreeable truth. We took this view for a very particular reason.” 

    Dehan took over. “Sadiq was adamant that he and Katie had been intimate. That of itself doesn’t mean anything, but when we told him we were testing her sheets, and the whole apartment, for fingerprints and DNA, he became terrified. He told us that we would find his DNA at her apartment, but he swore it was there because they had been intimate. But now, from what you are telling us, that isn’t true. So it raises the question, why is his DNA there?” 

    Her face went like stone and she looked at her husband. “So, Chiddie, it was him, then.” 

    “I hope,” I said, looking into my glass, “that you are not intending to do anything rash. Personally, I think your daughter’s assessment of Sadiq Hassan was accurate, and I am pretty sure Dehan would agree. But if you make a rash mistake now, you could cause irreparable damage to what your daughter may have achieved.” 

    Chiddester muttered, “What do you mean?” 

    “First of all, I am pretty certain Sadiq did not kill your daughter. There are unanswered questions about how his DNA got there, but the answer to those questions is not that he killed her. So that means, if he didn’t, somebody else did. Somebody with a more complex motive, somebody Sadiq Hassan thought was Jewish. Now, if I am right, that could mean that Katie had opened a big can of worms. And if she did, and we handle this investigation right, then her death need not have been in vain. But if you go off half cock and do something rash, you not only end up in jail, you also damage your own cause, and your daughter’s sacrifice ends up being for nothing.” 

    He nodded. “You’re right. Absolutely right. We’ll play it your way for now, but make no mistake, Stone. At some point, somehow, that little shit will pay with his life for what he did to my Katie.” 

    Fi nodded at him. “Hear, hear, spare no expense.” 

    I was spared from having to answer their comments by Trout opening the door behind me and saying, “Dinner is served, M’Lord.” 

    At dinner, they both seemed exhausted, and conversation was stilted and formal in a way that our previous talk had not been. They both made it clear that the discussion about Katie was closed, and the truth was, I didn’t think they had anything more to tell us. So we discussed Broadway, a subject about which I know little, the West End, about which I know less, hunting, shooting and fishing, about which I know absolutely nothing, and the difficulties of being a cold cases cop in the Bronx, a subject in which they had next to no interest at all, though they both said it was ‘frightfully interesting’. 

    As soon as we had finished our coffee and cognac, Dehan and I excused ourselves, saying we had to make an early start in the morning, and were shown up to our room by Trout. 

    It was a sultry night. We had the windows open and all the covers thrown back, save a single sheet. Outside, the moon was brilliant, turning the sky an almost green shade of turquoise. There were birds I could not identify. One may have been a nightingale, the other kept repeating two high-pitched dots, as though sending the message, ‘I’ over and over again in Morse code, echoing into infinity, lost under the moon. 

    Dehan had her head on my shoulder, with her black hair pressed against my cheek. “This is a very strange place, this archipelago. It has been a very strange honeymoon.” 

    “You want to go home? We don’t have to do this.” 

    She shook her head, rubbing her hair into my face. “No, I want to find who killed Katie. I like these people, they’re nuttier than squirrel shit, but I like them.” 

    “Nuttier than squirrel shit? Seriously?” 

    She raised her head to look at me from less than an inch away, so her eyes looked huge. “Yeah, you know, crazier than a soup sandwich.” 

    “Crazy as a cat in a dog factory?” 

    “Loopy as a cross-eyed cowboy.” 

    “I get it, the wheel’s turning but the hamster is dead.” 

    She laid her chin on the backs of her hands on my chest, making her nose and eyes even bigger. I didn’t want to tell her, so I stared at the ceiling instead. She said, “Justin Caulfield, an anti-Semitic Marxist pretending to be a mainstream socialist. I wonder if we could wangle a visit?” 

    “We could try. But what would it achieve? This case is beginning to feel very political and very British. I confess the link with the original serial killings is just slipping through my fingers. What are we saying…?” 

    She sighed. “I know…” 

    “That a man who could be Prime Minister of Great Britain in a year or two is also a serial killer? And how do we explain the fifteen years of inactivity? What’s he been doing for the last decade and a half? It doesn’t make any sense, and, more to the point, it doesn’t fit the profile of any serial killer I ever heard of. The vast majority have below average IQs, are under achievers and are socially inadequate. Not an ideal profile for a guy who has to persuade half a nation to vote for him.” 

    She pursed her lips into a vast pink haze on the corner of my eye. “Not a known serial killer profile, unless,” she said, “you count Hitler and his crowd of crazies as serial killers.” 

    “That is a very unsettling thought, Dehan. I think we need to be searching for a simpler explanation, not a crazier one.” 

    She gave me a big, wet kiss on my cheek, without having to move forward at all, then rolled on her back and closed her eyes. 

    “Entia non sunt multiplicanda,” she said without opening them, “praeter necesitatem.” 

    I turned to stare at her. “What?” But she was already asleep. 
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    I called Harry on the way back to London the next morning, and he met us in the lobby at the hotel. He looked embarrassed and kept saying, “Right!” like he was gearing himself up to do something. I pointed to a nest of chairs and a sofa in a quiet corner and guided him over. As we sat, he said, “So, do anything nice yesterday? Sorry I didn’t call.” 

    Dehan grinned and said, “Yeah, we went down to visit Chiddie and Fi. It was a scream, wasn’t it, Stone?” 

    He laughed like he should know what we were talking about, but didn’t. I said, “Lord Chiddester and his wife invited us down to Sussex, for dinner and a chat.” 

    The laughter melted out of his face. “You have to be bloody kidding me. What are you like? How’d you manage that?” 

    “Maybe I’ll tell you later. But first, you have something on your mind, Harry. What is it? Unburden yourself.” 

    He sighed. “I’m getting a bit of flack, to be honest. The people upstairs are asking questions about the direction this case is taking. It started out a clear cut case of murder, and now suddenly we have senior political figures getting dragged in…” 

    I raised my eyebrows. “We do?” 

    His look of embarrassment deepened. “Well, Lord Chiddester…” 

    Dehan was frowning. “I’m confused. Isn’t he the victim’s father? That isn’t exactly getting dragged in, Harry. He’s not her father because somebody came up with a crazy theory. He’s her father because Chiddie and Fi begat Katie.” 

    “Yes, I know that, but…” 

    “But all the clues keep leading to politics instead of guys in tinfoil hats.” 

    He sighed again. “Something like that.” 

    Dehan made a face and leaned back in her chair. “You’re not wrong…” She glanced at me and I nodded. She went on, “Chiddester and his wife believe that Katie was investigating ties between the Labour Party, Marxist groups and Al Qaeda cells in London.” 

    He rubbed his face with his hands. “Bloody hell, I was dreading as much.” 

    I said, “It gets worse, Harry.” 

    He looked away and shook his head. “How?” 

    “She thought the trail led back to a shadow cabinet minister… Justin…?” 

    Dehan said, “Justin Caulfield.” 

    “The Shadow Foreign Secretary.” 

    He had gone the color of wet ash.  

    I spread my hands. “If she was right, it could be your chance, Harry. Pull it off, close the case, write the book, get rich and save your marriage.” 

    He showed me a face that said I was out of my mind. “You have to be joking.” 

    “C’mon, Harry! What happened to your killer instinct? If she’s right, you have a son of a bitch poised to become Foreign Secretary, or worse, Prime Minister; a bastard who is prepared to foster terrorism and murder a young woman to save his own neck. Go get this bastard!” 

    He sighed. “Do you give credence to it?” He turned to Dehan. “Do you?” 

    Dehan made a face. “Right now, I don’t see any reason not to. Plus…” She glanced at me. 

    I said, “Harry, if you’ll forgive me, I think you are looking at this the wrong way. I think you’ve got so freaked by the political implications that you have stopped looking at the evidence. You are a cop, you are not a politician. Let them worry about the politics. You follow the evidence, wherever it may lead. And you nail the bastard.” 

    “So you do give it credence…” 

    I raised my thumb. “One, it is not the serial killer from fifteen years ago. So stop looking for him. Now follow the evidence. Where does it lead?” I frowned and dropped my hand. “Speaking of which, I didn’t hear from the lab. What happened with Johnson’s sample? Also the sheets from Katie’s apartment and her house.” 

    He took a big breath, then seemed to sag as he let it out. “OK, the sample you brought us. It’s a match for Johnson…” 

    “Stop.” I pulled out my phone and emailed the Inspector: DNA under my wife’s nails a match for Brad Johnson. Her file attached. Request you back me up on this one Sir. He needs to be tried in Arizona.


    I attached the file Harry’s secretary had sent me and sent it to the Inspector, back at the 43rd. When I had finished, I said, “Go on.” 

    “There was DNA on the sheets. We haven’t found a match yet. But…” He sighed again and wouldn’t look at us. “I’m sorry, John, Carmen. I feel awful. It was me who asked you to help on this case, and I feel just terrible.” Finally he looked at me. “I had to report to my superiors, and to the Crown Prosecution Service, how we came by that sample—the Brad Johnson sample. Of course, the judge will have to rule on its probative value, but however he rules, my DCI…”  

    He paused. I smiled, leaned forward and slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t sweat it, Harry. It’s me who should be apologizing to you. It was unforgivable of me to behave like that when you had recommended me as a consultant. I will apologize personally to your DCI.” 

    “That’s big of you… but…” 

    “What you’re trying to tell us is that he wants us off the case and he’d like us to go back to New York.” 

    He nodded. 

    “Well, that’s not unexpected. Don’t feel bad. My behavior was unacceptable, and I am sorry I caused you embarrassment.” 

    He stared at me for a long moment. “That is a very gracious apology, John, but I know what you’re saying. You’re saying you’d do it all again if you had to.” 

    I nodded. “I got the son of a bitch who killed my wife. And I will have him extradited and I’ll see him tried in Arizona.” 

    He went very quiet. Dehan watched him without speaking. Finally, he said, “That’s it, isn’t it? It’s what we both had, but I lost.” He turned his head to look at me. “You lost Hattie, and it made you more aggressive, more tenacious, more determined. I kept my wife, had kids, made a family, and that made me more ready to compromise, to keep the status quo, to avoid upsetting the apple cart. I was wrong to do that.” 

    I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not going to tell you what to do, Harry, or how to do it. But if you want my opinion, it’s this: if you’re going to be a cop, be the best cop you can, and that means you bring down the Archbishop of Canterbury if he breaks the law. If you can’t do that, do something else that allows you to be with your wife and kids. But don’t hang in the middle.” 

    We stared at each other a moment, then Dehan said, “We done with the life coaching seminar? If we’re off the case, you need to know: we talked to Chiddester and his wife about this mysterious Jewish Mr. X that Sadiq was talking about. They have no idea who he is, though Fi was pretty sure that Katie was involved with somebody, but she was keeping quiet about who he was.” 

    He nodded. “Thanks…” He looked embarrassed again. “Um…” 

    I laughed. “When are we going to leave?” 

    “Yeah, sorry…” 

    “Well, let us shower, pack, have dinner tonight. Next available flight tomorrow? Will that satisfy your DCI?” 

    He raised his hands. “Yes, of course, and there is no need to rush. You’re not being kicked out or anything like that. It’s just…” 

    Dehan leaned forward and slapped him on the shoulder. “Hey! No sweat, Harry. We need to get back anyway. It’s been great, but I’m missing the Bronx.” 

    He stood. “OK, thanks for being understanding. I’ll see you before you go…” 

    I said, “Harry?” 

    “Yeah?” 

    “I need the DNA report.” 

    He stared at me for a long moment, then reached in his pocket and pulled out his cell. He tapped at his screen a few times and my phone pinged. “That’s it now. You’re here on holiday, right?” 

    I gave him the thumbs up. “You got it, pal.” 

    We watched him walk away, through the exquisite lobby and out into the muggy, midday glare outside.  

    Dehan crossed her legs and sat tapping her fingers on her knee while I stared absently at the door where moments before, Harry’s hazy silhouette had vanished. After a moment, she said, “I guess you were pretty badly out of order.”  

    I nodded. “Mm-hm…” 

    “We’d do the same, if a British cop came over and did that…” 

    I laughed. “Depends. I can think of some PDs where they might offer to hold the suspect down while Inspector Watkins gives him a damned good thrashing, what!” 

    She laughed at my attempt at an English accent. Then her laugh trailed off. “Still, he was under a lot of pressure…” 

    “Drop it, Dehan. It’s not our case. We’ll telephone Chiddester and…” 

    As I was saying it, my phone started to ring. It was a London landline.  

    “Yeah, Stone.” 

    “Detective John Stone of the NYPD?” 

    “This is he,” I said, rather grandly, and smiled at Dehan. 

    “I am calling from Justin Caulfield MP’s office. He was wondering if you would be kind enough to come in for a chat. We would be happy to send a cab for you.” 

    I drew breath to say that I was afraid we couldn’t, but heard my voice saying, “Yeah, sure, but we are on the clock, so it would have to be right now.” 

    “I’ll have a taxi pick you up in ten minutes, Detective Stone.” 

    “That’ll be fine.” 

    Dehan spread her hands and made a ‘What?’ face. 

    “Justin Caulfield’s office. Would we mind popping in for a chat?” 

   


* * *


   

    Justin Caulfield’s office was two hundred yards around the corner from where we had seen Lord Chiddester the day before. It was a similar, terraced, Georgian house in dark gray brick with modest white stucco around the door and windows. We were met by a young man in a double-breasted suit who led us up a flight of stairs to a broad landing, where he tapped on a door and then pushed in without waiting for a reply. “Detectives Stone and Dehan, Mr. Caulfield.” 

    He nodded, turned to us and gestured us in. It was a spacious office, sparsely furnished, and it clearly wasn’t his. There was a modest, wooden desk beside a closed, white door, a couple of chairs, a bookcase with anonymous volumes on law and parliamentary procedure, and a complete absence of anything personal like photos, paintings, ornaments or trophies. He stood as we came in and came around the desk to greet us. 

    He was tall, reedy, with un-brushed, short, graying hair. He had a scraggy beard, a tweed jacket and no tie, but a glance at his shoes told me they cost him at least three hundred bucks. He held out his hand, a man of the people. 

    “John, Carmen, may I? I am always more comfortable on first name terms.” 

    Dehan took his hand. “Well, that depends, Mr. Caulfield, on why you invited us here. Why don’t you tell us that, and then we’ll see about what we call each other.” 

    He threw back his head and laughed loudly. You got the impression he was observing himself doing it and approved of his own bluff, rugged honesty: a man’s man who was sensitive enough to be a woman’s man too. 

    He gestured us to the chairs at the desk and spoke as he sat. “One of the things I find so refreshing about America. The directness and the honesty…” 

    I offered him a sweet, honest American smile and said, “That’s funny. I was reading in the paper only yesterday that you had had just about enough of our American hypocrisy.” 

    “Taken out of context, I promise.” 

    “I am sure it was. But I am wondering, Mr. Caulfield, what a shadow cabinet minister wants with two cops from the Bronx spending more than they can afford on their honeymoon.” 

    “Congratulations. Even if it is an outmoded institution, it has its romantic charm. But I have to say, that is not an entirely accurate description of your position here at the moment, is it?” 

    Dehan said, “You’re talking about the fact that DI Harry Green asked us to consult on the Katie Ellison murder?” 

    He nodded. 

    “How is that any of your business?” 

    He looked startled. 

    Dehan spread her hands. “Forgive my direct American honesty, Mr. Caulfield. I don’t mean to be rude, I am genuinely asking. If I were back home and a congressman called me into his office to ask about a homicide I was investigating, I’d ask him the same question. What the hell are you doing calling me into your office to ask me about an ongoing investigation?” 

    He blinked a few times. 

    I smiled and said, “I was going to ask the same thing, but Detective Dehan is so much more direct and succinct.” 

    He leaned back in his chair and frowned. “And absolutely correct, of course. Which is why I have not called you into my main office in the Commons, but rather invited you to this far less formal, unofficial office. I certainly did not mean the invitation to be inappropriate in any way.” 

    “That’s good to hear. So how can we help you, Mr. Caulfield?” 

    “Well…” He nodded a few times with his fingers laced across his belly. “There are rumors going around Westminster that the murder of this poor girl might be linked somehow to an MP. If that were the case, clearly there would be a serious national security issue, and I am afraid the government is not always as forthcoming or transparent as it ought to be when it comes to sharing information with the opposition.” 

    Dehan frowned and suddenly grabbed her hair and tied it at the back of her neck, like she was sending it to the naughty mat. “I still don’t understand, Mr. Caulfield. I can see that the Home Secretary, or his aides, might have access to information about an ongoing investigation, but how would you be entitled to that information?” 

    He blinked again, several times, and almost looked embarrassed. Finally, he said, “If it were a matter of national security, then the shadow Home Secretary might be entitled to have sight of that information…” 

    I nodded, frowning like that made sense and putting him at his ease. “I am curious,” I said, “as to what makes you think there might be a national security issue in this case.” 

    Now he was on safer ground again. “Well, that is what I was hoping you would tell me, as everybody else seems to be very tight-lipped about it. All we are getting is rumors that Lord Chiddester’s daughter might have been involved with people who might have had ties with terrorists.” 

    I frowned deeper, like this was news to me. “May I ask you who suggested that idea to you?” 

    “I am not at liberty to say.” 

    Dehan laughed and shook her head. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight. You want us to share confidential information with you about an ongoing investigation, when we are only guests in this country, but you won’t tell us the source of your rumors?” She shrugged and spread her hands. “Forgive me but, what’s in it for us? Why would we play this game with you?” 

    He sighed. His face said he was regretting having called us. “Westminster is full of people who share information. Sometimes it’s to curry favor, sometimes it’s a trade, sometimes it’s a sale, for hard cash…” He paused, looking first at me and then at Dehan. “And sometimes it is out of loyalty and idealism. Even if I were to give you names, they would mean nothing to you. It is the vine, the bush telegraph of Westminster. All I can tell you is that, if the rumors are true, it would mean a very serious breach of security within the establishment.” 

    I leaned forward and put my elbows on my knees. Then I looked him squarely in the eye. “So you want to know if Katie Ellison was involved with somebody who posed a threat to British national security?” 

    His breathing quickened barely perceptibly. “Yes…” 

    “We haven’t found any indication of that, Mr. Caulfield. But I can tell you that I, personally, know who killed her, and why. And I am closing in on him. So be reassured, there is no threat to your national security, and her killer will soon be behind bars.” I glanced at my watch. “I’m afraid we have to go. You take care now.” 

    I stood and Dehan stood with me. He watched us and his jaw went slack. We crossed the room, gave him a nod and let ourselves out. I closed the door and his secretary looked up at us and smiled. “Leaving so soon?” 

    I nodded. “Yeah, you take it easy.” 

    I crossed the floor to the landing, then stopped like I’d forgotten something and crossed back to Caulfield’s office. His secretary half stood, looking alarmed. I frowned, shook my head at him and opened the door.  

    The white door behind Caulfield’s desk was open. Caulfield was standing, staring at me. His expression was one of anger. Opposite him was a slim, dark-haired man of about forty-eight, in a pinstriped suite. I nodded at Caulfield. “Sorry, I thought I forgot my hat, but I didn’t bring one.” 

    I closed the door and Dehan and I made our way down the stairs to the street. Once outside, it was good to feel the river breeze on my face in the muggy heat. Dehan stood, squinting up at me. “What was that about, Sensei? Going back like that?” 

    I looked up at the low ceiling of gray clouds, then frowned down at her. “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not sure.” 
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TWELVE


    We were standing in the Victoria Tower Gardens, just beside the Houses of Parliament. We were leaning on the wall, in the shade of the giant chestnut trees, looking out over the Thames. Overhead, the seagulls had stopped laughing at me and instead seemed to be screaming, “Oh God!” to the heavens in their ugly, squawking voices.  

    “I noticed the door,” I said to Dehan. “The whole office was obviously improvised. That whole area: Little College Street, Great College Street, Cowley, Barton, they’re all given over to the use of back bench MPs, to run campaigns, meet delegations…” 

    She was nodding. “A spillover from the main government offices in the Houses of Parliament.” 

    “Exactly. He wanted to meet us unofficially, so it made sense to use an office one of his minions was probably using for something else. But it struck me when we went in that it was an odd place to have the desk. It was kind of awkward, right by a door, when it would have made more sense to have it closer to a window.” I spread my hands. “Better light, nice view… It just kept nagging at me, and in the end I decided he had somebody on the other side of the door, listening.” 

    “And that’s why you went back? To see who it was?” 

    I nodded out at the river. A barge hooted at me. 

    “So who was it?” 

    I didn’t answer. I couldn’t answer. Finally, she asked me, “Are you going to answer?” 

    I sighed. “I don’t know how to. I have no idea who it was. It was a man in a charcoal gray, pinstriped, single-breasted three-piece suit. It was a nice suit, well cut, understated. Other than that, he was non-descript: dark hair, medium build, five eleven, maybe six foot.” 

    I frowned at myself because I knew there was more to it than that, but I wasn’t sure what. Dehan managed to frown and raise an eyebrow at the same time, which takes skill. “You seem to have noticed his suit more than him.” 

    She was right, and I nodded a lot. “Yes, because somehow, Dehan, and this is going to sound crazy, but somehow, the suit was more important than he was.” 

    She made a face and shrugged. “No, yeah, I can see how you would think that sounds crazy. That’s because it is crazy, Stone!” She turned to face me and slapped me gently across the back of my head. “How can the guy’s suit be more important than he is? Come on! I gotta get you home before you start turning as crazy as these Brits! I think you’re reverting to your ancestral madness!” 

    I laughed. She took my left arm in both of hers and started walking me back toward Abingdon Street. “Now, there are two places you are going to take me, which I heard are ‘Must-Sees’ in London. One is a pub that used to be the Bank of England. You got to hand it to these people, they know what to do with an old building. Turn it into a pub. That is genius. The second is an ancient bar called El Vino.” 

    I nodded as I pulled my cell from my pocket. “I know both of those places very well. They are both on the same street. Just give me a second.” 

    I made a call while Dehan hailed a cab. It answered on the third ring. A black cab pulled over and as we climbed in, I said into the phone, “Manuel, I am going to e-mail you a file. Can you print it for me and have it ready for when I arrive back, in an hour or two? Keep it in the safe till we get in, will you? Thanks.” 

    The cab did a U-turn and we headed east toward Parliament Square. I leaned forward and said, “Can you drop us at the Temple Gardens? We’ll walk from there.” 

    “Lovely walk,” he said, and didn’t stop talking till we got there. By the time he dropped us off and I’d paid him, we knew all about his missus, where his kids went to school, why the country was going to the dogs and how immigration had brought the country to its knees. I figured that was one vote for Chiddester. 

    We walked through the Temple Gardens Gate and up Middle Temple Lane. For my money, it is one of the most bizarre and lovely places on the planet. The roads are cobbled, every building is between three and five hundred years old and still inhabited by lawyers who wear black gowns and wigs. We walked among the colonnades and flagged paths, through Pump Court and came out at the Inner Temple, with the great dining hall on the right, beside the library, and the Temple, the ancient church itself on the left.  

    I pointed to it. “The Magna Carta had its first reading right in there. It was a Templar church back then. An Englishman’s right to trial by jury, his right to legal representation, all date back to this place in the twelfth and thirteenth century.” I smiled at her. “You’re looking at the taproot of our own constitution, Dehan. The Rule of Law, an equitable legal system, innocence till proven guilty, it all starts right here.” 

    She leaned her head on my shoulder. “So when we have a son of a bitch in custody and he lawyers up…” 

    I ignored her. “Thomas Hayward, Thomas Lynch, Edward Rutledge… There are over a dozen signatories of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution who were members of either the Inner Temple or the Middle Temple, who learned their law right here.” 

    As I said it, I thought of Brad Johnson, lying on the floor of his apartment, with his bloodied face and his broken leg. The rule of law, innocent till proved guilty…until it’s your own wife or your own child. Suddenly, I felt oddly uncomfortable among those ancient buildings; suddenly they seemed to be glaring at me, like the vengeful ghosts of ancient jurists. I put my arm around her and moved toward Dr. Johnson’s Buildings.  

    “C’mon, Dehan,” I said. “Let’s get some lunch at the Bank.” 

    Dr. Johnson’s Buildings is a narrow, flagged alley that leads to an ancient, Tudor gate onto Fleet Street. Directly opposite is Chancery Lane, and slightly to the left of that is the Old Bank of England, vast, elaborately elegant in 18th Century style and packed to the gunnels with noise lawyers holding pints of beer and glasses of wine.  

    We elbowed our way through the crowds to one of the alcoves at the back where they had tables set for lunch. We had two pints of bitter and two steak and kidney pies, and pretended to ignore the Katie Ellison case. Just once, Dehan, with her mouth full of pie and a second pint of bitter in her hand, said, “Tho, wha’ chou hab de ’oncierge primp?” 

    “What did I have the concierge print?” 

    She nodded. 

    “The original Butcher file.” 

    She swallowed “Why?” 

    I shrugged. “For my records.” 

    “You can’t print it for your phony, non-existent records back in New York? We have to carry a ton of paper in our luggage instead? You’re lying. Remember, the penalty for cutting me out is…” 

    “OK, don’t threaten me on a full stomach. I want to see why that suit is so important.” 

    “You’re out of your mind. You, John Stone…” She pointed at me with her fork. “Are officially insane.” 

    A girl in a French maid’s uniform came to take our plates and I asked her for two Bushmills and some Stilton cheese. She said prettily that she would bring that for me right away and vanished.  

    Dehan drained her glass and tried unsuccessfully not to belch. 

    “It’s moments like these,” I said, “I am reminded why I married you.” 

    “Seriously, Stone, A: how are you going to see why a suit is important by going through a fifteen-year-old case file; B: how can a three-piece pinstriped suit be remotely relevant to anything, and C: we are off the case and going home to the ‘Bwonx’ tomorrow. You solved your wife’s murder. Let it go.” 

    “A: I don’t know; B: I don’t know and C: OK.” 

    We had our whiskey and Stilton and, feeling slightly overfed, stepped out into the early afternoon heat. The clouds had largely cleared overhead and, though the humidity had lessened, it was still in the high nineties. We decided to give El Vino a miss and instead turned up Chancery Lane, intending to get the Metro—or the Underground—to Piccadilly and crash for an hour or two in our suite before packing in the afternoon. 

    On the way up, we passed Ede & Ravenscroft, the oldest tailor in London. Dehan guided me toward the large, dark wood window display and said, “1689, that’s a good run for any business. That the kind of suit your guy was wearing?” 

    It was. It was exactly the kind of suit he was wearing. And it was as though she had dropped a pinch of yeast into my brain and it had started fermenting. I nodded. “Exactly. It’s important, Dehan. It’s the missing link we have been looking for, and I can’t think why. What the hell does it mean?” 

    She frowned up at me. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” 

    “Yeah…” I pointed through the glass at the dummy: his crisp white shirt, the collar held on with studs, the charcoal gray, single-breasted jacket, waistcoat and pants, the high-gloss black shoes. It was the key, and somewhere inside my brain I knew why, but it wouldn’t come to me. Every time I tried to grasp it, it dissipated, like charcoal gray mist. “That suit, right there. That is the answer.” 

    She shook her head. “I don’t see it, Sensei.” 

    “Neither do I, Little Grasshopper. In this case, Sensei trury brind.” 

    She grabbed my arm and pulled me away. “Come on! I am sleepy. Let’s get a cab. I don’t feel like traveling in a tube today.” 

    At the hotel, Manuel collected the printed file for me and we went up to our suite. There we showered and Dehan fell onto the bed and went immediately to sleep. I sat by the open window and worked my way steadily through the old file. Much of it I remembered—at least the broad strokes, the overall shape, the main characters and players. But there were also many details I had forgotten. I had blurred in my mind how central Brad Johnson had been to the case. I remembered as I read how blinded Harry and his colleagues had become by Johnson. They were certain he was their man, and I knew for a fact that he wasn’t. 

    Then everything had happened at once. Hattie had been killed. I had gone to pieces. Inexplicably, the Crown Prosecution Service had dropped Johnson overnight as their prime suspect in the Butcher investigation. I had been shipped back to the States and the whole thing had gone cold. 

    I had never understood why the CPS dropped Johnson, but Harry and I had lost touch and I guess, as I had never believed he was guilty of those particular murders, I never saw the point in looking into it.  

    But now I wondered. Now it began to nag at the back of my mind, along with the pinstriped suit: the kind of suits that the CPS wear. In fact, Ede & Ravenscroft were exactly that, tailors to the Bar. That was their specialization. They made suits for barristers.  

    So where did that get me? I heaved a sigh, stood and paced about for a bit. Nowhere. It got me exactly nowhere. I went and stood looking out of the window at Green Park. A suit. A pinstriped suit. 

    Then I had a thought. Fifteen years earlier, cooperation between British and American law enforcement was in its infancy. That was one reason why I had been there in the first place, and I had often thought since that there was something I should have done—we should have done—which we never did. Partly because to begin with, the team was so sure it was Johnson, and then because I had left and the case had gone cold. 

    I pulled out my cell and called Bernie at the Bureau. We had been friends for over ten years and he had often helped out when I needed to cut through red tape. 

    “Stone, you back already? How was it? You divorced yet?” 

    I laughed. “Almost. Actually, I’m still here. Listen, I’ve been meaning to ask you this for about fifteen years.” 

    “I didn’t think we knew each other that long. Either way, Stone, I’m straight and even if I wasn’t, I am scared of your wife.” 

    “Shut up, Bernie, and listen. Going back from 2003, a serial killer, uncaught, anywhere in the States, trademarks are as follows: victims of choice are young women, blonde, roughly five-five to five eight, probably nurses. He rapes them, stabs them in the heart with a kitchen knife, cuts out their wombs post mortem, and then—and this is crucial—he blinds them, pins a note to their left eye with a meat skewer. The note is inscribed with a line from Don McLean’s song American Pie, ‘And them good ole boys were drinking whisky and rye…’ ending on a dot dot dot.” 

    He was silent for a moment and you could almost hear him thinking. “You know, I want to say that nothing springs to mind, and nothing does in terms of a name or anything, but it does sound kind of familiar.” 

    “You may be thinking of the British Butcher of Whitechapel case.” 

    “No, if I’m not making it up, this is one of those Midwest cases, or Deep South. You know, those places where everybody suffers from narrow head syndrome and Seth’s daddy is also his brother and his son.” 

    “That’s impossible.” 

    “But you get the idea.” 

    “I do. Will you have a look? There is a U.S. angle to this case which we never properly explored back in the day. And it’s resurfaced now.” 

    “Sure. If there is anything, it shouldn’t be hard to find with these details.” 

    “Appreciate it, Bernie.” 

    I hung up. I paced a bit more. I sat down again, talking to myself in my head. So, assume, for argument’s sake, that there was a guy, an American, in what Bernie would call Narrow Heads Ville. He is deeply disturbed and starts killing women in this ritualistic fashion. For some reason which is hard to fathom, he moves to the U.K., to London, and continues his killing spree. We investigate. Harry and his team fixate on Johnson. Johnson kills my wife to scare me off, I go home. And at some point during that period, Narrow Head Man suddenly and permanently stops killing. Maybe he died. Maybe he was miraculously cured.  

    But, fifteen years later, somebody kills Katie Ellison. The choice of victim is not part of a serial killer’s victim profile. The choice of victim is deliberate. But the killer imitates Narrow Head Man perfectly, in every detail, except that the victim is not a one hundred percent perfect match for Narrow Head Man’s victim of choice, she is a little shorter, and she is English, not American. The spelling of whiskey is also English, not American… 

    Where the Butcher of Whitechapel had been an American case, Katie Ellison was an English case. 

    It was as though the darkness in my mind slowly began to crack. Slivers of light began to filter through, things began to connect, link up and make sense. I reached for the file and began to leaf through it furiously, searching for a reference, and finally, there, on the third from last page, I saw it. And the memory flooded back. I sank slowly into my chair. I had it. I had the missing link. And it was a pinstriped suit. 
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THIRTEEN


    The problem was how to prove it. I spent half an hour staring unseeing at the sky through the window and finally, I picked up my phone and called Harry. 

    “John, we haven’t sorted your ticket yet, but I’ve got the lad on it now.” 

    “Harry, why did the team drop the investigation against Brad Johnson?” 

    “John! Come on, mate!” 

    “Humor me, I am just curious. You were all crazy about him and then overnight, you dropped him as your prime suspect.” 

    “Um…” He paused and sighed. “It’s there in the file…” 

    “All it says is ‘acting on advice from the CPS’.” 

    He thought for a minute. “Yeah, they said they had received information and that they were satisfied Johnson was not guilty of the murders and that on advice from the Home Secretary, they were recommending that the case should not be investigated further.” 

    “Did that strike you as odd?” 

    “Yes, of course it did. And doubly odd when he showed up again and then Katie Ellison died. But if we were told not to go after Johnson, and we had bugger all else to go on, and the Home Secretary is telling us to drop it, what could we do? And the killing stopped, so there were no fresh leads. Look, can’t you just let it rest, John? Look, I’ll have the tickets couriered to you in the next hour, OK?” 

    “Sure. Thanks, Harry.” 

    I dialed again. 

    “Chiddester!” 

    “Good afternoon, Chiddester, it’s Stone here. I may have some information of use to you.” 

    “Really? What?” 

    “I need access to a file. In 2003, the Crown Prosecution Service advised the Serious Crimes squad that Brad Johnson, their prime suspect, was not guilty of the Butcher of Whitehall murders. No explanation. The Home Secretary then recommended that investigation of the case should cease. After that, there were no more murders. I am satisfied that I know almost everything that happened, and I know who killed Katie, but I can’t prove it. If I can see that file, I might just be able to bring it home.” 

    He was quiet for a long moment, then said, “Leave it with me.” 

    He hung up and I paced for half an hour, achieving nothing but a slight flattening of my path on the rug. Then the phone rang. I was surprised to see it was Bernie. 

    “That wasn’t difficult, Stone. Popped up straight away, but it was never solved.” 

    “I know.” 

    “Course you do. You know everything. Westminster, Colorado. Three girls killed over a three year period. Susie…” 

    “Don’t give me the names, I won’t remember. Can you outline the basic facts and then email me the file?” 

    “Whatever. The girls were killed like you described them, with the note pinned to the eye like you said…” He paused, like he was trying to multitask. “File’s on it’s way. Yeah, with the line from American Pie. They were all nurses, or involved in caring for people. The sheriff was pretty sure he knew who the killer was, but before he could arrest him, he took off and disappeared.” 

    “Who did he suspect?” 

    “Simon Clarence.”  

    I frowned. “Simon Clarence? Doesn’t sound…” 

    “I know. But his mom was local, his dad wasn’t. His dad was from Barbados. Seems mom was couple of cans short of a six-pack, and dad liked to use his belt, on the whole family, not just the kids. Violent man, rap sheet for assault, use of a deadly weapon…” 

    “I get the idea. He was cruel to the wife and the kids.” 

    “Yup, sheriff tried to intervene a few times but they all told him to take a hike. Mom died in suspicious circumstances when Simon was ten, probably witnessed it, if you ask me. Not much more to tell. They were kind of travelers, neo-hippies, moved around a bit. Simon was born in the U.K…” 

    “So he had dual nationality?” 

    “Yup. Dad was a British citizen, Simon was born in the U.K. and they came back to the States when he was just two, settled in Colorado.” 

    “And he disappeared, what, 2002, 2003?” 

    “2002. So did he show up in the U.K.?” 

    “He showed up in London, killed four women and then vanished off the face of the Earth.” 

    “Maybe he’s in Barbados.” 

    “Yeah, maybe. But I don’t think so.” 

    “You going to let me in?” 

    “Not yet, but soon. Thanks, Bernie, I owe you.” 

    “I lost count how much you owe me. If I ever call it in, I’ll die of alcohol poisoning.” 

    We promised to catch up soon and I hung up. Dehan appeared in the bedroom doorway and looked at me with sleepy eyes behind lots of hair. She shook her head at me and went away to the shower. Then the phone rang again. 

    “Stone, Chiddester here. It’s not much help, I’m afraid. Fine work on your part but…” 

    “Simon Clarence approached the Crown Prosecution Service through defense counsel…?” 

    He was silent. Then, “How could you possibly have known that?” 

    “Ah, you know, eliminate the impossible… So what have you got?” 

    “Well, I didn’t know his name. The file is sealed and there is only a very brief abstract available. It seems this, um, Clarence had started to see a psychiatrist. The psychiatrist was so disturbed by what he learnt, and by what he was reading in the press, putting two and two together, as it were, that he felt he had no choice but to violate patient confidentiality. However, rather than go to the police, being a somewhat eminent fellow with some pull in the establishment, he arranged a series of meetings with a judge and the Director of Public Prosecutions, and sectioned the chap, to be detained at Her Majesty’s leisure at Goodnestone Park.” 

    “What is that, a high security mental institution?” 

    “Precisely.” 

    I shook my head. “That’s not the full picture, Chiddester. There was somebody else involved. Let me see if I’m right. Either his psychiatrist arranged, or the judge appointed, but at some point during the proceedings Simon Clarence was given counsel.” 

    “Oh, yes, naturally.” 

    “Does counsel’s name appear on the abstract?” 

    “Of course.” 

    “Can you send me a scan of that abstract? Once I have read it, I can give you the name of the man who killed your daughter.” 

    “Good Lord! You mean it wasn’t Sadiq?” 

    “I told you it wasn’t.” 

    He grunted. “All right, the scan is on its way. But I’ll need convincing, Stone. My money is still on Sadiq Hassan.” 

    “OK, just don’t do anything rash. Listen, I need one more favor from you.” 

    “It’s you who are doing me a favor, dear boy. If I can help, I will.” 

    “I need to visit Clarence at Goodnestone, either as a friend of the family or as American cops clearing up unsolved American murders. Whatever you think will work. Can you pull strings?” 

    “I’ll see what I can do.” 

    He hung up. My phone pinged to tell me an email had arrived and I opened it and read it. It told me exactly what I expected it to tell me. So I went to the bathroom, where Dehan was looking at herself in a large mirror, wet and wrapped in many white towels. “I found the Butcher of Whitechapel.” 

    She glanced at me in the mirror. “OK, what’s the punch line?” 

    I shook my head. “No punch line. His name is Simon Clarence. He’s in a high security mental institution called Goodnestone Park. He’s been there since 2003.” 

    She turned to stare at me from among her towels. “Are you kidding me? How come Harry didn’t know?” 

    “It was kept quiet because the way it was handled, though probably wise, might have caused a public outcry. The file was sealed and his identity was not revealed. He was sectioned and the Home Secretary instructed the police to stand down on the investigation.” 

    “I lie down for a siesta and you solve world hunger. How?” 

    “It was the suit.” 

    “Oh, yeah, right. I see that now.” 

    “I’ll explain properly in the car.” 

    “Oh, the car, right… What car?” 

    “We are going to visit Simon Clarence in Goodnestone Park.” 

    She sighed. “Does Harry know?” 

    I mouthed something obscene at her. 

    She laughed and turned back to the mirror. “Well, that’s true. So what about Katie? How does she tie in to all this?” 

    “We may never know,” I said vaguely as I thumbed a text message on my phone. “On the other hand, we may find out tonight.” 

    The phone rang as I pressed send. 

    “Stone.” 

    “Chiddester here. I pulled some strings and they’re expecting your visit at six. I said it was an unofficial fact-finding mission sanctioned by the Home Office to help families in the States find some closure. I believe that’s the popular term. Anyway, I thought that would give you maximum elbow room.” 

    “That’s perfect.” 

    He hesitated. “Have you got a name yet?” 

    “Yes. But let me prove it, Chiddester. It isn’t straight forward. It’s complicated. But I hope to have the whole thing wrapped up by tomorrow morning, at the latest.” 

    He gave a reluctant grunt. “Very well.” 

    “I’ll keep you posted, I promise.” 

    I called down to reception for them to arrange me a car, and twenty minutes later, after I had showered and we had both dressed, we went downstairs. I signed for the vehicle, saw the price, thanked the gods in Valhalla that I wasn’t paying and we headed out toward Kent, and the village of Goodnestone. 

    It was a nice drive. Kent is known as the garden of England, and as we drove down the A2, the countryside all around us was green and abundant, with hedgerows like huge billows of green smoke, heavy and dense, clinging to the hillsides. At Barham, we turned north and east, down small winding roads and through woodlands, ever deeper into Tolkien landscapes where tall, red brick chimneypots peered out from among bushy clusters of foliage in every imaginable shade of green. There were villages of just a handful of houses, that had names like Nonington, Easole—which made Dehan giggle like a schoolchild—and Womenswold, which made me think of a department store in Stepford.  

    Finally, we came to a small crossroads with wooden signs pointing, amusingly, to Ham one way and Sandwich another, and a third pointed to Goodnestone. We followed this road through dense forest, over blacktop dappled with patches of sunlight and the shadows of twisted branches and dancing leaves, until at last we came out of the woods onto the rim of a shallow valley. We stopped a moment to have a look. 

    Ahead of us, the road, like a thin, black ribbon, curved gently to the east, leading to a small hamlet of ancient, red brick houses. From there, the road turned sharply west to what looked like an old Georgian manor house, surrounded by smaller, more modern buildings, and several acres of parkland contained within a high wall. This was the Goodnestone High Security Psychiatric Facility, otherwise known as Goodnestone Park. 

    “It just blows my mind, Stone, that after all these years, it turns out they had him all the time, and never let on. Why would they do that?” 

    “Politics,” I said, then looked at her. “Politics with a small ‘p’. Not party politics, conservatives, liberals, all that crap. Just avoiding a public outcry. The fewer people who knew about it, the fewer could get upset.” I started up the engine again. “When you think about it, it’s pretty controversial, with the potential to upset just about everybody. Man gets sentenced to life, without even trial; or, man murders seven women and gets off without even a trial. But from a pragmatic point of view, it saved the country a very expensive trial and took a very dangerous man off the streets without the risk of a clever defense counsel getting him off. The file was sealed to protect his identity, which some would also think controversial.” 

    Dehan nodded. “We have a right to know who killed our daughter. I get that.” 

    “Yeah. It’s tricky.” 

    I pulled up at the gate and a guy in a private security uniform came over to look in the window. I showed him my driver’s license.  

    “Detectives Stone and Dehan. Lord Chiddester arranged the visit. I believe you are expecting us.” 

    He checked my license and nodded. “Very good, sir. Leave the car in the car park at the right of the main building and report to reception, through the main door.” 

    “Thanks.” 

    We did as he said and ten minutes later pushed into what would originally have been the entrance hall of the manor, but was now a quiet, still reception, paneled in dark wood with bare, highly polished boards on the floor. To our left, there was a woman sitting behind a functional, white counter, looking at us through glasses that reflected the windows and concealed her eyes. Standing, leaning on the counter, smiling at us, was a man in chinos and a white coat, with reading glasses hanging around his neck. He was a well-preserved sixty and knew it. He approached us with his hand held out to Dehan.  

    “Detectives Dehan and Stone, I believe. I am Dr. Fenshaw, the director of this facility. Shall we go to my office? And you can tell me exactly what it is you want.” 

    We shook his hand and followed him down a short passage to an office with a large window overlooking a lawn at the back of the house. The office was old world, but functional, with leather furniture side by side with sage green, steel filing cabinets that looked like they had been salvaged from World War I. He waved us to a couple of chairs as he moved behind the desk and we all sat. 

    “You want to talk to Simon Clarence.” 

    It was more a statement than a question, and it felt like a subtle challenge. I gave him the dead eye and said, “That’s why we’re here. I hope you didn’t have us drive down from London just to tell us we can’t see him.” 

    He smiled. “Not at all. Lord Chiddester outlined the reason for your visit and I was happy to help. I am just curious about a couple of points.” 

    “Like how we knew he was here?”  

    He nodded. “The file is sealed.” 

    “I worked the original murders fifteen years ago. I went back to the States and almost simultaneously, your investigation here stopped. A recent murder, which has not yet been reported in the press, resurrected that investigation. So I did what I should have done fifteen years ago, I looked to see if there had been similar murders in the States. There had, and the sheriff was pretty sure it was Clarence. So then I looked into why the investigation had stopped. The answer seemed to be, ‘We were told to.’ After that, with Lord Chiddester’s help, it wasn’t difficult to get the abstract from the sealed file.” 

    “I see. That makes perfect sense.” He gave a small sigh. “Be prepared. Simon is more or less coherent most of the time. He has made some progress over the years, he is…” He frowned at his desk like he felt there was something wrong with it, but he wasn’t sure what. “He is attempting to feel remorse for what he did, but he doesn’t know how to. He is a deeply troubled man, who suffered a great deal as a child.” He frowned at us. “You may ask him about one thing, and he will answer something that to you may seem completely unrelated and irrelevant, but to him it will make perfect sense. This is to be expected in schizophrenics. I don’t know if you will find what you came looking for, but I hope you do.” 

    “Thank you. We’ll bear it in mind, but it’s pretty much what we expected.” I hesitated a moment, then asked, “Doctor, were you his psychiatrist? Was it you who made the move to have him sectioned?” 

    He studied me for a moment. “Detective, I authorized this visit on the strict understanding that the secret nature of the file would be respected absolutely. Anything I tell you remains strictly between we three.” 

    Chiddester hadn’t told me that, but I saw no point arguing, so I said, “That is understood, Doctor.” 

    He nodded a few times, then seemed to examine Dehan’s face. “Yes, I was his psychiatrist. I don’t know if you realize this, but it is extremely unusual for a schizophrenic to seek the help of a professional. So when Simon came to me, I at first thought that he was simply fantasizing. He had seen the murders in the papers, or on television, and projected himself into them, to make himself feel important. But with the last murder…” He gazed away to his left, trying to remember the name. 

    I said, “Kathleen Dodge.” 

    “Kathleen, Kathleen Dodge, he told me about her before the police found the body. The whole thing was plagued with problems: confidentiality, his status—was he fit to stand trial—witnesses; I would be the only witness and my testimony might be ruled as hearsay…” He shook his head. “And then there was the issue of trust. If I reported him to the police, he would feel betrayed and the only person in the world who had access to him, me, would be lost, he would never talk to me again. It seemed to me that the most sensible thing to do was to have him quietly sectioned, a procedure I was able to make him understand was for his own good.” 

    He made to stand and said, “Why don’t I take you to him? I assure you he is medicated and he is not dangerous. Talk to him for a while, see what you get, and then come and see me again.” 

    “Yeah.” I nodded. “That’s good. Thank you.” 

    And we rose and went to see Simon Clarence. 
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FOURTEEN


    He was sitting at a table on a stone terrace at the back of the house. A broad lawn swept away toward hedgerows, about a quarter of a mile away, and people, some of them in brilliant white coats and dresses, wandered this way and that, or just sat and stared. 

    Simon Clarence was dressed in white: white deck shoes, white pants and a white shirt. He looked up at us as we came out. He was thin, with immensely long limbs, and seated in the chair, he reminded me of a bent wire hanger. I figured he must be at least six foot six, with a large, bony face, high cheekbones and a strong nose. He could have been good-looking, but there was something unsettling about his stare, like his eyes were searching for something, and didn’t care what they had to do to find it. 

    Fenshaw pulled up a chair and sat opposite him. Then he smiled at us and said, “Sit, sit. This is Simon. Simon, these are some friends of mine who have come to visit you. They have some questions they would like to ask you. I told them you’d be happy to help them. Remember we talked about how good it is to help people?” 

    He nodded. After what Bernie had told me, I had expected a dull, simple voice. The voice of a stereotypic inbred. Instead, when he spoke, his voice was clear and articulate. 

    “Yes, I remember that. I’ll try to be helpful, Doctor.” 

    Fenshaw patted him on the arm. “Good man. Give me a shout if you need anything.”  

    He got up and left. Simon watched him go and then looked at us in turn with oddly incurious eyes. His voice had a hint of an American accent, but not much. 

    “Are you cops? You look like cops from the U.S.A.” 

    Dehan answered, “Yup. We came over from New York, but it’s the sheriff of Washington County who asked us to come and see you.” 

    “I don’t really understand why they’re mad at me. For leaving. They didn’t like me there.” 

    Dehan frowned. “What makes you think that?” 

    “Samuel.” 

    “Samuel?” 

    “Samuel makes me think that.” 

    “Who is Samuel?” 

    “Samuel is dead. He was married to my mother. She said he was my daddy. But I’m not sure. He might have been. Sometime he is. But toward the end, he wasn’t.” He frowned. “I’m still trying to sort that one out. Dr. Fenshaw is helping me on that one.” 

    I said, “What about the girls?” 

    He took a deep breath and shifted in his chair. “I am really trying to be cooperative with Dr. Fenshaw on that one, too. But, thing is, I don’t know if anybody understands me, that there weren’t no girls.” He gazed out at the green lawn with the white figures. “Things happen that only I understand. I think that’s the same for everybody, but not everybody realizes it. That’s what makes me special.” 

    “There were no girls?” 

    “Everybody else thought there were. That’s the way they saw it. But when I was doing it…” He stared at me a moment, like he wasn’t sure if I knew what ‘doing it’ was. He glanced at Dehan. “You know, when I was helping her to understand, and get away from Samuel? There were no girls then. It was just me and Mom, and she was so relieved that I could help her.” 

    “I bet she was.” 

    “She told me she was. But then the problem came up with the girls. Seems every time I helped her, one of them girls got hurt. I don’t know how that happened. And it was the same in London, so there was something going on. I’m trying to help Dr. Fenshaw figure it out. That’s why I asked Dr. Fenshaw to help me.” 

    Dehan said, “I guess your Mom was a nurse.” 

    “Of course. That’s why it was always nurses. It goes back to them. Or I couldn’t have helped her. She never was able to help me. When Samuel came for us, in the dark, she could never help me. But I was able to help her. With my mind. I have a special mind. That was how I discovered the doors.” 

    I raised an eyebrow. “The Doors or Don McLean?” 

    He stared at me, blinking. Then he laughed. “You don’t understand. The doors in my mind. If I go through the doors, I can go to other places, and other people. So when he was hurting her, I could go through the door in my mind, and go inside her and stop the pain. Stop her from hurting. There were steps you have to follow. The most important one is to still the heart until he’s finished. But she could never help me to still my heart. Only I can do that. That’s why I had to go away. Cause nobody liked me doing that.” 

    “What about Don McLean?” 

    “That’s Samuel. He goes away and he comes back singing. That’s how you know he’s going to hurt you. He goes to see the boys, drinking whiskey and rye, and then he comes back singing, this’ll be the day that you die. That’s when I have to go through the doors. I don’t like talking about this.” 

    I glanced at Dehan, thinking I had seen all I needed to see, but before I could stand up, he started talking again. 

    “I had a sneaky way of getting out through the doors before he started hitting me. The belt was no good for me. He said that. It didn’t make me cry. That was because I’d gone through the door. So he used the buckle, ’cause that didn’t make me cry but it made Simon bleed.  

    “And while he was giving Simon the buckle, I could sneak through the door and go to help Mom. Cause she was always right there, on the floor. And I’d get to her before he did, through the door to get inside her and help her. Then he’d put his thing in her, but he said that was dangerous because it might make another little shit like Simon. So when he was finished, he would do things to stop that happening, like punch her. That’s why I had to take out her womb. Only till he’d finished beating her. First you still the heart, then you stop the seeing, by making the eyes dark, then take out the womb, so there are no more shits like Simon. Then you bring her to understanding, that it’s the song that’s warning her. When she hears the song, she has to do something to protect Simon. But it never works. It’s always a girl that gets hurt. That’s why I asked Dr. Fenshaw to help. I think he’s helping, but we’re still working on that one.” 

    I nodded. The shadows were growing long across the lawns. Up on the chimney, a blackbird had started its long, evening song. I wondered if it was the same one, following me around Britain. I said, “I’m sure he is, Simon. I’m sure things are getting better. Do you get many visitors?” 

    “No, never. Except the man, once. But I’m not allowed to talk about that.” 

    “The man? You mean Samuel?” 

    “No. Samuel is dead. Dr. Fenshaw told me Samuel is dead. The man was from the government. He told me I mustn’t ever talk about him, or what we discussed.” 

    I smiled, then gave a small laugh. “I bet that surprised you, right?” 

    He nodded cautiously. 

    I went on, “Not just getting the visit, which was unexpected, but that he should ask you all the same questions as Dr. Fenshaw, and then tell you it’s secret! Right? That doesn’t make much sense, does it?” 

    He shook his head. “Didn’t make no sense to me. But Dr. Fenshaw said it was OK.” 

    “Can you remember his name?” 

    “Peters. Dr. Peters.” 

    “OK, Simon, thank you very much. You have been very helpful to us. One last question before we leave you in peace. If I show you a photograph of Dr. Peters, would you recognize him?” 

    “Of course.” 

    I pulled out my wallet and saw Dehan frowning at me. I pulled out the photograph I’d had printed at the hotel and showed it to Simon. He nodded. “Yeah, that’s Dr. Peters. I don’t know why he said the things he did.” 

    “Well, Simon. Sometimes people are too careful, but I can tell you that you no longer have to keep that a secret. You can tell anybody you like. I’m sure Dr. Fenshaw will say the same thing. You never told him about Dr. Peters’ secret questions, did you?” 

    He shook his head. “He told me not to.” 

    “That’s right.” I looked at Dehan. She shook her head that she had no questions—not for Simon at least—and we stood. “Take it easy, Simon.” I patted his shoulder and we went inside to look for Dr. Fenshaw.  

    We found him in his office, sitting behind his desk reading a file. He looked up and smiled. “Come in. Sit down. Was the interview helpful?” 

    We sat and while I scratched my chin, Dehan asked what I was about to ask. “Who is Dr. Peters?” 

    He frowned. “I don’t know any Dr. Peters.” 

    I said, “Let me ask you a different question. Who was Simon’s visitor?” 

    He went very still. “I am not in a position to answer that question.” 

    I grunted. “That’s what I thought you’d say.” I put the photograph on the desk and watched his face. “That’s him, right? It’s OK, Simon already identified him, but he identified him as Dr. Peters. Can you think why he would use a false name to talk to Simon?” 

    His expression became abstracted. He shook his head slowly, then blinked and shook it more vigorously. “I… Really, I am not in a position to answer that question. Especially as you have no jurisdiction in this country. Have an English detective come, with a warrant, and I will happily answer any questions you like.” 

    “I understand. Just answer me this, which I am pretty sure is not covered by any kind of privilege. It should be a matter of public record and I am pretty sure you don’t want a lot of cops, American or English, tramping around asking this kind of question—was he appointed by the court, did you choose him, or did he offer himself?” 

    He sighed heavily. “I certainly didn’t choose him. As to whether he was appointed by the judge or offered his services, I don’t know. It may have been a bit of both. It made sense, anyway, for obvious reasons.” 

    “OK, thank you, Doctor. I imagine Detective Inspector Green will be in touch in due course. You have been very helpful.” 

    His face didn’t really reveal whether he was happy about that or not, probably because he himself wasn’t sure.  

    We stepped out into the evening sunshine and made our way to the car in the small parking lot at the side of the clinic. We pulled out and headed back out the gate, past the small hamlet of Goodnestone and up the long, narrow road through the fields, toward the dark mass of the forest. We had the windows down to let in the warm, evening breeze, and a vast murmuration of starlings swarmed across the sky in the east, seeming to fold over itself and reform like a bizarre piece of giant, flying plasma. Eventually, it seemed to be sucked into the trees and vanished.  

    Dehan watched it disappear and spoke, still staring at the trees. “I have to tell you, Stone, I am feeling a little lost here. Who the hell is Dr. Peters now?” 

    We were swallowed by the trees and engulfed suddenly in green-mottled darkness. The headlamps came on and we plunged ever deeper into a long, black tunnel, split here and there by thin slashes of evening sunlight. I glanced in the mirror and saw the glowing portal of light through which we had entered diminishing and withdrawing behind us. 

    “Dr. Peters was a fake name,” I said. 

    She looked at me with a face of irony. “Yeah, I’d got that far, Sherlock. I’m asking who he is in reality. Who is the guy in the photograph?” 

    “Well, I still have to prove the connection, Dehan. But the guy in the photograph was Brad Johnson’s defense attorney back in 2003. It looks like he was appointed to represent Simon Clarence when Dr. Fenshaw decided to section him…” 

    Her eyebrows shot up. “Holy attorneys, Batman…” 

    “Have you got your seatbelt on?” 

    “Of course, why?” 

    “Things could get bumpy.”  

    I was watching the mirror and a car had just pulled out from a narrow, overgrown path behind us and was closing fast. I began to accelerate, speeding toward the glowing end of the long tunnel of trees. The car behind us switched on its headlamps and continued to close, gaining speed. Then it was pulling over to the right-hand side of the road, aiming to overtake. I heard a roar of a powerful engine and what I could now see was a dark blue Audi drew level with us. I glanced and saw an extended arm and the glint of metal. I bellowed, “Brace!” and slammed on the brakes. 

    Dehan lunged forward, covering her head with her arms. The Audi overshot us and I saw a flash of flame inside the cab. Hot rage welled up in my belly. I let out the clutch, floored the gas and climbed through the gears, first, second, third, fourth until I was inches from his trunk. Then I floored the clutch and the gas at the same time. The revs screamed into the red and at six thousand revs, I released the clutch. We were maybe three feet from the Audi. The engine bit, the car bucked and we surged forward, smashing hard into the Audi’s trunk. As the steel bit, I yanked the steering wheel right, dragging his rear axle with me into the middle of the road. 

    Then I braked steadily, keeping control as he skidded sideways away from me down the blacktop. I growled at Dehan, “Stay down!” 

    Then I floored the gas again, charging straight for his passenger door. I could see a cowering silhouette inside, covering its head with its arms. I muttered something unprintable about trying to shoot my wife and reached for the hand brake. Then shouted something equally unprintable about the jackasses who decided to replace the handbrake with a stupid button. I spun the wheel hard left and hit the brake pedal. 

    It wasn’t exactly a handbrake turn, but the car swung its ass in a big arc and smashed hard into the side of the Audi, lifting it onto two wheels and rolling it twice over to the side of the road, where it came to rest on its roof against a tree. 

    Dehan came out of her brace position and stared at me. “Jesus, Stone!” 

    I put it into first, then second and gently rolled over to where the Audi was lying, belly up, with its wheels still spinning. I grinned at her. “You like that?” 

    I climbed out. His automatic was lying on the road, thirty feet back. I went around the mangled trunk of my hire car and hunkered down where he was hanging upside down in the driver’s window. He looked dazed and confused, and very unhappy. 

    A moment later, Dehan hunkered down next to me, holding the automatic with a handkerchief. She looked at the upside-down face that had started to whimper and said, “Son of a gun, would you look at who it is…” 

    I sighed. “I’d say he has experienced a reversal in his fortunes, wouldn’t you, Dehan?” 

    She nodded at me, blinking, “Both accurate and witty, Stone. Droll, even.” She turned back to the upside-down face that had now started to sob. There was no sympathy that I could detect, either in her face or in my own feelings. She said, “You know the big difference between U.S. cops and U.K. cops, Sadiq? Shall I tell you what it is? British cops are highly trained in dealing with violence so that it does not escalate. They are trained not to respond to violence with violence, but to defuse it. I think that is an admirable trait, don’t you, Stone?” 

    “I do, Dehan. It’s a shame we are not more like that.” 

    “Us?” she went on. “Especially in places like the Bronx, we just shoot shit, don’t we, Stone?” 

    “Mm-hm… some guy comes at you with a gun or a knife, or a bad attitude. You shoot him.” 

    “Or a car.” 

    “Or a car.” 

    “So, Sadiq, you come at us, sneaking like a thief in the night, out of the shadows, with a gun, aiming to kill my husband, and his wife, on our honeymoon, what do you think we are most likely to do…?” 

    She put the muzzle of the automatic against his temple and pulled back the hammer with a loud click. He started to cry in earnest. 

    I said, “Hold on a moment there, Dehan. I’m just thinking, this hard-ass warrior here might actually be useful to us.” 

    “Nah! C’mon! We’re going home tomorrow. Just blow his brains out and let the Brits sort it out.” 

    Sadiq made a small whimpering noise, “No, no, he’s right, let me help, please, please don’t shoot me…” 

    I stood. Dehan sighed. “Come on, Stone! Let’s just get the hell out of here! It’s not our problem!” Suddenly she grabbed the automatic in both hands and aimed. “I’m going to shoot the anti-Semitic son of a bitch!” 

    I barked, “No! Wait! Just hang on. Jesus, Dehan! Don’t you ever get tired of shooting people?” 

    I managed to pull the door open, drag the whimpering Sadiq out of the car and dump him on the ground while Dehan gave me a mouthful about saving the city a fortune in legal costs, all the while keeping Sadiq covered.  

    I checked to see if he had anything broken. He didn’t, but he had some handsome bruises.  

    “So.” I smiled at him. “Explain to my Jewish partner here, Sadiq, why she shouldn’t do the British taxpayer a big favor and save them the expense of a trial. How exactly are you more useful alive than dead?” 

    Dehan shook her head. Her face twisted suddenly with savage rage and she snarled, “This son of a bitch is never going to be useful to anybody!” She aimed and pulled the trigger. The two rapid explosions echoed through the trees, and overhead a million terrified wings scattered through the leaves and the branches. 

    I stared at Dehan in horror. “What the hell have you done…?” 
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FIFTEEN


    We got back to London at eight that evening. While Dehan went up to our room, I explained to the concierge that we had been rear-ended by a large SUV with a French sticker, but the driver had taken off and we hadn’t been able to get his license plate. We sorted out the insurance, I signed the necessary papers, and went into the cocktail bar. I ordered a large Bushmills and went to sit in a quiet corner. There, I pulled out my phone and dialed a number. It rang half a dozen times and finally a pleasant, educated voice said, “Hello?” 

    “May I speak to Nigel Hastings, please?” 

    There was a pause, then he said, “May I ask who’s calling?” 

    “John Stone.” 

    There was another long pause. “Mr. Stone, I don’t believe… How can I help you?” 

    “You were going to say you don’t believe you know me?” 

    His voice hardened. “What is it you want, Mr. Stone?” 

    “We need to talk.” 

    “I don’t think so.” 

    “Then you think wrong. It will not be impossible to trace Sadiq back to you, Hastings. I have his cell, and I am guessing that even if the car is not directly traceable to you, if DI Green keeps following the money, it will not be long before your name pops up.” 

    “I don’t know what fantasy you are living, Mr. Stone, but a meeting between you and me is simply not going to happen.” 

    “What fantasy? I’ll tell you. It’s the fantasy where you haven’t hung up on me yet, it’s the fantasy where you panic because you hear through the grapevine that I have found Simon Clarence, it’s the fantasy where I discover that Dr. Peters is in fact Nigel Hastings, the man who, in 2003, was defense counsel advising Brad Johnson when he was wrongly accused of being the Butcher of Whitechapel, the fantasy where the Butcher was in fact Simon Clarence and you were appointed his legal adviser during his sectioning. Is any of this fantasy making sense to you, Hastings?” 

    I took a sip of my whiskey. He didn’t say anything but he didn’t hang up. 

    “It’s the same fantasy where the hit you ordered on me and my wife went wrong, Sadiq Hassan came off the road and my Jewish wife was driven beyond endurance and shot the bastard in the head. Now you and I both have a problem. So we need to talk. Am I getting through to you, Hastings?” 

    He was quiet for a long time. He knew he had a big problem and he was trying to find a way out of it that did not involve talking to me. There wasn’t one, so eventually he said, “Where are you now?” 

    “At the Ritz.” 

    “Come to Villiers Road, in Willesden…” 

    “Think again, pal. I was one and a half years with Scotland Yard, remember? I know Willesden and the only way I go there is with a handful of squad cars. No abandoned warehouses. Let me lay it on the line for you, Hastings. I go back to the States tomorrow. You set the cops hunting for me or my wife and you go down with us. We put the cops on your tail, our involvement in Sadiq’s death is your word against ours. So you come here, to the Ritz, and we talk.” 

    “How do I know this isn’t a trap?” 

    “At the Ritz? Seriously? In the cocktail bar at the Ritz?” 

    “All right, give me half an hour.” 

    “Make it fifteen minutes.” 

    He hung up. I sat thinking, chewing my lip. It was a mess, and it was going to take a cool head and a hell of a lot of skill to sort it out. I called Harry. He sounded tense, but he tried to hide it. “John, what’s up, mate?” 

    “Don’t give me any bullshit, Harry. I have no time to waste. I need a straight answer.” 

    I could hear the frown in his voice. “Steady on.” 

    “The sheets.” 

    “What?” 

    “The sheets from Katie’s apartment…” 

    “Oh, now, John…!” 

    “Don’t do it, Harry. I am more serious than you can imagine. Somebody just tried to kill us. Now give me a straight answer. The traces of DNA on the sheets. You took Sadiq’s DNA?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “The sheets were not a match, were they?” 

    He hesitated. 

    I snarled. “Just say yes or no, Harry! Grow a pair, for Christ’s sake!” 

    “No! The profile’s not in the system.” Then he asked, “Who the hell tried to kill you? What have you been doing, for crying out loud?” 

    I grunted. “What I should have done fifteen years ago. What we both should have done fifteen years ago. Listen to me…” 

    We talked a little longer, then I hung up. I sipped my drink and ate peanuts, and fifteen minutes later a man, about six foot, average build, dark hair with a non-descript face, dressed in a charcoal gray, three-piece, Ede & Ravenscroft pinstriped suit, stepped into the bar. He saw me and approached.  

    “Mr. Stone?” 

    “You know damn well I am, Hastings. Sit down. And have a drink. You’re so damn inconspicuous you stand out like a whore at a bishop’s convention.” 

    The waiter came over. Hastings glanced at him. “Beefeater and Schweppes.” Then he stared at me and I stared back. He said, “What do you want?” 

    I leaned forward and scowled. “You sent that son of a bitch Sadiq Hassan to kill us. He already had my wife in his sights because she’s Jewish. So he was only too happy to do the job when you gave him the contract. But I have news for you, pal, she got him instead.” 

    “Once again, Stone. What do you want?” 

    “I want a guarantee that you will not come after us. We go back to the States tomorrow, we take what we know with us, and you forget we exist. I want every trace of evidence that you sent Sadiq to kill us erased. I want all and any connection between that bastard and my wife disappeared. Not a trace is to remain. You understand me?” 

    “Perfectly.” 

    I narrowed my eyes and shook my head. “I’m not hearing it, Hastings. All I’m getting is a British stone wall. What does ‘perfectly’ mean? You understand me but you’re going to try and fuck me anyway?” 

    “Would you mind moderating your colorful, American language, please, Mr. Stone?” 

    “I got shot at today, by a man you sent after me. I watched a slug pass within an inch of my wife’s head. I then watched her kill the bastard who shot at her. I am not about to moderate my language. What I am about to do is take this eight ounce whiskey tumbler and rearrange your face with it, if you don’t quit trying to be smart. Now, I have told you what I want. So I want to hear an unambiguous answer. Otherwise things start getting ugly. And let me tell you Hastings, if things get ugly, you go down for fifteen to life.” 

    The waiter appeared and set Hastings’ gin and tonic in front of him. Then withdrew. 

    He stared at his glass a while, then moved it directly in front of him and turned it around several times, like he was checking it for traps before taking a sip. He raised it to his lips, took a long pull, smacked his lips and set the glass carefully down again. He was a careful, meticulous man. 

    “There is very little connecting Sadiq to me or to your wife. We are professional about this kind of thing. However, whatever little there is, I shall make sure it is destroyed. There will be no way at all of connecting him to her. Or to myself, for that matter. In exchange, you leave the country and you never return. You break off all ties with DI Green, and you desist in your investigation into Katie Ellison’s death. This is not your jurisdiction, and it is none of your concern.” He paused. “If you do not honor this agreement, I will ensure—and believe me, I have the means—that your wife goes to prison for the rest of her life, or, that she dies a miserable, painful death, whichever is simplest. Do we have an understanding?” 

    I nodded, “Yeah, we have an understanding.” I took another pull on my whiskey. “Just tell me something.” I stared at him and shrugged, squinting my eyes. “Why’d you kill her?” 

    “Don’t be absurd! You’re drunk!” 

    “I’m not drunk! I want to know! How old was she, for God’s sake? She was practically a kid! Wasn’t there some other way? Couldn’t you have made a deal with her?” 

    “I don’t have to listen to this!” 

    He made to stand. I snarled, “Siddown! You want me to shout my questions across the bar?” 

    “This was not our agreement!” 

    “Well, I want to know!” 

    “Keep your voice down, for Heaven’s sake, man!” 

    I rasped a whisper at him. “I want to know! Why did you kill her? How dangerous could a kid like that be?” 

    “That is not your concern and I have no intention of answering your absurd questions. Now for God’s sake, get a grip, man!” 

    I scowled at him, took another swig and set my glass down. He watched me do it with distaste. “At least tell me this,” I said. “Was she your lover? Was it you she was seeing? Was it you Sadiq called a filthy Jew?” 

    His face flushed. “I don’t need to listen to this.” 

    “It was, wasn’t it? Where are your loyalties, Hastings?” 

    For a moment, there was a flash of real anger in his eyes. “I can assure you they transcend primitive, tribal allegiances to race and religion!” 

    I nodded. “Oh yeah, I can see that in the allies you choose. Nothing tribal or primitive about Sadiq. Good choice.” 

    He took another swig. His hand was shaking. “Thank you for the drink, Mr. Stone. I hope, for both our sakes, that we never meet again.” 

    He stood and I watched him walk out of the bar on stiff, angry legs. After that, I finished my whiskey and made my way up to our suite, with a slow burn in my belly. Dehan was in the shower again. I wondered for a moment whether she had washed the gunshot residue from her hands. Then I sat, called reception and asked for a courier to come and collect a parcel for immediate urgent delivery. I prepared the parcel and as I was finishing it, Dehan appeared in the bedroom doorway. She was wrapped in a towel and her wet, black hair was hanging around her shoulders. She had a comb in her hand. She watched me a moment.  

    “Is it done?” 

    I nodded, then added, “Harry hasn’t got our tickets yet.” 

    She started combing her hair. “Did Hastings agree?” 

    “I think so. We’ll have to wait and see.” 

    Our eyes locked for a moment, then she turned and went back into the bedroom to dress. Five minutes later, the courier arrived and I gave him the parcel with strict instructions. Finally, I went to shower and to dress for dinner. 

    In the dining room, we sat in a fairly somber mood, which was a shame, because not only is the Ritz dining room spectacular and the food exquisite, but Dehan was wearing a very simple, short black dress with long, silver earrings, and a silver chain around her neck that made her look like mortal sin on long, brown legs. 

    She caught me staring and gave me a rueful look across the table. “Bit of a mess, huh, Stone?” 

    I shook my head. “You know what? What the hell? It’s our last night. Chiddester and Scotland Yard are paying, so let’s have a dozen oysters and a bottle of champagne. The way you look right now, it would be a crime not to.” 

    She grinned. “And then the beef Wellington.” 

    I called the waiter and gave him our order. I let him choose the champagne, because I wasn’t paying, but told him I wanted a bottle of Vega Sicilia, Unico, from the Ribera del Duero region of Spain. The wine list told me it cost seven hundred and seventy pounds sterling, which was just over a thousand dollars. But I figured it was the only chance I was ever likely to get of drinking that legendary wine, so I thanked Chiddie in my heart and went right ahead and ordered it. 

    Dehan’s eyebrows had crawled almost all the way to her hairline. I shrugged. “The Duke of Wellington defeated Joseph Bonaparte at Vitoria, not far from where that wine is made. As we are eating beef Wellington, it seemed appropriate.” 

    She said quietly, “Have you lost your mind?” 

    “Possibly, but it’s your fault for wearing that dress.” 

    She lowered both her eyebrows and then raised just one of them again. She had a mobile face. “Well,” she said, “if you’re flirting with me, I guess you’ve forgiven me.” 

    “Forgiven you? I married you because you’re a badass, Dehan. You did the right thing.” 

    The oysters arrived, along with a bucket of ice and a bottle of champagne. We toasted, and as we ate and sipped the exquisite wine, our mood began to improve, and our optimism rose. With the beef and the Vega Sicilia, we became positively merry.  

    We finished the meal, complacent and over-fed, with a selection of British cheeses and a thirty-four year-old Teeling Irish single malt. By that time, we had spent a whole hour not talking about the Katie Ellison case, and I was feeling quite amused by the amount of other people’s money we had spent on our honeymoon. 

    That was when my cell buzzed in my pocket. I offered Dehan an apologetic smile and said, “I’ll be right back.” 

    I stepped out into the lobby, put the phone to my ear and said, “Yeah, Stone.” 

    “Chiddester here. We are on the brink of a major crisis.” 

    “I know.” 

    “You can’t leave before it’s settled.” 

    “It’s not that simple.” 

    “Is it true, what I’m hearing?” 

    “I don’t know what you’re hearing, Chiddester.” 

    “That Dehan…” 

    “Is this line secure?” 

    A hesitation. “…Yes.” 

    “Then it’s true. But there is more to it than what you might have heard. Who has contacted you?” 

    “I can’t say, but look, I really think you need to get over here.” 

    “Where are you?” 

    “Holland Park, number five.” 

    “Are you in trouble?” 

    “Perhaps, I’m not sure. Shall I send a car for you?” 

    I thought about it for a moment. “If you do, will we get there? Would it be smarter to get a cab, or ask Harry for a car?” 

    He gave a small, humourless laugh. “Quite the contrary, dear chap. It’s no trouble at all. The Home Office provides men like me with cars that are bullet proof and bomb proof. Total waste of the taxpayer’s money, but I suppose they think it’s necessary. In this day and age, with the enemy living in our very midst, perhaps they’re right.” 

    “I hear you. Yeah, then perhaps you should send a car.” 

    I returned to the dining room and ordered coffee. It was my turn to smile ruefully. “Party’s over, kiddo. Chiddester is sending a car for us. Time to face the music.” 
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    The waiter informed us that a car had arrived for us from Lord Chiddester. I took Dehan’s arm and we stepped out, through the lobby, to the front steps. The car was a Jaguar XE. It was by the door with the engine running and a uniformed chauffer holding the rear passenger door open for us. Both the car and the driver looked bulletproof. 

    He drove fast and efficiently, with his eyes on the road and all three mirrors in rapid, successive glances. As we approached Knightsbridge, he said suddenly, “We’ve picked up a motorbike, sir. I’ll try and get rid of him, but if he’s still with us by the time we arrive, I’ll ask you to stay in the car till I give you the all clear. All right?” 

    I nodded. “That’s fine.” 

    I went to look out the back window, but he said, “Don’t look, please, sir. I’d like him to think we’re not aware of him.” 

    “OK…” 

    There was the usual traffic at Knightsbridge, but it wasn’t heavy, and as we moved toward Kensington Road, up ahead the lights turned to amber. Instead of slowing, the driver accelerated fast, with his eyes on the mirror and a nasty smile on his face. The biker, fearing he might lose us if we jumped the lights, hit the gas too. Twenty feet from the lights, our driver braked hard. There was a squeal of tortured rubber and, through the windshield, I saw all the people waiting to cross at the lights stare in horror, wince and put their hands to their mouths. Behind us, there was another squeal of brakes, a loud thump and the car shook. Everybody ran to help the biker and our chauffer slipped across the red lights and continued on toward Holland Park. After a moment, he said, “It’s all right, sir. I think we lost him.” 

    Dehan smiled. “You think?” 

    Holland Park is short, and runs in a slight curve from Holland Park Avenue to Abbotsbury Road. There are no more than twenty or thirty houses on it, and one of those is the Greek Embassy. The rest are huge, white, double-fronted Victorian mansions set back from the sidewalk behind five-foot balustrades. We pulled up outside one of those mansions, about a third of the way down, and while the driver got out and opened the door for Dehan, I got out on the other side.  

    He scanned the street with his right hand behind his back under his jacket and opened the gate for us. “Make it snappy,” he said, and we walked fast down the path that cut through the front lawn to the front door, which opened as we arrived. 

    A man in a black suit wished us a good evening and ushered us into a large entrance hall. It was elaborately Greco-Roman, the way the Victorians liked it, and was painted mainly white and cream, though a deep burgundy carpet covered the hall and climbed a sweeping, white marble staircase to the upper floors. Large, white doors with brass knobs stood on either side of the hall.  

    We had no coats to give him, so he gestured us to follow him across the hall to the door on the right. He tapped, stepped in and said, “Detectives Stone and Dehan, sir.” Then he stood back for us to enter. 

    Chiddester was standing by the Victorian fireplace. He looked worried as he watched us come in and the door close behind us. The room was furnished with comfortable, modern furniture. The chairs and sofa were flanked by tables and attractive lamps.  

    Sitting in two of the large, comfortable armchairs were Nigel Hastings and Justin Caulfield. I can’t say I was surprised, it was what I had expected. Chiddester came forward.  

    “My dear Dehan.” He took her hand. “I am so sorry that all of this has happened during your honeymoon. Please do sit. Can I offer you a drink?” 

    She told him she was fine, winked at him and sat. He shook my hand, frowning at me like he wasn’t sure what to make of me. I told him I didn’t want a drink either. I sat on the arm of Dehan’s chair and smiled at Hastings. 

    “For a man who never wanted to see me again, Hastings, you didn’t take long to arrange it.” 

    He managed to put sneering, contempt, hatred and triumph all into his face at the same time, and screw it up into an ugly smile. “Did you really think that I would allow you to come swaggering into our country, like some sad, old cowboy, shooting and murdering British citizens? Well, perhaps you can get away with that in Mexico and Panama, or whatever other countries you exploit, but not here! Here we have a little thing called accountability. And here, you face the music.” 

    I shrugged almost apologetically. “Well, it wasn’t really me.” I pointed at Dehan. “It was her. She has a really bad attitude. She’s known for it. But to be honest, Hastings, it did kind of look like self-defense.” I frowned then at Caulfield. “However, I am a little confused. We have here a shadow cabinet minister, we have the man who a couple of hours ago said he hoped for both our sakes we would never meet again, we have, as far as I can see, no policemen…” I spread my hands. “What’s going on, Lord Chiddester?” 

    Caulfield raised his hands and rested them gently on his lap. “Perhaps I had better explain, as it is in fact I who arranged this meeting. Nigel came to me with this rather bizarre story and I have to say I was a little alarmed. Much as I enjoy seeing the government embarrassed, and especially my honorable friend Lord Chiddester, I do not enjoy seeing my country embarrassed. So I called him and suggested that, before this whole thing becomes an international incident, we talk it through and make sure everything is, so to speak, kosher.” 

    Dehan raised an eyebrow at him. “Seriously?” 

    “Mrs. Stone, why don’t we begin with you telling us exactly why you shot and killed Sadiq Hassan?” 

    Chiddester watched her. He looked distressed. Dehan crossed her long, mortally sinful legs and said, “I have a better idea. Why don’t we start at the beginning, and you explain why you have ties to terrorist organizations that employ assassins to kill foreign nationals on British soil?” 

    Chiddester’s face turned to stone and he shifted his stare from Dehan to Caulfield. He looked troubled. “Steady,” he said. “In the first place I don’t owe you any explanations for how we run the Labour Party. That is absolutely none of your concern. In the second place, I am afraid that the accusations you’re making sound like little more than right-wing extremist hysteria.” 

    I chuckled amiably and did my best imitation of Yosemite Sam. “I ain’t sayin’ that us an’ the boys down the Gun Club don’t enjoy huntin’ us a few gay Marxist mus-leems at the weekend, but that they-er akazay-shun weren’t no hysteria, boy.” 

    Caulfield narrowed his eyes at me like he was trying to work out what was going on in my head. Meanwhile, Hastings was staring as though I had just spoke to him in ancient Greek. 

    “If you think this is some kind of joke…” 

    “It’s not a joke, Hastings. You are. And I already warned you that you are playing a very dangerous game.” I turned to Caulfield. “I’m just wondering how much of this you know, and how much of it is going on behind your back.” 

    He snapped, “How much of what, exactly, Mr. Stone? I have to tell you that you are not endearing yourself to me with this cavalier, gunslinger attitude of yours.” 

    I shook my head. “Oooh, no you don’t, Mr. Caulfield. The only gun slinging that has gone on here has been from your pals at the Whitechapel Marxist Party, under the orders of your fixer, Mr. Hastings here.” 

    “Again, Mr. Stone, I hear a lot of vague, unsubstantiated…” 

    I interrupted him. “Detective Dehan and I went down to Goodnestone Park earlier today, to talk to Simon Clarence…” I waited, watching. Caulfield’s face was a blank. Hastings had gone white. I went on. “Simon Clarence, with dual American and British nationality, otherwise known as the Butcher of Whitechapel. On the way back, in a remote area of woodland, a dark blue Audi came up behind us at speed, and as it overtook us, the driver fired a gun at us. The bullet missed my wife by inches. I rammed him in self-defense. His car overturned. When I went to get him out, to ensure that he was all right, a struggle ensued and, in self-defense, Detective Dehan shot her intended assassin. He ambushed us and we defended ourselves.” Caulfield drew breath but I talked over him. “That man was Sadiq Hassan, of the WMP.” 

    I could see Hastings’ hands trembling in his lap. Caulfield looked confused. He turned to face his aide. “Is this true? Did you know about this?” 

    He shook his head. “It’s not the way he is telling it. Sadiq went to try and…” 

    “So you do know this Sadiq Hassan?” 

    Hastings licked his lips. “The Party has unofficial ties with various left-wing groups…” 

    Caulfield turned in his chair to face Hastings more directly. Chiddester was staring hard at both of them. “So would you kindly explain to us all, Nigel, what this has to do with us, and in particular me. Why was this Hassan character apparently assaulting Mr. and Mrs. Stone?” 

    Hastings took a deep breath and stared hard at his boss. “Sir, they were going to interview Simon Clarence. The file on Simon Clarence was sealed, and we thought it advisable to discourage Mr. and Mrs. Stone…” 

    “By shooting at them, Nigel? These are police officers working in the service of our closest international ally!” 

    I was getting bored. I said, “Allow me to cut surgically through the bullshit, Mr. Caulfield.” He stared at me with serious distaste expressed on his slightly hairy face. I ignored him and went on. “A few nights ago, Lord Chiddester’s daughter was murdered. You both know that. The MO used by the killer was almost identical to the MO used fifteen years ago by the Butcher of Whitechapel. I had various reasons for suspecting that Katie had not, in fact, been killed by the same man as those original victims fifteen years ago. In other words, I did not believe she had been killed by the Butcher of Whitechapel. For a start, she did not quite fit the profile for his victims: she was not American and she was a little too short. More compelling was the fact that the killer had misspelled whiskey on the note he had left.” 

    They were both frowning hard. Caulfield said, “You’ve lost me.” 

    “The Butcher always left a note with a quote from the song, American Pie. In it the word whiskey is spelt the Irish and American way, with ‘e’ before the ‘y’. But in the note we found at Katie’s murder, the word whiskey was spelt the English way, with no ‘e’. That was enough to convince me, but not DI Green, that this was a different killer. And that got me wondering where the original killer had been for the last fifteen years, and what had happened to the investigation after I had returned to the U.S.A. 

    “I won’t go into the details, but I soon discovered that the Butcher of Whitechapel had pretty much surrendered himself to the authorities, and was being held, at Her Majesty’s leisure, at Goodnestone Park.” I paused and shook my head. “Very, very few people knew that, because the file had been sealed to protect Simon Clarence’s identity. One of the only people who did know that was the man employed as his counsel, to protect his interests during the hearings in chambers, when he was sectioned. That happened to be the same man who acted as Brad Johnson’s counsel when he was Scotland Yard’s prime suspect in the case. Perhaps that was why he was chosen, because he had that specialized knowledge. In any case, that man was…” I pointed at him. “Nigel Hastings.” 

    Caulfield turned to him. “Nigel…?” 

    Nigel was sweating like a vicar in a sauna full of nuns. “It is true, in substance, but it proves—and means—nothing!” 

    I barged right on. “We’ll come to what it proves and what it means in a bit. But the fact is that as we were leaving that meeting, an associate of Hastings’ tried to kill us.” 

    Caulfield raised his hands again. “Just slow down a bit, Stone, will you! You keep going on about this connection between Nigel and this Hassan character. But in fact we have nothing but your word for that!” 

    Dehan said, “Really? Let me ask you a question, Hastings. Suppose I got on Google and started researching your family history. Suppose I got a pro to do it? Suppose, even better, a couple of days ago, when Stone saw you at Caulfield’s phony office on Little College Street, suppose I had got a private investigator to do some research into your family? What would he have found?” 

    “I have no idea what you’re driving at and I find this line of questioning deeply offensive!” 

    “Would he have found, perhaps, that you have Jewish ancestry that you try to keep secret?” 

    A quick spasm of anger flashed across Caulfield’s face. “What has this to do with anything? Hastings is an ancient English name!” 

    “As far as I am aware, Caulfield, there have been Jews in England for almost a thousand years, almost as long as there have been Normans. How can you make that distinction?” 

    His jaw worked but no sound came out. Finally, he said, “What has this to do with anything?” 

    I shrugged. “Just that when we talked to Sadiq the first time, he said that Katie was involved with a Jewish guy. He called him a lot of other things too, but in essence it boiled down to the same thing, Sadiq was mad at her for having what he called a Jewish boyfriend. But as much as we asked, nobody, except Sadiq, knew who he was. So I kept wondering who this guy could be. And, like a lot of men who try to stay anonymous, Hastings just kept popping up all over the place.” 

    Hastings was shaking his head like a wet dog. “No, no, no! You have absolutely no evidence whatsoever that I was in any kind of relationship with Lord Chiddester’s daughter. None! You can’t even show that I knew her! Let alone had a relationship with her! This is all the wildest, must unsubstantiated surmise! It is outrageous!” 

    Sometimes in life, things happen right on cue. Most times they don’t, and this was one of those times when they didn’t. So I had to take a long shot. 

    “When Katie was killed, DI Green, Dehan and I all agreed that it was important to test Katie’s sheets for DNA residue.” I shook my head and smiled at Dehan. “Remember when we told Sadiq we planned to do that?” 

    She smiled at Hastings. “We thought he was going to have a seizure. We took that to mean we were going to find his DNA. But he was going on and on about this Jewish guy who had been seeing Katie…”  She shook her head. “It was very confusing. Especially as he was the only person who seemed to know who he was.” 

    I spread my hands. “We rushed the tests through private clinics, thanks to Lord Chiddester’s resources, and when the results came in they showed, to our surprise, that Sadiq had not been sleeping with Katie.  

    “But, did you know? Israel has been using certain genetic profiles to determine who has a right to claim Israeli citizenship for some years. And let me tell you, the guy who had been sleeping with Katie, has that right. He is not, perhaps, of the Jewish faith, but he is nonetheless genetically of Jewish descent.” 

    I was staring right at Hastings as I was speaking. His face flushed with anger. “What makes you so determined that I am Jewish! I am not Jewish! What is wrong with you?” 

    “Your DNA profile says otherwise.” 

    He shook his head. “How could you possibly know that? I have never had my DNA profiled.” 

    “Oh, you have, this afternoon.” 

    “What?” 

    “You kindly left it on your gin and tonic glass. I rushed it to the lab. The latest technology is very fast, when you have access to it. Less than four hours. And your profile matches that left at Katie’s apartment. You are the Jewish guy she was sleeping with, that Sadiq hated so much.” 

    He covered his face with his hands. “The fucking gin and tonic…!” 

    Chiddester spoke suddenly, staring at Hastings with crazy eyes. 

    “So you killed my little girl…” 
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    Caulfield got to his feet suddenly and strode away across the large room with his hands behind his back. The drapes were closed, so instead of looking out at the dark street, he stopped dead and looked down at his feet. Eventually he turned and stared hard at the back of Hasting’s head. 

    “The damage you have done the party is incalculable, Nigel. I will disown you completely. Your actions are beneath contempt. How you could put the party at risk in this way, it is beyond words.” 

    Dehan was nodding, “Yeah, because that’s what’s important. Screw the fact that he murdered a young woman and destroyed her family. Hey, that’s collateral damage in the all important political war, right, Caulfield? What counts here is that this schmuck put the Party at risk. That is the real crime.” 

    Caulfield stared at her for a moment, then at Chiddester, who seemed to have gone into a trance. Slowly, grotesquely, the politician seemed to claw his way out of Caulfield’s face. “You are absolutely right, Mrs. Stone. I have expressed myself in a very regrettable way. Politics gets to the most human of us eventually. Lord Chiddester, you have my deepest sympathy, and naturally the Labour Party will do everything in its power to help…” 

    Chiddester didn’t look at him. He growled at an empty space a few feet in front of his face. “I don’t need your help. My daughter is dead. Nothing can ever change that.” He turned to look at Hastings. “And that man killed her, in the service of the toxic, twisted culture at the heart of your party.” He pointed a trembling finger at Caulfield. “You are as responsible as he is. You may as well have pulled the trigger yourself. She was killed trying to expose your sick culture of totalitarian Marxism and your grotesque allegiance to Islamic extremism. You are a traitor to your country, a traitor to your people, a traitor to democracy and complicit in the murder of a good, beautiful girl. I hope you rot in hell, Caulfield!” 

    Caulfield had gone white. “Steady on there, Chiddester…” 

    Chiddester’s face flushed suddenly crimson. “If you think you are going use this sniveling piece of shit as a scapegoat, and walk away from your crimes scot free, you are sadly deluded! I am going to destroy you, and your party! There will not be another Labour government as long as I live!” He raised his arm and his hand was trembling with rage. “I will make it my business to expose all of your treachery, your treason, your crimes against the people. How stupid do you think the British public is?” Suddenly he was shouting, almost screaming. “What fucking inferences do you think they will draw, when they read it in the papers, when they see it on the national news, that Katie Ellison was murdered by a member of your filthy party of treasonous, anti-Semitic lackeys to the Islamic State, because she was going to uncover your ties to Marxist groups and Islamic fundamentalists? What inference do you think they will draw, Caulfield?” 

    His voice stopped abruptly and a ringing silence was left in its place. He moved across the room and lowered himself onto the sofa. 

    Caulfield stared at him in what looked like genuine shock. After a moment, he stammered. “But, he was working alone, Chiddester. You must see that. The Labour Party would never sanction an operation like that… You can’t drag the whole party into this. We had no knowledge.” 

    “You created the conditions for it to happen. You seeded the rot, you fostered the madness, you created the culture of apologism for Islamic atrocities. You and your spineless, power-grubbing supra-nationalists. Get out of my house, you make me sick.” 

    Hastings suddenly spoke up. “Hang on a second. What about these two? They murdered Sadiq. The deal was they kept their mouths shut and we didn’t go after the Je… after Mrs. Stone for killing Sadiq!” 

    I smiled at Caulfield. “Boy, you are going to be a big loss to the march of civilization.” 

    He didn’t smile back. “He has a point.” 

    “What do you suggest, Caulfield?” 

    He didn’t answer me, he spoke to Chiddester. 

    “Look, for God’s sake, Chiddester, you’re talking about tearing apart the whole political fabric of the country. Let this couple go home. After all, it seems that Mrs. Stone was in fact acting in self-defense. There is no need to prosecute them, let them have their lives. Sadiq has paid for his crime, Nigel must pay for his, and we’ll see to that. But for God’s sake, let’s do some damage limitation and leave it at that…” 

    Dehan looked at me. “He wants to let us have our lives, Stone. Is that what they call magnanimity?” 

    Chiddester spoke before I could answer. “Damage limitation? What I am talking about, you disgusting little man, is uprooting the festering roots of the poisoned ivy you have seeded in our society. I am talking about tearing them up and showing them to the people, in all their horrific ugliness, so that the likes of you will never come to power again!” 

    He looked at me and I nodded. He stood and walked to the fireplace, where he pressed a bell in the wall. A moment later the door opened and the man who had let us in said, “Yes, M’Lord?” 

    “Bring him in.” 

    The door closed and Caulfield looked at me and Dehan, then at Chiddester. “What is this? What are you doing, Chiddester?” 

    “I am shining a light,” snarled Chiddester, “on the swarming rats and cockroaches that claim to represent the working people of this country!” 

    A moment later, the door opened and the servant, accompanied by a young man in his early twenties, stepped into the room. Between them, they held Sadiq Hassan. 

    Hastings’ face crumbled and he began to sob into his hands like a child. Caulfield gaped. “You treacherous…” 

    “You dare to call me treacherous, you murdering bastard?” 

    I smiled. “We scared the living daylights out of him and left his ears ringing, Well, Dehan did, but we didn’t shoot him, despite being gun totin’ cowboys. Maybe it’s time you revised some of your stereotypes, huh, Hastings? See, we figured, if you thought you had something over us, if you thought there could be some give and take, you might just give, and you did. You gave your DNA, and you gave a confession.” I held Caulfield’s eye for a long moment, then I said, “So here’s the thing I’m curious about, Caulfield. Here we are, two cops without jurisdiction, a back bench Member of Parliament, a member of a Marxist group who has close ties to Islamic extremists, a prime suspect in Katie Ellis’ murder, and you, a Shadow Cabinet Minister. What do you propose we should do next?” 

    He returned to his chair and sat staring at the floor, chewing his lip. Hastings looked at me and said, “I swear I did not kill her. I was very fond of her.” 

    Dehan gave him a look that could have castrated a bull and said, “Shut up, Adolph.” 

    Caulfield spoke to the carpet, with both hands stuck out like he was holding an invisible box. 

    “What will it take, Chiddester? Men like us, though we may be bitterly opposed to each other’s ideals, we must see the bigger picture. What happened to your daughter is an outrageous crime, and the man, or men, responsible must and will be brought to justice. But can’t you see the crises that will enfold our society if the Labour party is brought down?” He suddenly looked at me and at Dehan, appealing to us. “Imagine if in the States the entire Democratic Party were brought down. It would be a devastating blow not just to the left, but to the country as a whole!” 

    I grunted. “So what are you proposing?” 

    He closed his eyes. “I admit, there has been an issue in the party with anti-Semitism, and I will hold up my hand and say clearly, we should all have been more vigilant, more aware of the problem. I will give you my personal undertaking, my word, that we will address this problem…” 

    I interrupted him. “What about the ties to Islamic fundamentalism?” 

    His mouth worked but no words came out. Sadiq was staring at him fixedly. “I am not aware that any such ties…” 

    I pointed at Sadiq and half shouted. “You’re looking at one right now, Caulfield! This man right here, who tried to murder us, he is a tie between you and Islamic fundamentalism. He was carrying out hits for the Labour Party, for crying out loud!” 

    “No…” He was shaking his head. “No, no, no! He and Hastings were operating without the sanction of the party!” 

    I shouted, “Total deniability, huh? Is that what you had? And what did you promise in exchange?” 

    “No! You can’t do this! We are the Parliamentary Labour Party, for God’s sake! We are the establishment!” 

    A deathly silence lay on the room. I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed. After a moment, I said, “Harry? We have Hastings here. We’ll hold him till you arrive.” Then I turned to Sadiq. “Get the hell out of here. Try and find the passages in your book that talk about universal love for all people, despite their religion.” 

    He spat at my feet. “There aren’t any, filthy Jew loving pig!” 

    He turned and walked out of the room, slamming the doors as he went. Finally, I looked at Caulfield. “Get out, Caulfield. You make me nauseous. It’s depressing that people can be like you. Even if you had no hand in this murder, what Lord Chiddester says is true, you created the conditions for this corruption to flourish. You are beneath contempt. Get out.” 

    He stood, and his legs were trembling. He walked out of the room with a strange, stiff gait and again we heard the door slam.  

    Hastings looked at me resentfully. “Why do they get to go home, and I get arrested? You know full well they are as guilty as I am.” 

    It was Dehan who answered. “That’s what happens to fall guys, schmuck.” 

    “Besides,” I said, “you really figure Sadiq for the heroic type? We delivered him to Lord Chiddester on the way back from Kent. Before we got there, he was saying he wanted to turn Queen’s evidence. He’s on his way now with a couple of cops to collect all the evidence Katie had put together. He told us he’d collected it from her apartment after…” 

    Hastings’ eyes were swiveling this way and that like they had a life of their own. He blurted out, “That’s not right, that’s wrong. Why would he have her stuff?” 

    “Well if he hasn’t, who has?” 

    The question was obvious and so was the answer, and if he hadn’t been in such a panic, he would have seen he was being led. But he was too scared to see the nose in front of his own face.  

    “Obviously I have it! I killed her, to shut her up! And I have her stuff! That’s obvious, isn’t it!” 

    I frowned. “Can you prove that?” 

    “Of course I can prove it! I have everything—her laptop, her memory sticks, her notebooks. Everything! It’s all at…!” He faltered, realizing too late he had been trapped. 

    I laughed. “The whole thing, Hastings—calling you to the Ritz, Chiddester’s call to me when you showed up, as you had to—the whole thing was planned. And you walked right in.” 

    Chiddester looked gray and exhausted. He said suddenly, “All right, Green. You may as well come in now. I think we have everything we need.” 

    Hastings’ eyes bulged. He scrambled to his feet and ran for the door. Chiddester was quick for a man his size, and strong. He stood, laid the flat of his left hand on Hastings’ chest and stopped him dead in his track. Then he delivered a right hook to his jaw that sent him reeling back across the room, laid him flat on his back, groaning like Sunday morning after Saturday night.  

    “There’ll be no Queen’s evidence in this case. You’re all going to the fucking wall!” 

    The doorbell rang and the guys who’d brought Sadiq in went to open in. There was a murmuring of voices and a rustling of feet and after a moment, the door opened again and Harry came in with two constables. 

    “Evening, all. Where is he?” 

    Chiddester pointed and said, “He tried to get away. Had to stop him.” The constables crossed the room and dragged Nigel Hastings to his feet. He was still having trouble focusing his eyes, and he had an ugly, swollen bruise covering the lower left side of his face. The constables cuffed him and Harry intoned, “Nigel Hastings, I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Katie Ellison, and conspiring in the attempted murder of Detectives John Stone and Carmen Dehan. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defense if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence against you.” He nodded at the constables. “All right, take him away.” 

    As they walked him past me, Harry said, “Oh, by the way, Stone, the DNA results came in last minute. It was Hastings’ DNA, like you thought.” 

    He stopped and stared at me with crazy eyes. “You tricked me! You’re all the same! Lying, cheating…” 

    The rest of it was lost as he was bundled out into the hall. Chiddester frowned down at Dehan, who was still sitting in her chair in her sinful black dress. “I’m sorry you had to witness that, my dear.” 

    I smiled down at her, wondering if she’d give him a taste of her attitude. But there was only humor in her eyes. She stood and grinned at him and said, “Don’t apologize, Chiddie. I just wish I’d filmed it so I could watch it again.” 

    She winked and his cheeks flushed. Harry made a ‘crazy Yanks’ face and said, “Right, we’d better be making a move. Lord Chiddester, I’ll leave a car outside and an armed officer inside. Any problem at all…” 

    “And I’ll shoot the bastard, Green, don’t worry about that.” 

    I smiled and before Harry could reprimand him, I asked, “Where is your wife, Chiddester?” 

    “Upstairs in bed. We’ll be fine, now go and do whatever you have to do.” 

    We stepped out into the balmy night and crossed the garden toward Harry’s car. The street was oddly peaceful, with the ancient, wrought iron streetlamps casting a gentle, green light through the leaves of the giant chestnuts. His car bleeped and flashed and we pulled open the doors. Then he leaned on the roof a moment and looked at me. “Tough old goat, isn’t he? Lost his daughter, obviously shattered by it, and yet there he is, in the thick of it, not flinching, and even decks the fellow who did it.” 

    I nodded. “A few more like him, huh, Harry?” 

    He shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe you’re right.” 
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EIGHTEEN


    The radio crackled in the darkness of the car:  

    “Subject moving north along Ladbroke Grove. Over.” 

    We pulled away and headed toward Holland Park Avenue. Harry took the radio and spoke. “Bravo team, what is the status of your subject? Over.” 

    “Bound west along the Acton Vale Sir, seems to be headed home to Ealing Common. Over.” 

    We reached the intersection with Holland Park Avenue and stopped. It was late and there was no traffic. The road was quiet and still. 

    I said, “Caulfield has gone home. Sadiq is on his way to Villiers Road, in Willesden.” 

    He looked at me sharply. “How do you know that?” 

    I sighed. I could explain, but it wouldn’t convince him. I said, “Believe me. Leave the tail on Caulfield, there is an outside chance he’s not involved. We know for a fact Sadiq is. Even if I’m wrong, which, you know, I’m not, we should stay with him.” 

    He sighed and turned north toward Notting Hill Gate. “Couldn’t you be wrong just sometimes?” he said, with not much humor. He turned left then and we started accelerating down Ladbroke Grove, toward the Harrow Road. It is long and straight, and at that time of night, there were few people about. The luminous shop fronts and kebab parlors gave the street a depressing air of hopelessness. We passed under the metro bridge and the radio crackled again.  

    “Subject headed for Kensal Rise Station. There is no traffic, sir, we are falling back in case he spots us. Over.” 

    “Roger that, Sergeant.” 

    I turned to him. “Kensal Rise is on the way to Willesden, isn’t it?” 

    He nodded and gave a glance in the mirror. I heard Dehan laugh.  

    “Left onto Staverton… He’s doing another left onto Willesden Lane, sir. Over.” 

    Harry sighed. “Be advised, he is probably headed for Villiers Road. Alpha One, stay behind him. Alpha Two, take Belton Road and intercept at the junction with Villiers. Over.” 

    “Roger that, sir.”


    It crackled again almost immediately. “Bravo team, sir. Subject has stopped at the Guilded Lilly on Ealing Broadway. All night bar, sir. Over.” 

    “Stay with him, Bravo Team, and stay in your vehicles! Over.” 

    He hit the gas and we crossed the Grand Union Canal doing seventy. We crossed the Harrow Road against the lights and climbed at speed through Kilburn, past the Station and onto Chamberlain Road. Ten minutes later, he slowed as we eased onto Willesden Lane and he pulled up at the corner. 

    “Stay here, please.” 

    He got out and crossed the sidewalk, moving along Villiers road. Three cars in, he hunkered down and the driver’s window slid down. Dehan leaned over my right shoulder so we could both look down the street. It was straight for about three hundred yards, then turned left at somewhat less than a right angle. Where it made the bend, on the right, there was a large iron gate that I guessed gave onto a courtyard. 

    Harry stood and peered down the road. I knew what he was looking for because I had already found it while he was talking. He came back, climbed in and slammed the door. 

    “He drove into a courtyard, on the bend. It seems there are a couple of warehouses there. The idea of being a consultant, John, is that you share and cooperate, you know.” 

    “You sacked me, remember? You sent me home.” 

    “Whatever.” 

    He fired up the engine and we cruised gently down the road to an empty parking space twenty yards from the gate on the opposite side. There he stopped and killed the engine. 

    “Now we wait, and pray to God that you’re right.” 

    We were quiet for a bit, then Dehan asked suddenly, “Since when have British socialists been anti-Semitic? I would never have thought of the British as anti-Semitic, least of all the socialists!” 

    He shrugged. “I’m not sure they are, but there has been a growing faction in the Labour Party, over the last few decades. It all started at more or less the same time: we joined the EU, EEC as it was back then, there was the big petrol crisis—you’re too young to remember that, but basically OPEC cut off the supply of oil to the U.K., and next thing there were thousands of oil billionaires buying up Britain, everything from Harrods to half the property in Kensington.” He looked in the mirror at her. “I’m not a political animal. I think anyone who wants to be a politician should be automatically disqualified. But barroom politicians, and there are plenty in this country, suspect that they bought up a bit more than just Harrods and Kensington real estate. I couldn’t say, but roughly around that time, there began to be an anti-Israeli feeling in the country; not so much in the pubs, as on the BBC and among certain politicians. Whether they were right or wrong, I couldn’t say, but the consensus at the King’s Arms, my local, is that more than one politician, on both sides of the House, mind, gets his or her orders, and his paycheck, from Riyadh.” 

    I raised an eyebrow at him. “That is dangerous talk for a cop, Harry.” 

    He shrugged. “Like I said, I don’t know anything about politics. I’m just telling you what the lads down the pub think.” 

    Half to myself, I asked, “How many uprisings and revolutions started in pubs, I wonder.” 

    His reply was immediate. “All of them.” 

    Then he raised his hand and we went silent. Headlamps were approaching down the road. They slowed as they approached the corner, then turned in at the iron gates. I could now make out it was a dark Mercedes A Class saloon. Nobody got out, but after a moment, the gates began to open, and the car slipped in, parked and killed the lights. Then a figure climbed out and walked to a darkened door, where it knocked and waited. 

    I suddenly went cold and my skin crawled. Harry was frowning. He grabbed the radio. “Bravo team, what is the status of your subject? Over.” 

    “He’s still in the club, sir. We have clear eyes on his car and the door, and he hasn’t come out…”


    “What was he driving?” 

    “Audi A8, sir. Over.” 

    “Who the fuck’s that?” 

    “Whoever it is, is going to kill Sadiq in the next ten minutes if we don’t do something.” 

    He stared at me a moment. “A hit man? Called from the club?” 

    I frowned. “What’s he got, a damned army?” 

    He grabbed the radio. “Alpha One, move in up to the gates. No lights. Alpha Two, hold your position. Both of you, be prepared to intercept fugitives.”  

    “Roger!” 

    “Let’s go.” 

    We scrambled out of the car. I noticed Dehan had dumped her shoes and was barefoot. I grinned. “When I told you dress for the evening, this isn’t what I meant.” 

    “I know that now.” 

    Harry was already loping across the road. Dehan was close behind him. He turned to me. “Now how do we get through the damned gate?” 

    I was half way across the road, walking. “I know a technique. It’s pretty smart, but I need your permission to try it.” 

    “Be my guest, only hurry, will you?” 

    “Give me your car keys.” 

    He tossed them to me and I ran a couple of steps back to the car. I fired up the engine, put it in reverse and gave the steering wheel full lock. The car whined backward into the middle of the road. I tried not to laugh when I saw Harry’s face. I lined up the trunk with the gate and floored the pedal. The crash and scream of twisted steel was horrific. It made a real mess of the trunk, but it opened the gate and I like to think it may have saved Sadiq’s life.  

    As I climbed out of the cab and threw him his keys, Harry was shouting at me, “Are you out of your fucking mind?” 

    “Sue me. No time for this now. Let’s go!” 

    We ran for the door. I noticed absently in was the Al-Fakiha Import Company, which struck me as eminently appropriate. I put my elbow through the glass pane, reached in and turned the handle. Next thing, we were in a small office. It was dark, but by the filtered light of the streetlamps I could make out a shabby desk, a couple of chairs and an old telephone. On the left there was a black, impenetrable oblong: a doorway into the bowels of the building. 

    Harry spoke into his radio. “Alpha Two, we need backup. Gate is open, as is door, both courtesy of the U.S. Demolition Squad.” 

    “Roger!” 

    I whispered, “Did anybody bring a flashlight or a gun?” 

    “I imagine our friends in there brought both.” 

    Dehan said, “Why don’t we just turn on the light?” 

    She flipped the switch and flooded the room with light. We could now see through the open doorway, a short distance down a concrete corridor. There I could make out a large set of double doors. They had the look of warehouse doors. I moved toward them. As I stepped into the passage I saw there were stairs on the left leading up to the next floor. I shook my head at Harry. “You need to call in a firearms unit, Harry. If either of them has a gun, we are sitting ducks.” 

    I heard the crunch of feet behind us. Three uniforms were making their way in, led by a giant sergeant. They at least were wearing body armor.  

    “I’ll call it in, he said. But it could take at least an hour to get a firearms team here, if they send one. We actually have no real reason other than your bloody colon to believe they’re armed.” He turned to the uniforms. “Sergeant Lewis, go upstairs and see if there’s anyone there. Employ extreme caution, one or both of them may be armed.” 

    “Yes, gov.” 

    They started making their way up the stairs. I pushed open the doors to the warehouse. It was a large, cavernous, dark space. The air was chill. 

    I called out, “Sadiq!
The place is surrounded! We have a firearms team on its way! You are not going anywhere. Give it up and hand over the material.”


    There was only silence. I stepped in and peered to my right. The vast nave filtered away into shadows, with stacks of boxes piled against the walls. Dehan tapped my arm and pointed over to the left, where there was a small clapboard and glass office in the corner. I nodded, nudged Harry and pointed, indicating he should go left and I would go right. Dehan scowled at me and shrugged with a ‘what about me?’ look. I gestured at her dress with both hands. She showed me a finger, it wasn’t the one her ring was on. 

    Harry shouted again. “Give it up, Sadiq! You’re surrounded! Come out with your hands in the air!” 

    While he was shouting, I sprinted across the open space to a stack of boxes and took cover behind them. I could make out Arabic writing as well as English. It said they were full of dates. I was maybe fifteen feet from the office door. 

    I looked over at Harry and gave him the thumbs up, then I started shouting, “Don’t make this worse than it is, Sadiq! Cooperate and maybe you can strike a deal! Turn Queen’s evidence!” 

    I saw Harry dart toward the side of the office and slide below the window. I slipped around the back of the boxes and saw another stack, about six feet from the office door. These were wooden crates, about six feet by four, and had pictures of melons on them. I moved up, caught Harry’s eye and prepared to storm the door. 

    That was when the glass in the window shattered and Sadiq stood and opened up on me with an assault rifle. I swore violently and rolled behind the crates. A voice was screaming. It was Sadiq, shouting in Arabic, interspersed with English, about how we would never take him alive. Then he shouted, “Allahu Akbar!” and opened up with the assault rifle again.  

    I glanced over at Dehan to make sure she was OK. She was pointing frantically at the crates of melons I was pressed up against. I shrugged and spread my hands. She gritted her teeth, glared and pointed again. Meanwhile I could hear Sadiq shouting something that sounded very dangerous to me. 

    “Where is your firearms unit? Where is your backup? I am going to kill you all! Allahu Akbar!” 

    And he opened up again, spraying the area with a hot hail of lead. As I curled up behind the crates, wondering how long it would take the slugs to tear through the melons and find me, I also began to wonder where the hell he’d got an assault rifle from, between Chiddester’s house and here. And then, as the noise of lead hitting steel began to dawn on me, I realized what Dehan had been pointing at.  

    Next thing, I was on my feet, dragging the topmost box to the floor. From the corner of my eye, I saw Dehan break cover and run. A hail of bullets trailed her, kicking up cement dust from the concrete. The box hit the floor and shattered. I heard Sadiq bellowing, coming closer. I looked down and saw the damned box was full of melons. 

    Sadiq came skidding around the corner, training what looked like an AK-47 on me. I didn’t think. He fired as I dropped and I felt the hot whiz and pop of the slugs skimming past me and into the wood. I grabbed the nearest melon like a football and hurled it straight into his face. It made a sickening thud and he went over on his back. I leapt at him, pinned down his gun hand with my left knee, and drove my fist into his face, not once and not twice, but three times. 

    But he was clawing at me with his left, and as he did that, his right arm slipped out from under my knee. Next thing, he was using the AK-47 as a club, writhing underneath me, trying to beat my brains out with the butt. I wrestled it from him, tearing and biting at his fingers. Finally, I wrenched it out of his hands and threw it blindly behind me. I heard it clatter on the cement and started pounding his face again, left, right and left. He stopped moving. I drew breath and heard Harry shouting at me, “John! Stop!” 

    I looked up at him with my fist poised for a fourth and final blow, but I realized then that he wasn’t looking at me. He was looking behind me, and he looked worried. That was when I heard the unmistakable, slightly sneering voice saying, “Don’t stop on my account, kill the little shit if you want to.” 

    I lowered my fist, then got to my feet and turned. He was leaning against the shattered wooden crates, holding an automatic in his hand. “I hope you don’t mind, DI Green, I left your men sitting outside the club, watching my car, and I borrowed the owner’s Merc. He’s an old chum of mine.” 

    “Caulfield. I knew it had to be you.” 

    “Well, that makes you very clever, Stone, but sadly, I’m the one holding the gun.” 
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    He aimed the automatic at my head. “On your knees.” 

    I stuck out my lower lip, like I was doubtful, then shook my head. “No, if I’m going to die, Caulfield, I’ll do it on my feet, not on my knees.” 

    “How very admirable. It would be so much more admirable if you didn’t keep two thirds of the planet on their knees.” He waved his gun at Harry. “Cuff him.” 

    “Countries like Saudi Arabia, Caulfield? Countries like the Emirates?” 

    “I am not going to discuss politics with a gun-toting U.S. hit man.” 

    Harry pulled my arms behind my back and as he closed the cuffs he said, “Um, actually, Caulfield. You’re the one toting the gun, and the only hit men in this affair were employed by you…” 

    “Shut up, Green. Stone, sit down or I’ll shoot you in the knee. Green, get on your toy radio and tell your men to back away. Tell them I want a negotiating team dispatched. Then take your shoes and socks off.” 

    Harry got on his radio. “Alpha teams One and Two, be advised we have a hostage situation. Alpha One, fall back to the perimeter. Alpha Two, adopt standard fall back procedure, Sergeant Lewis’ discretion. Hostage taker has requested a negotiation team.” 

    I moved over to one of the boxes of dates and sat on it. Now I could see what it was Dehan had been pointing at. The bottommost crate had been torn to kindling by Sadiq’s gunfire, and you could see the alternating butts and muzzles of assault rifles poking out.  

    “What is it, Caulfield, one in every ten cases is guns? Who are they for? Don’t tell me you’re planning a coup.” 

    “Nothing so dramatic, Stone. There will not be ‘rivers of blood’ in the streets in deer old Blighty. Not many, anyway. Just enough to keep a certain level of terror alive, to keep the people pliant.” 

    “So you arrange the sales to them, then they ship the guns back to people like Sadiq, so he can shoot the workers you represent in the streets of your city. Is that what they call government for the people?” 

    “I am well past being upset by your cynicism, Stone. You, Green, sit on the floor next to your buddy. Now here’s how it’s going to go. I need a jet fuelled and ready to go within the next ninety minutes, at London Elstree airport. We will be flying to Saudi. I will give the pilot his instructions once we are aboard. You both will be handed over to the authorities when we arrive. Any delays, or attempts at trickery, and I will take something random off you. It might be a toe, a finger, an ear, an eye, a foot. I will steadily dismember you until you are both dead. That is the deal. When the negotiator arrives, you will persuade him that I am serious, and if he tries to play me, I will take a piece of you. Do you understand, Green?” 

    Green sighed and nodded. “I do.” 

    I spoke suddenly and loudly. “So, let me see if I have understood this. You are basically employed by who? Al Qaeda?” 

    “I am not just employed by them, Stone, I happen to have a certain ideological allegiance with them. I like their certainty, their clarity. I like the fact that they are not afraid to stand up against the Jewish conspiracy. The one area where Marx went wrong was in his atheism. What makes a society strong, what unites a society, is a powerful ideology. And let’s face it, few ideologies, if any, are quite as powerful as Islam.” 

    I gave a small laugh. “Save it for the sheep, pastor. Bottom line is Al Qaeda pays your salary. So why the Marxism? You’ve been in the Labor Party all your life, why the ties with Marxists?” 

    He laughed out loud. “Have you any idea how many Labour MPs and Labour supporters are Marxists? My dream, the dream of many—and you can raise that cynical eyebrow all you like, it does not change the fact—my dream is for a Marxist Britain guided by the spiritual light of Islam.” He laughed again, shaking his head. “And believe me, it is very far from being an impossible dream. And I am not alone in dreaming it. Islam is for all humanity, salvation is for all those who embrace it, and the same is true of Marxism.” 

    “That’s very nice, Caulfield. I get a nice, warm feeling when I hear you talk that way. Fortunately, not all Muslims are crazy like you. So, how did it go? Katie started investigating the ties between Islam and Marxism in this country, and she hooked up with Sadiq, seduced him and persuaded him to introduce her to the man who was running him, Hastings. She and Hastings got it on and I am guessing Sadiq got jealous and told her he was Jewish, not realizing she wouldn’t give a damn. How am I doing?” 

    “You’re doing very well. Men like Sadiq have a kind of radar. Some SS officers developed the same kind of instinct during the Third Reich. I have no racial objection to Jews. I am not racist in any way. I am quite objective about the whole thing. It is their dangerous, unstable thinking that troubles me, and their control of the banks.” 

    “That’s objective?” 

    “Very, I assure you.” 

    “So Katie made the mistake of getting sweet on Hastings. There is no accounting for taste. And Hastings alerted you to the fact that she was on your trail and was gathering evidence…” 

    “Oh, it was much worse than that. She was very clever indeed. With her father’s help and connections, and her own talent for investigation, she had put together irrefutable paper trails showing…” He stopped and shook his head. 

    “Showing what? C’mon, Caulfield! You really think I believe you are going to let us live? We are as dead as though you’d already pulled the trigger. Showing what? That you and your buddies…” 

    “Enough, Stone. What she managed to prove will never be known, because her research, and this whole warehouse, will go up in smoke before morning.” 

    “Al-Fakiha.” 

    He frowned at me. “I beg your pardon?” 

    “What does it mean? You have it plastered all over these boxes.” 

    He laughed. “Oh, it means the fruit. The fruit of our labors, the fruit of our struggle, the fruit of our submission to God. That is what Islam means, you know? Submission. Submission brings God’s grace. The fruit.” 

    “That’s beautiful. I guess men like me who refuse to get on our knees, we don’t stand a chance, huh?” 

    He shook his head. 

    I shrugged. “So, when Hastings revealed the extent of Katie’s research, you decided she had to die and you ordered Hastings to do it…” 

    “He volunteered. He really is a very peculiar young man. He was a barrister for many years, you know? Very clever. But a little unbalanced. As you know, he was involved with the Butcher case all those years ago, and it affected him deeply, especially when he met Simon Clarence.” 

    I nodded. “That makes sense. The Home Office were keeping an eye on Johnson, so as assistant to the Shadow Home Secretary, he got to hear that Johnson was back, and that gave him the idea. He arranged to go and visit Simon and get the details of the killings. That way he could stage it as the return of the Butcher, knowing that the file was sealed and nobody could ever open it up as long as Clarence lived. If he’d just got the spelling of whiskey right, he might have got away with it.” 

    He shrugged. “Too bad for him, really.” He frowned at Harry and checked his watch. “What’s happening with that negotiating team, Green?” 

    “First they’ll have to assemble it, then there’ll be a briefing. You can be sure they’re scrambling, sir. Scotland Yard will be shitting bricks. We’ve asked for the help of a New York copper and now he’s a hostage, and being flown to fucking Saudi!” 

    Caulfield gazed at me. “If he’s lucky.” 

    “So what now, Caulfield? Your life’s dream is ashes. What will you do? Go and live in a cave in Afghanistan? Your SAS boys will hunt you down, you know? There is nowhere for you to hide.” 

    He smiled and it was frightening how complacent he was. “Don’t worry about me, Stone. I’ll survive, and, like Arny, I’ll be back. Britain has a destiny. It will be Marxist, and more than that, it will be Muslim, and it will submit to Sharia Law.” 

    I shrugged. “You may be right, Caulfield, but you know what? Your pal Marx once said that history repeats itself, and when I look at the history of Britain, I see a tough, smart people who have a lot of common sense, who are slow to anger, but fearsome when roused. And I see a people who over and over again have taken their tyrants and their despots and kicked their asses. I don’t see their destiny as one of submission. I think these crazy, island people are going to take your vision of destiny and they are going to shove it right up your ass. What do you think, Dehan?” 

    I had seen her step out from behind the crate with her small, black dress and her sinfully long legs, her hair tied in a knot behind her neck and the AK-47 in her hands. Let me tell you, it was one of the most indecent sights I have ever seen, and I doubt I will ever be lucky enough to see anything like it again, except in my recurring dreams. 

    Caulfield frowned. To distract him, I looked over at the door. He followed my line of sight, still frowning, wondering where Dehan was. Her voice came from behind him, low and steady and calm. “I think that’s exactly what they’re going to do, but by the time I’ve finished with him they may have to tear him a new…” 

    Before she could finish, he was spinning, panicking. He turned to face her with the automatic held out in front of him. In that same moment, I roared and charged at him, head first. It wasn’t smart, but I wasn’t going to let him shoot a woman who looked that good holding an AK-47. In that same moment, the doors burst open behind us and Harry’s Alpha Two team came storming in, bellowing and wielding bits of broken wooden pallet over their heads, like a band of raiding Vikings.  

    My head thundered home into Caulfield’s belly just as his automatic barked, and at the same instant, his head rocked as Dehan’s shot slammed home right between his eyes. 

    We crashed to the floor. I heard her scream, “Stone!” and I looked up, sick with terror for a moment that she’d been hit. She was rushing at me with fear in her eyes, shouting, “Are you OK? Are you hit? Did I hit you?”


    I smiled at her. “How many rounds did you fire?” 

    “One!” 

    I grinned. “How’s Caulfield doing?” 

    She glanced at him. “Not so good.” Then she scowled. “But I was aiming for his arm, you asshole! I had to shift when you charged, you great lummox! I could have killed you!” 

    I couldn’t stop smiling. “Oh… It’s just, you look so…” 

    The Alpha Two team had put down their wooden swords and were now slowly establishing order. The huge sergeant Lewis hoisted me to my feet and Harry undid my cuffs. Lewis said, “I heard your little speech, sir. Very inspiring. Thank you.” 

    “Thank you, Sergeant.” 

    Dehan held up her cell and handed it to Harry. “You have the whole exchange here.” 

    He smiled and took it. “You are a marvel, Carmen. This silly sod doesn’t deserve you.” 

    She winked at me and, ever loyal, she said, “Yeah, he does.” 

    He laughed. “If you say so.” Then he was on his radio again, telling Alpha One to set up a perimeter, and calling for a meat wagon, a SOCO team, which is the Brits’ version of a Crime Scene team, and a forensic IT team, because they had found Katie Ellison’s laptop, her pen drives and her notebooks.  

    The proverbial was about to hit the fan, and it was going to be the shitstorm of the century. 
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EPILOGUE


    We were sitting in the VIP lounge at Heathrow Airport, waiting for our flight to be called. We were there courtesy of Lord Chiddester, who had also upgraded our flights, seeing as we had refused to take payment for helping to solve his daughter’s murder. Our luggage was all checked in and we had an hour to kill, so we figured we might as well drown it in martini as shoot it with an AK-47. 

    Dehan, now dressed in jeans and a demure blouse, was bobbing her olive up and down in her drink, looking pensive.  

    “It’s hard to believe,” she said at last, “that something like that could happen in a country like Britain today.” 

    I nodded and ate my olive instead of bobbing it. “The world is changing. I don’t know if there ever were certainties. I guess after World War II, everybody thought there were certainties, until Kennedy and Vietnam, and Watergate… It was only a very short time when we felt more or less sure about who we were, in the West, and what we were about.” 

    She gave a short laugh that was more like a snort. “I read once that every new century actually starts one or two decades in. You know, the twentieth started in 1916, the eighteenth in 1812. I wonder if we are getting a first taste of what the new century is bringing us.” 

    “That’s a kind of scary thought.” 

    She nodded. “On a happier note, Stone, I have decided that in this new and uncertain world, I have acquired a taste for the good life. So we are going to become international consulting detectives to the C